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Abstract: Introduction: Globally, women’s empowerment is one of the important factors impacting
the development of the nation. However, several women in developing countries, including Pakistan,
experience a high level of gender discrimination and inequity. In this study, data from the Demo-
graphic and Health Survey (DHS) were used to measure empowerment and its predictors among
women in Pakistan. Methods: Pakistan’s 2017–2018 DHS dataset was used to measure women’s
empowerment using two indicators, i.e., participation in decision making and views on wife beating
among 4216 married women. The determinants of empowerment, such as age, place of residence,
regions, wealth index, education, partner’s education, partner’s occupation, number of children,
consanguinity, the age difference between husband and wife, house and land ownership, and house
inheritance, are reported as prevalence ratios (PRs) with a 95% confidence intervals (CI). Multivariate
regression models were used to produce covariate-adjusted PRs and 95% CIs. Results: More than
half of all women were empowered (52.5%). Upon multivariate analysis, we identified that women
from the province of Punjab (adjusted PR (aPR), 1.44; 95% CI, 1.20–1.73), Sindh (aPR, 1.62; 95% CI,
1.35–1.96), and KPK (aPR, 1.09; 95% CI, 0.91–1.31) compared to those living in Baluchistan; from the
richest quantile (aPR, 1.65; 95% CI, 1.37–1.99), followed by the richer quantile (aPR, 1.54; 95% CI,
1.28–1.84), the middle quantile (aPR, 1.52; 95% CI, 1.28–1.81), and the poorer quantile (aPR, 1.24; 95%
CI, 1.04–1.47) compared to women who were from the poorest quantile; who were highly educated
(aPR, 1.45; 95% CI, 1.25–1.67), followed by those who had a secondary education (aPR, 1.32; 95% CI,
1.16–1.50) and a primary education (aPR, 1.17; 95% CI, 1.02–1.35) compared to women who were not
educated; and had exposure to mass media (aPR, 1.20; 95% CI, 1.06–1.36) compared to those who had
no exposure were more empowered. Conclusion: To conclude, women’s empowerment in Pakistan
is affected by various socioeconomic factors, as well as exposure to mass media. Targeted strategies
are needed to improve access to education, employment, and poverty alleviation among women,
particularly those living in rural areas. Various mass media advertisements should be practiced,
targeting community norms and supporting women’s empowerment.

Keywords: women’s empowerment; decision making; wife beating; Pakistan; demographic and
health survey

1. Background

Empowerment in the context of gender has been defined as both a process and a
result of a process that enables an individual to gain power, develop confidence, increase
awareness, enhance mobility and choices, improve control over resources, and make
decisions [1]. Empowerment takes shape from a context related to the social, cultural,
economic, geographical, and political scenarios that a person experiences during their
life course and their interaction with their gender roles in society. Empowerment helps
in gaining opportunities and strength to voice opinions, accessing information, gaining
exposure to new ideas and experiences, and taking responsibility to make decisions and
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risks. Women’s empowerment is essential to liberate women from the social, traditional,
and cultural customs and norms and allows women to be aware of their rights, build
self-confidence, have control over their and their significant others’ lives, and provide
strength to bring change in society [2].

Gender inequality deeply prevails in developing countries, including Pakistan [3]. Of
the total 149 countries in the world, Pakistan ranks the second lowest (148th) in gender
equality, 146th in economic participation, and 97th in political empowerment [4]. In
Pakistan, women’s empowerment has been neglected, and women have been deprived of
their basic legal rights to have equal status and opportunity. Several factors are associated
with women’s empowerment in Pakistan, including poverty and education [5]. According
to the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS), women’s empowerment is indicated by
participating in decision making, either alone or jointly with their husband, and disagreeing
with all of the reasons that justify wife beating [6].

