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ABSTRACT— The main aim of this study is to measure empowerment between working and non-working women in
their families by considering their decision making power as the level of empowerment. The study was conducted in
one of the districts of Gombak in Malaysia. Three residential areas and three academic institutions were selected as
the sub-study areas of Gombak district. The respondents of the study consisted of 132 (66 working & 66 non-working)
women from the selected study areas. The first objective of this study was to examine decision-making power between
working and non-working women on the aspects of personal and children affairs. The results revealed that working
women enjoyed greater power and freedom compared to non-working women on the above aspects. The study also
investigated the overall assessment of the level of decision-making power between working and non-working women
and the results revealed that the majority of the respondents of the working group had ‘high’ and ‘moderate’ level of
decision-making whereas only a few respondents from non-working group had such levels of decision-making power.
The article concluded that working women were more empowered compared to non-working women. Finally, the
study suggests that interventions are necessary especially for non-working women who enjoy less freedom and
exercise less power in family decision-making. These interventions refer to increasing education and income
opportunity for women that might increase their decision-making power as well as their empowerment.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Women empowerment can be considered as an important indicator for socioeconomic development since half of the total
population of the world are women who could significantly contribute to the development of a nation. The focus of this
article is to measure empowerment of women between working and non-working women from Malaysian perspective.
Women decision making power has been considered as the level of indicator for empowerment in this study. In the
developing countries including Malaysia, women play a vital role in the welfare of the family. Decision-making power of
women within the family has been looked upon as one of the important factors which may influence on the well-being of
the family [1]. The importance of husband-wife decision making is well acknowledged by researchers [2, 3-4]. It has
been noted that women active participation at all levels of decision making is important in order to achieve equality and
peace in the family as well as the country. Despite the importance of women’s participation in family decision-making,
most of the third world countries, women’ decision-making power is limited to cultural settings [5]. In patriarchal
societies, men have greater power and authority in household decision-making simply by virtue of being men and
therefore ‘head’ of the family [5]. Similarly, in Malaysia, patriarchal society exits where husbands are still the main
breadwinners and decision-maker in the family. Even most of the families are female headed households, they are rarely
acknowledged as “co-providers” and decision-maker to the family economic well-being. However, women’s decision-
making pattern is changing in last past decades. In Malaysia, numbers of married women are joining the labor force.
According to the report of Department of Statistics Malaysia [6] the rate of labor force participation was at 69% in
August 2013, it has been noted that women’s labor force participation is expected to be changed in family decision
making. The article, therefore, attempts to decision-making power as the level of empowerment between working and
non-working women from a current perspective.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY

The study used several theories to examine women decision making power as well as their level of empowerment. Before
predicting the theories to the article it is also important to define what constitute empowerment. In order to define or
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conceptualize empowerment, it is important first to say that empowerment means, in a very sense: gaining power [7].
Most authors defined empowerment as the ability of women to take control of their own life, self-confidence. There are
women who exercise a great deal of choice and thus enjoy power, they can be considered as the empowered. Women
empowerment also can be defined as women’s autonomy, relative access to household resources and control over
decision-making power. [8-11]. Batliwala [12] conceptualized decision making power as the degree of control over
material, human and intellectual resources exercised by different sections of society. These resources fall into four broad
categories: physical resources, human resources, intellectual resources and financial resources. According to her power is
unequally distributed between two groups, one is the powerful group (having greater control over the sources of power)
and another is a powerless group (having little or no control). The extent of power of powerful group is in turn correlated
to how many different kinds of resources they can access and control. The author emphasized this control conferring
decision-making power, which is exercised in three basic ways: to make decisions, make others implement one’s
decisions, and finally, influence others’ decisions without any direct intervention -which in one sense is the greatest
power of all. However, these kinds of decision-making might be used to increase access to and control over resources
such as education and income. A theory was developed by Friedmann [13] which is premised on the concept of
empowerment relating the knowledge and power. He described three kinds of power: social, political and psychological,
but social and psychological power are more related to the concept of power in this study. Social power is understood as
information, knowledge and skills.

