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Abstract 

Increasing women’s voice and agency is widely recognized as a key strategy to reduce gender 
inequalities and improve health outcomes. Although recent studies have found associations 
between women's autonomy and a number of health outcomes, fundamental issues regarding 
adequate measurement of women's autonomy remain. The Relative Autonomy Index (RAI) 
provides a direct measure of motivational autonomy. It expresses the extent to which a 
woman faces coercive or internalized social pressure to undertake domain-specific actions. 
This addresses a key critique of current measures of autonomy, which focus on decision-
making or ignore women’s values. This paper examines the measurement properties and 
added value of a number of domain-specific RAIs using new nationally representative data 
from The Republic of Chad. A striking finding is that women on average have less 
autonomous motivation in all eight domains compared to their male counterparts. 

1. Introduction 

The increase of women’s agency is widely recognized as a key strategy to reduce gender 
inequalities and increase productivity in developing economies, especially in Africa. Indeed, 
increasing women’s agency is at the forefront of The World Bank’s main policy objectives. 
The World Development Report 2012: Gender Equality and Development reiterates the 
importance of women’s empowerment as the process through which women’s agency is 
increased, marks empowerment as a viable strategy for international development, and 
emphasizes the efficiency and positive welfare outcomes of interventions aimed at supporting 
and facilitating the increase of women’s agency. 
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The measurement of women’s agency continues to pose a challenge to researchers and 
policymakers, as agency is exerted differently, and with different results in different 
dimensions. Moreover, agency is a relational concept; it is not exerted within a social 
vacuum. A growing body of evidence shows that in Africa, increases in a women’s agency in 
the household may have a different, and even negative effect on a woman’s personal safety or 
economic agency outside the house (for reviews, see Santos and Samman, 2009; Ibrahim and 
Alkire, 2007; Narayan, 2005; Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland, 2006; Malhotra, Schuler and 
Boender, 2002; and Kishor and Subaiya, 2008). 

To date, most measures of women’s agency are designed to capture the concept through 
proxy measures such as level of education, ownership of and control over assets, employment 
status and control over income. The use of proxy measures is problematic for two reasons: 
first, the proxies may not be accurate representations of empowerment, and second the 
proxies themselves might be driving agency as well as the hypothesized development 
outcomes advanced by such an increase in agency (Alkire, 2008). 

More direct indicators of women’s agency have been fielded, for example in the demographic 
and health surveys (DHS). The DHS indicators seek to measure agency with respect to 
household decision-making through questionnaire items capturing a woman’s self-reported 
decision-making on her earned income, health and freedom to visit relatives and friends. 
DHS surveys also contain a number of questions on perception towards gender roles such as 
wife beating and the ability to refuse sex with one’s husband. 

Proxy measures have been shown to have different associations, further validating the 
consensus that women’s agency and empowerment are context dependent (Narayan, 2005). 
For example, Kishor and Subaiya’s detailed twenty-three-country study of the Demographic 
and Health Surveys of the correlates of 23 different empowerment indicators concluded that 
there was no single adequate indicator of empowerment: “the finding that variables such as 
education, employment, and media exposure, among others, have different relationships with 
each of the 23 different women‘s empowerment variables examined in this report, suggests 
that these empowerment indicators are not equivalent or even close substitutes for one 
another”. They also found that policy-relevant determinants of empowerment differed across 
countries and regions within countries: “different facets of women‘s empowerment do not all 
relate in the same way to one another or to various explanatory variables” (2008:201 both 
quotes). 

Another example is the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI), a 
multidimensional index of empowerment constructed using the Alkire-Foster methodology, 
drawing on decision-making questions in relevant domains as well as information on time 
use, community leadership, and autonomy (which will be described more below). In pilot 
studies in Uganda, Bangladesh and Guatemala, the WEAI did not consistently show strong 
associations with age group, education, wealth quintile, or household hunger. This led the 
authors (who include two authors of the current study) to conclude, “there is no individual or 
household characteristic that is strongly associated … with empowerment in the pilot areas of 
all three countries simultaneously. This exposes the weakness of some traditional proxies for 
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women’s empowerment including educational achievements and weal” (Alkire et al., 2013: 
86–88). These findings support calls throughout the literature for novel and improved 
measures that further help capture the multidimensional as well as relational aspects of 
women’s agency (Samman and Santos, 2009; Alkire, 2005; Alkire and Ibrahim, 2007; 
Malhotra et al., 2002). 

Although authentic self-direction has long been hypothesized to drive successful 
development and psychological well-being (Ellerman, 2005; Sen, 1985), it is currently 
underrepresented in the agency and empowerment literature. This is apparent in critiques of 
DHS household measures, which only measure whether decisions are taken by a woman 
alone, jointly with her partner or by someone else. What is not examined is whether a woman 
values making, or not making certain decisions. For example, a woman in Chad might not 
care about making decisions regarding large household purchases or her employment. In this 
case, her choice to not be involved in these areas of decision making processes may be 
autonomously motivated. Current measures of agency do not distinguish whether 
involvement in decision-making is based on autonomous motivation, or some sort of external 
pressure. 

Agency is considered by many to be of intrinsic value. Women who are able to exert their 
agency towards the advancement of goals they value and have reason to value – whether 
these pertain to themselves and their communities or to other subjects altogether. They do so 
not only to reinforce their position in society; they also value the process that has led to the 
achieved outcome (Levine et al., 2009). In addition, successful attainment of outcomes and 
increase of status in society can then lead to a host of other opportunities to exert agency and 
effect change. Thus, the current focus on decision making itself, which does not examine the 
motivations for decision making, limits the reach of quantitative measures of women’s 
agency in the African continent. 

