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" Introduction

Perpetuating both the relative and absolute social and economic deprivation of

women in rural Bangladesh are prevailing culturat dictates that discourage

women's employment outside the home, and undervaiue the direct and indirect

contributions they make to househaold income, and ultimately to the national

economy. These attitudes are reflected in labour force statistics which overlock

women'’s involvement in domestic farm and non-farm income genefatlon and their
' contributions to househoid work and child care (1,2). ' :

Income-generating opportunities for rural women are largely dictated by patriarchy
and the religious norms of ‘purdah’ or "seclusion. Purdah ... "influence(s) the
distance a woman would be willing to travel to waorik, the distance a husband wouid
permit his wife to travel, a woman's willingness to work for a stranger, and the
receptivity of potential of potential employers (5).° However, progressive
landlessness, paverty and male out-migration is fast changing the situation of
women. To cope with the: distressing ecanomic problems of everyday life, poor
women and their families are increasingly obliged to compromise the ideals of
'‘purdah’ as it becomes necessary for women to seek employment outside of the
home, and contribute to family income (6).

One of the.distinguishing features of cumrent development actwmes in
Bangtadesh are efforts to enhance women's income eaming potentnal and their
role in nontradmonat activities outside the home (7). With the _help of different

gnvemmentand.non—govemment voluntary agencies in. Bangiadesh a sxgmficant
number of rural womenrare taking up activities like tailaring, knimng, small business.

an&handictaits productxon (8). Job opportunmes for women: inx.the- expandmg
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heaith and family planning service sectors are also increasing, and providing
positive role models for adolescent girls and young woemen. The introduction of
export oriented manufacturing and free trade zones in response to structural
adjustment policies in Bangladesh has increased women's participation in low
paying labour-intensive jobs like garment and electronics industries. Based in
urban and some peri-urban areas, most of these women workers are rural migrants
(usually young women and married women with young children), who gain access
to workplace through informal kinship networks (9).

While the increased participation of women in income earning activities is -
documented, the question remains: what impact does this have on their general
weil-being? (10). Does income generation improve their status in a
male-dominated society? Does it increase their freedom to shape their own lives,
and empower them to make, for example, choices about family size and
contraception? Finally, does women's participation in the labour force deveiop
their knowledge regarding health and legal matters such as the immunization of
children and family laws relating to divorce?

Using a cross-sectional data set from Matlab, this paper attempts to address these
questions by investigating the socio-demographic characteristics of women
invoived in income-eaming, and the association of labour force participation with
different aspects of their lives. In particular, this study explores their contraceptive
behaviour, attitude towards women's work and mobility, and knowledge -of
immunization, legal issues and life skills. s

Maferials: and Meth;:yds‘

Background

Founded in 1972, BRAC s a large development organization focused on poverty
alleviation and the empowerment of the poor. The Rural Development Programme
(RDP) is BRAC's major front-line activity. This programme targets the poorest of

the poor with special emphasxs on improving the socxoeconomlc condition of
women and children (11). In 1992, BRAC extended’ it's’ RDP to 100 vnllages of .

Matiab thana where the Intemnational Centre for Diarthoeal Disease Research,’
Bangladesh (ICDDR,B) has'been-operating a Demographic Surveillance. System
(DSS) since the early 1960's. A research collaboration between BRAC and ICDDR,
B was initiated to examine prospectively the relationship between socioeconomic
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Inco_me-éaming Women from Rural Bangladesh: 3

development and the health and well-being of the rural poor in.the same year. As a
first step, a baseline survey covering 12,000 households in a sample of BRAC and
non-BRAC village in ICODR, B's DSS area, was carried out. The present study
draws on data from this baseline survey.

The Data

Data were collected using pre-tested structured questionnaires in 60 villages of
Matlab where DSS information is collected. An elaborate sampling procedure was
followed for the selection of villages and households, the details of which can be
found in the Final Report of the Matlab Baseline Survey (12). This survey identified
328 income-eamning and 9,525 non income-eaming currently married women of
reproductive age (15 to 49 years). Specially trained female interviewers were used
to collect information from respondents. Comparisons between income-eamers
and non-eamers are made using chi-square analysis which assesses differencas
between observed and expected values of selected variables.