However, a growing literature has paid increasing attention on resource that effect on family decision-making.
However, a woman’s ability to make decisions in the family depends on her resources such as income. In a study, Ngome
[14] stated that activities that bestow more income earning power on women tend to increase their participation decision-
making in the household. She also believes once a woman is able to meet the family needs, she obtains more respect
from her husband. However, there are other factors such husband’s level of income and economic status may influence
on women’s decision making power. A study was conducted by Elizabeth, and Duncan, T., [15] revealed that men from
higher-status families were more likely to make decisions about the health of their children, expenditures for the
education of their children, durable expenditures, and the couples’ use of contraceptives. This evidence suggests that
spouse status influence on the level of women’s decision-making power. Previous studies [16-17] supported that working
women are more likely to take an active role in family decision making. Women’s occupational status is an important
factor affecting family decision making pattern between working and non-working women. Lee and Beatty [18] also
supported that women’s working condition has significant influence on their decision-making pattern even it varies
among women who have high working and low working status. In accordance with this background, the article attempted
to measure decision-making power between working and non-working women at the level of their empowerment.

3. OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY

The objectives of this article are: firstly, the article examined decision-making power between working and non-working
women in their families with respect to personal and children affairs. Secondly, the study analyzed decision-making
index between working and non-working in order to measure the level of their empowerment. The study is based on
primary information. In Malaysia, there are three educational institutions and three residential areas have been selected
as the study areas. For working women, respondents educational status has categorized into three levels include low
educational group, moderate educational group and high educational group. For non-working respondents three
residential areas have been selected as the study areas. The period of data collection was from January 2013 to April
2013. A total of 132 women (working 66 and 66 non-working women) were interviewed. Since this was a descriptive
study standard deviation, mean and percentages were largely used in this study. Moreover, the study determined
Decision-making Power Index (DMPI) in order to fulfill the second objective. The total decisions of 28 items are
converted to an index in percent according to the method of DMPI. The DMPI are classified as ‘low’, ‘medium’ and
‘high’ on the basis of the index in percent in which respondent participated.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Firstly, the study examined working and non-working women’s decision power in their families with the particular
aspects of personal affairs include freedom of mobility to meet friends, freedom of inviting friend’s for dinner, attending
a friend’s birthday party, freedom of watching movie and freedom of religious practice. A close examination of Table 1
presents the decision making power of the working and non-working women in personal affairs. With the respect of
freedom of mobility, 66.66 percent of respondents from working group agreed, whilst 43.93 percent of respondents from
non-working group agreed on similar aspects. However, only a few respondents (1.51 percent) were not sure whether
they have freedom of mobility to meet friends or not. Similarly, in the second statement, only 51.51 percent of
respondents from working group and 33.33 percent from non-working group expressed positive responses to freedom of
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inviting friends for dinner. It has been noted that respondents from both groups tend to have less freedom on inviting
friends for dinner. The possible reason can be explained here that most of respondents from both groups were from
Muslim and a traditional family system where women's freedom of mobility and entertaining friends were limited to
cultural settings.

However, similar results can be noted in the next statement when respondents were asked whether they have freedom of
attending a friend’s birthday party and the results show that only 63.63 percent of respondents from working group
agreed that they have freedom of attending a friend’s birthday party whilst 66.66 percent of respondents from non-
working group expressed the similar opinion. These results are surprising as comparing with the earlier results where
respondents from non-working group tended to have higher freedom than the respondents from the working group. These
results indicated that occupation and income do not much influence on women’s freedom on personal entertainment as
there was no significant difference between two groups. Moreover, some respondents from non-working group enjoyed
better freedom than the respondents from the working group. It is important to note that these results do not follow the
same sequence that can be noted in the next statement related to watching a movie since the majority of respondents from
working group (87.87 percent) enjoyed greater freedom than respondents from non-working group (60.60 percent).
Similarly, the majority of respondents (93.93 percent) from working group had greater freedom to express their opinions
in planning for vacation. On the other hand, 68.18 percent of respondents from non-working group expressed a similar
opinion.

