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Introduction and Background (1)

 Gender equality across domains remains a challenge in South Asia, despite significant economic growth in the region.

 Women’s economic participation trends in the region do not conform to the hypothesized U-shaped relationship (Boserup, 
1970; Goldin, 1995) between economic development and FLFP. 

 After 24 years (1995-2019), while the region experienced growth in GDP per capita, FLFP remained low for most 
countries. FLFP tends to be lower for women in urban areas and for those with mid-level education (Najeeb et al., 2020)



Introduction and Background (2)
 Driving factors: job growth, economic transformation, individual educational attainment, fertility, and social norms (Luci et 

al., 2012; Hosney, 2016; Zaheer and Qaiser, 2016; Verick, 2014).

 Education is considered a key determinant of FLFP as well as other key gender outcomes, such as fertility and agency, (Heath 
and Jayachandran, 2016; Mammen and Paxson, 2000).

 Yet, despite gains in educational attainment, women's employment in the region has remained stagnant, and even trended 
downward in several countries



 Determinants of FLFP does not adequately explain the trends observed in South Asian countries.

 Substantial literature documents low FLFP (particularly in IND and BGD) but limited in identification of 
causal drivers in addition to economic development and education.. Research has covered marriage and 
children (Parsons et al., 2015), intrahousehold bargaining and agency (Kabeer, 1999; Andres et al. 2017), 
demand-side constraints (Deshpande et al. 2021), mobility and safety (Saman et al., 2018), and more.

 Theoretical and empirical literature recognizes social norms as a key driver of gender outcomes:
 In combination with or through interactions between households, markets, and formal and informal 

institutions (Jayachandran, 2020; The Social Norm Learning Collaborative, 2021; The World Bank, 
2012).

 Social norms maintain inequitable power relationships – among groups in a society, or between 
men and women, and among different groups of women (Bicchieri & Mercier 2014)

 Gap in literature on how gender norms- even when measured through proxies, such as attitudes- have 
evolved and interacted with gender outcomes in the South Asian region.

Motivation



Objective: 

To understand barriers and determinants of FLFP in the South Asian region by exploring time-trends in related 
intermediate gender outcomes and attitude variables.

(Broad regional study covering 6 SAR countries – IND, BGD, MDV, PAK, NPL, AFG)

Research questions:

 What do the differences across cohorts from repeated cross-sectional data tell us about the status of 
gender outcomes and related norms in the region?

 What can we learn from trends in norm proxies, albeit imperfect, in terms of change across cohorts?

 To what extent do forces affecting FLFP -education, urbanization, increased wealth/income- really affect 
gender outcomes and normative change?

 For whom and in which countries have things changes the most? Where and for whom have they changed 
the fastest?

Objectives and research questions



Steps to select data: (a) review of region-wide surveys with repeated cross-sections (b) review of indicators in surveys related to 
norms and FLFP (c) review of literature to identify treatment of indicators from surveys.  

Data: DHS and WVS. The final data span from the 1990s to 2010-15, but includes women born as early as  1940 

Analysis: Focus on cohort analysis (by birth year), trace generations for life events occurring once over the lifespan, trace 
generations and age-profiles for continuously occurring outcomes over the lifespan. We also explore whether trends differ for 
sub-groups, and examine links between ‘outcomes’ and normative views.

Methodology and Data
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Indicator selection: Iterative Process

Measuring norms is an essential step in identifying channels of 
transmission from changes of norms to changes in behavior, and then 
to changes in gender inequality.