Some Operational Definitions

Households that possess less than 0.5 acres of land excluding homestead
property and sell more than 100 days of manual labour in a year are considered
eligibie to participate in BRAC's RDP. These households rank among the poorest
of the poor‘Households that are not eligible for BRAC's RDP are comparatively
better off socxoeconomlcally, and inciude the rural elite. Thus, for the purposes of

this study, BRAC's eligibility criteria represent a proxy of household
~socicecanomic status.

Income-generating activities designated as ‘wage-labour’ comprise both farm and
non-farm labour, while those classified as 'service' involve a fixed monthly
remuneration 'Self-employment’ includes petty trade and business, shop
management and-various types.of jobs like pouitry farming handicrafts, pottery,
rickshaw-pulling, and fishing

Immunization knowledge is assessed by asking women when childhood
vaccination: should commence (correct: 4-6 weeks), the age at which T T
vaccmatlon should accur (correct: 15-45 years) and the specitic months of

. Lawsiis evaluatecrcrtthe bas:s ot women's knowledge:about the minimal legal age
" ot'marriage as “well as*dworce and marriage procadures. Life skills knowiledge is
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4 : Syed Masud Ahmed et al,

assessed by means of correct responses to questions about immediate measures
to be undertaken when a child has high fever, hand-washing practices following
defecation and the way in which household garbage is disposed.

Results

The socio-demographic characteristics of women of this study are shown in Table 1.
The data suggest that as women grow older, they become increasingly involved in
income-eaming activities a trend that is significant only in the case of women from
comparatively pocr households (p<.001). Also, income-eamers (mean age 34
years) were found to be significantly yet marginaily oider than the non-eamers
(mean age 32 years) (p<.001). Interestingly, a greater propartion of non-Muslims
(mainly Hindus) are engaged in income-eaming than Muslims, especially among

' wealthier households (p<.001). Women with five or more years of schooling are
significantly more involved in income-eaming jobs in both seccioeconomic groups
(p<.001). It also appears that irrespective of sociceconomic status, a greater
proportion of women belonging to households failing to harvest sufficient staple
crops to last the year, are more' mvolved in mcome eammg than women from
self-sufficient households (p<.001). -

Slgnrﬁcantty more women from poorer households who depend on wage labour as
therr main income source, are engaged in individual lncome-eammg (p<.0S). By
contrast, income eaming is more_ preyalent amo_ng women from better-off
househoids engaged in accupations with fixed monthly remuneration (e.g.,
semce')

Table 2 presents the types of 1obs that women do te generate income. The
ma;onty of women from poorer households eam income from activities that can be
performed from within the homestead (e.g., handicrafts, housemaid). On the other
hand, for women from better-off households, the: locus. of activity is- frequently

-otnsrde:ﬂte-househoidteg—‘sewiceﬁ T, T : NS

%4'— cher

ter e s

‘The farmly srze, oontracepbv&us&anct manfage-related'chatao‘ensﬁee of sample
women are presented in Table 3. lt is lnteresﬂng-to note that a greater propartion of
. women who have heen engaged in. mcome-earmng ‘activities have been married
more than once compared to. non-income- earning women. This finding us
slgmf' cant among women from poorer households: (p<.001). -~ >
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Income-eaming Women from Rural Bangladesh:

Table 1: Characteristics of women by sociceconomic and income-earning

status (%)

5

Poor Better-off -
Income Non-  All(n) Income- Non All (n)
earning  eaming earning earning )

Age (yrs)

<19 08 " 992 (261) 1.2 98.3 (161)

20-39 3.6 96.4  (4791) 29 97.1 (2592)

40+ 4.8 85.2 (1183) 2.5 875 (855}

Significance (X2) p<.00

Religion

Muslim 3.6 96.4 (8373) 2.4 . 978 (3268)

Hindu 4.1 98.9 (872) 5.0 95.0 (342)