However, with respect to religious practice the majority of the working and non-working women (90.90 percent and
89.39 percent. respectively) were taking independent decisions in practicing religious activities. Secondly, this study
measured decision making power of working and non-working women related to children's affairs. The overall aspects of
the decision making power of children's affairs of the respondents include children’s schooling and son’s education and
children’s education. The results are also presented in Table 1. It clearly indicated that the majority of the working
women was taking joint decisions in all aspects. With respect to children schooling and son/daughter’s educational
decisions (78.78, 81.81 and 84.84 percent respectively) women in the working category took an independent decision
whereas the less percentage of decisions were taken by male members. In similar aspects comparatively fewer
respondents (63.63, 59.09, and 60.60 percent respectively. from non-working group took independent decision. From
these results, there are significant difference in decision making power have been observed in both groups. Working
women are more joint decision maker than non-working with their families. It is clear from the results that there was a
significant difference between working and non-working women in taking decision with respect to children's schooling.

Various studies supported the view that educated women are more capable of obtaining a gainful job and it turns, the
making an economic contribution to her family. David [20] conducted a study on husband-wife innovative consumer
decision making. The author hypothesized that a wife will have more influence over the choices perceived to be made by
her husband than will he. Education appeared to play a significant (p<0.01) positive role in raising women's perceptions
in decision-making power. In a recent study, Mahmuda [21] stated that income through micro-credit programs have
significant impact in empowering the rural women in Bangladesh. In a recent study, Sultana, A M [22]. Women's
educational attainment, occupation and income were positively related to their decision-making power. From these
literatures, it can be said that women’s education and income have significant impact on women’s decision making
power in their families.

Table 1: Measuring Decision Making Power between Working and Non-Working Women with Children and
Personal Affairs

Statements Working Women Non-working Women
(N=66) (N=66)
F % M SD F % M SD
Freedom of mobility to meet friends 142  0.65 155 056
Yes 44  66.66 29 43.93
No 16 24.24 36 54.54
Not sure 6 9.09 1 151
Freedom of inviting friends for dinner 152 056 1.67 056
Yes 34 5151 22 33.33
No 30  45.45 42 63.63
Not sure 2 3.03 2 3.03
Freedom of attending a friend’s 1.44  0.63 136 054
birthday party
Yes 42 63.63 21 31.81
No 19 28.78 44 66.66
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Not sure 5 7.57 1 1.51