The Republic of Chad ranks among the poorest countries in the world. According to World 
Bank data published in 2011, 36.5 percent of the population of Chad lives under the $1.25 
poverty line, whereas 60.5 percent of the population lives under the $2 per day poverty line. 
The Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI), based on 2010 Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) data, reports that 87.2 percent of the population is 
multidimensionally poor, which means they are deprived in at least three out of ten indicators 
which include health, education and living standards. Chad is ranked 184th out of a total of 
187 countries according to UNDP’s 2013 Human Development Index (UNDP 2014). 

The status of women in Chad is of particular concern. The maternal mortality rate in Chad is 
the second highest in the world with an estimated 980 deaths per 100,000 live births in 2013 
(WHO: 2014 and UNICEF 2014). As of 2008, less than one in four adult women and less 
than half of girls were literate. In the political arena, women occupy just five per cent of 
parliamentary seats (UNDP 2010: 149).  

To date, there has been little quantitative research on women’s autonomy in Chad. Studies in 
the region indicate that due to religious and social norms, the autonomy of women and 
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women’s right to self-determination is undermined in the region, resulting in adverse health 
outcomes (Amzat, 2015; Hindin and Muntifering, 2011; Singh, Bloom and Brodish, 2015). 

This contribution examines the measurement properties and added value of a number of 
domain-specific autonomy indexes in the context of The Republic of Chad. It also aims to 
contribute to the collection of empirical data on women’s agency and empowerment in Chad, 
a landlocked country with some of the largest gendered economic and health inequalities in 
the world yet with surprisingly little data on the status of women’s agency and empowerment. 
The analysis reveals that women on average have less autonomous motivation in all eight 
domains than their male counterparts. While empowerment must be approached using 
multiple indicators and with a deep contextual understanding, it is possible that the RAI could 
prove to be a particularly useful tool for policy-relevant analyses. 

This contribution examines women’s autonomy in Chad using a direct measure of 
motivational autonomy proposed by Ryan and Deci (2000). The measure is based on Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) in psychology and has recently been applied to measurement of 
women’s relative autonomy in Bangladesh (Alkire, Quisumbing, Sraboni and Vaz, 2013). 
The definition of this measure of autonomy is very close to the one suggested by Sen’s 
capability approach, and does not seem to replicate any existing measures of agency or 
empowerment. The measure seeks to establish autonomy as defined by the individual as 
positionally objective, reflecting a person’s own values rather than defining it in advance.  
For a more detailed discussion of why this measure is relevant to human development see 
Alkire (2005, 2008). 

2. Conceptual Framework 

 The Relative Autonomy Index (RAI) is a measure of motivational autonomy developed by 
psychologists Richard Ryan, Ed Deci, Valery Chirkov and others (Chirkov, Ryan, & Deci, 
2011; Ryan and Deci, 2000, 2012), within the context of the Self-Determination Theory 
(SDT). The index directly measures an individual’s ability to act on what he or she values. 
This measure is computed with reference to specific domains or activities; which allows us to 
account for the variation of the individual’s level of autonomy across different aspects of his 
or her life. Alkire has argued that the motivational approach of Ryan and Deci, and the 
measures of relative autonomy in particular, match Sen’s concept of agency, because they 
refer to actions that the person values and has reason to value, and recognizing that 
motivations are complex, distinguishes the extent to which actions are undertaken because of 
their value or due to social pressure or active coercion (2005, 2008). SDT also permits 
analysis of valued agency across different cultural settings.  

According to the SDT, a person is autonomous when his or her behavior is experienced as 
willingly enacted and when he or she fully endorses the actions in which he or she is engaged 
and/or the values expressed by them. People are therefore most autonomous when they act in 
accord with their authentic interests or integrated values and desires (Deci and Ryan, 1985; 
Ryan and Deci, 2000; Ryan, Deci, and Grolnick, 1995). SDT contrasts autonomous behavior 
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with controlled behavior, ‘in which one’s actions are experienced as controlled by forces that 
are phenomenally alien to the self, or that compels one to behave in specific ways regardless 
of one’s values or interests’ (Chirkov et al., 2003). The RAI measures the extent to which the 
person’s motivation for his or her behavior in a specific domain is fairly autonomous as 
opposed to somewhat controlled. 

More specifically, human behavior is driven by intrinsic and extrinsic motivations. Intrinsic 
motivation is associated with the enjoyment of the activity in itself. This is the perfect 
example of autonomous behavior. Extrinsic motivation is the performance of a behavior in an 
instrumental way, i.e. with the goal of attaining an outcome aside from the behavior itself. 
According to the SDT, extrinsic motivation can be categorized into four different types, 
depending on the degree to which the individual has self-endorsed the behavior. These types 
are external, introjected, identified and integrated. External motivation occurs when one’s 
action is effectively coerced - by another person, or by force of circumstances. Introjected 
motivation is that in which the individual acts to please others or to avoid blame – regardless 
of whether or not he or she personally values this particular course of action. Identified 
motivation occurs when the person’ behavior reflects conscious valuing of self-selected goals 
and activities. Integrated motivation occurs when the person’s actions are shaped based on his 
or her own system of values, goals and identities. These forms of motivation are placed on a 
self-determination continuum. External and introjected motivations constitute relatively 
controlled forms of extrinsic motivation, while identified, integrated and intrinsic motivations 
are considered relatively autonomous. The summary of conceptual definitions of the self- 
determination continuum is presented in Figure 1. 