In Pakistani society, patriarchal setups, gender roles, and resulting violence have
made women very vulnerable. The act of physical violence prevails due to deeply rooted
sociocultural norms that have assigned gender roles for women. Wife beating/battering
refers to violent acts that can be in the form of psychological, sexual, and/or physical
assault by the husband against his wife with the intent to introduce fear and pain to
control her [7]. In many parts of the world, this is a culturally and socially acceptable
right that a husband has over his wife [8–10], and therefore, it significantly impacts her
participation in decision making. Globally, approximately one in three women in their
lifetime have been subjected to gender-based violence [11]. In Pakistan, most women are
also secluded from public spaces because of their religious values, and therefore, their
level of emancipation is assessed by participation in household decision making [12]. Men
usually hold a dominant position in the family and are primarily responsible for supporting
them financially. Women, on the other hand, are mostly homemakers, play a major role
in childbearing, and provide nurturing and support in agricultural work, particularly in
rural areas [13]. Moreover, in Pakistani society, gender has allocated roles, where men
are generally the breadwinners of the family and women are caregivers; these gender
allocation roles are more visible in rural areas compared to urban areas [14]. It is therefore
important to assess the prevalence of women’s empowerment and its associated predictors
in Pakistani society. A more recent study from Pakistan using the DHS dataset accounted
for decision making and ownership for measuring empowerment reported that women
who are in higher age brackets, educated, employed, residing in urban settings, heading
the house, from wealthier quintiles, have children, and have access to information are more
empowered [15]. Although the earlier study measured empowerment using ownership
and decision-making indicators, this study considered decision making and wife beating
as indicators to measure empowerment among women.

2. Methods

Pakistan’s Demographic and Health Survey (PDHS) has four datasets from 1990 to
2018. For the current study, we used the dataset of the year 2017–2018. Data from different
regions of Pakistan were collected from ever-married women of reproductive age. In
the current study, data on women’s empowerment were used. In the current dataset,
information from 15,068 married women was collected, of which 4216 women responded
to questions regarding women’s empowerment. Data regarding empowered women were
obtained by secondary data analysis (SDA) of the recent DHS.

The outcome variable of this study was women’s empowerment, which was con-
structed by using the responses of four decision-making and five husband’s beating scenar-
ios. The following questions were used to construct the outcome variables: Who decides
(1) how to spend respondents earning?; (2) on the respondent’s healthcare purchases?;
(3) on visits to family or relatives?; and (4) on spending husband’s earnings, as well as if
beating justified if the respondent (1) goes out without telling her husband?; (2) neglects
the children?; (3) argues with her husband?; (4) refuses to have sex with her husband?; and
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(5) burns the food? Empowered women were defined as “if the respondent or both the
respondent and partner decided on the above-mentioned four decision-making questions,
and if the respondent did not justify her husband’s beating related to the above five scenar-
ios,” then these women were marked as empowered and the remaining were marked as
unempowered women. The respondents’ age was merged into four categories, namely, <25,
25–34, 35–44, and 45 and above. The respondents’ and partners’ education were coded into
four categories: No education, primary, secondary, and higher. The partners’ occupations
were coded as not working, skilled, and unskilled. The respondents’ occupation was coded
as working and not working. The place of residence was coded as urban and rural, while
the region was coded into Punjab, Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK), and Baluchistan.
Principal component analysis on assets ownership, including land and livestock, with
a range of socioeconomic factors, including household construction, utilities, source of
drinking water, and sanitation facilities, was used to construct a wealth index and cate-
gorized into five wealth quintiles: Poorest, poorer, middle, richer, and richest. Access to
social media, consanguinity, land ownership, land inheritance, and had a say in choosing
the husband were categorized as yes and no. If the respondent was exposed to the radio,
newspapers, the Internet, and television, they were marked as access to media; otherwise,
they were marked as no access to media. The number of children was categorized into
none, less than 5, and more than or equal to 5. The age difference between husband and
wife was categorized into the following categories: No difference, <5 years, 5–10 years, and
more than 10 years.

Analysis was conducted in SPSS version 26 (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA). Categorical
variables are reported as frequencies and percentages. Chi-square was used to report any
differences between empowered and unempowered women. Bivariate associations be-
tween sociodemographics, media exposure, and land ownership were tested for statistical
significance using Cox regression. All variables with borderline statistical significance
(p < 0.25) were considered as potential confounding or interacting variables. The deter-
minant of empowerment is reported as the prevalence ratio (PR) with a 95% confidence
interval (CI). Multivariable regression models were used to produce covariate-adjusted PRs
and 95% CIs. At this level, some categories were merged to avoid a small cell count prob-
lem. To select the final variables, we included all candidate variables (sociodemographic
and media exposure) in the model and then applied purposeful backward elimination,
until the model contained only variables significant at p < 0.05.

