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Abstract

Economic coercion is a form of intimate partner violence (IPV) that is distinct from but often co-occurs with physical, psycho-
logical, and sexual IPV. Women’s experiences of economic coercion are understudied in low- and middle-income countries,
despite increases in women'’s economic opportunities in these settings. Bangladesh is a salient site to understand how women
experience, interpret and give meaning to economic coercion because historical gender inequalities in access to economic
opportunities and resources are changing in favor of greater participation of women in economic activities. We conducted
in-depth qualitative interviews with 24 married women aged 19-47 years to understand their experiences of economic coer-
cion with respect to their involvement in income-generating activities in rural Bangladesh. Overall, we found that women’s
experiences of economic coercion were multi-dimensional, and influenced by women’s participation in income-generating
activities. In this setting, three major domains of economic coercion by husbands emerged from women’s narratives: denial
of access to income-generating activities, coercive control over resources, and economic neglect. Furthermore, participant
narratives reflected the continued influence of the patriarchal family system, and the gendered power relations therein, on
women’s experiences of economic coercion, despite increases in women’s involvement in income-generating activities. Our
results suggest that women’s experiences of economic coercion influence their participation in income-generating activities
in Matlab, Bangladesh. Interventions to increase women’s economic opportunities should consider the barriers and potential
repercussions of women’s involvement.

Keywords Bangladesh - Economic coercion - Economic resources - Global health - Intimate partner violence - Violence
prevention - Women’s work - Grounded theory

Women'’s Income-generating Activity
and Experiences of Economic Intimate
Partner Violence in Rural Bangladesh

Economic coercion comprises one form of intimate partner
violence (IPV) against women, alongside physical, psycho-
logical and sexual violence (Postmus et al., 2016; Yount
et al., 2016). Western scholars define spousal economic
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coercion, also known as economic intimate partner vio-
lence, as any implicit or explicit strategy to control the
ability of a spouse or partner to acquire, use or maintain
economic resources (Adams et al., 2008). Economic coer-
cion may take the form of overt demonstrations of power in
the marital dyad to inhibit access to economic activities, or
manifest as conflict related to backlash over participation
in economic activities. Economic coercion also may reflect
latent forms of marital power dynamics by which a partner
forgoes participation in economic activities to avoid antici-
pated conflict. Economic coercion is a prevalent but distinct
type of IPV, which is positively associated with other types
of IPV (Stylianou et al., 2013; Yount et al., 2016). Despite
their prevalence, women’s experiences of economic coer-
cion are understudied in low-and middle-income countries
(LMIC) (Fawole, 2008; Yount et al., 2016). This limited evi-
dence is the case in Bangladesh, where women’s historical
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disadvantages in economic opportunity and resources are
shifting toward their greater participation in economic
activities (Rahman & Islam, 2013), even while rates of inti-
mate partner violence remain high (Naved, Mamun, et al.,
2018; Naved, Rahman, et al., 2018; Sambisa et al., 2011).

Historically, family systems in Bangladesh have been
strongly hierarchical, reflecting patterns of classical patri-
archy (Kandiyoti, 1988). Men have been expected to serve
as the main financial providers and to interact with the wider
community; whereas women have been expected to contrib-
ute unpaid and undervalued domestic and reproductive labor
in the home, often under seclusion or with restrictions to
their freedom of movement (Cain et al., 1979; Schuler et al.,
1996). In recent years, the historical system of classic patri-
archy has eroded to some extent, with increases in women’s
employment (Naved, Rahman, et al., 2018; Yount, Cheong,
Khan, et al., 2021; Yount, Cheong, Miedema, et al., 2021).
However, research is limited on how women’s increased
access to economic opportunities may influence their expe-
riences of economic coercion, as a distinct form of IPV.

In this context, our study aims to examine married wom-
en’s experiences of economic coercion with respect to their
income generation in rural Bangladesh. This study fills an
important gap in the scientific literature on patterns of eco-
nomic coercion in a society where gender relations within
the family system and women’s broader participation in the
economy are undergoing dramatic change.

Background
Economic Coercion

Economic coercion is an understudied form of intimate
partner violence (IPV) (Fawole, 2008; Postmus et al., 2016;
Yount, Cheong, Khan, et al., 2021; Yount, Cheong, Miedema,
et al., 2021). Economic coercion is distinct from but may co-
occur with physical, psychological and sexual IPV (Stylianou
et al., 2013; Yount et al., 2016). Specifically, alongside acts
of physical, sexual and psychological IPV, perpetrators may
deploy economically coercive tactics to control their part-
ners’ economic independence, making them more vulner-
able to other forms of IPV. Economic coercion manifests in
multiple ways, including denial of access and interference
with employment, financial surveillance and control over
resources, and financial exploitation and sabotage (Adams
et al., 2008; Postmus et al., 2016; Yount et al., 2016). Experi-
ences of economic coercion or other forms of IPV have been
shown to diminish women’s self-perceptions of financial inde-
pendence (Postmus et al., 2012), although some women may
respond strategically to partner violence by increasing their
economic activity and financial safety net (Yount et al., 2014).

In rural Bangladesh, husband’s economic coercive control
over their wives is prevalent. Nearly one in five (or 18%) men
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report perpetration of economic coercion against their spouse
(Naved et al., 2011). The most common form of economic coer-
cion reported by husband’s is taking their wives earnings against
her will (13%), followed by prohibiting the wife from working
(9%), throwing the wife out of the house (7%) and keeping
money for oneself even if his wife could not afford household
expenses (3%) (Naved et al., 2011). These indicators reflect the
current global practice of measuring economic IPV. However,
extant measures may not capture the full spectrum of women’s
experiences of economic IPV (Yount, Cheong, Khan, et al., 2021
Yount et al., 2016). As an example, using a recently validated,
comprehensive 36-item scale of economic coercion in rural
Bangladesh, Yount, Cheong, Khan, et al. (2021) and Yount,
Cheong, Miedema, et al. (2021) estimated that 62% of ever-
married women experience economic coercion in their lifetime.

Gendered Family and Economic Systems in Flux

The Bangladeshi family historically reflects a “classically
patriarchal” system, characterized by patrilocal extended
households in which men are dominant and women hold
little autonomy (Kandiyoti, 1988). Aligning with classi-
cally patriarchal kinship practices, women are married early,
transition to their husband’s household, and are expected to
be subservient to their husbands and in-laws (Cain et al.,
1979). Historically, the legal and customary ‘guardianship’
of women passes from father to husband. Under these con-
ditions, women’s acquiescence to these family hierarchies
pays dividends as they age, particularly if they produce sons
(Kandiyoti, 1988). Over the life cycle, women gain some
authority over ‘junior’ family members, albeit at the expense
of reproducing the cyclical gender inequalities that they
faced as young brides (Kandiyoti, 1988).

Historically, the gendered organization of work in Bang-
ladesh defined work outside the house for pay as the domain
of men. In contrast, women’s work was normatively confined
to unpaid domestic and care work, including childcare and
household management (Cain et al., 1979; Schuler et al.,
1996). In this system, women were dependent on male guard-
ians for financial security. In cases of deceased, absent or
abusive guardians, women became vulnerable to economic
hardships, such as increased poverty, or other forms of abuse
(Cain et al., 1979; Kabeer, 2011). Furthermore, women expe-
rienced spatial segregation and restricted mobility through the
practice of purdah (Cain et al., 1979). This practice prevented
women from seeking work outside of the home compound,
and constrained their work to expenditure saving activities on
behalf of the family, for which they may not receive or control
remuneration (Kabeer, 2001; Kibria, 1995).

