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There is mixed evidence in the literature as to whether and how perceived economic independence of 
the wife and her income relative to the husband affect her bargaining power in a marital relationship. 
We posit that in the absence of conducive ambient social structure, the bargaining power of the wife 
can be negated by her compulsion to conform to deeply embedded social norms. We frame a formal 
game theoretic model of the pertinent problem and ratify the same using a hand-collected primary 
data set collected from women employed in leading information technology firms in Bangladesh. 
In empirical support of our framed theoretical model, we find statistical evidence of a significant 
negative relationship between a wife’s bargaining power and her compulsion to adhere to the ambient 
patriarchal social norms.
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1. Introduction

Women who are educated and are either currently employed in skilled positions or are 
employable in such positions are intuitively expected to hold commensurate bargaining 
power as their male partners in any marital relationship. The personal liberty such 
women enjoy by virtue of their economic independence might be deemed as a natural 
safeguard against any unfair treatment or abuse by their male partners as they are seen 
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to be able to break the relationship and get out at their will if the terms do not suit them 
i.e., economic independence empowers women to exit bad marriages (Kalmuss & Strauss, 
1982).  However, there are a multitude of factors associated with marital quality that can 
counteract the empowerment attributable to economic independence of the female partner 
(Sayer & Bianchi, 2000). 

In this article, we principally hypothesize that non-conformity to extant social norms that 
are typically shaped over generations via underlying socio-religious beliefs and value systems, 
impinge on the marital power mechanisms and counteract the empowerment attributable to 
economic independence of the female partner. Although we do not test it in this article, we 
would however like to further hypothesize that the social costs thus imposed on the female 
partner in a marital relationship could possibly create a barrier to her exiting a bad marriage. 
While in some countries and cultures socio-religious beliefs and value systems have a lot 
firmer hold as compared to others on individual perceptions of what is or is not desirable, 
nevertheless they do tend to exist universally across societies and cultures. Drawing from 
the extant literature, we posit an interesting proposition, which we subsequently confirm 
empirically using a rich set of hand-collected data from Bangladesh. Our findings strongly 
indicate that deeply entrenched social norms can counteract the bargaining power of women 
attributable to their economic independence in a socially endorsed marital union. We 
exclusively consider a long-term, heterosexual relationship where ‘long-term’ means that 
both the partners have a set of mutually shared motivations to remain in the relationship for as 
long as they can (for example the motivation to bring up their children together and keep the 
family unit together). However, such shared motivations that are seen as a bedrock of marital 
relations in many cultures, are themselves likely to be the product of a cultural repertoire of 
social or moral codes (Quinn, 2018). Given, Bangladesh has a predominantly patriarchal 
social structure shaped by strong religious values and belief systems, it has deeply entrenched 
social norms about the expected behaviour and respective roles of men and women within 
a traditional family set up. Therefore, the data drawn from Bangladesh provided us a fertile 
ground to test our principal proposition.

1.1 Brief review of relevant literature 

Prior literature has posited that fewer employment opportunities for women may be a 
contributing factor to their unequal treatment within a household (Duflo, 2012). Particularly 
in the less developed and developing societies, systematic empirical evidence has been 
found that at all income levels, women tend to do a major share of the housework including 
childcare and, therefore, have a lot less time available to engage in gainful employment 
or even be competitive in the labour market relative to the menfolk (Cuberes & Teignier, 
2014). Apart from being socially and morally untenable, gender inequality is also seen 
as a potential hurdle in the way of economic development so that policy-making is often 
aimed at killing two birds with one stone – improving the economic status of women 
in less developed and developing societies as well as facilitating the overall economic 
development of those societies. For example, micro-credit schemes have been directed 
primarily at women in developing countries, based on the premise that women tend to invest 
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better and generate goods and services that improve family well-being, thus promoting 
overall economic development (Duflo, 2012). However, this is the very premise that we 
put to the test in this article. We ask whether economic empowerment of women on its own 
in the absence of ambient social structures and institutions can realistically strengthen the 
position of women vis-à-vis men in marital relations.