Significance (Xz) p<.00

Years of Schooling

None 4.0 96.0 (4868) 1.3 e8.7 (1702)

1-5 Years 2.0 g98.0 (1105) 1.4 98.6 (1104)

5+ Years 4.8 952 (272) 7.5 92.5 (802)

Significance (Xz) p<.00 p<.00

Crops household are

sufficient for

up to 3 months 4.5 958.5 (4350) 4.0 96.0 (1219)

more than 3 months 1.9 g98.1 (1881) 2.0 988.0 (2387)

Significance (ﬁ p<.00 p<.00

sourca of maximum income:

in the previous year

Agricultural land 1.8 ga.2 (837) 1.6 98.4 (1349)
~Wage iabour "42 958 -(2167) 2.9 971 . (308)

Service a7 963 ~(705) 4.9 95.1 *(862) -

Seif-amployment: 4.0 96.0 (348) 23 97.7 (1038)

Others — ‘ar 6.3 ~(88) ——- 100.0 (52)

Slgniﬂc;}léa o o p<.00 p<.00
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6 : Syed Masud Ahmed et .

Table 2 Dlstribution of women engaged in income-earning by type of job

and socioceconomic_status (%)

- ) Poor __Bettar-off
Farming . 2 8.2 3.1
Earth Digging--- ~ S - ) ¢ 8.2
Handicrafts . 41.6 21.6
house-maid 29.9 7.2
Service 52 '50.5
Teaching 6.9 8.2
Others 22.2 1.0
r, Totai (n) (231) (97)

Table 3: Famlly size, contraception and marriage-related’ information by

sociceconomic and income-earning status (%)

Paor Better-off
income Non - Ali(n) Income- Non All (m)
eaming eammng saming eaming
Total living children
o] 2.2 75 (455) 4.1 8.6 (307}
1-2 26.0 33.2 (2054) 412 30.3 (1105)
2+ 718 59.4 (3736) 54.4 61.0 (2196)
: 71.8 59.4 (3736) 54.6 61.0 (2198)
Significance (Xz) p<00 p<03
* Wants more children
Yes . 229 42.0 (2580) 27.8 38.8 (1391)
No _ 75.3 56.4 (3564) 72.0 59.0 (2152)
Significance (Xz) p<00
Currently practising
contraception
Yes 56.1 486.1 (2601) 58.0 43.3 (1416)
No 43.9 53.9 (2991) 42.0 56.7 (1821)
Significancs (X9 p<00 p<00
Contraception methods ’
currently using
Pill 10.8 12.8 (795) 20.6 18.5 (6071}
Injection . 20.3 17.3 (1087) 11.3 11.9 (429}
—gatior — —182-—_94. (605) 124 81 _ (2960 __
others..— - o s 50.6 60.5  (3758) 557 63.5  (2282)
Significance 0%, .., p<00
No. ot imes married - —~ . e - 6
Once..- ., . 84.4 92.7 (5769) 93.8 95.5 (3444)
More thanonca _ 15.2 7.2 (476) 6.2 45 (164)
Slgni@m(xzj. o p<00 . '
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i

Table 4: Women's empdv};ermem refated indicators by sociceconomic and
income-earning status (%) ’

o A 5

- Poor Better-off
mcome Norr - All(n) Income- Non- All (n)
. eaming.  earning earning  eaming
1. Attitude towards:
Inheritance of Father's Property
1, Equal sharing between
daughter and son 169  15.6 (979y 216 17.8 (647)
Son gets more 83.1 84.4 (5266) 784 822 (2961)
Women in Empioyment
Good 970 9638 (6046) 97.9  95.7 (3456)
Bad/Uncertain 3.0 3.2 (198) 2.1 4.3 (152)
Women' Mability
Favourable 91.3 917  (5728) 979 Q.1 (3294)
Not-favourable/Uncartain 8.7 8.3 517y 21 8.9 (314)
L invoivement i village
arbitration
Yes 22 1.5 (94) 4.1 1.3 (50)
No 97.8 985 (6151) 959  98.7 (3558)
{ii. Have Perscnal Savings
Yes 3.9 11 (73) 299 24 (112)
No g96.1 98.9 (6172) 70.1 97.6 (3496)
Significance (X% P<00 P<00
IV. Have Personal Loan ‘ - R—
ve O 11a ‘a5 (295) 186 33 _ (135)~ .
No "‘;;.7_,;"‘ L _ 87 955 (5850) .814 ~ T (3473) -
_ Slgniﬁan?(f-“ e ~‘p_<00m e — S LA
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8 S ' Syed Masud Ahmed et al.