However, since the 1980s, expanding export and local market
economies (e.g., the burgeoning garment industry), alongside
poverty-alleviation programs targeted at women, have increased
women’s opportunities to participate in income-generating
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activities (Heath, 2014; Kabeer & Mahmud, 2004; Salway
et al., 2005). Here, we use the term income-generating activi-
ties to include all types of women’s work, irrespective of loca-
tion, seasonality or time-allocation, for which women receive
monetary or in-kind remuneration (Kabeer, 2016;
Mahmud & Tasneem, 2011; Salem et al., 2018). In doing so, we
seek to make visible the productive contributions that women
make to their local economies (Langsten & Salem, 2008). The
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics reports that 36.3% of women
participated in the labor force from 2016-2017 (with labor
force participation defined as individuals above age 15 who
were involved in work for wage or family gain in the past seven
days) (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2018). In 2012, 35
million borrowers in Bangladesh, 90% of whom were women,
were covered by microcredit programs compared to 11 million
in 2004 (Rahman & Islam, 2013). Women’s employment in the
garment industry, in particular, has risen dramatically since the
1990s, with a period of particularly high growth from 2005 to
2010 (Rahman & Islam, 2013). Women increasingly migrate to
urban centers for income-generating activities, leaving families
behind in rural areas (Kabeer & Mahmud, 2004). This growth
in income-generating opportunities for women in Bangladesh
and other classical patriarchal settings raises questions over how
such growth may alter women’s risk of exposure to economic
and other forms of IPV (Kabeer, 2016; Salem et al., 2018).

Effects of Women'’s Work on Exposure to IPV

Studies yield mixed results on whether increased workforce
participation and access to economic resources have posi-
tively or negatively affected women’s empowerment and
freedom from IPV (Kabeer, 2016; Naved, Mamun, et al.,
2018; Schuler & Nazneen, 2018) and whether women’s
work challenges or reinforces patriarchal family systems
(Kibria, 1995; Schuler et al., 2017). This literature largely
focuses on the effects of women’s economic empowerment
on their risk of physical and/or sexual forms of IPV. In
some studies, women’s involvement in income-generating
activities, such as paid work or involvement in microfi-
nance programs, is associated with reductions in exposure
to physical or sexual IPV (Dalal et al., 2013; Salway et al.,
2005; Schuler et al., 1996). These reductions in IPV risk
may be a result of women’s expanded social networks
through work or program participation, as greater social
relationships make formerly private acts of violence pub-
lic (Kabeer, 2016; Schuler et al., 1996). Further, women’s
participation in work may expand their social networks and
capacity to act collectively with other women (Sultana,
2013). Women’s economic contributions to the household
also may reduce pressure on men to provide for the fam-
ily, particularly in low-resource settings. Poor men may be
unwilling to alienate wives who bring economic resources
into the household (Kabeer, 2016).

Alternatively, other research finds that women’s involve-
ment in income-generating activities and ownership of eco-
nomic assets are associated with greater risk of IPV (Bates
et al., 2004; Heath, 2014; Naved & Persson, 2005). A pre-
vailing theoretical explanation is that wives who deviate
from gender norms around work, mobility and control over
economic resources, face retaliatory violence from husbands
who seek to reassert control (Vyas & Watts, 2009). For
example, garment workers who owned household assets and
resources, such as jewelry or savings, reported higher rates
of IPV compared to peers who owned less (Naved, Mamun,
et al., 2018). The authors speculate that greater resource
ownership may trigger marital conflict over control and own-
ership of these assets (Naved, Mamun, et al., 2018).

Another study, conducted across 60 villages in Bangla-
desh, found that women who work for pay face increased
risks of IPV, although this association was significant
only among women with lower schooling attainment and
a younger age at time of marriage (Heath, 2014). In such
cases, women’s pre-marital resources, such as pre-marital
education and later age at time of marriage, may have ele-
vated her bargaining power and mitigated against potential
backlash when she deviated from normative expectations.
Women who earn income also may act strategically in other
domains of their lives to reduce the perception of transgress-
ing norms in an effort to mitigate risk of IPV (Schuler et al.,
2017), or use economic resources to leverage their position
within existing patriarchal systems (Naved, Rahman, et al.,
2018). For example, women who perceive personal advan-
tages within the male-headed “traditional” family structure
may be more likely to give up control over their income, in
order to benefit from the economic security promised by
compliance with patriarchal gender norms within the family
system (Kibria, 1995; Naved, Rahman, et al., 2018).

Summary and Objectives

In sum, women’s expanding economic opportunities in Bang-
ladesh may affect positive change in some cases, even while
entrenched constraints inhibit change or generate backlash in
other dimensions (Kabeer, 2016). Situational factors, such as
women’s pre-marital resources (Heath, 2014), local values
and cultural norms (Koenig et al., 2003; Schuler & Nazneen,
2018), and community level characteristics (Rahman et al.,
2020; Schuler et al., 2017) may moderate the associations
between women’s income-generating activities and risk of
IPV. With some exceptions (Naved, Mamun, et al., 2018), this
literature focuses largely on the connection between women’s
economic empowerment and their experiences of physical
and/or sexual forms of IPV. Less is known about how wom-
en’s participation in income-generating activities may influ-
ence their experiences of economic coercion, as a distinct, yet
related type of IPV. In the present study, we aim to address

@ Springer



376

Sex Roles (2021) 85:373-390

this gap and seek to understand variations in women’s experi-
ences of economic coercion among earning and non-earning
women in a context where structural opportunities for women
have expanded even while inequitable gender norms remain
salient. Specifically, we examine the following research ques-
tions: What types of economic coercion occur in marital rela-
tionships with respect to women’s income generation (RQ1);
How do women describe and understand these experiences
(RQ2); and How do women’s experiences of economic coer-
cion vary based on their income-generating activities (RQ3)?

Method
Study Design

This qualitative study was part of a parent study, entitled
“Intimate Partner Coercion and Implications for Women’s
Health and Well-being.” The parent study employed a
sequential mixed-methods design to develop a validated
measure of economic coercion in rural Bangladesh. The first
stage used qualitative data to explore how married men and
women describe, assess and understand economic coercion
against wives. The qualitative data then informed the devel-
opment and psychometric validation of a multi-dimensional
economic coercion scale, published elsewhere (Yount,
Cheong, Khan, et al., 2021; Yount, Cheong, Miedema, et al.,
2021). In this article, we analyze the qualitative data from the
first stage of the study to understand women’s experiences of
economic coercion, both related to and independent of their
involvement in income-generating activities.

Study Site

The study was conducted in Matlab, an upazila (sub-district),
approximately 55 km southeast from Dhaka, the capital of
Bangladesh. Matlab has approximately 240,000 residents,
and is the site of the International Centre for Diarrhoeal Dis-
ease Research, Bangladesh (icddr,b)’s Health and Demo-
graphic Surveillance Site (HDSS), one of the longest-run-
ning population surveillance systems in the developing world
(icddr,b, 2020). This site was chosen for the study to facilitate
selecting the survey sample from the HDSS, as well as cap-
turing diverse economies across the embankment (discussed
below). Matlab’s geography, economy, and society are typical
of the rural delta region of Bangladesh. The mean age at first
marriage is 19 years for women, compared to 27.6 years for
men (icddr,b 2020). In 2014, approximately 51 percent of
households owned agricultural land (icddr,b, 2016). How-
ever, the primary source of household income in this region
is through remittances, or foreign earned income, which is
transferred to family members. Remittances are the primary
source of household income for 33% of households,, with
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agriculture only serving as the primary source of income for
8% of the population (icddr,b, 2016).