	

	

The distinction between all types of motivations is not relevant in every context (Ryan and 
Connell, 1989; Levesque et al., 2007). In general, the different forms of motivation are 
combined into one single subscale having three motivational components: external, 
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introjected and autonomous motivation. The survey used in Chad included several questions 
aimed at capturing each of these types of motivations in each domain. The questions are 
based on the SDT Self-Regulation questionnaires, and were revised through several field 
exercises (Alkire, 2005; Alkire et al., 2013). Each question suggests a potential motivation 
for the respondent’s actions in a specific domain and asks the individual to rate his or her 
level of agreement with that specific motivation, ranging from “strongly disagree” (lowest 
score, 1) to “strongly agree” (highest score, 4). The questions were posed regarding 
motivational autonomy for eight domains: (1) partaking in household activities such as 
cleaning the house or doing laundry; (2) employment, defined as paid work; (3) not being 
employed; (4) making major household purchases; (5) not making major household 
purchases; (6) participation in groups; (7) no participation in any group; and (8) feeding 
infants (women only). 

Table 1: Weighting structure for Relative Autonomy Index 
Subscale Score Weight Weighted score 

External 4 (-2) (-8) 
Introjected 3 (-1) (-3) 
Autonomous 1 (+3) 3 
RAI   (-8) 

It can be noted that some of these domains are ‘positive’ (employment, making major 
household purchases, and participating in groups) and some are ‘negative’ (not being 
employed, not making major purchases, not participating in groups). Each respondent 
pertained to one of these two domains, and the questionnaire sought to elucidate their 
motivation for that particular action. We will discuss below the finding that the RAI scores on 
‘positive’ domains were being much larger than those on ‘negative’ domains for all groups 
(women, men, household heads, spouses, and daughters – see Tables 5.1 and 5.2). 

The wording of the survey items fielded in this study are presented in Table A.1 in Annex. 

The score for each motivation subscale corresponds to the mean of the items that capture that 
type of motivation.1 The Relative Autonomy Index is the weighted sum of the person’s scores 
in the subscales. The subscales weights are a function of their position in the self-
determination continuum. The standard weighting structure for a RAI incorporating three 
types of motivation is: -2 for external motivation, -1 for introjected motivation and +3 for 
autonomous motivation. The RAI, thus, varies between -9 and 9. Positive scores are 
interpreted as indicating that the individual’s motivation for his or her behavior in that 

                                                
1 In the computation of the mean we consider all items with no missing information. For instance, suppose there 
are four questions that capture external motivation. We are able to compute the external score motivation for all 
individuals that answered at least one of these four questions. If the individual only answered one question, the 
score will be the score of that question; if the individual answered three of these questions, the external 
motivation score will be the average of the score of those three questions. The main advantage of this scoring 
method is that allows us to keep in the sample individuals that did not answer all the autonomy questions. A 
potential disadvantage is that we have individuals with motivation scores computed with reference to different 
sets of questions. 
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specific domain tends to be relatively autonomous; while negative scores indicate a relatively 
controlled motivation. 

For example, let’s take the example of Miriam, a woman who works in a factory and earns a 
salary – which is very important to her.2 Manufacturing is thought to be a ‘good job’ by her 
family who pushed very hard for her to take this job. But she doesn’t enjoy the work; indeed 
she thinks it is dangerous and boring. She does it for the salary and prestige within her family 
– only. She answered “Strongly agree” to the external motivation questions (she does it to get 
a reward, the salary); “Agree” to the introjected motivation questions (she does it to please 
others); and “Strongly disagree” to the autonomous motivations questions (she does not enjoy 
it and it is not important to her personally). So, her RAI is computed as follows: 

The RAI measures the ability of a person to act on what he or she values. The RAI can 
indicate where autonomous motivation prevails over motivations to please others or to avoid 
punishment, probes the person’s own understanding of the situation and enables the 
respondent to easily explain different motivations that influence certain activities (Alkire, 
2008). 

In this study we use the terms RAI, relative autonomy and motivational autonomy 
interchangeably. 

3. Data 

3.1 Survey  

This study uses data from the nationally representative Multidimensional Poverty and 
Vulnerability in Chad (EPMVT) household survey. EPMVT was designed and collected by 
the Institute of National Statistics of the Government of Chad (INSEED), the Oxford Poverty 
and Human Development Initiative (OPHI) at Oxford University and UNICEF-Chad. This 
survey was designed to provide information on standard socio-economic variables and five 
additional ‘missing dimensions’ of poverty data, namely on work quality, physical safety, 
empowerment, dignity and psychological wellbeing. The Household Questionnaire and the 
Main Questionnaire used in the EPMVT were adapted from the Demographic and Health 
Survey (DHS), UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS), and OPHI’s Missing 
Dimensions of Poverty survey modules instruments. The questionnaires were translated into 
French and Arabic.  

Trainings of INSEED supervisors and enumerators were conducted. The survey team was 
instructed on the questionnaires, in order to ensure overall understanding of the main 
questions, as well as how to translate the concepts into local languages. A pilot survey was 
conducted in the end of February 2012, data collection was conducted May through July 
2012 (Zavaleta, 2015).   

