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Abstract: Work, especially paid work, has been assumed to 
enhance women’s autonomy, particularly their household 
autonomy. However, this assumption does not work in one causal 
direction. The causality relationship works both ways, that women 
work due to their high level of autonomy, but also because their 
employment status will increase their autonomy. The aim of this 
study is to understand the relationship between women’s work 
status and their household autonomy. This study used data from the 
Indonesian Demography and Health Survey 2012, together with a 
multinomial logistic regression analysis on married women’s work 
status and autonomy as dependent and independent variables, 
respectively. It was found that work status influences married 
women’s household autonomy and vice versa. However, the 
direction and strength of the influence depend on the type of work 
status and autonomy. 

1. Introduction 
The relationship between work and women’s autonomy has been discussed in the context of 
both economy and gender relations. Studies have shown that work status plays a significant 
role in women’s autonomy [2], [7], [15], [6], and [17]. Work, primarily paid work, has been 
proven to increase women’s autonomy [15] and [6]. The importance of work to increase 
women’s autonomy is also reinforced by the United Nations, which emphasized increased 
work opportunities as an important means for women to achieve greater control over their 
lives. However, employment alone is not enough to increase women’s autonomy because 
the influence of work on autonomy also depends on work characteristics and the dimension 
of autonomy [2], [5] and [6]. 

It is clear that employment plays an important role in women’s autonomy. Work, 
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particularly paid work, can improve women’s autonomy. However, the use of labor force 
participation as a proxy of women’s autonomy has been criticized because many incidents 
have shown that a change in labor force participation does not directly improve women’s 
autonomy. In contrast, employment status is associated with decreasing autonomy because 
work is used as a tool to fulfill economic needs rather than for self-actualization [10]. 
Autonomy is one tool to ensure women to be able to participate in the development of their 
selves, family and their community. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that has 
been launched stated that nobody left behind. That means that women must also be able to 
be involved in every decisions in their lives in this case “equipped with autonomy”. 
Without autonomy they will always depend on other with will hinder their active 
participation in their daily lives and their community.    

In Indonesia, most of the population adhere to patriarchal norms. In a patriarchal 
culture, women’s autonomy is generally low [3]. A male’s power provides justification that 
men have superiority and control over women [11]. The husband’s role as the head and the 
main decision maker in the household also includes to determine a woman’s role in the 
household. Thus, whether women have autonomy due to their job, or the contrary, becomes 
even more questionable. Based on the previous explanation, this study aims to examine the 
relationship between women’s work status and their household autonomy. Does women’s 
household autonomy influence their decision to work?  

2. Literature review 
Women’s autonomy is considered important in development because it positively 
influences demographic behavior and provides outcomes such as women’s participation in 
the labor market, contraceptives use, fertility, better child welfare, and others [3], [7], [16], 
[17] and [18]. There are various definition and conceptualization of women’s autonomy. 
Women’s autonomy may be defined as the ability of women to make strategic life choices, 
organize themselves to increase independence, and control resources to help them eliminate 
their subordination [5], [15], [16] and [18]. Women’s autonomy may also be defined as the 
ability of women to affect decisions related to themselves and their nearest household 
members, the ability to control economic and information resources, and the ability to move 
freely [3]. For women, having such control is viewed as the key to improve their living 
conditions [4].  

Women’s autonomy is difficult to be consistently measured because it is a process and 
its nature is multidimensional [3] and [16]. The multidimensional aspect of women’s 
autonomy indicates that there are several types of autonomy. Participation in decision 
making in the household and freedom of movement are often used as indicators of women’s 
autonomy [5], [11], [6] and [18]. Decision making in the household is divided into two 
spheres: traditional (related to child care) and non-traditional (such as to manage household 
finances). Another indicator of women’s lives that is important to the concept of autonomy 
is the authority in mobility; it defines the extent to which women can freely move or to be 
mobile outside their home. There are some widely used measurement of autonomy, such as 
freedom from violence in addition to participation in decision making, freedom of 
movement, and access and control to the economic resources in the household. [6], [11], 
[14] and [19]. 

The relationship between employment and women’s autonomy has been recognized in 
terms of both economy and gender relations [5]. Work, especially paid work, has been 
proven to increase women’s autonomy [5] and [6]. Theoretically, work and wages increase 
women’s bargaining power in their homes because a woman who has her own income is 
able to take better care of herself and becomes less dependent on her husband or another 
person to survive. Her ability to negotiate increases because she holds stronger bargaining 
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power in her house, and she is considered autonomous because she has greater control over 
herself and her family. Women that in the traditional society are perceived as homemakers 
have no authority in participating in decision making and also participating in income 
generating activities. Women are lacking behind in access that enable them and usually left 
behind. Left behind in empowerment. Women then becomes vulnerable with no equal right 
to economic resources, access to basic needs and ownership to property and inheritance. 
That hinder the achievement of the SDGs goal 1: End poverty in all its form.  

In addition to work status, the type of work and the contribution to household income 
also affect women’s household autonomy [5] and [6]. The contribution of women’s wages 
to their family, especially if the contribution is large, can make them become more valuable 
in their household and, thus, hold higher bargaining power. Where or for whom women 
work also affects their autonomy. Women who work outside home or for others and not for 
their families have more opportunity to interact in the public sphere and with non-family 
members relative to women who work for their families or inside their homes. Similar to 
working for families, working at home usually prevents autonomy because doing so means 
that women are still under control of other family members and has less autonomy and 
mobility [5] and [6]. Women who have autonomy also work voluntarily and not out of 
necessity. They tend to choose paid work [12]. They negotiate with their spouses, possibly 
by offering to contribute to the household income but also still carry out their household 
responsibilities [8] and [9].  