Participant Recruitment

Women were eligible for the study if they were married and
between the ages of 15 and 49 years old. Participants were
recruited from within and outside the Matlab embankment, a
topographical feature that contributes to distinctive climates
and economic markets on either side. Specifically, the area
outside of the embankment is prone to floods and there-
fore has fewer crops compared to the area inside. We used
purposive sampling to recruit a diverse sample of women
in relation to key strata relevant to the research purpose
(e.g., age, length of marriage, husband’s migration status,
income-generating activities, and NGO membership). Inter-
viewers coordinated with local health researchers affiliated
with icddr,b to identify villages that would be suitable for
data collection (e.g., adequate number of women involved in
income-generating activities). After arriving in the village,
interviewers spoke with women and men in these villages
to identify potential participants.

Data Collection

Data were collected using a semi-structured in-depth interview
guide, which provided a flexible approach to capture women’s
personal narratives and experiences related to economic activi-
ties and economic coercion. The guide included questions on
women’s involvement in, or perceptions of, work and earn-
ings, loans and microcredit, and dowry practices. The study
team developed the guide in English, with guidance on the
study context from Bangladesh team members. The English
guide was then translated into Bengali and piloted among 4
women by icddr,b team members. The pilot interviews sought
to identify any errors or issues with the interview process prior
to implementing the study in the field. Based on feedback from
the pilot participants, we refined questions for clarity, as well
as added and dropped items where relevant. The final guide
was back translated into English to check that the intended
meaning of each question was preserved across the transla-
tion process. The study received ethical approval from Emory
University’s Institutional Review Board (#00,097,428) and
icddr,b’s Institutional Review Board (PR-17077).

Data were collected in March and April 2018 with 24
married women. Two female Bangladeshi interviewers con-
ducted the interviews, under the supervision and guidance
of icddr,b staff. Both interviewers held Masters degrees in
Anthropology. Interviewers conducted the interviews in
women’s homes, or in the homes of neighbors where women
felt comfortable and where the interview could be conducted
in private. The final sample of participants ranged in age
from 19 — 47 years (see Table 1 for sample characteristics).
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Informed oral consent was obtained from all participants.
Upon receiving consent, interviews were audio recorded and
lasted an average of 75 min. Each interviewer wrote field
notes to document recruitment processes and general obser-
vations of each interview. The data-collection team reviewed
field notes and experiences daily to initiate an iterative pro-
cess of data collection and to resolve issues or challenges.

Data Analysis

Interviews were transcribed verbatim and translated from
Bengali into English. Each translation was reviewed by an
icddr,b team member, who had overseen the data collec-
tion process. An Emory team member also reviewed trans-
lations, and unclear translations were checked against the
original Bengali language transcripts. Data comprised 24
verbatim transcripts of the in-depth interviews. Transcripts
were entered into MAXQDA 18 software package in order
to facilitate coding and data analysis. Data were read closely
by team members to identify a range of relevant themes that
were listed in a codebook. Code development was done in
collaboration with in-country partners to ensure cultural
nuances were captured. We developed inductive codes
directly from reviewing data and team members from icddr,b
ensured that the codes adequately captured cultural nuances
in the issues raised. The codebook provided a central refer-
ence for all codes that were applied in the entire data set. A
single lead researcher coded the majority of the transcripts.
A second researcher assisted in quality checks of coding
through an inter-coder agreement process. Inter-coder agree-
ment was assessed by coding randomly selected transcript
segments (approximately 10% of the transcripts) and com-
paring the consistency between the coders. Discrepancies
in coding were resolved and amendments made to the code-
book and coding practices before coding the entire data set.
A third coder, as part of her MPH training, supported coding
toward the end of the project, under the close supervision
and mentorship of the lead coder.

We used grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to
identify normative constructs to inform the development of
a theoretical framework of women’s economic coercion as
it related to their participation in income-generating activi-
ties in rural Bangladesh. First, we conducted a descriptive
analysis of coded segments, to identify core themes around
women’s experiences of economic coercion. As themes and
patterns emerged, the research team discussed negative cases
that would require us to expand and/or refine our themes to
incorporate the full range of women’s experiences. We com-
pared experiences in economic coercion by husband’s migra-
tion status, socio-economic status and location of residence
within or outside the embankment. Throughout the analysis,
the lead author conducted memo writing in order to generate
ideas and document the engagement with the data throughout

the analytic process. During weekly team meetings, the lead
author would present updates on data analysis, as well as
questions around interpretation. We discussed possible per-
spectives through which to interpret our results, and Bangla-
desh team members guided these discussions to ensure that
we situated and interpreted women’s narratives in light of the
social context of Bangladesh. Results of our data analysis and
interpretation were used to develop a conceptual diagram to
organize and differentiate the types of economic coercion
and their inter-relationships that emerged from the data on
income-generating activities in the sample. The diagram was
further refined to consolidate and categorize experiences into
broader groupings of economic coercion experiences (Fig. 1).

Results

Our analysis revealed that women’s experiences of economic
coercion were multidimensional, and women’s exposure to dif-
ferent forms of economic coercion varied based on access to
and participation in different types of income-generating activi-
ties. Figure 1 provides a conceptual summary of the results. We
identified three separate conceptual domains of economic activ-
ity within which women experienced economic coercion by
their husband: access to income-generating activities (Domain
1), control of income and household spending (Domain 2),
and the financial contributions of husbands to the household
(Domain 3). Each domain represents a continuum of coercion
from less to more coercive activity — the nature, context and
level of coercion differs at each level and is depicted by the
nodes along each continuum within each domain. Figure 1 also
shows how women’s experiences of coercion are patterned by
their level of economic activity, depicted by the shading on the
nodes (e.g., economically active or inactive).

Although Fig. 1 depicts economic coercion as linear and
discrete categories, women’s experiences were complex and
multifaceted. Women could experience coercive behavior in one
economic domain (e.g., access to income-generating activities),
while experiencing no coercion in another economic domain
(e.g,. control of household income). Alternatively, women could
experience one type of economic coercion at one point of their
lives (e.g,. denial of access to income-generating activities dur-
ing pregnancy) that is not experienced later (e.g., woman works
after children are grown). Thus, the nodes serve to organize dif-
ferent types of coercion within each economic domain, and rep-
resent groups of experiences rather than categories of women.
The nodes reflect dynamic, rather than static, experiences of
coercion within the economic domains of women’s lives and
across their life course. Therefore, we are unable to categorize
or quantify participants into any one discrete domain.

Overall, women’s participation in the formal economic
sector was low, with the majority of participants engaged in
subsistence work or in the informal sector. Among those who
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Experiences of Coercion in

Husband
supports/ Husband Husband
facilitates challenges inhibits

access access

access

Relation to their Income-Gener- DOMAIN 1:
ating Activity
ACCESS TO
INCOME GENERATING
ACTIVITIES
DOMAIN 2.