                                                
2 Example is from page 2 of OPHI’s agency module, http://www.ophi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/May-2012.pdf?a403e4 
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Among selected households, both the head of household and any women aged 15 years or 
older were interviewed, yielding a unique sample that enables us to compare the relative 
autonomy between women and their husbands, and women in relation to the household head. 
The sample includes 3,365 men and 6,232 women aged 15 years or older in 4,426 
households. However, as in each domain of decision-making, autonomy information was 
collected for those respondents who actually make decisions in that domain, the eligible 
sample for each domain may be smaller (Table 2). 

The EPMVT used the same sampling frame employed in the ECOSIT 3 national household 
survey in order to create a sub-sample of the ECOSIT 3 dataset. This enabled the 
questionnaire to be merged with the ECOSIT 3 variables for consumption and expenditure, 
which provides high quality information on the monetary situation of the household which 
greatly enriches the analysis.  

3.2 Variables 

In this study we also use indicators of wellbeing and information on individuals’ and their 
household characteristics.  

Table 2 : Size of the sample with RAI information by domain 
  Sample of women Sample of men 
Domain Size % of missing Size % of missing 
Household Activities 5,485 1.6 3,077 1.4 
Employment 2,197 11.5 2,344 6.2 
No Employment 2,970 18.2 706 16.6 
Household Purchases 629 2.8 1,031 1.3 
No Household Purchases 4,559 7.8 2,088 5.0 
Participation in groups 1,717 5.5 1,394 3.5 
No participation in groups 3,505 10.8 1,679 7.7 
Feeding infants 1,094 28.3 - - 

Note: % of missing refers to eligible respondents for the question who did not complete it.  

Our dataset includes the psychological and subjective wellbeing indicators proposed by 
Samman (2007). The indicators proposed by Samman can be divided into three different 
categories. The first indicator focuses on “the extent to which people perceive meaning in 
their lives” (Samman, 2007: 460). The second set of indicators attempts to measure the 
psychological needs identified by the self-determination theory: autonomy, competence and 
relatedness. The third set of indicators focuses on overall and domain-specific life 
satisfaction. This list is closed with a happiness indicator. Our dataset also includes the 
indicator of individual’s sense of agency, measured with a ladder question. The wording of 
the survey questions are presented in Table A.2 in Annex. 

For the subsample for which we are able to merge the EPMVT and the ECOSIT3, we have 
information on the household expenditure, as well as the national expenditure poverty line. 
Based on this information we constructed two variables: household poverty status (which is 1 
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if the household total expenditure is below the national poverty line and zero otherwise) and 
household expenditure per capita quintiles. 

The summary statistics of all the variables used are presented in Annex.3 

4. Validity and Reliability 

In this section we probe the validity and reliability of the data on relative autonomy. In a first 
stage, we examine whether the data collected is consistent with the main hypotheses of our 
measurement model. In a second stage, we perform a standard reliability test to assess the 
internal consistency of the autonomy scale as a whole. 

4.1 Conceptual Validation 

The measurement model rests in two main hypotheses: 

(1) There are three dimensions in our autonomy data. Each of these dimensions reflects one 
of the latent characteristics that we are attempting to measure: external, introjected and 
autonomous motivations. 
 

(2) There is an ordered correlation among the motivation subscales. As the subscales 
correspond to a continuum of autonomy, we expect that adjacent subscales correlate more 
strongly than subscales further apart on the continuum (Ryan and Connell, 1989).4 

In the subsections below we examine into what extent each of these assumptions is verified in 
our autonomy data. 

4.1.1 Dimensional Structure 

For each domain of decision-making, we examine the structure of motivation data. We 
investigate if the data reflects the three dimensional structure, and if each dimension captures 
a different type of motivation: external, introjected and autonomous.  

Similarly to Guio, Gordon and Marlier (2012), we use two different statistical methods to 
investigate the structure of the data: a factor analysis and a cluster analysis. 

Factor Analysis 

For each domain of decision-making, we perform an exploratory factor analysis (EFA). To 
facilitate the interpretation of the results, we rotate the axes. Since the motivation subscales 

                                                
3 The RAIs included in this table already incorporate the modifications that resulted from the validity and 
reliability analysis. 
4 While the terminology might be interpreted to imply that identified motivation is negatively correlated with 
external and introjected motivations, the external and identified motivations are not necessarily negatively 
correlated, but are likely to have very low correlations since they are on the opposite extremes of the scale 
(Ryan, personal communication).    
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are likely to be correlated, we use oblique rotation. This analysis is done separately by 
gender. 

The EFA results are relatively similar between the sample of women and the sample of men. 
These results suggest that in all domains there are only two dimensions or less. According to 
Kaiser criterion, in some domains of decision-making we should only retain one factor, i.e. 
there is evidence of only one dimension.5 On average across domains the first factor accounts 
for approximately 90 percent of the variance in both samples of women and men. 
Nevertheless, if we retain two factors we find that controlled and autonomous motivation 
questions are discriminated in different factors, with very few exceptions.6  

Cluster Analysis 

For each domain and gender sample, we perform a cluster analysis to investigate if the 
motivation questions are grouped according to the type of motivation they are intended to 
measure. We compute a proximity matrix based on the squared Euclidean Distance. Then, 
clusters are produced using the hierarchical average linkage method. In all domains with the 
exception of no employment, the Calinski-Harabasz and the Duda-Hart stopping rules 
suggest that there is a two-cluster structure. Looking at the dendograms we find that the two 
broad clusters tend to discriminate controlled and autonomous motivations. Similarly to what 
we find in the EFA, there are very few questions that are grouped in a cluster different from 
the one we expected.7  

Overall, the structure that emerges from this analysis corroborates the separation between 
controlled and autonomous motivations. The empirical evidence, however, does not 
distinguish between external and introjected motivations. For the purpose of distinguishing 
more empowered and less empowered women and men, retaining two factors may be 
sufficient. In addition, it may permit shortened surveys in future. 