1. Documented what was measured and how was it measured. 

2. Delved into the literature on ‘classic indicators’ used for agency/empowerment and 
social/gender norms. 

3. Looked at how they’ve been used in the literature –outcome or explanatory variables 
(N>60), and as norms (N<20). Most common ‘norm’ use of indicators: acceptance of wife 
beating, intensity of preference for sons. Most common ‘empowerment’ use of 
indicators: decision-making power, property ownership, income, acceptance of wife 
beating

4. Classified the different measures and developed a conceptual framework.

Identifying 
relevant 

measures

Literature 
review of 

indicator use 

Classifying 
measures

Conceptual 
framework 

based on 
literature

Survey 
documentation



Indicator selection: Framework

Level Description From reviewed surveys

• Set of indicators that are embedded 
in the culture/ community (informal 
institutions; social rules; social norms)

• E.g. Acceptance/approval of child 
marriage and justification

• Set of indicators normally 
used to identify economic, 
social and psychological 
resources within an 
individual.

• E.g. age at marriage 

Micro

Meso

*majority of surveys 
cover micro-level 

measures

Macro

*some surveys 
cover meso-level 

measures

*few surveys cover 
macro-level 

measures

• Set of indicators that are 
embedded in the formal 
institutions (legislative and 
institutional rules)

• E.g. Legal age for marriage



Indicator selection: Final set
Gender-norm influenced outcomes

Domain Measure

Economic
empowerment

Economic empowerment

Human Capital

Labor force participation #

Years of education*

Life events

Age at marriage
Age at first birth
Age gap with spouse

Intrahousehold Intrahousehold power Say in HH decisions – mobility, household purchase and health^

Control over own body

Age gap with spouse
Marriage to first birth interval 
Difference between desired fertility and realized fertility **
Son preference (difference in ideal number of boy and girl children) 

IPV experience ^^
Gender norm-influenced attitudes:
Human capital University is more important for a boy than a girl *
Voice and agency Both the husband and wife should contribute to household income ^

Justification for IPV ^^
Fertility A woman has to have children to be fulfilled **
Economic empowerment When jobs are scarce, men should have more right to a job than women #



Summary of findings: Some progress but mostly stagnant/regressive

Variables Afghanistan Bangladesh India Maldives Nepal Pakistan

Employment (% working) -2 pp 2 pp -4 pp -0.6 pp -7 pp 0.3 pp

Education (yrs. of education) 5 m 15 m 15 m 40 m 17 m 11 m

Marriage age (yrs.) -6 m 9 m 5 m 15 m 7 m 1 m

Age at first birth (yrs.) -7 m 2 m 2 m 8 m -1 m -4 m
Son preference (% preferring 
more boys as ideal)

-2 pp -7 pp -4 pp 0.7pp -12 ppt -2 ppt

Agency index (share having 
say in 1 HH decision)

-6 pp -1 pp -2 pp -1 pp -10 pp -13pp

Spousal difference in age 
(yrs.)

-6 m -11 m -3 m -6 m -4 m -0.2m

Spousal difference in 
education (yrs.)

0.08 m -8m -5 m -5 m -0.4 m 0.2m

Fertility (actual minus ideal # 
of children)

< 1 child 
increase

< 1 child 
decrease

< 1 child 
decrease

< 1 child 
decrease

< 1 child 
decrease

< 1 child 
decrease

IPV justification (% justifying) -1 pp -0.2 pp -3 pp -5 pp -1 pp -0.1 pp

IPV experience (% reporting) -3 pp -7 pp -2 pp -0.1 pp -3 pp -2 pp



RESULTS
1. Aggregate trends in outcomes

2. Heterogeneity in trends by subgroups

3. Links between outcomes and ‘normative’ attitudes



AGGREGATE TRENDS



Variables Afghanistan Bangladesh India Maldives Nepal Pakistan

Employment (% working) -2 pp 2 pp -4 pp -0.6 pp -7 pp 0.3 pp

Education (yrs. of education) 5 m 15 m 15 m 40 m 17 m 11 m

Marriage age (yrs.) -6 m 9 m 5 m 15 m 7 m 1 m

Age at first birth (yrs.) -7 m 2 m 2 m 8 m -1 m -4 m

Son preference -2 pp -7 pp -4 pp 0.7pp -12 ppt -2 ppt

Agency index -6 pp -1 pp -2 pp -1 pp -10 pp -13pp

Spousal difference in age (yrs.) -6 m -11 m -3 m -6 m -4 m -0.2m

Spousal difference in education 
(yrs.)