CONTROL OF INCOME
& HOUSEHOLD
SPENDING

DOMAIN 3.

FINANCIAL
CONTRIBUTION OF
HUSBANDS TO THE

HOUSEHOLD

Experiences of
economically active
participants

e e

Sole or joint
control: Husband
at home
A Partial No
control control
y—>)
B . -
Sole or joint
control: Husband
away
Reduced/ lna(.ieqlljate
contribution so
Ad changed K
_equ§te contribution womenworj
contribution to
when women
household

— )
Experiences of

ve Condition: chologicz Implicit Explicit
intimidation denial denial

work

Inadequate
contribution and

high poverty

Experiences shared by
economically active and inactive
participants

economically inactive
participants

did participate in the formal employment sector, participants
described working in garment factories, insurance companies
as field staff, or school teachers or small business owners
(e.g., pharmacy owner). In the informal sector, participants
described conducting a range of economic activities in the
home, such as teaching or tutoring children, poultry rear-
ing, making handicrafts, or tailoring, as well as economic
activities conducted outside the home, such as wage or day
labor jobs. The majority of participants did not report full-
time employment. Rather, they engaged in income-generating
activities during part of their day, and engaged in household
labor for the remaining portions of the day. Table 1 includes
a description of women’s economic activities, and classifies
women as currently, previously or never economically active.

Domain 1: Access to Income-generating Activities
The first domain reflects women’s access to income-

generating activities (see Fig. 1). In this domain, hus-
band’s denial of his wife’s access to income-generating
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activities, or harassment of wives who did engage in
work, emerged as key forms of economic coercion.
Across the sample, women commonly described their
husband as the primary arbitrator of whether or not they
participated in any remunerated work, or work for cash
or in-kind. Thus, women’s access to income-generating
activities was dependent on their husband’s permission.
The importance of husband’s permission with respect
to their wife’s access to income-generating activities
in Bangladesh was reflected in women’s descriptions
of participating (or not) in economic activities. Within
Domain 1, we found that women described their inter-
actions with husbands in one of three ways, which we
organized into three nodes: (A) husband supported or
facilitated their access to income generating work; (B)
husband challenged their access to income generating
activities; or (C) husband either explicitly or implicitly
prevented their access (see Fig. 1). Within each node,
different types of support, challenges or barriers were
reported. These groups of experiences were also not
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mutually exclusive. As discussed below, women experi-
enced varying levels of support and restriction or control
from their husbands with respect to work across the life
course, and across different types of work.

Node A: Husband Supports or Facilitates Access
to Income-Generating Activities

One node of experience within Domain 1 reflected husband’s
supporting or facilitating their wives access to income-
generating activities. Even though women described their
husbands as supportive, women still perceived the permis-
sion of their husbands as a requirement to being able to
work. Permission, thus, became a condition under which
women experienced support from their husbands to work,
and seeking permission to work was a common practice
reported by women. As one 30-year old woman, who was
classified as extremely poor, described: “I am working now
as everyone supports me...if my husband thinks it will be
good for me or beneficial for the family...if he understands,
then I can do it” [Married Woman (MW) #6].

Another 27-year old, middle class, woman noted: “I have
to take permission in case of any other work I want to do. It
is not possible to go without permission. I don’t know how
he [husband] would react” [MW #16].

These quotes underscore that a husband’s permission is
perceived as a basic requirement for wives to access income-
generating opportunities. As we see in the first quote — and
describe in detail later — a husband’s permission was often
conditional on the type or perceived benefits of economic
activity. Women also described concerns for the quality of
their relationship, should they transgress expectations of
seeking permission to work from their husband, despite the
changing social norms around women’s participation in eco-
nomic activities. For example, a 44-year-old wealthy partici-
pant reflected on societal changes in women’s participation
in employment:

These days there is no difference between boys or girls,
as far as working is concerned. They work equally.
There is no way to consider it as bad. The girls couldn’t
work in the old times but that’s not the case anymore.
[MW#14]

At the same time, she hesitated to imagine a hypotheti-
cal situation in which she would not seek permission from
(referred to below as “informing”) her husband. She said:
“According to me, it’s better to inform him and then go [to
a new job]...[if I didn’t] maybe he would demand to know
why I didn’t inform him” [MW#14]. In this quote, the phrase
“inform him” is interpreted as informing and getting permis-
sion. In some cases, not receiving permission from husbands
was perceived as a risk for IPV or cause of deterioration
of the relationship. A 44-year old wealthy class participant

observed: “If I don’t listen to my husband, it would eventu-
ally damage our loving relationship. The relationship might
deteriorate” [MW #14]. Another 22-year old middle class
woman explained how not seeking permission before she
engaged in income-generating activities could initiate vio-
lent conflict:

He forbade me to go anywhere without asking his per-
mission and said, ‘you will ask me before going. In
case of giving permission, [ will say you to go there.” If
I go without permission, then he will become angry...
he would give two slaps or will beat once or twice with
a stick. [MW #19]

Given the high levels of migration among men in Matlab,
some women’s husbands were not present to permit or to
prohibit their wives from participating in economic activi-
ties. In some of these cases, other family members served
as a proxy for absent husbands, and women obtained per-
mission from these family members. In other cases, women
remained in touch with their husbands via telephone, and
obtained permission directly from absent husbands over the
phone. These experiences, thus, underscore the perceived
importance of permission from a husband or proxy authority
before participants could engage in any economic activities.

Once permission was received, women’s descriptions of
their husband’s support could be classified as active, emo-
tional or passive support. Women’s discussions of active
support from their husbands included his encouragement
to apply for work positions or degree programs, his assis-
tance with job applications, or his purchase of necessary
equipment for women’s economic activities. Active sup-
port, thus, involved some level of participation or facilita-
tion by a husband with respect to his wife’s involvement in
income-generating activities, In this low-resource setting,
husbands’ active support of their wives participation in
remunerated work was sometimes discussed in terms of
financial gain to the family. Women reported that their
families acknowledged the benefits of added income for
the family. Even in cases when the household’s economic
security had been attained — and thus the financial impe-
tus for women’s labor was no longer present — husbands
continued to support their wife’s economic activities as
it brought additional resources to the household to which
they had grown accustomed. Women also expressed a
desire to participate in economic activities, and reported
that their husbands actively supported their desire, for
example, through the purchase of sewing machines to ena-
ble women to do tailoring work, or by supporting applica-
tions to higher education.

Women also described their husbands providing emo-
tional support for their work, although not playing an
active role. Emotional support was described in terms
of affirmation of their work. Emotional support was also
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perceived as the absence of prohibitive barriers or harass-
ment about their income-generating activities. Affirmative
emotional support from husbands often stood in contrast
to criticism from other people in the community (e.g., in-
laws or neighbors) who were critical of women’s work,
as it deviated from prevalent social norms for women’s
roles. For example, a 33-year-old upper middle-class
woman, who had been married for 11 years, worked as a
religious teacher or tutor. Her husband, a community reli-
gious leader, supported her work despite opposition from
his family and the broader community. Her in-laws would
have preferred that she remained at home, and in some
villages, she was forced to stop tutoring due to criticism
from neighbors of the families that she taught. However,
as the woman described, her husband continued to support
her work in the face of opposition:

My [husband] also supports me. He is a very good
person. He allows me to do everything...he hasn’t
prohibited me any time...He never stops me.... He
never interrupted my education, and also never said
any negative things about my job. He also doesn’t
oppose me in earning. [MW #5]

In this example, the participant describes her husband’s
emotional support (never saying negative things), as well
as the lack of barriers to work (hasn’t prohibited her),
thereby illustrating the husband’s dual role as gatekeeper
and support system.