This analysis also identifies two questions that in some domains seem to be capturing a 
motivation different from the one that they were designed to, namely: 

                                                
5 According to Kaiser criterion we should retain the factors that have an eigenvalue equal or higher than 1.0. In 
our data, only in the domains of household activities and participation in groups there are two factors with an 
eigenvalue higher than 1.0. In all other domains there is only one factor with an eigenvalue higher than 1.0. This 
is true for both samples of women and men. 
6 The question that asks individuals if they do what they do because they get a reward or a benefit, designed to 
capture external motivations, is grouped with autonomous motivation questions in several domains. This occurs 
in both samples of women and men in the domains no employment, household purchases and group 
membership; it only occurs in the sample of women in the domains employment and no household purchases. 
On the other hand, the item ‘I don’t think it is valuable to participate’, aimed at capturing identified motivations, 
is grouped in the factor of the external motivations in the domain of no group membership, in the sample of 
men. 
7 The item ‘get a reward or a benefit’ is grouped with autonomous motivation questions in the domains 
employment, household purchases and group membership. The item ‘I don’t think it is valuable to participate’ is 
also grouped in the cluster of the external motivations in the domain of no group membership. In the domain no 
employment the item ‘I do not like to work’, which aims at capturing intrinsic motivation, is included in 
controlled motivation cluster. 
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- ‘I will get a benefit or a reward’, in the domains related to employment and household 
purchases, and in group participation; and 

- ‘I don’t think is valuable to participate’, in the domain no participation in groups. 

Based on this evidence, these items will not be considered in the computation of the 
motivation subscales in these domains.  

4.1.2 Correlations within Areas of Decision-Making  

Since the motivation subscales correspond to a continuum of autonomy, we expect adjoining 
subscales to be more correlated than subscales in opposite extremes. To investigate if our 
data adheres to this hypothesis, we compute Spearman and Pearson correlation matrices for 
each domain, considering the samples of men and women separately. These matrices are 
presented in Table 3.8 

The patterns of correlation for men and women are very similar. The ordered correlation 
pattern hypothesis is verified in most domains and in both samples. The correlation between 
external and autonomous motivations is the lowest in the matrix in most domains; the only 
exceptions are no household purchases and no group membership. In the domains household 
purchases, group membership and employment (when considering the sample of women) the 
Spearman correlation between external and autonomous motivations are negative (which is 
expected). In all domains the highest correlation is between external and introjected 
motivations (which is also expected).  

4.2 Reliability 

In this section we examine the internal consistency of the scale as a whole using Cronbach’s 
Alpha, which reflects the extent to which a set of items measures a latent construct. We 
computed the Cronbach’s Alpha for each autonomy subscale in each domain, separately for 
women and men (results available upon request). We found that the internal consistency of 
most motivation subscales is acceptable or good (Alpha between 0.6 and 0.9). In the domain 
household purchases the internal consistency of all the three motivation subscales is poor or 
even unacceptable in both women and men samples (Alpha below 0.6 or 0.5). In the sample 
of men, all the three subscales have poor internal consistency in the domain of employment.  

 

                                                
8 The external and autonomous subscales scores were computed taking into consideration the results of the 
previous section i.e. disregarding the items that did not seem to capture the type of motivation that they were 
supposed to. 
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As a further reliability test we conduct the Mokken Scale Procedure (MSP). This procedure 
selects “unidimensional scales of polytomous items from multidimensional datasets” 
(Hemker, Sijtsma and Molenaar, 1995: 337). In most domains the Mokken Scale Procedure 
identifies two scales, one with the items referring to controlled motivations and other with the 
items measuring autonomous motivations. Most of these scales are of medium quality.  

4.3 Alternative Relative Autonomy Index  

Our validity analysis does not provide evidence of a distinction between external and 
introjected motivations. It is possible that the distinction between these two types of 
motivation is not relevant in this context. In these circumstances, we computed the relative 
autonomy index based on only two broad types of motivation: controlled and autonomous. 
The score of controlled motivation corresponds to the average of the items aimed at capturing 
external and introjected motivations. This RAI is the weighted sum of the score of the 
controlled motivation, with a weight of -3, and the score of the autonomous motivation, with 
a weight of 3. 9   

Comparing the RAI based on two types of motivations with the one based on three, we find 
that the Spearman correlation coefficient is equal or above 0.95 for all domains (in both 
samples of men and women). This evidence suggests that a measure of relative autonomy 
based only on two broad types of motivation may capture the same information as a measure 
based on three types of motivations. If that is the case, we may compute individuals’ relative 
autonomy with base on a smaller number of questions and, thus, reduce the survey costs of 
collecting such information.  