3.  Research methods 
This study uses data from the Indonesian Demographic and Health Survey 2012 (SDKI 
2012), which collected basic information of household members and their living conditions 
among women aged 15-49 years old. The unit analysis of this study is married women 
living with their spouses (30,142 women) using the multinomial regression model. 

This study defines economic autonomy as to have access to and control over economic 
resources. The women’s answers to the two questions regarding the economic autonomy 
variables are then added to result in a total score of 0 if they are not completely involved in 
both types of decisions, 1 if they are involved in one type of decision or 2 if they are 
involved in both types of decisions. Women with a total score of 0 are said to have a low 
level, 1 to have a medium level, and 2 to have a high level of economic autonomy. The 
reference category is the low level. 

The definition of work used in this study is to work or to help earn income for at least 
for one hour continuously during the seven days before the survey, or if they did not work 
during the seven days before the survey, they had a permanent job but did not work due to 
leave, illness, travel, or other temporary reasons. Work status is divided into three 
categories: paid work, unpaid work, and not working. Furthermore, this study uses several 
socio-demographic variables as control variables, such as place of residence, economic 
status, age, education, first marital age, husband’s work status, the presence of children 
aged 0–5 years, and husband’s education. The multinomial logistic regression model 
equation in this study is:  
 

                                (1) 
 

                                                    (2)                    

Equation 1 shows the effect of work status on autonomy and equation 2 shows how 
autonomy influences work status.  is the control variable vector  for autonomy 
consisting of residence status, economic status, age, age squared, age of first marital, 
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education, and husband’s education.  is the control variable vector  for work  status  
consisting of residence status, presence of child aged 0-5 years, husband’s work status, 
economic status, age, age squared, and education. 

4. Findings 
This study found that the relationship between work status and autonomy depends on work 
characteristic. Paid work status has strong, positive and robust interplay relationship with 
economic autonomy.  

Compared to non-working married women, those who do paid work are more likely to 
have higher economic autonomy level. In contrast, compared to women with low level of 
economic autonomy, those with higher level of economic autonomy are also more likely to 
do paid work rather than not working. This indicates that women’s contribution family 
income increases her autonomy to allocate household finance [3]. Women with higher level 
of economic autonomy will be more likely to select a paid work because they already have 
greater social and economic independence [12]. 

Unpaid work has insignificant influence on both levels of economic autonomy, and 
conversely. It is concluded that there is no difference in economic autonomy level between 
those who work unpaid and those who do not work.  

Age, age at first marriage, and education have significant influence on greater likelihood 
in higher levels of economic autonomy. However, the influence of age on the level of 
autonomy has an inverse “U” relationship with its peak at age 66 years for non-economic 
autonomy and 34 years for economic autonomy. Residing in the city has no influence on 
the high level of economic autonomy and economic status has no influence on economic 
autonomy level. In addition, all other variables have significant influence on economic 
autonomy levels. 

 
Table 1. Odds Ratio of Work Status to Autonomy 

Characteristic High Medium   
  

Intercept    
Work Status     
 Paid Work 1.1166** 1.2055***  
 Unpaid Work 1.0904 1.0971  
 Not Working (Ref)      
Residence    
 Urban 0.9794 1.1613**  
 Rural (Ref)      
Economic Status     
 Upper Class 0.9075 1.0263  
 Middle Class 0.9027* 0.9386  
 Lower Class (Ref)       
Age 1.0905** 1.0554**  
Age Squared 0.9987*** 0.9991**  
First Marital Age 0.9899* 0.9887*  
Education 1.0698*** 1.0408***  
Husband’s Education 0.9847** 0.9798**  
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Table 2. Odds Ratio of Autonomy toward Work Status 

Characteristic 
Paid 

Work 
Unpaid 
Work 

Intercept   
Autonomy 1)   
 High 1.1167** 1.0929 
 Medium 1.1956*** 1.1173 
 Low(Ref)   
Residence   
 Urban 0.8605*** 0.3102*** 
 Rural (Ref)   
Presence of 
child 0–5 
years 

 
 

 Yes 0.5158*** 0.6019*** 
 No (Ref)   
Husband’s 
Work Status   
 Working 0.8232** 1.6564*** 

 
Not Working 
(Ref)   

Economic 
Status    
 Upper Class 1.0175 0.8805** 

 
Middle 
Class 0.9994 0.7777*** 

 
Lower 
Class (Ref)   

Age 1.2001*** 1.1995*** 
Age Squared 0.9977*** 0.9977*** 
Education 1.0632*** 1.0632*** 
Note: 
p-value: *** = p ≤ 0.01; ** = p ≤ 0.05; * = p ≤ 0.01 

5. Conclusions 

The main conclusion that can be drawn is that work status and married women’s household 
autonomy level mutually affect each other for all types of autonomy. Paid work status and 
economic autonomy have significant influence on each other. Paid women workers are 
more likely to possess high and medium levels of economic autonomy. In contrast, women 
with a high and a medium level of economic autonomy are also more likely to work for 
pay. Paid work status and non-economic autonomy have no significant influence on each 
other. 

The presence of a significant mutually influential relationship between paid work status 
and the economic autonomy of married women in the household may imply that helping 
married women to stay at work or have paid work is beneficial to or increases her 
household autonomy. In contrast, ensuring that women have high household autonomy may 
help to increase married women’s participation in paid work. In general, economic 
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autonomy is important for married women because they are more able to ensure the welfare 
of their family with the resources that they own. 
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