In positing their ‘gendered resource theory’ to better predict violence towards women 
in abusive martial relationships, Atkinson, Greenstein and Lang (2005) proposed that for 
marital relationships where the husband had a ‘traditional’ mindset in terms of gender roles, 
husband’s relative income ought to bear a strong negative association with the probability 
of wife abuse. In other words, the higher the husband’s relative income, the lower should 
be the likelihood that he will be abusive towards his wife. Thus, as morally abhorrent as 
that may sound, in such a scenario, a high gender gap between the husband’s and wife’s 
income levels can be argued to serve as an insurance against abuse. This is of course in 
direct contrast to the intuitive position that the economic status of married women should 
act as a natural safeguard against abuse by their male partners as such women should be 
able to break the marital bondage and get out at their own will if they are subjected to any 
abuse.  The problem however is that the ‘social cost’ of exiting a marriage is often much 
higher for women than for men particularly in less developed and developing societies 
where age-old socio-religious beliefs and value systems can act as nearly insurmountable 
barriers to unilaterally exiting a marital relation. 

Women’s lack of choice (or rather the lack of an actionable choice) in marital relations 
has been evidenced also in non-abusive heterosexual relationships. For example, Wong 
(2017) conducted a longitudinal study consisting of twenty-one heterosexual young 
couples in the US and found that in situations when partners cannot simultaneously 
satisfy their individual career objectives that require a geographical relocation, they fall 
back on traditional gender roles to decide which partner’s choice gets precedence. Most 
interestingly, the study finds that even in cases where the female partner gets to choose, 
she has to pay considerable practical as well as emotional costs, which can in fact act as a 
decision barrier for her and hold her back in real life. 

Jejeebhoy and Sathar (2001) conducted a comparative study of different geographical 
areas across south Asia, covering areas within both India and Pakistan, and concluded that 
women tend to have less control over their life decisions (including marital decisions) as 
well as over economic resources under calcified patriarchal and gender-stratified social 
structures that have changed very little over time. It therefore naturally begs the question 
as to whether governmental policy measures squarely aimed at uplifting the economic 
status of women would be at all productive (and not in fact counter-productive) so long as 
such policy measures were implemented within the existing patriarchal social structures. 
While this may be particularly obtrusive for less developed and developing societies 
where social and gender power structures have typically remained relatively unchanged 
over time, it is by no means only limited to those societies. Komter (1989) provided a 
compelling conceptualization of the hidden power rules in gender relations by focusing 
on the operational processes and mechanisms that could be latent determinants of the slow 
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transition to gender equality in marital relationships. This conceptualization could be argued 
to be true across cultures. In particular, Komter (1989) stressed on a conceptualization 
of power that goes beyond interpersonal relationships and duly recognizes the influence 
of ambient social structures (economic as well as religious/cultural) on marital power 
processes. It would therefore seem too unidimensional and hence simplistic to take a 
position that wives who have comparable income levels as their husbands are thereby 
able to exercise equal bargaining power in their marital relationships. In other words, 
knee-jerk attempts to uplift the economic status of women are less likely to achieve true 
gender equality in marital relationships – perhaps much less so in cultures that have deeply 
entrenched patriarchal values and belief systems. Most crucially (something that directly 
motivates our present article), female partners in socially endorsed heterosexual unions can 
be held back from exiting bad marriages in spite of their economic status if the underlying 
power rules are dictated by ambient social structures.

2 .Model development

2.1 Background

We consider a simple model set-up to analyse the impact of social norms in the single-
family unit where both husband and wife have outside options to work. By the term single 
family unit with multiple income-earners, we mean that a family unit that consists husband 
and wife with their children; and both husband and wife have outside options to work.1 
Although our focus is on single family unit with multiple income-earners i.e. both husband 
and wife have outside options to work, one can also take different variants of our model 
set-up, for example, a single unit with single-income earners. 

Following from the literature, in particular, Anderson and Eswaran (2009), we consider 
that both husband and wife are working outside and also contribute to produce the pool 
of public goods, denoted by Ω, for the well-being of the members of a single-family unit. 
For example, taking care of household works such as cleaning dishes, cooking, taking 
care of children etc. We assume that Ω : w  × e  → R+, where w  and e  refer to wage 
incomes and effort levels of both husband and wife respectively in order to produce strictly 
positive public goods on real line (denoted by R+) for family members. We assume that, 
first derivative of the pool of public goods with respect to w and e, denoted by Ω0, is strictly 
positive i.e. Ω0 > 0. However, the second derivative of Ω, denoted by Ω00, with respect to 
w and e is semi-negative i.e. Ω00  ≤ 0. This ensures the production of public goods is subject 
to diminishing return. Without loss of generality and tractability of our results, we assume 
that ( )( ).p p

h w whw w e eΩ = + +  Here, wh and eph refer to husband’s income and effort level 
respectively, which are invested to produce public goods. Similarly, ww and p

we  refer to 
wife’s income and effort level respectively, which are invested to produce public goods.