3. Results

Of the total women included, data on women’s empowerment were available for 27.9%
of the women, of which more than half were empowered (n = 2212, 52.5%). Figure 1 shows
that 10% or fewer women participated in deciding on different matters on their own, while
less than 40% participated in making a joint decision. Similarly, Figure 2 shows that more
than 60% responded that wife beating is unjustified concerning different matters.
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Figure 1. Women’s participation in decision making.

Figure 2. Wife beating was unjustified on different matters.

Of the total 4216 women, 39.8% were aged 25–35 years, while more than half were
from rural areas (n = 2181, 51.7%), and the majority were from KPK (n = 1685, 40.0%),
belonged to the poorest and poor wealth quantiles (n = 1785, 42.4%), were not educated
(n = 2165, 51.4%), and were not working (n = 3542, 84.1%) (Table 1).
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of empowered women (N = 4216).

Sociodemographic
Characteristics

Total Women
N = 4216 (%)

Empowered
n = 2212 (%)

Not Empowered
n = 2004 (%) p-Value

Age
<25 719 (17.1) 339 (15.3) 380 (19.0)

0.003
25–35 1676 (39.8) 896 (40.5) 780 (38.9)
35–45 1343 (31.9) 702 (31.7) 641 (32.0)
>45 478 (11.3) 275 (12.4) 203 (10.1)

Place of residence
Urban 2035 (48.3) 1251 (56.6) 784 (39.1)

<0.001Rural 2181 (51.7) 961 (43.4) 1220 (60.9)
Regions

Punjab 1279 (30.3) 829 (37.5) 450 (13.7)

<0.001
Sindh 786 (18.6) 511 (23.1) 275 (13.7)
KPK 1685 (40.0) 712 (32.2) 973 (48.6)

Baluchistan 466 (11.1) 160 (7.2) 306 (15.3)
Wealth Index

Poorest 813 (19.3) 244 (11.0) 569 (28.4)

<0.001
Poorer 972 (23.1) 377 (17.0) 595 (29.7)
Middle 806 (19.1) 444 (20.1) 362 (18.1)
Richer 772 (18.3) 491 (22.2) 281 (14.0)
Richest 853 (20.2) 656 (29.7) 197 (9.8)

Education
No education 2165 (51.4) 817 (36.9) 1348 (67.3)

<0.001
Primary 578 (13.7) 322 (14.6) 256 (12.8)

Secondary 839 (19.9) 564 (25.5) 275 (13.7)
Higher 634 (15.0) 509 (23.0) 125 (6.2)

Partner’s education
No education 1145 (28.0) 431 (20.1) 714 (36.7)

<0.001
Primary 551 (13.5) 279 (13.0) 272 (14.0)

Secondary 1390 (34.0) 758 (35.4) 632 (32.5)
Higher 1003 (24.5) 675 (31.5) 328 (16.9)

Partner’s occupation
Not working 209 (5.1) 89 (4.2) 120 (6.2)

<0.001Skilled 3007 (73.8) 1666 (78.1) 1341 (69.0)
Unskilled 860 (21.1) 378 (17.7) 482 (24.8)

Occupation
Not working 3542 (84.1) 1858 (84.0) 1684 (84.1)

0.972Working 672 (15.9) 353 (16.0) 319 (15.9)
Access to media

Yes 2775 (65.8) 1729 (78.2) 1046 (52.2)
0.307No 1441 (34.2) 483 (21.8) 958 (47.8)

No. of children
0 456 (10.8) 240 (10.8) 216 (10.8)

<0.001≤5 2884 (68.4) 1625 (73.5) 259 (62.8)
>5 876 (20.8) 347 (15.7) 529 (26.4)