Another type of support described was passive support
from the husband, in which husbands neither promoted
nor prohibited their wives from income-generating activi-
ties. Women described their husbands’ passive support
as a general lack of engagement with, or indifference to,
their decision to work or not work. In some cases, this
passive acceptance was construed by women as a sign of
a husband’s respect for his wife’s ability to make choices
related to her own economic activities and time use. In
other cases, men displayed some curiosity around motiva-
tions to work, but did not inhibit women’s ability to engage
in economic activities.

Overall, husbands played a central, permission-granting,
role in enabling their wives’ access to income-generating
activities. In general, participants who experienced the
least constraints to income-generating activities described
their husbands as supportive of their income-generating
activity.

Node B: Husband Challenges Access
to Income-Generating Activities

The second node of experiences within Domain 1 reflected

challenges to their wives’ access to income-generating activi-
ties by husbands. As illustrated in Fig. 1, even women who
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reported challenges from their husband still participated in
some form of income-generating activity. In other words,
husbands created barriers to women’s access, but women
were able to overcome these barriers to participate in income-
generating work. The primary way in which husbands inter-
fered with wives’ income-generating opportunities was by
imposing conditional access to income-generating activities.
In these cases, women received permission from husbands
to work only if certain financial and non-financial conditions
were met.

For many women in this low-resource setting, conditional
permission to work was influenced by financial need within
the family. Concerns around impending poverty tended to
override objections about women’s transgression of domi-
nant norms around work and labor. Women themselves
often were central in these discussions within the family.
A husband’s active support, as described above, was absent
here. Instead, women used the household’s precarious finan-
cial situation as leverage to negotiate their participation in
income-generating activities. Although a husband’s permis-
sion was the primary enabling factor, women also discussed
the influence of in-laws and other family members in the
process of negotiating their access to work. As one 27-year-
old middle-class participant reported:

My husband was against it [her working in a garment
factory] at first. He said that I don’t need a job. But
later I realized that job is a must for us. My husband
earns very little, plus we have two kids to feed...That
is why I decided to take the job...I insisted every day
to convince him...I said that I want to go [work]. Eve-
ryone is working, so what’s wrong if I do that too?...
These are the things I told him. Then one day he
agreed and gave me permission. [MW #16]

Notably, the participant justified her participation in paid
work with her perceptions of greater access to paid labor
among women in Bangladesh, suggesting that women’s
advancement into economic activities in urban Bangladesh
may be used as leverage in individual negotiations within
the household.

Women’s ability to participate in income-generating
activities also was conditional on non-financial factors.
These included whether work activities involved interac-
tions with strangers, took place within or outside the home,
or interfered with household tasks and family care work.
In the context of rural Bangladesh, where women’s free-
dom of movement is restricted, certain types of remuner-
ated work were perceived to challenge norms around wom-
en’s movement by enabling women to leave the house. A
major concern raised was that leaving the home created the
potential for contact with non-family members, particularly
men. Women’s travel outside the home, or potential interac-
tions with non-relative men, was described as potentially
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damaging to the husband’s (or family’s) reputation. The risk
of interaction with men who were not related to their wives
was described as a driving motivation for husbands to deny
their wives permission to participate in economic activities
outside the home. In these cases, the added financial benefit
of women’s income did not override normative social pres-
sures for women to remain at home. When women were
denied access to remunerated work outside the home, they
often participated in income-generating activities at home
such as raising and selling poultry and/or livestock. One
22-year-old middle-class woman described her husband’s
objections to working as a helping hand at a créche during
one of her pregnancies:

He said ‘no, you cannot do this work. You may fall
down and the pregnancy may be in danger. Who will
then bear the loss? It’d be my loss and I'll have to bear
the burden’ ...This is how he convinced me and kept
me [at home]... He doesn’t like that I do a job...He’d
say [explaining the reason], ‘when you go somewhere
you have to speak with a man and meet a man. [MW
#19]

At the time of the interview, due to constraints on her
access to work outside the home, the participant sold poul-
try from her house. This work was considered an accept-
able form of income-generating activity, as she did not
interact with strange men and was perceived to be pro-
tected within the home compound. The type and location
of economic activity also influenced whether permission
to work was given. Women described a gendered division
of income generating activity. Some activities, such as
poultry rearing, handicraft work, or tutoring were gener-
ally considered socially acceptable for women, as these
aligned with expectations of women as nurturers of chil-
dren (via education) and women in the home (involved in
home-based economic activities). When these activities
took place in the home, women were more often allowed
to participate. In cases where these activities (such as
tutoring) took place outside of the home, women were
less likely to receive permission, due in part to concerns
around women’s mobility described above. Other types of
labor, such as fieldwork, grazing cattle or livestock agri-
culture were perceived as men’s work, and not suitable for
women. Thus, both the type and location of the economic
activity were central to whether or not women would face
barriers to access.

However, women’s access to income-generating activi-
ties — even within the home — was conditional on their abil-
ity to complete unremunerated household labor, including
housework, childcare and care of external household mem-
bers such as in-laws. Often, women themselves became the
arbiters of whether or not they could work — or the extent
to which they could work — based on whether they could

complete their household tasks. As a consequence, lack
of time became a key barrier to participating in income-
generating activities. As one respondent asked with a smile
(noted in the field notes): “Is there any end of work for
women” [MW #4]? Women often described engaging in
income-generating activities during their “leisure” time or
free time. Women who did not have adequate free time due
to their household responsibilities often reported that they
were unable to participate in income-generating work to the
extent that they wished to. In these cases, the primacy of
women’s duties as wife and mother created conditions under
which participants were unable to take on full-time or even
regular part-time income-generating activities. As a 30-year
old, extremely poor, woman noted:

When the kids are back from school, I need to bathe
and feed them. I can’t give little time to the [sewing]
machine then. If I spend much time working then I
am not able to give the kids much time. That’s why
I take fewer orders. It’s my choice.”...I know what
is good for me. I think if I spend my time on my kids
rather than other things, they will not be uneducated
like me...That’s why I take less workload. [MW #6]

Some women resumed work after pregnancy, or when
children became older. A few women acknowledged that
the greater contribution of husbands toward domestic labor
or childcare could mitigate time constraints to income-
generating activities. However, in general, women did not
bring up men’s contributions to household labor. Over-
all, women tolerated conditions on their access to work,
describing this acceptance as a way to avoid conflict with
their spouse.