1. There exist different types of family unit such as single-family unit with multiple income-earners or joint family unit with 
multiple income-earners. In a primarily agrarian, patriarchal society where poverty is an acute problem, one can also find 
that family unit consists not only husband and wife and their children but also husband’s relatives and their family members 
where all or some of them have employment options outside the unit. Indeed, such joint family unit with multiple income-
earners can be treated as an insurance against poverty.
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Since both husband and wife have outside options to work, we denote o
he and o

we  as 
husband’s effort level and wife’s effort level invested in outside options to earn incomes 
wh and ww respectively. Moreover, each husband as well as each wife possesses one unit 
of effort level. This implies that both husband and wife have effort level constraint such 
that 1p o

iie e+ = where i = {h,w}. The cost of putting two different types efforts incur costs, 
denoted by ( )p

ic e  and 0( )ic e , such that c0(.) > 0 and c00(.) > 0. This implies that the costs 
are convex as the opportunity cost of putting efforts on outside options and producing 
public goods is increasing as each of them value their leisure times more. For simplicity, 

we assume that 
21( )

2
p p
i ic e c =   and 

21
( )

2
o o
i ic e c =    

In addition, for a given patriarchal society, we assume that there exists a set of social 
norms in relation to an individual wife’s contribution to public goods, denoted by e , which 
needs to be confirmed. Therefore, following from the seminal work of Akerlof (1997), we 
introduce a social distance function, denoted by C( , ),p

we e  such that C( , )( ).p p
w we e e e− 2 

This implies that an individual wife has to minimise the social distance between herself 
and norms e  established by others in patriarchal society; otherwise she has to bear the cost 
C( , ) 0.p

we e >  Note that, any deviation from e  is welfare reducing for an individual wife as 
the patriarchal society imposes some sort of cost on her.2 Note that, an individual husband 
who lives in patriarchal society is free from such conformity of social norms.

Both husband and wife are maximising the following utility functions subject to their 
effort level constraints. Note that, such utility maximisation will determine the reservation 
utilities for an individual husband and wife respectively. Indeed, solving such optimal 
utility level within marriage will determine each of their threat-level utility, which in turns 
determine their bargaining power. In this sense, our paper is in the same spirit of Woolley 
(1988), Lundberg-Pollk (1993), Chen-Woolley (2001) and Anderson and Eswaran (2009).

The wife’s optimisation problem is as follows:

max ( ) ( ) ( ),p p o o p
w w w w w w wU e c e w e c e C e e= Ω − + ⋅ − −

 subject to 1p o
w we e+ =  (1)

Note that, Ω.epw refers to the fact a given the pool of public goods how much contribution 
a wife’s effort p

we will make. Note that, this term also incorporate the strategic interaction 
between husband’s efforts level and wife’s effort level in their marriage life. Furthermore, 

o
w ww e⋅ refers to labour income of an individual wife.

Similarly, husband’s optimisation problem is as follows:

 ( ) ( )
max

,  
Uh

p p po o o
h w h hh h he e e c e w e c e= Ω − + ⋅ −

subject to 1p o
hhe e+ =  (2)

2. This cost could be phycological in nature, as a negative impact on the wife’s mental health and well-being.
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One of the distinctive features of husband’s optimising problem is that husband does 
not bear C( , )p

we e  as he lives in patriarchal society.
We assume a ‘simultaneous move’ game, and we are focusing pure strategy Nash 

equilibrium. By the term, simultaneous move game we mean that both husband and wife 
are choosing their effort level simultaneously. The following section provides the analysis 
of our simultaneous move game.

2.2 Formal analysis

We derive the reaction functions of wife and husband respectively from the first order 
conditions of equations (1) and (2), which are as follows:

 
( 1) 2

( )
2( 2)

p
h pp h

w f h
w e e y

e R e
y

 − − −
= ≡ − 

 (3)

 
( 1) ( )

2( 1)

p
p ph w

h wh
w e ye R e

y
 − −= ≡ − 

 (4)

Note that family pool of income is denoted by y  i.e., y  = wh + wf.
Since an individual wife has to confirm the social norms, she will put her effort 

level .p
we e=  This implies that she has to minimise the social distance from others i.e. 