Consanguinity
Yes 2576 (61.1) 1266 (57.2) 1310 (65.4)

<0.001No 1638 (38.9) 946 (42.8) 692 (34.6)
No. of co-wives

None 3964 (96.9) 2087 (97.4) 1877 (96.4)
0.057>1 127 (3.1) 56 (2.6) 71 (3.6)

Age difference
None 264 (6.5) 158 (7.4) 106 (5.4)

0.048
<5 years 1486 (36.3) 752 (35.1) 734 (37.7)

5–10 years 1500 (36.7) 791 (36.9) 709 (36.4)
>10 years 840 (20.5) 443 (20.7) 397 (20.4)

Had a say in choosing the husband
Yes 3342 (79.6) 1813 (82.3) 1529 (76.5)

<0.001No 859 (20.4) 389 (17.7) 470 (23.5)
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Table 1. Cont.

Sociodemographic
Characteristics

Total Women
N = 4216 (%)

Empowered
n = 2212 (%)

Not Empowered
n = 2004 (%) p-Value

Owns a house alone or jointly
Yes 128 (3.0) 83 (3.8) 45 (2.2)

0.004No 4088 (97.0) 2129 (96.2) 1959 (97.8)
Owns land alone or jointly

Yes 105 (2.5) 68 (3.1) 37 (1.8)
0.011No 4111 (97.5) 2144 (96.9) 1967 (98.2)

Inherit a house/land
Yes 111 (2.7) 88 (4.1) 23 (1.2)

<0.001No 3979 (97.3) 2055 (95.9) 1924 (98.8)

There was a significant difference between empowered and unempowered women
with respect to age, place of residence, regions, wealth index, education, partner’s edu-
cation, partner’s occupation, number of children, consanguinity, age difference between
husband and wife, house and land ownership, and house inheritance. Empowered women
were significantly younger (p < 0.001), were from urban areas (n = 1251, 56.6% vs. n = 784,
39.1%), were mostly from the regions of Sindh (n = 511, 23.1%) and Punjab (n = 829, 37.5%),
and belonged to the richer (n = 491, 22.2%) and richest (n = 656, 29.7%) quantiles compared
to unempowered women. Most of the empowered women and their partners were highly
educated (women: n = 509, 23.0% vs. n = 125, 6.2%; husband: n = 675, 31.5% vs. n = 328,
16.9%) compared to unempowered women. Partners of empowered women were working
professionally or engaging in skilled labor compared to unempowered women (p < 0.001).
Empowered women had more prevalence of less than or equal to five children (n = 1625,
73.5%); however, unempowered women had more than five children (n = 529, 26.4%).
Empowered women had a say in choosing a husband (n = 1813, 82.3% vs. n = 1529, 76.5%).
The frequencies of land and house ownership and inheritance were very low; however,
empowered women were significantly more likely to own and inherit houses and land
compared to unempowered women (p = 0.004, 0.011, and <0.001, respectively) (Table 1).

Upon bivariate analysis, the PR for women’s empowerment was significantly higher
among women aged 25–35 years (PR, 1.13; 95% CI, 1.01–1.28) and >45 years (PR, 1.22; 95%
CI, 1.04–1.43). Women living in urban areas were more empowered compared to women
of rural areas. Compared to Baluchistan, women from Punjab, Sindh, and KPK were
significantly more empowered. Empowerment was significantly higher among women
who were from the richest, richer, middle, and poor wealth quantiles compared to women
who were from the poorest quantile. Empowerment was higher among women who
were educated and also who had educated partners. Women with access to media were
more empowered compared to those having no access to media. Likewise, women with
consanguinity were significantly more empowered (PR, 1.17; 95% CI, 1.0–1.27). Women
who had the right to choose their husband were more empowered compared to those who
had not (PR, 1.19; 95% CI, 1.07–1.33). Lastly, women who owned or inherited a house or
land were significantly more empowered compared to those who did not own or inherit a
house or land (PR, 1.29; 95% CI, 1.09–1.53) (Table 2).

Table 2. Predictors of women’s empowerment.