However, in some cases, women’s work did generate
conflict between husband and wife. Participants described
subtle forms of psychological intimidation from husbands
related to women’s wage work. Some women did not
receive permission to work or to attend trainings, but did
so anyway, and reported conflict with their husbands as
a consequence. In other cases, participants describe hus-
bands initially giving permission to work, but their wives’
income-generating work created conflict within the couple.
Women described such forms of conflict as verbal belit-
tling, intimidation or accusations of prioritizing income-
generating activities above family. Some women described
this conflict as a result of women not conforming to expec-
tations around women’s mobility or financial autonomy.
Other women described intimidation as a result of their
husband’s concern for his reputation. If his wife worked,
participants suggested, a man’s ability to provide for his
family could be called into question, thus undermining
his standing in the community. One 36-year old wealthy
participant described her husband’s constant challenge to
her efforts to seek training in tailoring:
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First, he gave his consent [to take tailoring classes]. At
that point, he told me, ‘Ok, as you wish.” I took this
permission, first. After that, while I am going out for
a couple of days for my sewing lesson ... he became
angry and asked me from whom I took the permission
to go outside? Then I told him, “Why? You forgot that
you give your permission to go and learn. So, what
happens now? I did not go outside without your per-
mission; I went with your permission...." [but] he does
not like that I frequently go outside from the house, or
going somewhere for visit. [MW #11]

Node C: Husband Inhibits Access
to Income-Generating Activities

The third node of experiences within Domain 1 reflected
instances in which husband’s inhibited or prohibited wom-
en’s access to income-generating activities. Participants who
did not participate in income-generating activities described
situations reflecting implicit or explicit denial of access from
their husbands. Explicit denial of access included situations
in which women either did not receive permission to partici-
pate in income-generating activities and thus did not do so,
or received permission to work conditional on completing
housework duties but were unable to do both. When women
discussed not receiving permission to work, or not seeking
permission to work, they often invoked the primacy of their
responsibilities as wives and mothers. In some cases, hus-
bands explicitly stated women’s household responsibilities
or children’s wellbeing as a reason for not giving permis-
sion to participate in an economic activity. For example, a
31-year old extremely poor women, who had been married
for 14 years, explained:

[Earning money for the family] is his sole respon-
sibility now. I won’t initiate anything from my side.
[Q: Why did you choose to stop working three years
ago?] He asked me to stop...He said that I don’t need
to work like this in the hot weather under the sun [as
a field laborer]. Sometimes I take our children with
me, sometimes I leave them at home, they cry a lot. |
should not leave them alone. ...Who will look after my
children? So my husband convinced me to quit. That’s
why I quit....He won’t let me work, sister. If God keeps
him alive, he will never let me work again...He says,
“you don’t need to work. I'll take all the burden. You
just take care of the kids and look after the family...He
won’t let me [work]. He won’t agree. [MW #7]

In other cases, women expressed fear of criticism from
others in the community if they were perceived to forgo their
childcare duties. Some women did not have alternative child-
care support (such as in-laws), and thus could not perceive
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how to balance childcare responsibilities with opportunities
for income-generating activities. Overall, not working due
to home duties was a central way in which women described
conforming to broader social expectations about housework
as their primary duty, and income-generating activities out-
side the home as the husband’s respective role.

Implicit denial of access took on two forms and reflected
the extent to which women internalized or resisted prevail-
ing gender norms about the extent of husband’s control
within a marriage. In some cases, women foresaw a nega-
tive response from their husbands and did not seek permis-
sion, despite their desire to work. In these cases, women
described considerable restrictions on their lives and linked
these restrictions to being married. In comparison, other
women did not seek income-generating opportunities (and
as a result did not seek permission to engage in these activi-
ties) because their perspective of women’s work as trans-
gressive aligned with that of their husbands and communi-
ties. Women invoked customary norms of women’s role in
the home as a rationale for not working and argued that
they did not want the additional burden or responsibility
of income-generating activity. One 32-year old very poor
woman stated: “It is against our custom. We may be in crisis
but here in our place it is not in the custom that women will
work” [MW #4].

Domain 2: Control of Household Income
and Spending

The second conceptual domain that emerged from this analy-
sis reflected themes around women’s control of their income,
their husband’s income and household spending (see Fig. 1).
By control of income and spending, we refer to women’s abil-
ity to make choices about what to do with their own and their
husband’s income and household expenditures, ranging from
daily expenses to larger, less frequent decisions around house-
hold repairs, renovations or major purchases. Women’s control
over their own income (among women who participated in
income-generating activities), their husbands’ income, and
household expenditures ranged from sole or joint control with
their husbands to complete lack of control. As illustrated in
Fig. 1, women’s experiences were patterned similarly, regard-
less of whether they were economically active or inactive. In
other words, irrespective of economic activity, women across
the sample described greater or lesser constraints related to
control over spending and income. However, we did find that
women’s experiences differed based on the socio-economic
status of their household. Among women who did not partici-
pate in income-generating activities, women in households
with lower socio-economic status tended to report lower levels
of control. Higher status women, even if they did not work,
tended to report higher levels of control.
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Among women who participated in income-generating
activities, the majority had total or partial control over their
own income (Fig. 1, Domain 2, nodes A — C). Most women
considered themselves the owners of this income and per-
ceived the income as their contribution to the household.
Women’s income was largely spent on household needs,
such as food or children’s needs, and did not usually make
up much of the overall household income. One 27-year-
old middle-class participant who kept and managed her
own income, and spent her money on child-related needs
noted: “I look after things which I need. I don’t need to ask
for something from my husband. I don’t need to plead for
money to him so that I can buy things. I have my own sav-
ings” [MW #16]. Some women did not have to account for
the spending of their income to their husbands, and these
women often also tended to hold greater control over the
household income (inclusive of husband’s income) in gen-
eral. Other women perceived it to be necessary to provide
detailed accounting of the budget and expenditures to their
husbands, even if their husbands did not ask or desire to
know. A few women occasionally gave part of their income
to their husbands and described this as required, even if not
explicitly requested from their husbands. Women who had
to report expenditures to husbands or gave their earnings to
their husbands tended to report the lowest levels of decision-
making with respect to household income and spending.

Nodes A & B: Sole or Joint Control

The first two nodes of experiences within Domain 2 reflect
situations in which women reported sole or joint control over
all household income, including control of their own earn-
ings, and management of their husband’s income, as well
as any savings accounts (nodes A and B). Financial control
included making daily decisions on how to spend money,
along with general accounting and budgeting of household
expenses. Among women who reported sole control over
household income, however, almost all were married to men
who had migrated outside of Matlab for work or whose jobs
took them away from home for long periods of time. In
the absence of their husbands, women became the de facto
financial manager of the home (node B). Only one partici-
pant who considered herself the sole manager of household
finances reported that her husband lived at home.

Nodes C: Partial Control

Node C of Domain 2 captures the experiences of women
who held partial control over household finances. Among
women with partial control, almost all lived at home with
their husbands. Women with partial control over household
income described providing general input into financial
decisions, but acknowledged that their husbands ultimately

made the final decisions on household expenditures. As one
44-year old wealthy participant described, “I don’t have to
give [my income] to husband...that generally happens in
other families. He doesn’t count it” [MW #14]. However,
she perceived her husband to be the final arbitrator in how
to spend the money, arguing that: “He is a man therefore he
knows better ...He will ask for my suggestion [on how to
spend money]...family is all about compromise. It’s good to
do everything together if the husband is good” [MW#14].