( , ) 0.p
wC e e =  By solving the above two reaction function along with the condition epw = 
,p

we e=  we obtain the following optimal level of efforts of both individual husband and 
wife respectively:

 * ( 1)
(3 2)

pp h
w h

we e
y

−= =
−

 (5)

Note that, for feasibility of the optimal effort level of i, i.e. * 0p
ie >  where i = {w,h}, we 

need wh > 1. We assume that this condition holds though out our analysis. We are now in 
position to develop our first proposition:

Proposition 1
A.  Confirming the social norms by an individual wife leads to an outcome where both 

husband and wife provide the same optimal level of efforts to produce household 
public goods i.e. ** pp

w he e= at Nash equilibrium.
B.  An individual husband’s effort level is strategic substitute to his wife’s effort level and 

vice versa.

Proof 
The proof follows logically from equations (3), (4) and (5). 

Strategic substitute in Proposition 1B implies that more efforts put in by a wife 
towards producing household public goods will reduce the corresponding efforts of her 
husband and vice versa. Furthermore, given a wife’s conformity to social norms, it forces 
everyone to provide same level of efforts in order to produce the household public goods 
at equilibrium. In order to analyse the bargaining powers both wife and husband, it will 
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be sufficient to substitute the values of *p
we and *p

he in each of their utility functions i.e. Ui, 
where i = {w,h} (follows from equations (1) and (2)) in order to calculate their threat-level 
utilities. Note that, higher the threat-level utility, higher the bargaining power and vice 
versa. This following provides us the utility functions:

 
2 2

*
2

2

2 ( 2) 4 ( 1)(3 2) 2(9 5 2)

2(3 2)

( (16 29) 9 (2 1))

2(3 2)

h h w
w

h h w w

e wy e w y w wU
y

y w w w w
y

−− − + − − + + −=
−

− + −+
−

 (6)

 
2

*
2

9 (2 1) 2 ( (17 19) 5) ( (16 27) 14) 2

2(3 2)
w h w h h h h h

h
w w w w w w w wU

y
− + − + + − + −=

−
 (7)

Equations (6) and (7), in combination, lead to the following proposition:

Proposition 2 If the wife in a heterosexual marital relationship conforms to the expected 
social norms by minimising her social distance form others i.e., ,p

we e=  then both husband 
and wife have the same threat-level utilities i.e. * *.w hU U=

Proof 
By solving max * * *{ } .p

m we U e e⇒ =  Therefore, following from equation (5), by substituting 

the values ** *  pp
w he e e= =  in equations (6) and (7), we obtain * *.w hU U=  This completes the 

proof. 
Proposition 2 implies that when an individual wife confirms the social norms by 

minimising her social distance from others, both her husband and she has the same 
bargaining power (since both of them have the same level of threat utilities).

2.3 Non-conformity to social norms and bargaining power

The above section explains when the wife confirms the social norms what will happen to
p* her bargaining power. In so doing, we assume that the condition of conformity i.e., 

e  = ew holds. In this section, we are relaxing such conformity condition i.e., an individual 
wife chooses her optimal effort level **p

we such that ** .p
we e≠  Hence, we are solving the 

reaction functions follows from equations (3) and (4) without the condition of social 
conformity i.e. *.p

we e=  Furthermore, in so doing we assume that the labour market is 
perfect and does not discriminate wages between male and female workers.3 Thus, we 
assume that wh = ww = g. Thus, we derive the optimal level of efforts for a wife and a 
husband, which are as follows:

 
2

** 2( 1) 4 (2 1)
4[3 ( 2) 2]

p
w

g e ge
g g

− − −=
− +

 (8)

3. It is to be noted that relaxing our assumption will not change our results qualitatively rather it will make our results more 
robust.
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 ** ( 3) 2( 1)
4[3 ( 2) 2]

p
h

g g ee
g g
− + +=

− +  (9)

Note that, in order to have ** 0p
we ≥  and ** 0p

he ≥  we require the following condition to be 

satisfied:
2( 1) ( 3) 2

max ,0 .
2(2 1) 2

g g ge
g g
− − − ≥ ≥  −  

In order to analyse the bargaining powers both wife and husband in the presence of 
wife’s non-conformity of social norms, it will be sufficient to substitute the values of **p

we  
and **p

he in each of their utility functions i.e. Ui, where i = {w,h}, which follows from 
equations (1) and (2), in order to calculate their threat-level utilities. Note that, though the 
closed form solution does exist, the expressions are very messy. Thus for the purpose of 
exposition, we choose any arbitrary values of g, say g = 3 (since the feasibility condition 
requires that wh > 1 (follows from equation (5) , where g = wh = ww), which provides us the 
following threat-level of utilities:

