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PARTICIPATION IN THE HOUSEHOLD DECISION 
MAKING PROCESS IN BANGLADESH 

 
Asma Begum 

Krishna Chakrabortty 

ABSTRACT  
The present micro-study is concerned with an important aspect of the relation between the poor rural 

women and the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh. This aspect refers to the status of poor women in the 
countryside in Bangladesh, after they started getting a modicum of income from economic activities 
aided by the credit from the Grameen Bank. More specifically, this study presents the data regarding the 
association between the economic activity indepedently carried out with the credit received from the 
Grameen Bank by the women of two villages, viz., Bhatpara and Panchdona, in Narsingdi district of 
Bangladesh, and differences, if any, in the status of the loanee and the non loanee women. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 

Comprising almost half of the world's population, women form a veritable human 
resources base. In reality, however, inequality in the status between men and women has 
stood in the way of society's granting recognition to women, which resulted in the 
denial of opportunities for them and the utilization of their potentialities for the 
community's welfare. Women have been subordinated to men almost always and 
everywhere, though they seem to have recognized and protested that situation in some 
form or other (Chafetz and Dworkin, 1986, cited in Ritzer; 1986, p. 403). 
 

Bangladesh is a populous, underdeveloped country. It requires proper utilization of its 
resources-material and human. Women's contribution to national development is not 
recognized here. The tables which are presented in Appendix will give an idea of the 
socioeconomic conditions prevailing in the country (See Appendix Tables 1 and 2). 
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In the male-dominated society of Bangladesh the women in both rural and urban areas 
occupy a status which is generally much inferior to that of men. In all spheres of social 
and economic activities such as education, employment and work, health and nutrition, 
politics and even in life within the family, women enjoy very limited opportunities, if at all. 

 
Not only their movement is restricted within a prescribed space, but adverse in their effect 

on a clearly and rigidly defined allocation of gender based responsibilities is there, resulting 
into the general powerlessness of women, even though the contribution of women to 
their families through their economic activities, which are deliberately ignored or kept 
invisible by men, is substantial. This subordinate position is further reinforced through 
various kinds of religious beliefs and cultural practices. The pattern of training imparted 
to a female child in Bangladesh emphasizes her subordinate role within the household (Aziz 
1989, p. 56). 

 
For improving the status of women, a number of measures by the Government as well as 

voluntary or Non-governmental organisations have been taken in Bangladesh (Duza, 
1989). The Grameen Bank provides a notable illustration. The Grameen Bank is the 
institution to break away from traditional credit disbursing practices assisting the 
economically well of and provides credit to rural people without any collateral. Further, 
to effectively utilise human resources, the Grameen Bank targets rural women below the 
subsistence level and involves them with its organisational framework for economic and 
social mobilisation. Through its economic and social programmes, the Grameen Bank has 
continuously tried to break the interlock of rural women's economic dependency and social 
practices like the purdah, which perpetuate through cultural traditions and religious norms 
(Mizan 1992, p. 9). 

 
The Grameen Bank was inaugurated in 1976 and in 1983 it was transformed by a 

Government ordinance into a specialized financial institution for the poor. Being 
convinced that lending to the poor was not a risk, the Central Bank of Bangladesh, and 
the United Nations Children's Fund have provided funds to the Grameen Bank. The 
Grameen Bank at present has over 17,15,186 members (16,12,853 women members 
compared to 1,02,333 men) in more than 33,420 villages (Grameen Bank monthly 
Statements, 1993, p. 2) and has disbursed over $400 million since 1976 (Shams 1992, p. 
25). 

The Grameen Bank did not originally have a smooth sailing. Many needy women did not 
take loans since they succumed to fears of violating religious principles or were too 
nervous to handle a relatively large quantum of money on their own. Nonetheless, the 
bank attempts to help them all through with some economic plan that improves their 
access to credit and through a social development programme that facilitates collective 
action (Shehabuddin, 1992, p. 78). 
 
      The paper has been organized in five sections. The next Section briefly discusses 
about the objective of the study. In Section III, method of the study is narrated, i.e., research 
design, definitions of the concepts, method of data collection and sample of the study are 
discussed. 
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Analysis of the findings of the study is in Section IV. Finally, conclusions have been drawn in 
Section V. 
 

II. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 
 

This study has sought to ascertain the status of women in contemporary rural Bangladesh in 
relation to development schemes initiated by Grameen Bank. Accordingly, this study, 
inquires into the nature of the status of women in their families vis-a-vis their economic 
contribution towards the running of their homes. 

The study assumes that when a woman supports her family economically, she would be 
involved ta a greater extent in the family's decision-making process than a woman who is 
merely a housewife. This proposition may be broken into several more specific hypotheses : 

(a) There is an association between the economic contribution of women to their families and 
their participation in the household decision-making process. 

(b) There is an association between the economic contribution of women to their families and 
the extent of their control over their family income. 