While this gendered division of financial responsibil-
ity was often described as normal, women often described
income as a shared family resource and a way to enhance
the general wellbeing of the family rather than serving
as the individual resource of one person. One participant
described how she managed the household income (hers
and her husbands) but needed to seek permission from her
husband in order to spend it. If she did not seek permis-
sion, she reported that they would quarrel and said: “[my
husband] would say that the money does not belong only
to me [wife]. It is necessary for the family" [MW#3]. Other
women described situations in which they avoided chal-
lenging their husband’s income-related decision-making in
order to avoid open conflict. One 41-year-old middle-class
participant earned money but her husband supplemented
her income with an allowance from his own earnings when
he chose to do so. She noted:

No one else would bring me [money] except him. If
understand that, then what’s the benefit of arguing [if
he does not bring money home]. There won’t be any
fight then. There are many women who argue, exceed
their limits, which will eventually break into argument.
If I start arguing with you, it will end up in quarrel.
You can’t avoid quarrel and fight then. [MW #10]

Node D: No Control

Conversely, women with no control over financial resources
described themselves as lacking any access to or influence
over household income and spending (node D). Like women
who described experiences of partial control, women with
no control tended to live at home with their husbands. In
some cases, the husband was in charge of household income
and decision-making but allocated his wife an allowance
for her spending. Other women reported that their husbands
controlled all household income and did not provide them
with adequate allowances to cover their own expenses.
Women who faced greater constraints with respect to access
to income and spending tended to avoid discussing finan-
cial matters with their husbands. They expressed that ask-
ing husbands about money matters could be construed as a
challenge to his financial authority and could create conflict
within the home.
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Domain 3: Income Contributions of Husband
to Household

A third conceptual domain of economic activity within
which women described varied levels of coercion was the
level of husband’s income contribution to the household,
given his capacity to work (see Fig. 1). Women’s reports
of their husband’s economic contribution to the household
varied and were to an extent based on whether women par-
ticipated in income-generating activity.

Node A: Adequate Contribution to Household

As captured in node A, women who reported adequate con-
tribution from their husbands to cover the household needs
were both economically active and inactive. By “adequate
contribution,” we refer to women’s personal assessments
of whether their husbands contributed enough income to
ensure the running of the household (e.g., enough money to
buy food, cover childcare expenses, invest in savings, etc.).
The majority of participants, regardless of whether they gen-
erated income, reported that their husbands provided ade-
quate income to cover household costs and the contribution
of income to household needs did not change if and when
women began to participate in income-generating activities.

Node B: Reduced/changed Contribution
when Women Work

Among other women who participated in remunerated work,
some experienced a decreased contribution from their hus-
bands after they initiated work (node B). In some cases, the
decreased contribution was due to husband’s perceptions
that their wives’ household contributions partially allevi-
ated the burden on them to provide for the household. The
primary type of change described was reduced contribu-
tion to food or children’s costs, which women then covered
from their own expenses. Across the sample, regardless of
husband’s contribution, women described spending their
income primarily on children, food, or clothing expenses.
However, among some women, these expenditures had pre-
viously been covered by their husbands and when they initi-
ated income-generating activities, the costs were expected
to be covered by earning wives.

Node C: Inadequate Contribution so Women Work

Other women initiated work in order to make up for their
husband’s inadequate financial contributions to the house-
hold, even though he was able to, and in some cases did,
work (node C). Notably, experiences captured by node C
reflect situations in which men were able to but did not work,
rather than men who were unable to find jobs, despite their
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efforts. Women described inadequate contributions from
their husbands to the household income either because he
did not want to work, or because he worked and withheld
money from the household. In these cases, women often
became involved in income-generating activities as a way
to improve the family economic condition.

Node D: Inadequate Contribution and High Poverty

Finally, a few economically inactive women reported that
their husbands did not adequately provide for the household,
and, as they were not economically active themselves, the
women experienced high levels of poverty or challenges to
maintain the household (node D). For other women, who
were not allowed to or unwilling to work, limited economic
resources from their husbands meant that they struggled to
maintain the household economy. As these women did not
participate in any income-generating activities, they were
limited in their access to financial resources and described
living in high levels of poverty as a result. One 19-year old
extremely poor woman did not have access to her husband’s
income or have her own income. She said she had inad-
equate income for household needs, but avoided discussing
money issues with her husband as a strategy to reduce risk
of conflict:

He will keep the money to himself...he gives me
nothing, doesn’t give any money to me. [Interviewer:
Where does his money go? Can you estimate his
income and expenditure?] I never ask about these
things. Because I believe that, if it is there, it is for
me. And if it is not for me, then it will not be there.
That’s why I don’t ask at all. [MW #18]

In sum, in this low-resource setting, women described
a range of relative financial contributions of both women
and their husbands to the household. While the majority of
women reported adequate contributions of income from their
husband, a few women (often from lower socio-economic
groups) described inadequate contributions due to their hus-
band’s unwillingness to work or share income, and experi-
enced higher levels of financial insecurity as a result.

Discussion

The present study focused on women’s economic activity
and experiences of economic coercion in rural Bangladesh.
Our grounded theory analysis revealed patterns of eco-
nomic coercion in a society where practices and attitudes
around women’s work are in flux. Overall, we observed
that women’s experiences of economic coercion are multi-
dimensional and shaped by their involvement in income-
generating activities. By economic coercion, we focused
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here on coercive behaviors related to economic activities and
control over resources related to women’s work, rather than
a comprehensive taxonomy of economic coercion. In this
context, three major themes of economic coercion, across
the three economic activity domains, emerged from women’s
narratives: denial of access to income-generating activities,
coercive control over resources and economic neglect.

Notably, the dimensions of economic coercion identi-
fied here do not align neatly with leading constructs in the
broader (largely Western-based) literature, in part due to var-
ied patterns and circumstances of women’s economic activi-
ties in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) compared
to Western settings. However, our results align with recent
advancements in the measurement of economic coercion in
LMICs. For example, in comparing our results to the Eco-
nomic Coercion Scale-36 (ECS-36), the comprehensive
scale validated among married women in the parent study,
several high prevalence survey items aligned conceptually
with women’s descriptions of economic coercion from this
qualitative study. For example, based on the ECS-36, 26% of
married women in rural Bangladesh reported being told that
women should not work outside of the home, 21% were not
allowed access to the family money, and 10% reported that
their husbands refused to give them money to buy necessi-
ties, even when he had the money (Yount, Cheong, Khan,
et al., 2021; Yount, Cheong, Miedema, et al., 2021). These
examples are consistent with women’s qualitative narratives,
which provide a more nuanced understanding of the broader
patterns in Matlab, and underscore the need for measure-
ment approaches to assess economic coercion that are based
on the lived experiences of women in low-resource settings.

Yet, at the same time, women did not generally describe
their experiences of economic coercion as forms of part-
ner violence or abuse. Rather, women framed their experi-
ences in the context of beliefs around what can and should
happen in their communities with respect to women, work,
family and the distribution of gendered power. As Kabeer
(2016, p. 2) acknowledges, when women “assess the justice
of their position in society on the basis of norms and val-
ues that embody, produce and legitimate women’s inferior
status and restricted opportunities, then these will shape in
important ways how they interpret their experiences.” Our
results suggest that participants experienced incidents of
economic coercion in marriage, and these experiences were
normalized as part of the ebb and flow of intimate partner-
ship dynamics. In particular, two emergent topics from this
qualitative study warrant further discussion: the continued
salience of patriarchal family systems and social norms in
this context, and how economic coercion sheds light on the
operation of power within the family system.