 
2 2

**

2 2

18(32 32 75) 27( 8 16 172)
3872

3( 48 32 7) 6( 84 8 18) 3613
3872

w
e e e eU

e e e e

− + − + − − +=

− + + + − − − ++

 (10)

 
2

** 7072 2560 9168
3872h

e eU − + +=  (11)

Equations (10) and (11) develop the following proposition:

Proposition 3 For an arbitrary value of g such that g > 1, there exists a critical value of 
social norms  *e such that the following will be true:

A. If *e e<   then. ** **.w hU U>

B. If ≥ then ** **.h wU U≥

Proof 

** 18(64 32) 27( 16 16) 3(32 96 ) 6( 168 8)0
0

3872
w e e e eu

e
− + + − − + − + − −∂ ≥ = <

∂
and is mono-

tonic within the feasible range i.e. 
2( 1) ( 3) 2

max ,0 .
2(2 1) 2

g g ge
g g
− − − ≥ ≥  −  

However, 

** (2560 14144 )
,

3872
h eu
e

−∂ =
∂

 which implies that 
** 400 if .

221
hu e
e

∂ > <
∂

and 
** 400 if .

221
hu e
e

∂ ≤ ≥
∂

 

Since 
2 **

2 0.hu
e

∂ <
∂

Therefore, **
hU is a concave curve over our feasible region. Furthermore, ** **.w hU U>

when 0e =  and for 
2( 1)

2(2 1)
ge

g
−≤

−  the following will be true ** **.w hU U<
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This implies that, the curve of **
hU must have at least one cut of the curve of **

wU from 
below. 

Indeed, given our feasible region 
2( 1) ( 3) 2

max ,0 0 0.4
2(2 1) 2

g g ge e
g g
− − − ≥ ≥ ⇒ ≤ ≤ −  

(for g = 3), and by equating ** ** * 0.125.w hU U e= ⇒ =  This completes the proof.
The following figure illustrates Proposition 3:

Figure 1 Social norms and threat-level utilities of husband and wife

Here the dome-shaped curve shows us the threat-level utility of a husband i.e. **
hU  and 

the downward slopping curve shows us the threat-level utility of wife **.wU  The point of 
intersection of the two curves determines *,e which is 0.125 (see the proof of Proposition 

3). It is evident from the figure that when *,e e<  then ** **
w hU U>  and when *,e e≥  then 

** **.h wU U≥
The intuition of Proposition 3 is as follows: when the social norms are less prominent, 

an individual wife finds that benefit from non-conformity of social norms is higher than 
its cost, so she provides less efforts towards producing household public goods. Since 
the husband’s effort level is a strategic substitute to his wife’s effort, he has to put more 
effort towards producing household public goods. This leads to an outcome where wife 
obtains higher threat-level utility than her husband’s threat-level utility. However, this 
is not true when the social norms are highly prominent. Indeed, in this case the cost of 
non-conformity to social norms outweighs the benefit of non-conformity to social norms, 
hence, the wife has to put more efforts towards producing household public goods. And 
because of strategic substitute, this implies that a husband has to put less effort to produce 
household public goods, thus his threat-level utility will be higher than that of wife. This 
intuition is illustrated in Figure 1.
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3 Empirical ratification of the framed theoretical model

3.1 Summarising the theoretical prediction from the framed model

In this section, we start by summarising our model’s theoretical prediction so that we can 
try and ratify it using data. Although Proposition 1 characterises the optimal effort levels 
of husband and wife, which are strategic substitutes, the main findings are Proposition 2 
and 3. Proposition 2 tells us that conformity of social norms will provide the same level 
threat utilities for husband and wife (thus the same level of bargaining power). However, 
Proposition 3 tells us that when the social norms are less intrusive, non-conformity to 
social norms provide her higher level of threat utility (thus higher bargaining power) and 
the reverse is true when the social norms are strongly intrusive. In summary, this two 
propositions tell us that social norms do affect the threat-level utility of wife and thus her 
bargaining power. Therefore, we are testing the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: In a patriarchal society where social norms are strongly intrusive, the wife’s 
bargaining power bears a negative relationship with her inclination to be non-conformant 
to social norms.

3.2 Empirical analysis

A major methodological challenge in attempting an empirical ratification of our framed 
model is that we need to develop a metric measure of non-conformity to social norms in 
order to incorporate the effect of the social distance function in our theoretical model. In so 
doing, we first measure the bargaining power of a wife who is highly skilled and is earning 
a high income. In this regard, we consider three major telecommunication companies in 
Bangladesh, which are Bangla Link, Robi and Edison, with a combined total number of 
4600 employees, out of which only ~ 10% are women (most of whom are in employed in 
customer care and earn non-executive level salaries).  We chose Bangladesh as the crucible 
for collecting the required primary data as it is predominantly a patriarchal society, where 
social norms play a strong role in the lives of most resident individuals.