0.08 m -8m -5 m -5 m -0.4 m 0.2m

Fertility (actual minus ideal # of 
children)

< 1 child 
increase

< 1 child 
decrease

< 1 child 
decrease

< 1 child 
decrease

< 1 child 
decrease

< 1 child 
decrease

IPV justification (% justifying) -1 pp -0.2 pp -3 pp -5 pp -1 pp -0.1 pp

IPV experience (% reporting) -3 pp -7 pp -2 pp -0.1 pp -3 pp -2 pp

Summary of findings: Some progress but mostly stagnant/regressive



Results – trends in employment over birth-cohorts

Women in South Asia born in recent 
years are not working significantly 
more than women born decades ago.

Nepal, the country with one of the 
highest shares of women reporting 
working, sees the share of working 
women fall by 30 pp for women born 
before the 1960s  vis-à-vis the 1990s.

The only country seeing an increase is 
Bangladesh, but to levels that remain 
low.

.



Results – trends in employment over birth and age cohorts

With multiple surveys, we observe women born in different years at the same ages….

• Women’s work follows an inverted-U shape over the life cycle, peaking between 25-35 years; similar across SAR

• We see pronounced changes across birth-cohorts. Women aged 30 years are >10 pp less likely to work if they were born 

in 1975-79 vis-à-vis 1970-74;  

>10pp



Results – trends in marriage and fertility
Age at marriage has increased by less than a year per decade for most countries.

Bangladesh and Maldives have seen the greatest improvements (~4 years), for Bangladesh, remaining below the 
legal age of marriage.

Note: Sample includes only women above 25 years at the time of survey



Results – trends in agency
• Agency index – sum of indicators of say in HH decisions

• large household purchases, own health care, and mobility to visit to relative and friends

• Apart from Maldives, women born in recent years have less agency than women born before them.
• Trends may be driven by age composition of birth-cohorts at the time of survey
• Increases with age (and length of marriage)



HETEROGENEITY



Results – Heterogeneity by Groups
• Women with certain characteristics may experience different trends. Not the case for all outcomes – some trends are pervasive.
• Richer women, born in India in the 1940s, were 40 pct less unlikely to report working than the poorest women. The differences narrow over time 

and converge.
• More educated women, in Nepal, are 5 pct less likely to justify IPV, but trends are no different than for less educated women.  Common trends for 

urban and rural women, but 5pct higher in levels for urban.

Caveat: we observe marital family’s wealth and urbanization is not static



LINKS WITH NORMATIVE ATTITUDES



Summary of Findings on Normative Attitudes

Variables (Percent who agree) -WVS Bangladesh India Pakistan

When jobs are scarce, men have 
more right to a job (~75%)

5 pp 4 pp 0.4 pp

University education is more 
important for a boy than for a girl 1 pp -0.2 pp -2 pp

Both partners/spouses should 
contribute to household income -7 pp -4 pp -15 pp

A woman has to have children to be 
fulfilled (~95%)

2 pp -2 pp 2 pp

There have been largely stagnant/regressive trends for gender normative attitudes. Also, we can capture  
very few ‘normative’ attitudes based on available surveys (WVS or DHS) for a long time span.



Results – Links with attitudinal variables

Normative attitudes about women’s work being less important than men’s have a clear link with actual employment status.

Note: Survey to survey imputation at the 5 year birth-cohort level



Results – Links with attitudinal variables

Attitudes seem to be regressing – more than 70 percent of most recent cohorts agree than when jobs are scarce men have more right to them.

Note: Survey to survey imputation at the 5 year birth-cohort level



Results – Links with attitudinal variables

• Attitudes about women’s 
(child-bearing) role within a 
family have remained 
stable – such that >90 
percent agree that women 
need children to be fulfilled 
across countries.