(c) There is an association between women's economic contribution to their families and the 
extent of their control over the sale of the property owned by them. 

(d) There is an association between the economic contribution of women to their families and 
their opinion regarding the role of husbands and wives in running the household. 

 
In order to test the above hypotheses two categories of women have been included in the 

study : the first category comprises the "loanee" women, i.e., those housewives, who have 
taken loan from Grameen Bank for any productive purpose or income-generating activity and 
have thereby found a specific and regular source of income for contribution to the subsistence of 
the family. The other category consists of the "non-loanee" women, i.e., those housewives who 
have not taken any such loan from the Grameen Bank or any other development agency, and 
therefore, are not "economically active". 
 

III. METHODS OF THE STUDY 

Research Design 
The design of the study is descriptive in nature. That is, the primary purpose of this 

inquiry is to describe a specific situation, namely, whether and how far a woman's status is 
related to her contribution to the subsistence of her family. 

 
As necessitated in this study design, what is called for here is looking at descriptive 

patterns only, that is, what it is. Scientific observation being careful and deliberate, scientific 
descriptions are typically more accurate and precise than casual, haphazard descriptions. 
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However, neither this research design demands, nor has the present researcher proposed 
testing of any casual relationship among variables or introduction of any "elaboration model" 
(Babbie, 1992, p. 91) in data analysis. The application of the elaboration model (the name is 
associated with a logical model used in the analysis of multivariate relationships in social 
research and it involves the introduction of a control variable as a mechanism for 
understanding a relationship discovered between two other variables), has not therefore, been 
necessary here (Babbie, 1992, p. 410). What the researcher has tried to see here is whether the 
loanee group of women enjoy any better status (relating to their participation in the family 
decision making process) vis-a-vis their non-loanee counterparts. Of course, if any such 
association (between the women's economic contribution to the family's subsistence and their 
greater participation in the family decision-making process) is found, efforts have been made to 
interpret such association and find the probable rationale behind the same. Also, while 
interpreting data, attempt has been made to compare the findings of this inquiry with what 
other researchers have found in comparable situations. The study, however, never planned to 
test any hypothesis stating that the economic contribution of women leads to the enhancement 
of their status. The study does not propose to identify the necessary or sufficient conditions 
behind any probable enhancement of the women's status. So multivariate analysis of data, 
which involves measuring the effects of intervening variables on any association between the 
dependent and independent variables is not called for by the research objective and design of the 
present inquiry. 

Definitions of the concepts 
Women's economic contribution in the present study means goods and/or services which a 

woman contributes to her family's subsistence, out of her income which she earns from the 
work carried out with the loan taken from the Grameen Bank. This income may be used for 
meeting the requirements of her family as well as for improving her quality of life situation. 

More specifically stated, women can contribute to the family and to the improvement of 
quality of her life in the following ways : 
1) by providing for such bare necessities as food and clothes for the family; 

2) by helping their husbands in pursuing their business activities; 

3) by providing money for buying land for the purpose of cultivation; 

4) by making moneytary contribution for the purpose of house-building;  

5) by bearing the entries or part expenses for education of their children;  

6) by bearing expenses on health of family members; 

7) by contributing money towards maintenance of sanitary system of their homes;  
8) by meeting expenses incurred with regard to the marriage of their offspring. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Economic Contribution of Rural Women : Asma and Chakrabortty                        55 
 

Status is complex, dynamic and relative concept, encompassing certain powers derived 
either from one's own achievements and/or from that of one's ancestors (Mahadevan,  
Aghajanian, Jayasree and Moni 1989, p. 348). 

 
In this study, women's status has been defined as women's capacity for participation in 

the family decision making process which has been operationalised with the help of 
following indices: 

      I)   participation in decisions of family budget: 
1)  daily shopping expenses,  

2)  expenditure on guests,  

3)  expenses on festivals,  

4)  daily cuisine, 

5)  expenditure on children's items, such as clothes, gifts, toys, snacks, and so on, 

6)  expenses on food, 

7)  buying things for other family members,  

8)  buying sundry articles for the household.  

9)  buying clothes for self,  

           10)  expenses on house building/repair,  

           11)  children's school admission,  

           12)  appointing tutors for children, 

           13)  choosing the school where children would be admitted.  

           14)  extent of children's education,  

            15)  negotiating children's marriage,  

           16)  expenses on children's marriage, 

          17)  selecting the health institution where children would be treated in case they 
                 become ill, 
          18)  selecting the health institution where other members of the household would be 
                 treated in case they becomes ill, 
         19) selecting the health institution where the respondent herself would go for  
               treatment in case she become ill, 
     II)   participating in decisions on the mode of expenditure of the family income;  

    III)   participating in decisions on the running of the household and family. 

 

 

-8 
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Method of Data Collection 
[To test the hypotheses, field work was carried out in two villages in the Narsingdi district of 
Bangladesh. 