We interviewed 74 women employees at an executive level or above and have high 
level of technical skills. Out of our sample, 70% of our respondents are married and the rest 
are either divorced, widowed or single. 

To measure the bargaining power in their household, we consider the following eight 
questions: (i) Whether a wife can make an independent decision in relation to making 
investment, denoted by bp1, (ii) Whether a wife can make an independent decision in 
relation to borrowing loan, denoted by bp2 (iii) Whether a wife can spend money according 
to their wish, denoted by bp3 (iv) Whether a wife can retain her income as she wishes, 
denoted by bp4, (v) Whether a wife can spend money independently from the joint saving 
account, denoted by bp5 (vi) Whether a wife has made any investment in major pool of 
assets of family, denoted by bp6; (vii) If she has an investment in major pool of assets of 
family then what is her contribution in terms of percentage to that family pool asset, denoted 
by bp7 and (viii) Whether a wife needs any permission to spend money independently 
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from the joint current account, denoted by bp8. The data we have collected is categorical 
in nature, in particular, it is binary data where 1 implies YES and 0 implies NO. To create 
a simple index of bargaining power of a wife we take an average, denoted by bp, such 

that, 1
n

ii bpbp
n

=∑=  where n = 8. Note that, the measure bp maps bp : {0,1} → [0,1] and 

it is monotonic in a sense that higher the value of bp indicates the higher the bargaining 
power of a wife in her household. One of the important features is that the measure bp also 
indicates wife’s own personal choice or action.

Like bp, we also create another measure called sni that incorporates role of social norms, 
in particular, patriarchal society’s norms on wife’s behaviour- which are nothing to do with 
her bargaining power and these are: (i) freedom to visit her office colleague, denoted by ns1 
(ii) husband’s attitude to his wife’s job, denoted by ns2, (iii) pressure from her husband or 
his family to quit her job, denoted by ns3, (iv) freedom to participate in household decision 
making process, denoted by ns4 and (v) freedom to visit her natal relatives, denoted by ns5. 
Like bp, the collected data is binary in nature where 1 implies the present of attribute and 
0 implies no present of the attribute. To create a simple index for the role of social norms 

imposed on a wife’s choices, we take an average, denoted by ns, such that 1
n

ii nsns
n

=∑=

, where n = 5. Note that, the measure ns maps ns: {0,1}→ [0,1] and it is monotonic in a 
sense that higher the value of ns indicates the less prominent role of social norms on wife’s 
choices. Table 1 summarises the index variables used in the empirical analysis for which, 
primary data was collected from the 74 women employees.

Table 1 Summary of index variables as used in the empirical ratification

Variables’ Names

Presence of At-
tribute/ Yes (1) 
(proportion of 

total respondents)

Absence of 
Attribute/No (0) 
(proportion of 

total respondents)

Total number of 
respondents

bp1 
(Independently take investment decisions) 45% 55% 74

bp2
(Independently take borrowing decisions) 38% 62% 74

bp3
(Spend as she wishes) 73% 27% 74

bp4
(Retain her income) 67% 33% 74

bp5
(Spending independently from joint saving 
account)

42% 52% 74

bp6
(Investment on major assets of household) 56% 44% 74

bp7
(Percent of investment contribution on 
major household assets 50% or above)

48% 52% 74

(Contd.)
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Variables’ Names

Presence of At-
tribute/ Yes (1) 
(proportion of 

total respondents)

Absence of 
Attribute/No (0) 
(proportion of 

total respondents)

Total number of 
respondents

bp8
(Independently spend money from joint 
current account)

20% 80% 74

sn1
(Freedom to visit colleagues) 38% 52% 74

sn2
(Husband’s attitude towards her job) 22% 78% 74

sn3
(Pressure to quit job) 43% 57% 74

sn4
(Participate in major household decision 
making process)

59% 41% 74

sn5
(Freedom to visit her natal relatives) 57% 43% 74

3.2.1 Metric measure of non-conformity of existing social norms

In this section, we propose a metric measure similar to our social distance function. Note 
that, sn incorporates other people’s actions triggered mainly by social norms; and on the 
other hand bp incorporates an individual wife’s own choices regarding economic decisions. 
Thus, we define metric measure, denoted by γ, such that γ = sn − bp. Thus the measure 
γ incorporates the distance between other people’s actions triggered by social norms 
and the one’s own actions that determines one’s own bargaining power in one’s family. 
Furthermore, both actions affect an individual wife’s own utility level. The following 
provides the properties of such measure γ:

Our γ measure satisfies the following properties:
A.  γ defines the mapping as γ : [0,1] → [−1,+1], where γ = +1 implies that social norms 

are playing a dominant role and γ = −1 implies that social norms does not play any 
role at all.