Table 5: Women's Knowledge of immunization, farmly laws and life skills
by sociceconomic and income-earning status

Py & = Poor - -~ Better-oft
Knowledge on immunization heome: Nons lptomes _—
- A g eamning eaming  eaming earning
1. Immunization o
Age when infant vaccination commencas 14.7 173 48.5 21.8
(1.5 month)
+, Significance (X?) p<.00
Age when TT can be given (15-45) years 25.1 18.4 48.5 25.0
Significance (X?) p<.00 p<.00
Month of pregnancy when TT can b given
(5-8 months) 54.5 57.7 58.8 57.8
il. Family Laws
Minimum legal age of
marriage for> Male : (21 yrs) --- 0.2 1.0 0.2
Female: (18 yrs) 52 6.8 10.3 7.9
Legal p:rxxdura of divorce
(by official lettsr) 5.6 6.1 227 9.7
Significance (X?) p<.00
How marrage becomes legal (by registration) 8.5 4.0 9.3 4.3
significance (x%) - : p<.03
II. Life skills ) '
Immediate measure to take when a chdd has
high fever(cocling the body) 85.3 84.1 87.6 87.6
Pravention of poulfry diseases (vaccination) 53.7 60.7 69.1 65.9
Significance (X3 p<.03
Matenals used for hand washing following 57.1 58.0 83.5 ‘ 62.5
defecation (earthvastvsoap) )
Significance (X?) p<.00
mmmal_af.gawagei&(ed-place) - —a7:2 277538 ° 336
Significance (x3) p<.00
Alt (n) (231) 6014) (97) (351 1)

N.B. Oniy percentage of correct responses (shown in parentheses) given by the women
are-presemed in-the-table ——-= .. - - )
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.Income-eaming Woman from Rural Bangladesh: 9

A significantly higher percentage: of income-eaming women were practicing
contraception at the time of survey than non-income-earning women, 56% among
poorer households and 58% in better-off households. Results indicate that
permanent methods (ligation) were practiced more frequently by income-earning
women from poorer househoids although this may be due to the slightly older
mean age of this group (Table 3). - :

'Factors that may be taken as proxy-indicators of women’s empowerment are
shown in Table 4. No significant differences exist comparing income-saming and
non-eamning women from either socioeconomic group. income-earning women
appear to save and borrow more than non-eamers, irrespective of socioeconomic
status. This association is statistically significant (p<.001).

Table 5 summarises the knowiedge of women regarding immunization, family laws
and life skills. Among women from poorer househoids there is little apparent
' dlﬁerence between those engaged in income generation and those wha are not.
On the other hand, income-eaming women from better-off households are
considerably more knowledgeable than non-income eamers especially, with
respect to for knowledge of immunization and family laws. No clear trends were
evident with respect to life-skills.

Dlscussion

S

-As expected m a tradmonal socxety llke mral Bangladesh anly 4% of a sample of
currently married women are engaged in income-eaming activities. Among this
-relatively small number of income-eaming women, the majority came from
househoids where: wage labaour constitutes. the principal source of household
revenue. Furthemmore, income-eaming women tend to come from households
“that do' nat-produce sufficient domestic staple:to last a year. Indeed, it may be that
the relatively economicaily disadvantaged. candition of the households to which
. income-eaming women: belong has. driven. them into the warkplace. This
mterptetatxon is cons;stent. with. tha broader literatura that identifies. increasing
—-;ga_geﬂ;,an@eeeaem&e—hardshrp—gg;gmeﬁomes eempellmg—wemen—te.—seek————-
mcome-eammg work 56, 8.9,.1 0,13)..k However, wark, oppartunities autside: the
‘hamaare-snll Iimlted for poonmral wamen; the ma;onty of whom.lack appmpnate :
_edumﬁomand‘slnlls.'thtse t&:eﬂected,m;tha » types: of income-generating: watk that
rural womerundertake. (Table- 2).. Study resuits suggest that mast ot this.work
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10 Syed Masud Ahmed et al,