In the remainder of this study we will use the RAI based on two types of motivations, 
controlled and autonomous, because this dimensional structure seems to better fits our data.10 

5. Relationship between Relative Autonomy and other Indicators  

In this section we investigate the relationship between the RAI in different domains, and 
between these and other indicators of well-being. We base this analysis on the Pearson 
correlation. The coefficients and the respective significance levels were estimated taking into 
consideration the survey design.  

Table 4 presents the correlations between RAIs in the different domains. The table shows that 
autonomy in Household Activities and Employment are significantly correlated with 
autonomy in all domains considered, but that in all cases the correlations are below 0.40, for 

                                                
9 We use the weights of -3 and 3 to define this alternative RAI in the same range (between -9 and 9) as the 
original RAI. 
10 Ideally, qualitative information would be required in order to establish that the conceptual framework of 
respondents has only two categories, and to rule out the possibility that the distinctions are clouded by issues in 
translation or enumeration. Unfortunately, it was not possible to collect this kind of information within the scope 
of this project. 
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women and 0.47 for men. These findings are in agreement with previous findings that most 
dimensions of autonomy are moderately related (Agarwala and Lynch, 2006, Balk, 1994). On 
the other hand, autonomy in No Employment is only significantly correlated in a few 
domains. The correlation is especially strong among autonomy in ‘active’ domains 
(Household Activities, Employment, Household Purchases, Participation in Groups and 
Feeding Infants) as was found in Balk (1994). Interestingly, autonomy in Feeding Infants is 
only statistically correlated with autonomy in other active domains.    

We now turn to investigate the correlation between the RAI and the indicators of 
psychological well-being: purpose, overall autonomy, competence and relatedness. The 
correlation coefficients are presented in columns (1) to (4) of Table 5. Autonomy in the active 
domains Household Activities, Employment, Making Purchases and Participation in Groups 
is positively associated with higher levels of autonomy, competence and relatedness. Among 
women, sense of purpose is only significantly correlated with autonomy in employment. 
Among women, overall autonomy is only correlated with RAIs in household activities, 
employment, no employment and no participation in groups. The RAI for Feeding Infants is 
not correlated with any indicator of psychological well-being. 

Now we analyze correlations between RAIs and domain-specific life satisfaction (columns 
(5) to (10) of Table 5). We find no significant positive relationship between relative 
autonomy in different domains and satisfaction with life overall. In fact, women with higher 
levels of relative autonomy in Household Activities and Participation in Groups, and men 
with higher relative autonomy in Household Activities and No Employment tend to report 
lower satisfaction with life overall. In the case of men, being the household head and not 
working may be associated with the idea of failure to provide for one’s family. Maybe men 
who have been out of work for a longer period end up adapting to their new ‘status’ and 
report higher levels of autonomy in no employment. The evidence that higher levels of 
autonomy in no employment are also negatively associated with men’s satisfaction with their 
dignity is consistent with this explanation. 

The clearest pattern in this analysis is that women’s relative autonomy in most domains is 
significantly correlated with satisfaction with free choice and control over life. In particular, 
women’s relative autonomy in Feeding Infants is only statistically correlated with this 
particular indicator of satisfaction. Yet the correlations are weak, not exceeding 0.10.  

There is no evidence of a positive relationship between individuals’ RAIs and their 
happiness. In fact, for both men and women, relative autonomy in Household Activities and 
Participation in Groups is negatively correlated with happiness.  

Finally and surprisingly, individual’s relative autonomy is not significantly correlated with 
their self-reported agency, measured by the standard ladder question, in any domain for either 
gender. This indicates that autonomy scales provide information that is distinct from the 
commonly used questions to measure agency. This finding may appear surprising.  
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However the standard ladder question may also reflect personality traits such as optimism 
and extroversion, or cultural traits such as non-linear scales or capped aspirations (Narayan 
2005). The ‘scale’ of the ladder may be differently interpreted, leading to issues in data 
comparability across persons as well as over time.  

In summary, relative autonomy does not duplicate information presented by indicators of 
psychological wellbeing or of subjective wellbeing. There are no significant correlations 
between the ‘ladder’ question, and the most significant correlations are with psychological 
well-being indicators and satisfaction with ‘free choice and control’ (for women only). But 
the magnitudes of all correlations discussed here are weak. The highest correlation we find is 
of 0.25; most are weaker – for example those with ‘free choice’ are 0.10 or below. These 
findings suggest that neither indicators of subjective nor psychological well-being are 
sufficiently precise proxies for motivational autonomy. And they underscore the need for 
direct measures of autonomy.  

6. Correlates of Relative Autonomy  

This section investigates the association between domain-specific relative autonomy and 
individual and household characteristics. We start by looking at the correlation coefficients, 
and then we move to a multivariate regression analysis. The main purpose of this section is to 
explore how relative autonomy varies across relevant subgroups. 

6.1 Comparing Autonomy by Gender	

First of all, we look at the relationship between autonomy and gender. Table 6.1 presents the 
correlation coefficient between each RAI and gender, the mean RAI in the sample of women 
and men, and the p-test for the difference of the means between genders. The variable gender 
is 1 if individual is a man and 2 if is a woman. This table shows that on average women are 
less autonomously motivated than men across all domains, except making Household 
Purchases. The differences in relative autonomy are largest in the domains of Household 
Activities and Employment.  
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Our sample of women mostly includes household heads, spouses of household heads, and 
daughters of household heads. So, we examine the relationship between women’s relative 
autonomy and their position in the household. The correlations presented in Table 6.2 show 
that women who are the household head tend to be more autonomously motivated in the 
domains of Household Activities, Employment and No Participation in Groups than other 
women. Women’s autonomy in other domains does not seem to be correlated with their 
position in the household. 