B.  γ is monotonically increasing and continuous over its domain [0,1]. It is monotonic in 
a sense that ∀ x,y ∈ [0,1] if x < y = ⇒ γ(x) < γ(y). The intuition is that a wife with γ(y) 
is relatively more affected by social norms than that of a wife with γ(x).

C.  Furthermore, the following will be true: 0
y
ns

∂ >
∂

and 0.
y

bp
∂ <

∂

Despite the fact that γ is monotonic over its interval, the assigned γ value for each individual 
wife is pure random. Indeed, we have tested normality test of γ and we find that it is 
normally distributed. Figure 2 shows the quantile normality test where majority values 
assigned to each individual (wife) is very closed to a diagonal line implying normality. 
Note that, for notational purpose in our successive analysis γ is denoted as dsb.
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Figure 2 q-normality test for the dsb variable

3.2.2 Regression analysis

We are now in a position to run the following regression, to check our hypothesis 1. Indeed, 
we are examining the relationship between bp and dsn. In a patriarchal society where the 
norms are strongly intrusive, it is expected that these two variables should have negative 
association. Our regression analysis only tests the hypothesized association among the 
variables and as such, the results cannot establish any cause-effect relationship.

 bpi = β0 + β1howneri + β3hwagei + β4wagei + β5dsbi +β6hhtypei  
                            + β7edui + β8hedui + β9pjobyrsi + ei (12)

Here, we expect that the co-efficient of dsn should be negative i.e. β5 < 0. Indeed, this 
will confirm our hypothesis 1. The rest of the variables i.e. whether a wife owns home 
(howner), her husband wage (hwage), her own wage (wage), house-hold type (hhtype) 
i.e. whether it is single family or joint family unit, her own education level (edu), her 
husband’s education level (hedu) and her past job experiences (pjobyrs) are used as control 
variables. The results of four best-fit regression models are shown in Table 2 as follows:

Table 2 Results of four best-fit regression models

 Variables (1) 
Model 1 

(2) 
Model 2 

(3) 
Model 3 

(4) 
Model 4 

howner -0.199** -0.194* -0.197** -0.170** 
 (0.0936) (0.0996) (0.0878) (0.0804) 
hwage -0.0705** -0.0709** -0.0546** -0.0528** 
 (0.0295) (0.0306) (0.0263) (0.0258) 

(Contd.)
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 Variables (1) 
Model 1 

(2) 
Model 2 

(3) 
Model 3 

(4) 
Model 4 

wage 0.0617 0.0653 0.0684** 0.0740** 
 (0.0398) (0.0400) (0.0318) (0.0307) 
dsb -0.255** -0.263** -0.282*** -0.306*** 
 (0.110) (0.109) (0.0857) (0.0909) 
hhtype -0.0521    
 (0.0364)    
pjobyrs 0.0244 0.0250   
 (0.0168) (0.0187)   
edu -0.0964 -0.106 -0.0607  
 (0.0683) (0.0710) (0.0694)  
hedu -0.00473    
 (0.0476)    
Constant 1.093*** 0.946*** 0.871*** 0.714*** 
 (0.337) (0.302) (0.282) (0.203) 
     
Observations 41 41 50 50 
R-squared 0.476 0.456 0.435 0.426 

Standard errors in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Model 1 corresponds to the full model as specified equation (1), while the variables hhtype 
and hedu were dropped in Model 2 (as they came out insignificant in the results for Model 
1). Subsequently, pjobyrs was dropped in Model 3 (as it come out insignificant in the 
results for Model 2). Model 4 captures the most parsimonious best-fitting model where all 
the included variables came out significant. Model 4 has the main predictor variable dsb, 
which was significant at the 1% level, along with three remaining controls howner, hwage 
and wage, which were all significant at the 5% level.

