
• Lack of control over health-care needs:
Decisions on women’s health care are vital to
the health and well-being of both women
and children. In many households, notably in
those countries examined in South Asia and
sub-Saharan Africa, women have little influ-
ence in health-related decisions. In Burkina
Faso, Mali and Nigeria, for example, almost
75 per cent of women reported that hus-
bands alone make decisions about women’s
health care; in the two countries surveyed in
South Asia, Bangladesh and Nepal, this ratio
was around 50 per cent. This exclusion com-
promises the health and well-being of all
family members, particularly children.

• Limited management of daily household
expenditure: Household decisions on daily
expenditure have a decisive impact on chil-
dren’s well-being, education and, particularly,
their health. Whether a family decides to
spend its financial resources on the needs of
children or the personal preferences of adults
often depends on which family members are
involved in the decision-making process. In
many households across the developing
world, men have a firm upper hand in deci-
sions on household expenditures. In 7 of the
15 countries surveyed in sub-Saharan Africa,
more than 40 per cent of women indicated
that their husbands had exclusive control
over daily household expenditures. In the
countries examined in the Middle East and
North Africa and South Asia, approximately
30 per cent of women felt excluded from
decisions on household purchases, while 
in those countries surveyed CEE/CIS, East
Asia and Pacific and Latin America and
Caribbean, women reported having a greater
degree of control over these decisions. 

• Exclusion from decisions on major house-
hold purchases: Household decisions on
large expenditures such as land, cars and
livestock can be crucial for families. Money
spent on large purchases may be regarded as
a wise long-term investment. However, the
short-term cost of acquiring these assets can
consume a large share of household income
that might otherwise be used for more
immediate household needs, such as medi-
cine, school supplies and food. 

Data from the Demographic and Health
Surveys suggest that men generally decide 
how much the household will allocate
towards major expenditures. In Nigeria, for
example, 78 per cent of women indicated
that their husbands have exclusive control
over large purchases. Approximately 60 per
cent of women in Egypt and over a third of
women in Bangladesh and Nepal felt exclud-
ed from such decisions. This contrasts with
attitudes in the two countries surveyed in
East Asia and Pacific, Indonesia and the
Philippines, where fewer than 18 per cent of
women in both countries felt that they had
no say in such matters. 

• Restricted mobility and freedom: Household
decisions regarding women’s mobility direct-
ly affect their ability to provide for their
own needs as well as the needs of their 
children. Survey data suggest a high degree
of male control over women’s mobility in
each of the regions surveyed. In Burkina
Faso and Mali, approximately 60 per cent 
of women reported that husbands alone
decide when wives can visit with family or
relatives. One third of Bangladeshi husbands
control their wives’ mobility outside of the
home. In Latin America and the Caribbean,
data from Nicaragua show that 18 per cent
of women require a man’s permission before
leaving home to visit friends and family; 
in CEE/CIS, 16 per cent of Armenian
women need to first secure their husbands’
permission.2

Factors underlying household 

decision-making processes 

Household assessments such as Demographic
and Health Surveys can provide a good indi-
cation of which family members are likely to
participate in household decisions, but they 
cannot explain why certain individuals in each
household are able to dominate decision-making
processes. To understand the dynamics that
influence household decision-making processes,
it is useful to consider the factors that determine
the structure of the family unit, as well as each
family member’s role within the household. 

Gender discrimination in household decision-
making is often rooted in patriarchal attitudes
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Figure 2.3 Many husbands are making the decisions alone on visits to friends 

and relatives

*Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified. All countries with available data are presented in the chart.

Source: UNICEF calculations based on the data derived from Demographic and Health Surveys. The data were accessed from the DHS Statcompiler
in June 2006. Notes on the methodology employed can be found in the References section, page 88. 
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