Sociodemographic Characteristics PR (95%CI) aPR (95%CI)

Age *
<25 Ref

25–35 1.13 (1.01–1.28)
35–45 1.09 (0.97–1.26)
>45 1.221(1.04–1.043)
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Table 2. Cont.

Sociodemographic Characteristics PR (95%CI) aPR (95%CI)

Place of residence *
Urban 1.39 (1.28–1.51)
Rural Ref

Regions *
Punjab 1.88 (1.59–2.23) 1.44 (1.20–1.73)
Sindh 1.89 (1.58–2.26) 1.62 (1.35–1.96)
KPK 1.23 (1.03–1.46) 1.09 (0.91–1.31)

Baluchistan Ref
Wealth Index *

Poorest Ref
Poorer 1.29 (1.10–1.51) 1.24 (1.04–1.47)
Middle 1.83 (1.57–2.14) 1.52 (1.28–1.81)
Richer 2.11 (1.81–2.47) 1.54 (1.28–1.84)
Richest 2.56 (2.21–2.96) 1.65 (1.37–1.99)

Education *
No education Ref

Primary 1.47 (1.29–1.67) 1.17 (1.02–1.35)
Secondary 1.78 (1.60–1.98) 1.32 (1.16–1.50)

Higher 2.12 (1.90–2.37) 1.45 (1.25–1.67)
Partner’s education *

No education Ref
Primary 1.34 (1.15–1.56)

Secondary 1.44 (1.28–1.63)
Higher 1.78 (1.58–2.02)

Partner’s occupation **
Not working Ref

Skilled 1.03 (0.81–1.30)
Unskilled 1.30 (1.05–1.61)

Occupation
Not working Ref

Working 1.00 (0.89–1.12)
Access to media *

Yes 1.85 (1.68–2.05) 1.20 (1.06–1.36)
No Ref Ref

No. of children *
0 Ref
≤5 1.07 (0.93–1.22)
>5 0.75 (0.63–0.88)

Consanguinity *
Yes 1.17 (1.08–1.27)
No Ref

No. of co-wives **
None 1.19 (0.91–1.55)

>1 Ref
Age difference

None 1.13 (0.94–1.36)
<5 years 0.96 (0.85–1.07)

5–10 years 1.00 (0.89–1.12)
>10 years Ref

Had a say in choosing the husband *
Yes 1.19 (1.07–1.33)
No Ref

Own or inherited land/house *
Yes 1.29 (1.09–1.53)
No Ref

* p < 0.001 and ** p < 0.25 upon univariate analysis.
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Upon multivariate analysis, regions, wealth index, respondent’s education, and media
exposure were the significant predictors of women’s empowerment. The PR of women’s
empowerment was significantly higher among women who were from the province of
Punjab (PR, 1.44; 95% CI, 1.20–1.73), Sindh (PR, 1.62; 95% CI, 1.35–1.96), and KPK (PR, 1.09;
95% CI, 0.91–1.31) compared to those living in Baluchistan. Women’s empowerment was
significantly higher among women who were from the richest quantile (aPR, 1.65; 95%
CI, 1.37–1.99), followed by the richer quantile (aPR, 1.54; 95% CI, 1.28–1.84), the middle
quantile (aPR, 1.52; 95% CI, 1.28–1.81), and the poorer quantile (aPR, 1.24; 95% CI, 1.04–1.47)
compared to women who were from the poorest quantile. Women’s empowerment was
higher for women who were highly educated (aPR, 1.45; 95% CI, 1.25–1.67), followed by
those who had secondary education (aPR, 1.32; 95% CI, 1.16–1.50) and primary education
(aPR, 1.17; 95% CI, 1.02–1.35) compared to women who were not educated. Lastly, women
with media exposure were more empowered compared to those with no media exposure
(aPR, 1.20; 95% CI, 1.06–1.36) (Table 2).

4. Discussion

This study presented findings on women’s empowerment in decision making and
justification of wife beating using the 2017–18 PDHS dataset. The study findings revealed
that almost half of women in Pakistan are not empowered and lack participation in house-
hold decision making. This study identified that women’s residing region, wealth index,
education, and exposure to mass media are significantly related to their empowerment
in Pakistan.