From the regression results shown in Table 2, we can say that there is adequate 
statistical evidence in the data to reject a null hypothesis of no relationship between bp and 
dsb and conclude that a significant negative relationship does indeed hold between these 
two variables. This in turn empirically affirms our overarching hypothesis as stated at the 
beginning of this section, thereby providing factual support to our major proposition that 
where patriarchal social norms are deeply entrenched, these will exert a strong influence on 
the marital power mechanisms such that the social costs of non-conformity with those norms 
can negate the bargaining power of women attributable to their economic empowerment. 
In other words, common indicators of economic empowerment (e.g., income-generating 
employment or self-ownership of property), by themselves, are not sufficient to establish 
that the female partner in a long-term relationship is truly empowered in reality. One must 
necessarily consider the domineering social norms that such a relation is subject to within 
the socio-religious ambience.

Although not specifically tested here, nevertheless based on the obtained empirical 
results it can be reasonably further hypothesized that a favourable relative income position 
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as a key identifier of the wife’s economic empowerment, may not influence her actual 
ability to exit a bad marriage if the social costs imposed via a patriarchal set up are in 
fact too high to be entirely offset by her economic wherewithal. Indeed, this seems to 
lend credence to (or at least appear complementary to) the gendered resource theory view 
as proposed by Atkinson, Greenstein and Lang (2005) so far as that the relative income 
gap between husband and wife will be a poor predictor of marital power in the presence 
of social norms borne out of deeply entrenched religious values and belief systems. It is 
however prudent to note that the results we have obtained here do not go all the way to 
allow any inferences about the direction of the relationship between relative income gap 
and marital power. However, the significant negative relationship between the bp and dsb 
variables does seem to intuitively indicate that the economic empowerment of the wife 
(e.g. a favourable relative income position) may not act as a guarantee against marital 
mistreatment i.e. in the absence of a supportive social structure, the wife’s economic 
wherewithal may not be enough on its own to entirely absorb all social costs, direct as well 
as latent, that the wife may have to bear in order to exit a bad marital relationship.

Conclusion and agenda for future research

In this article we have taken a slightly modified perspective of the ‘gendered resource theory’ 
as posited by Atkinson, Greenstein and Lang (2005) and have argued that women may not 
be able to exit a bad marriage in spite of having economic empowerment or personal wealth 
in the absence of a supportive ambient social structure that is not rooted in patriarchal belief 
systems. Adopting the marital power rules conceptualization of Komter (1989), we have 
posited that wherever patriarchal norms are deeply entrenched, they will tend to exert a 
strong influence on the marital power processes such that non-conformity with those norms 
can post a high exit cost for the female partner in a marital relation thus preventing her 
from exiting a bad marriage. Adopting from Akerlof (1997), we have constructed a ‘social 
distance measure’ that the female partner in a socially endorsed heterosexual relationship 
will rationally seek to minimize in order to conform to the social norms that are prevalent 
within the ambient social structure. Using primary data hand-collected from three firms in 
the Information Technology sector in Bangladesh, we tested our overarching hypothesis 
that in a society where patriarchal socio-cultural norms are deeply entrenched, an inverse 
relationship exists between the bargaining power of the female partner and the degree 
to which she conforms to those socio-cultural norms. Statistical findings from our study 
provide empirical evidence supporting our position. 

One obvious limitation of our study is the restriction of the data pool to only women 
employees within a particular industry sector that might have introduced some selective 
sampling bias. However, the Information Technology sector is typically considered an elite 
sector in third-world countries where the ‘cream of the crop’ is fortunate enough to find 
employment in an otherwise extremely competitive job market environment. Therefore, it 
can be counter-argued that limiting the sample to specifically the Information Technology 
sector may have actually helped to access the kind of data that best fits the purpose of this 
study as women employees in this sector will be expected to be better off economically 
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(as well as in terms of their personal literacy levels) relative to women who are employed 
in other industry sectors. Nevertheless, a future extension of this research covering women 
employed in different income-generating positions (including self-employed women) will be 
worthwhile. 

As observed in the previous section, further empirical research based on a mixed methods 
approach combining quantitative and qualitative aspects of data collection and analysis, 
needs to be done to check for the significance as well as direction of relationship between 
relative income gap of husband and wife. Such examination would potentially reveal the 
balance of marital power that truly reflects the wife’s position vis-à-vis the husband. Also, 
another natural extension of this work, especially given that it adopts the marital power rules 
conceptualization of Komter (1989), would be to conduct a comparative analysis pooling 
data from working women in both developed as well developing countries to identify any 
moderating role of differential socio-economic development on the marital power processes. 
This article, nevertheless, makes an important start and the findings are interesting enough to 
generate more extensive research in the future – both conceptual as well as empirical.
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