• India witnesses a marginal 
reduction from 94 percent 
to 85 percent ~ 2 pp per 
decade. Unclear links with 
age at first-birth.

Dotted line shows age at first-birth (right axis)



IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICIES AND 
RESEARCH



Not all policies have shown to work against norms

Years of 
Edu

Marriage age 
(year)

H-W Edu gap 
(year)

H-W Age 
gap 

(year)
Marriage-first birth 

gap (month)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Born after 1992 0.475** 0.159 -0.257* -0.148 -2.200**

(0.187) (0.126) (0.143) (0.132) (0.907)

Punjab
0.970**

* 0.885*** -3.064*** 0.212 1.034

(0.226) (0.193) (0.283) (0.167) (1.101)

Born after 
1992* Punjab 0.526** -0.047 -1.034*** 0.189 0.734

(0.247) (0.210) (0.166) (0.153) (0.820)

(0.294) (0.145) (0.086) (1.129)

N 38409 38409 37730 36758 33451

R-sq 0.417 0.113 0.047 0.011 0.060

Note: * p<0.10,  ** p<0.05,  ** p<0.01. Standard errors clustered at the province and 5-year birth-
cohort level are in parentheses. All estimations control for rural indicators, household wealth scores 
and include region and age fixed effects.

Some policies targeted to women have worked in shifting some norms and outcomes– education (Han et al. 
2018); reservation places (Beaman et al. 2012), inheritance (Deininger et al. 2013).

Example: Punjab Female Secondary School Stipend 



Not all policies have shown to work against norms

When stronger norms are present, they can affect policy formulation and enforcement (on the gov. side), 
adoption and impact related outcomes (Buchmann et al. 2021, Kumar and Sinha 20201)

Min. age of marriage laws, while changing 
behavior, didn’t do so particularly strongly.



In conclusion

 A long lens view on women’s outcomes and attitudes shows that ‘there is clearly 
something there’ limiting omen’s outcomes.

 However, we have only an imperfect view of social norms across the region. Partly 
because of data limitations (what is measured, where and how it is measured).

 Policies might benefit from a clearer view of norms to correct for possible blind 
spots and increase effectiveness.

 This work drives/feeds our future research agenda under the disparities study to:

• Measure norms around FLFP at scale across South Asia

• Identify policies that can shift norms 

• Measure policy outcomes in relation to norms and not only with regards to 
the final outcome



Summary of women’s outcomes
Variables Afghanistan Bangladesh India Maldives Nepal Pakistan

Employment (% working) 12% 29% 32% 41% 68% 22%

Education (yrs. of education) 1.2 4.2 6 8.0 3.4 3.3

Marriage age (yrs.) 17.9 15.3 17.8 19.7 17.0 18.8

Age at first birth (yrs.) 19.3 17.6 19.8 21.3 19.5 20.8
Son preference (% preferring 
more boys as ideal)

42% 15% 21% 10% 30% 32%

Agency share (share having 
say in 1 HH decision)

0.6 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.6 0.6

Spousal difference in age (yrs.) 5.3 8.7 5.1 3.8 4.5 5.0
Spousal difference in 
education (yrs.)

2.4 0.6 2.3 -0.7 2.6 2.5

Fertility (actual minus ideal # 
of children)

-0.1 1.2 0.59 0.1 1.1 0.6

IPV justification (% justifying) 83% 27% 46 26% 19% 42%

IPV experience (% reporting) 51% 50% 33% 12% 24% 25%



Summary of normative attitudes

Variables (Percent who agree) Bangladesh India Pakistan

When jobs are scarce, men have 
more right to a job

79% 61% 84%

University education is more 
important for a boy than for a girl

49% 38% 46%

Both partners/spouses should 
contribute to household income

88% 82% 68%

A woman has to have children to be 
fulfilled

97% 86% 99%
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