For this study, interview was considered the appropriate method of obtaining relevant 
data, in view of that a large number of respondents were illiterate or bordering on so. 

In this study, the partly structured interview schedule used as main aspect is, 
"participation of women in the family decision-making process". 

In addition, a number of questions were included in the interview schedule to facilitate 
collection of some relevant socio-economic and demographic information regarding the 
respondents' age, level of literacy, income, per-capita monthly income, family size, family 
types, number of children, number of cattle owned, respondents perception of their own status in 
relation to their being loanee/non-loanee women, the impact of their economic activity on 
themselves and their families, and the like. 

Next, the interview schedule was pre-tested among 25 "Loanee" and 15 "non-loanee" 
women having comparable background in a village in Bangladesh. 

Sample of this study 
The targeted respondents of this study were those women who had taken loans from the 

Panchdona branch of the Grameen Bank in two villages in Narsingdi district of Bangladesh. 
For the purpose of conducting interview a sample of 150 women has been drawn 

following the purposive sampling technique. The sample is, however, divided into two sub-
groups - those who had taken loans from the Grameen Bank (loanee group) and those who had not 
taken any such loan either from the Graman Bank or any other development agencies (nonloanee 
group) for the purpose of sub-group comparisons. As there is no methodological or 
statistical requirement that for holding comparisons the sub-group would be of equal size 
(Babbie 1992, p. 394), 100 "loanee" women were drawn from amongst the list of beneficiaries of 
the Panchdona Branch of the Grameen Bank. The sample of 50 "non-loanee" respondents 
were chosen from amongst the neighbours of the "loanee" respondents. 

The authors do not claim here that the issues examined in the present study are exclusive or 
the approach is the best one. Obviously this study is limited in many respect, as it is the 
research of a person working within the limitations of time and money. 
 

 

IV. ANALYSIS OF THE FINDINGS  

Socio-economic background of the respondents 

      The following tables highlight the description of the respondents by their age, 
education, income and type of family which were not significantly different between the two 
groups of respondent women. 
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Table 6 A shows the extent of control exercised by the husband and the wife over 
family income, expenditure and savings. It is observed that non-loanee women as far as 
control over the expenditure of the husband's income and income from the other sources 
are concerned, there is hardly any statistically significant difference between loanee and 
non-loanee women. However, in matters such as control over the husband's income, 
savings, control over expenditure of money earned through sale of poultry and dairy 
products, a statistically significant difference is observed between loanee and non-loanee 
women. Evidently loanee women are placed at a position of relative advantage in these 
matters over non-loanee women. Further, while loanee women may not have freedom of 
expenditure of the husband's income, they certainly enjoy their husband's trust and 
confidence regarding the safe-keeping of the husband's income. Non-loanee women do not 
enjoy their husband's trust and confidence in this regard. 

 
The loanee women earn some amount of money from the economic ventures started 

with the loan from the Grameen Bank. Usually, a person who earns money can keep the 
sum he/ she earns with himself/herself. But is it invariably the case with the loanee women 
who make some earnings? Or, is it a fact that they have to give their earnings to the 
hands of their husbands because of the patriarchal value generally prevailing in the society ? 
Table 6B throws some light on queries like these. The figures in the table show that in case 
of nearly half (i.e. 48%) of the loanee women their earning are kept in their own custody. 
A large section of these women has informed the researcher at the time of interview that 
earlier they did not have the skill of keeping accounts, since they hardly got any money to 
handle. They had neither the opportunity nor the courage for handling even such a small 
sum as Takes 500/-. But now. they have to interact with Grameen Bank and handle their 
accounts with the Bank. They have to interact with the suppliers of raw materials as well 
as the buyers of what they produce. As a result, they have now developed the sense of 
keeping accounts and they are not afraid of keeping their earnings in their own custody. 
And, in case of one-third of the loanee women, their earnings are kept in the joint custody 
of the husband and the wife whereas in case of 19% of the loanee women the earnings of 
these women are kept in the custody of their husbands. Thus, more than 50% of the 
loanee women cannot keep their earnings solely in their own custody. 
 
       When it comes to the question of loanee women's control over expenditure of the 
sum earned by them, the picture seems to be still less optimistic for them. Table 6C 
presents the data regarding the nature of control exercised by loanee women over the 
expenditure of the sum earned by them. And figures in Table 6C show that less than one-
third of the loanee women have exclusive control over the expenditure of the income earned by 
them (though according to Table 6B nearly half of them can keep their earning in their own 
custody). And, it is very important to note that the percentage of loanee women whose 
husbands exercise control over the expenditure of the sum earned by them (i.e., 40%) is 
higher than the percentage of women who themselves take decisions regarding the 
expenditure of the income earned by them (i.e., 31%) as well as the percentage of women 
who take decisions in the matter jointly with their husbands (i.e., 29%). Thus at least in 
this case independent earning has not enhanced their decision-making power or their 
status to any significant extent. 
 
 
 
 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 