Women’s place of residence was significantly associated with their empowerment in
Pakistan. The results highlighted that women living in Punjab, Sindh, and KPK were more
empowered than women from Baluchistan. Baluchistan has mainly rural areas and its
educational levels are lower than the rest of the country, and women there face a lack of
economic opportunities that impact their decision making and empowerment. This study
found a strong association between women’s education level and their empowerment.
Women who were are highly educated were more empowered, as education enhances
empowerment through increased skills, self-confidence, and knowledge [16,17]. Education
serves as an enabler of empowerment and an avenue to autonomy [18], improves employ-
ment opportunities, makes decision making within the household more equal [18–20], and
lessens the likelihood of endorsing gender-based violence [21–23].

The findings also highlighted that women who had a high household wealth index
and women who owned and inherited a house and/or land were more empowered. Similar
results have also been reported from Southeast Asian countries, showing that women in
wealthier households are more likely to participate in decision making, jointly and on
their own, than women of poorer households [15]. However, in Pakistan, women living in
rural areas stand low on the wealth index [24], and also have inequitable access to family
assets and inherited property that results in a lack of their influence and participation
in decision making. Inequality and inability to own a house or land puts women in a
precarious position, exacerbating poverty and unempowerment. In Pakistan, women’s
right to inheritance is poorly realized, mainly due to patriarchal customs and sociocultural
dynamics that give preference to men over women. In addition, women living in rural
areas with a low level of education are not aware of their legal rights [15]. Hence, there
is a dire need to introduce legal reforms and educate women about their legal rights in
their parent’s or husband’s property. Such an affirmative action in policy and law could
help to reduce gender inequality, enable women to own and inherit a house and land, and
improve the socioeconomic status and health outcomes of women in Pakistan [25,26].

Lastly, our findings showed that women who were exposed to mass media were more
empowered and had more equal gender role attitudes than those with no media exposure.
Media exposure can help to empower women by equipping them with the information
and means to function effectively, especially in the modern world [27]. Previous studies
have revealed that media has a great potential for empowering women by increasing their
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participation and access to expression and decision making. Mass media is a powerful tool
to promote mobilize women’s rights and challenge discrimination and other stereotypical
behaviors against them [28,29]. Exposure to mass media also has the propensity to change
norms, behaviors, and habits. For example, media can generate awareness about domestic
violence and may be able to challenge gender stereotypes by portraying empowered and
independent women, particularly among women with low education levels [30]. Studies
from India and Bangladesh have found that television, radio, and/or print media influence
gender norms related to violence against women [30–32].

This study had some limitations; first, the data were cross-sectional in nature and
therefore could have affected the examination of temporality and any causal assumptions.
A self-reported questionnaire was used to collect information on most of the variables,
which therefore could have been subjected to recall bias. Despite these limitations, this
study highlighted some of the significant determinants that impact women’s empower-
ment. The PDHS is the national representative survey; therefore, this study represents
the prevalence and determinants of empowerment at the national level, meaning the find-
ings are generalizable and could be used for devising policies for improving women’s
empowerment at the national level.

5. Conclusions

The PDHS data analysis identified some important determinants that significantly
impact women’s empowerment in Pakistan. Women’s empowerment is significantly in-
fluenced by women’s region of residence, wealth index, education, and media exposure.
In light of these results, greater efforts are required to improve women’s access to edu-
cational and employment opportunities. Women’s education and employment are the
areas identified as requiring gender-based equal opportunity initiatives through a policy
to enhance the socioeconomic status of women and achieve development at the national
scale. In addition, targeted actions are required to alleviate poverty among women living
in rural areas, where women’s access to education, employment, and inheritance is mostly
denied. Concerted efforts and collaborations are required from governments, human rights
organizations, and civil societies to support and empower women living in rural and poor
household wealth index areas. Moreover, legal frameworks are required to support women
in owning or inheriting property. In addition, mass media should be used to communicate
to women the relevance and ways of achieving women’s empowerment. Mass media
should be used to educate both men and women about women’s rights and to change
community norms and values that discriminate against women.
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