occurs within the household or employer's "bari”. Similar findings were reported by
Cain et al. from a village in Mymensingh (5). He found that 77 per cent of ail cases of
female wage employment involved work done in the employer's "bari”®, with the
largest source of income being rice processing (50 per-cent of all cases). In another
village study near Dhaka, Begum (1988) found that 42 per cent of income-eaming
women work within their homesteads, 31 per cent from within the village and only
27 per cent are employed outside the village (6).

In addition to poverty, a number of other factors influence whether or not rura
women engage in income-eamning activities such as life-cycle stage and
education. As age advances, the restrictions imposed by patriarchy and '‘purdah’
on women's' mobility and thus their invoivement in economic activities outside of
the home, lessens. This is reflected in study results that indicate greater
involvement of women above 40 years of age in income eaming work; an age
effect that is significant among women from poorer households. The same trend is
seen. in case of education. Women's invoivement in income-eaming increases
with years of schooling received, more so among women from beiter-off
households. It can safely be hypothesised that higher levels of education widen
women's job-opportunities and facilitate their participation in income generating
activities. Results also indicate that muitipie marriage and its association with
unstable and/or insecure familial conditions, tends to compel women towards
income generation regardiess of socioeconomic status.

Involvement in income-eaming appears to have only a marginal effect on women’s
attitudes and knowledge "This effect is most pronounced in the fertility-related
behaviour of income-earning women from poor households who appear to be les
inclined to-want additional children. However, this. difference may be due to the fact
thatthis group appears to be slightly cider and hence may have already completed
their families. Finally, income-eaming women from_both sociceconomic groups
mare: consistently repart using.contraception in:line with their expressed desire for
limiting current famity sazeeomparedtonon—eamers- I R ,

With respect to the-influence of income-eaming ‘on”attitudes regarding women's

‘nghts-’td'mh'émante, empfoyment or mobility no significant’affects are apparent.

Fravaillng'ralrgmus ‘and cuttural dictates' ramam strong*m Bamladesfr. This is also
reflected-in the’ verysmalt number of women- pamclpaﬂng in: \\llaga» arbitration or

“'shallSh~which “femains “dverwhelmingly” ‘male’"domingtéa”* Compared" to

non-éamers;a’ signiﬂcanﬂy larger proportiorrof' income-eaming women: maintain
personal savmgsand loans. . C L B :

>

AL B RO N . 5 78 R



Income-eaming Women from Rural Bangladesh: 11

Finally, it appears that income-earning has a marginal impact on knowledge about
immunization, family laws and essential file skills. What exceptions exist are largely
confined to income-earning women from wealthier households who are
comparatively better educated and more able to receive, retain and apply
information obtained from interaction with the outside world.

1]
A

Conclusions

From the above discussion, it ahpears that the association between women's
involvement in income-generation, and changes in attitudes and knowledge
favourabie to women's well-being, is limited. To make a more palpable impact on
women's well-being in rural Bangladesh, further efforts are needed to promote and
support women's income-earning activities with complementary education,
skill-development training and credit programmes. Targeted efforts to improve the
education and socioeconomic status of the poor womerr are especially important.

Study resuits suggest that in promoting income-generation among women, it is
uniikely that household-based work will be sufficient to raise women's status in the
wider economy and society. Wark outside of the home may promote more rapid
changes in the status of women in the wider economy and society. Itis argued that
promotion of work outside the home may result in more rapid and substantive
changes through their interaction with the outside word. These interactions would
allow women to gain confidence in their own abilities, increase their exposure to
new ideas, information and knowledge that enhance both their power and prestige
within family and society, and their capacity to controi their own lives.
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