Table 6.3 presents the pairwise correlations between domain-specific relative autonomy 
indexes and individual and household characteristics, for the sample of women and men 
separately. This table shows that women’s autonomy in most domains is positive correlated 
with age, while men’s age does not seem to be related with autonomy in any particular 
domain. Please note, however, that all men in our sample are household heads. If we examine 
the correlation between relative autonomy and age of women who are household heads, we 
also find no statistically significant relationship. On the other hand, this relationship remains 
significant in the domains of Household Activities, Employment and No Employment, 
among women who are not household heads. So, it is possible that household heads 
autonomy does not depend on age.  

We also note in Table 6.1 and Table 6.2 that the RAI scores on ‘positive’ domains are larger 
than those on ‘negative’ domains for all groups (women, men, household heads, spouses, and 
daughters). There may be data quality challenges in responses to negative domains, because 
the situation may not have been consciously sought, and we recommend that future surveys 
also undertake cognitive interviews to verify the extent to which the levels are comparable 
across negative and positive domains.  

We find no evidence of a relationship between education level and relative autonomy in the 
sample of women; but in the sample of men we find that more educated men tend to have 
higher levels of autonomy in the domains of Household Activities, Employment and 
Participation and Non-Participation in Groups.11 On the other hand, women’s relative 
autonomy seems to be positively associated with the education level of the household head. 
Women living in households where the head is more educated are more autonomously 
motivated in the domains of Household Activities, Employment, Participation in Groups and 
Feeding Infants. This is in line with literature on positive externalities of husband’s education 
and its promotion of shared decision making. For example, Grabowski and Self (2013) find in 
India that husband’s education as well as mother’s decision making autonomy increases the 
likelihood of skilled medical attention for their child. 

 

                                                
11 As Pearson correlation only identifies linear relationships between variables, this evidence does not preclude 
the possibility of a non-linear relationship between women’s education and relative autonomy. 



 
19 

 



 
20 

 

 

 



 
21 

 

Both married women and men tend to have lower levels of autonomy in terms of household 
activities, probably because these result from a bargaining process between the spouses. 
Single individuals make decisions alone or might have lower responsibilities in terms of 
domestic chores; while married individuals have to share the decisions and make 
compromises. Married women also report lower relative autonomy in feeding infants. 
Working is associated with higher relative autonomy of men in household activities, but it 
has no relationship with women’s relative autonomy in any domain. Maybe men who work 
outside the house can reduce their partaking in the household chores, while women cannot. 
Being part of a group is associated with higher autonomy of women in the domains of 
Household Activities and No Employment. While participation in groups is very broadly 
defined, covering multiple groups, and not specifying the extent of participation in the group 
nor its structure, neither the frequency of meetings, these findings support the suggestion that 
group membership is associated with greater autonomy. 

Women living in poor households have lower levels of relative autonomy in feeding infants, 
but similar levels in other domains. Finally, women and men living in Muslim households 
have significantly lower relative autonomy in most domains. 

We find that some demographic features do seem to discriminate between levels of autonomy 
whereas others – including income and education – require further interpretation. This 
analysis also highlights two features. First, the set of variables that are associated with 
relative autonomy is different for women and men. For instance, age is associated with 
relative autonomy of women, but not with men’s. Second, the characteristics that 
discriminate between levels of autonomy vary across domains of decision-making. For 
example, participation in a group seems to be correlated with higher autonomy in household 
activities, but has no statistical relationship with autonomy in employment. Furthermore, all 
correlations discussed in this section are relatively weak, never beyond 0.25 (or -0.25). This 
strongly suggests that none of these categories alone is a sufficient proxy for autonomy across 
either women or men.  

6.2 Regression Analysis	

In order to analyze the relationship between autonomy and individual’s characteristics taking 
into account possible interactions between these characteristics we conduct a multivariate 
regression analysis.  

6.2.1 Empirical Specification 

We estimate the following equation: 

!"#$ = &' + &)*$ + +$     (1) 

where !"#$ is the vector of individual i’s relative autonomy indexes in the different domains, 
*$ is a vector of individual and household characteristics, and +$ is an error term. The vector 
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*$ includes all characteristics discussed in the correlation analysis, plus the number of 
household members and number of household members younger than 6 years old.  

Equation (1) is estimated separately for women and men, using OLS and taking into account 
the survey design (using svy commands). All regressions include region dummies to control 
for location specific effects.  

6.2.2 Results 

Estimates of equation (1) for the RAI in domains of household activities, employment, 
participation in groups and feeding infants (only for women) are presented in Tables 7.1 
(sample of women) and 7.2. (sample of men).12 As the expenditure data is only available for a 
subsample of households, for each RAI we present two sets of results: one without household 
poverty status, and another with such control. In the sample of women we present a third 
specification, which includes the education level of the household head and is estimated 
considering only the sample of women who live in male headed households.  

The regression results, in general, corroborate the pattern of relationships identified by the 
correlation analysis. 

As suggested by the results of the correlation analysis, women who are the household head 
tend to be more autonomously motivated than other women, ceteris paribus.  