Features of the classic patriarchal family system, first pro-
posed by Kandiyoti (1988), continue to be relevant to women
in Matlab. In particular, the guardian role of husbands over

wives, described for example over three decades ago by Cain
et al. (1979) emerged as a crosscutting theme throughout
the data. Permission to act — whether to take on income-
generating activities or spend household income — was a key
feature of women’s descriptions of their economic activities.
In general, women ascribed to the belief that she could work
only if their husbands said they could. Even women who
were relatively less constrained, such as those whose hus-
bands actively supported their income-generating activities,
expressed conformity to normative expectations of needing
permission from husbands before taking on work. As such,
women continued to subscribe to an ideology of the family
system in which the male head of household serves as the
guardian of family members and arbitrator of key decisions.
Under these conditions, constraints to economic activity
became a normalized dimension of marital relationships.

Even women who acknowledged today’s greater eco-
nomic and educational opportunities for women did not
openly challenge the expectation that their husband’s per-
mission was required to access these opportunities. In a
context such as Bangladesh, where we see greater gender
parity with respect to women’s schooling, injunctive gen-
der norms about women and men’s relative position in the
family appear to be changing more slowly than women’s
entrance into remunerated work. These results align with
other qualitative studies on women’s work in Bangladesh,
illustrating how despite women’s greater participation in
work, normative expectations and constraints continue to
organize women’s lives and interactions with household
members (Kibria, 1995; Schuler et al., 2017).

A major consequence of this lag between women’s oppor-
tunities and the gender norms underpinning spousal relations
was the double burden of labor described by women in this
sample. Many women described working in their “leisure
time” and very few women described instances of male
involvement in household work that would free up their time
for income-generating activities. These results align with
Kabeer’s (2016) assessment of the domestic division of labor
in Bangladesh as “an area of non-decision making” to reflect
the entrenched norms governing women and men’s roles
in the household. Under these conditions, Kabeer (2016)
argues, women do not expect to see change in expectations
around women and men’s respective responsibilities. Indeed,
analysis of men’s accounts of household labor, drawing upon
men’s in-depth interviews from the parent study, is consist-
ent with Kabeer’s assessment. While some men do describe
helping with housework or childcare, this tended to occur
only when women were ill (Dore et al., n.d.). In other set-
tings where women join the workforce in large numbers,
over a short period of time, the “second shift” of household
labor alongside remunerated work, has shown to lead to
adverse consequences for women, men and their relation-
ships (Hochschild & Machung, 1989). Women’s greater
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participation in remunerated work in Bangladesh may influ-
ence the types of economic coercion they experience — as we
demonstrate above — but also may lead to additional burdens
of stress and time poverty.

These stressors may have detrimental effects on women’s
health and wellbeing, unless broader systematic and normative
change takes place concurrently, to support women’s presence
in the labor force. Further research on gendered marital rela-
tions and women’s economic activities may shed light on the
interaction between normative change and women’s work, and
provide insight into the mechanisms through which women’s
involvement in income-generating activities quantitatively puts
them at greater or lesser risk for adverse health outcomes. In
particular, as women’s economic opportunities continue to
expand, efforts are needed to transform broader gender norms
underpinning women’s experiences of economic coercion and
other forms of IPV (Schuler et al., 2017).

A second emergent theme from this study relates to eco-
nomic coercion as a reflection of different forms of power
within the family system. Komter (1989) proposes a theory
of marital power that captures not only visible, overt displays
of power, but also the invisible and informal mechanisms of
gendered power that shape marital relations. In Bangladesh,
we find that women’s experiences of economic activity and
economic coercion demonstrate overt and latent operations
of power. Overt or manifest power includes visible or open
attempts to change status quo relations, or conflict arising
from this change (Komter, 1989). Women described circum-
stances in which husbands denied women access to economic
activities or control over expenditures, and when women
openly defied these constraints open conflict emerged. This
backlash against women who transgress social norms around
men’s control, reflect the operation of overt or manifest power.

However, latent power, or the covert operations of power
in which the lack of action by the subordinate partner pre-
vents open conflict, also was common in women’s narratives.
Women described situations in which they forgo an action
(such as taking on a job), due to fear of the consequences (e.g.,
criticism from others in the community if they were perceived
to neglect childcare duties). Women also described inaction
or acquiescence as a way to reduce or avoid conflict with their
spouse. Latent power is thus unseen, but perpetrates unequal
expectations and norms with respect to work, responsibilities
and roles. Further research is needed to understand women’s
strategies to cope with and to mitigate the effects of economic
coercion, and how these strategies may reinforce men’s power
and privilege in marriage and the family.

Limitations and Future Research Directions
This study has a number of limitations. First, we conducted

the study in a site where women’s labor force participation is
low. Thus, our results with respect to women’s experiences of
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economic activity and economic coercion may not be reflective
of women’s experiences in low-resource settings where women’s
labor force participation is higher. In particular, husband’s inter-
ference is a domain of economic coercion in the literature from
settings where women’s work is normative. Interference includes
acts such as harassing intimate partners at work to inhibit their
ability to complete tasks (Adams et al., 2008). However, hus-
band’s interference in women’s work does not appear to be sali-
ent in the context of our study site in rural Bangladesh. Non-
alignment with established forms of economic coercion from
the literature may, in part, be due to women’s restricted access
to wage work in general in rural Bangladesh, and the central role
of permission, rather than interference. Future research direc-
tions on this topic could include how men may interfere in other
domains of economic activity, such as women’s housework and
non-remunerated work.

Second, we conducted the study in a rural site, and other
patterns may emerge in urban settings, even within Bangla-
desh. We translated data into English, so translations may
have impacted interpretation of data, as nuance may be lost
or altered. However, we ensured validity of interpretation
by discussing analysis and results with Bangladeshi team
members and returning to the transcripts in their original
language during analysis wherever needed.

Finally, the questions on the interview guide focused
on income, work, remuneration, and credit. Other poten-
tial areas where women may experience economic coer-
cion — such as property or education — were not explored in
detail. Thus, our analysis does not provide a comprehensive
assessment of all forms of economic coercion that a woman
may face in the context of rural Bangladesh, but instead pro-
vides an in-depth assessment of economic coercion related
to income-generating activity. In sum, this is an explora-
tory study and further qualitative and quantitative research
is needed to understand better the multidimensional nature
of women’s experiences of economic coercion elsewhere in
Bangladesh and in other LMIC settings.

Practice Implications

Despite decades of growth in women’s participation in
poverty-alleviation programs and the local economies of
Bangladesh, our results suggest that women’s experiences of
economic coercion are a central part of women’s participa-
tion or lack of participation in income-generating economic
activities. Our results underscore the continued salience of
gender norms around women’s paid and unpaid labor in the
household and broader economy. Integration of gender trans-
formative programming into microfinance and poverty alle-
viation programs may help to mitigate inequitable norms and
attitudes around women’s work (Yount, Cheong, Khan, et al.,,
2021), which inhibit women’s access and free participation in
income-generating activities in rural Bangladesh.
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Conclusion

In sum, the present study on women’s economic activity and
experiences of economic coercion in rural Bangladesh finds
that women experience multi-dimensional forms of economic
coercion related to their income-generating activities, shaped
in part by their involvement in remunerated work. Women’s
descriptions of economic coercion reflect the operation of
manifest and latent forms of marital power. While women’s
involvement in income-generating activities may provide some
women with greater choice and agency, particularly those who
bring resources to marriage (Heath, 2014), women’s narratives
reflect the entrenched ideology of male power and privilege in
the economic domains of marriage in rural Bangladesh.
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