Even when controlling for other variables, older women tend to have higher relative 
autonomy in household activities and employment. On the other hand, when we take into 
consideration other characteristics, we find evidence of a positive relationship between men’s 
age and their autonomy in participating in groups. 

This analysis also does not support the hypothesis that women’s education is associated with 
higher autonomy. In contrast, in the sample of men, we find evidence of a strong relationship 
between education and relative autonomy in all domains presented in the table. If we look 
only to the sub-sample of women who are not household heads, we find that the education of 
the household head has a positive impact on women’s autonomy in Household Activities and 
in Participation in Groups. 

As suggested by the correlation analysis, married men tend to have lower levels of autonomy 
in Household Activities. In the case of women, on the other hand, being married only has a 
negative effect on autonomy in feeding infants. 

 

                                                
12 The estimates of the regressions of RAI in other domains are available upon request. 
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Women’s relative autonomy seems to be independent from their employment status. In the 
case of men, those who work tend to have higher autonomy in household activities. 
Participation in a group, on the other hand, has a positive relationship with women’s 
autonomy in household activities, but no relation with men’s relative autonomy.  

The regression results confirm that women living in Muslim households have lower 
autonomy in the domains of Household Activities, Employment, Participation in Groups and 
Feeding Infants. But in the case of men in Muslim households, the negative relationship is 
only significant in the domain of Participation in Groups. 

Women living in urban areas have higher levels of autonomy in Household Activities and 
Employment. Women living in poor households have lower autonomy in feeding infants.13  

Although the correlation analysis did not identify a significant association between disability 
and autonomy in any domain, the results presented in Table 7.2 show evidence of a negative 
relationship between disability and men’s autonomy in the domain of Employment.   

We find that the demographic composition of the household is related to women’s relative 
autonomy. Ceteris paribus, in households with more children under six years old, women 
tend to be more autonomous in household activities and participation in groups; while in 
households with more people, women tend to be less autonomously motivated in Household 
Activities and men in Participation in Groups. 

Although the coefficients are not presented in Tables 7.1 and 7.2, some of the location 
dummies are highly significant, especially in the regressions of women’s relative autonomy 
in Household Activities and Employment. This suggests that there are local factors that have 
an important effect on women’s autonomy. 

This analysis highlights that the use of characteristics like education and income as proxies 
for autonomy is more problematic than what is usually assumed. In Chad, we find no 
relationship between women’s education and relative autonomy. Women’s autonomy in core 
activities like household chores and employment is more correlated with their age and 
whether they live in a city than with their education level or the poverty status (or expenditure 
level) of their household. This is corroborated by other studies in Africa, for example in 
Nigeria where women’s age was found to confer influence over decision making (Gammage 
1997). Mabsout (2011) in Ethiopia equally finds increased decision making among older 
women. Men’s autonomy, on the other hand, is indeed associated with their level of 
education. This is the only variable that is statistically significant in the regressions of men’s 
autonomy in the three domains presented in the table. However, men’s autonomy in most 
domains has no relation with the level of expenditure of their household.  

                                                
13 We have also estimated all the regressions including the covariate household expenditure quintile instead of 
household poverty status. The coefficient of household expenditure quintile is significant in the same 
regressions that household poverty status is, but with the opposite sign. 
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Interestingly, some of these results contrast with the findings reported by Vaz et al. (2014) in 
Bangladesh. Using a representative sample of Bangladesh rural population, these authors find 
no relationship between women’s relative autonomy in a set of domains and their age or their 
position in the household. On the other hand, they find a robust positive relationship between 
men’s relative autonomy and the household level of expenditure.  

Lastly, our results indicate that motivational autonomy is stratified by religion, as women in 
Muslim households have a significantly lower score on their RAIs, especially in active 
domains.  

7. Conclusion 

In this contribution, we provide a detailed examination of a measure of motivational 
autonomy, the Relative Autonomy Index, using a nationally representative dataset of Chad. A 
distinctive feature of the survey is that it surveys men and women in the same household.  
The paper starts by investigating the conceptual validity of a measure of empowerment, 
which here is called autonomy, and assesses the internal consistency of its scale in this 
dataset. It then examines the correlations between domain-specific measures of autonomy and 
indicators of psychological and subjective wellbeing. Finally, the paper investigates the 
correlates of women’s and men’s domain-specific autonomy. 

In terms of conceptual validation, the analysis of the dimensional structure of the data 
suggests that in Chad, two (rather than the usual three or four) dimensions distinguish the 
larger categories of motivation: controlled and autonomous. We confirm that the autonomy of 
Chad people can be assessed with reference to these two broad categories of motivation. The 
analysis of the correlation among motivation subscales shows an ordered pattern of 
correlation between the three types of motivation external, introjected and autonomous. In 
terms of reliability, Cronbach’s Alpha indicates that the subscales in most domains are 
acceptable or good.  

We find that relative autonomy is weakly correlated psychological well-being, but has no 
clear relationship with subjective wellbeing. In fact, we find that relative autonomy in some 
domains is even negatively correlated with indicators of overall life satisfaction and 
happiness. This suggests that the autonomy indicators yield new information that is not 
proxied by indicators of well-being. Investigating the relationship between relative autonomy 
and demographic characteristics, we find that women on average are significantly less 
autonomously motivated across all eight domains than men. We also conclude that neither 
education nor income are reasonable proxies for women’s motivational autonomy.  
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