Freedom of attending friends or 112 044 142  0.60
relatives marriage ceremony

Yes 61 9242 41 62.12

No 2 3.03 24 36.36

Not sure 3 4.54 1 1.51

Freedom of watching movie 1.17 0.48 1.29 0.48
Yes 58  87.87 40 60.60

No 5 7.57 23 34.84

Not sure 3 454 3 4.54

Opinion on planning for vacation 1.09 038 1.09 038
Yes 62  93.93 45 68.18

No 2 3.03 20 30.30

Not sure 2 3.03 1 1.51

Freedom of religious practice 1.09 0.29 1.32 061
Yes 60  90.90 59 89.39

No 6 5 7.57

Decision making on children’s 2.79 0.66 2.45 1.07
schooling

Husband 2 3.03 18 27.27

Wife 4 6.06 4 6.06

Joint 52 78.78 42 63.63

Senior family 4 6.06 1 151

Not applicable 4 6.06 1 1.51

Decision making on son’s 3.05 0.75 2.58 1.25
education

Husband 1 151 15 22.72

Wife 2 3.03 2 3.03

Joint 54 81.81 39 59.09

Senior family 1 151 1 151

Not applicable 8 12.12 9 13.63

Decision making on daughter’s 320 0.74 2.53 1.43
education

Husband 1 151 14 21.21

Wife 3 454 2 3.03

Joint 56 84.84 40 60.60

Senior family 1 151 5 7.57

Not applicable 5 7.57 5 7.57

Thirdly, in order to give a clear idea of working women’s involvement in decision-making as well as to measure
their level of empowerment, a composite index is constructed taking into account women’s individual decisions. In order
to have a clear measurement of the level of decision-making power, the study attempted to examine only whether the
respondents could participate or not. The answers were considered in how many aspects. A composite index such as
decision-making power index (DMPI) expressed as a percentage was created summing up all the values for the fifteen
decisions which ranged from 0 if the respondent does not participate in any decisions and 15 if she can participate all the
15 decisions. The total decisions of 28 items are converted to an index in percent according to the method of DMPI. The
DMPI are classified as ‘low’, ‘medium’ and ‘high’ on the basis of the index in percent in which she participated. If the
index is zero it indicates that she is not involved in any decision-making. If the index is O to 50 percent or less (0
excluded) it is ‘low’, if the index is 51-75 percent it is ‘medium’ and 76-100 percent it is treated as ‘high’.

Table 2: Respondent’s Overall Assessment on the Decision-Making Power of Working Women

Level of decision-making power index in percent Frequency Percent
Low (0-50 percent) 6 9.09
Moderate (51-75 percent) 17 25.75
High (76-100 percent) 43 65.15
Total 66 100.0

Mean: 2.56; Standard deviation (SD): 0.659; Range: 0-100
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However, there are also a few women who were involved in making-decision in all selected decisions (particularly
those respondents who are working women). As an example, a working women respondent had no children. So, she
could not respond to the aspect of “Do you feel free to buy children’s dress/shoes”. Similarly, some respondents could
not respond about children’s marriage because they did not have children at the time of the research. Thus, they are
combined with the ‘low” category. Results presented in Table 2 revealed that 65.15 percent of the respondents fall under
the ‘high’ category. This can be defined as a higher portion among the total respondents. The mean of the total score of
items was 2.56 with a standard deviation (SD) of 0.659 and a range of 0-100. Similarly, 25.75 percent respondents fall
under the ‘medium’ category. On the other hand, only a few respondents (9.09 percent) fall under the ‘low’ category.
Based on the results, it can be said that more than half of the respondents (65.15 percent) has a high decision-making
power score. More than one quarter (25.75 percent) of the respondents has a ‘moderate’ decision-making score. Only
about 9.09 percent of the respondents have a ‘low’ decision-making score. However, it is obvious that the majority of the
respondents have ‘high’ and ‘moderate’ level of decision-making whereas only a few respondents have a lower score.

Lastly, the study developed another index in order to measure non-working women’s involvement in decision-
making as well as to measure their level of empowerment. A similar composite index was constructed taking into
account women’s individual decisions. Results are presented in Table 3 shows that 68.18 percent of the respondents fall
under the ‘low’ category. This can be defined as a higher portion among the total respondents. The mean of the total
score of items was 1.39 with a standard deviation (SD) of 0.630 and a range of 0-100. Similarly, 24.24 percent
respondents fall under the ‘medium’ category. On the other hand, only a few respondents (7.57 percent) fall under the
‘high” category. Based on the results, it can be said that more than half of the respondents (68.18 percent) has a low
decision-making power score. More than one quarter (24.24 percent) of the respondents has a ‘moderate’ decision-
making score. Only about 7.57 percent of the respondents have a ‘high’ decision-making score. However, it is obvious
that the majority of the respondents have ‘low’ and ‘moderate’ level of decision-making whereas only a few respondents
have a high score.

Table 3: Respondent’s Overall Assessment on the Decision-Making Power of Non-working Women

Level of decision-making power index in percent Frequency Percent
Low (0-50 percent) 45 68.18
Moderate (51-75 percent) 16 24.24
High (76-100 percent) 5 7.57
Total 66 100.0

Mean: 1.39; Standard deviation (SD): 0.630; Range: 0-100

Based on the overall assessment of the level of decision-making power between working and non-working women, it can
be said that the majority of the respondents from working group had ‘high’ and ‘moderate’ level of decision-making
whereas only a few respondents from non-working group had such levels of decision-making. There are two separate
assessments for working and no-working women were made and findings contributed to show that working women were
more involved in the household decision-making compared to non-working women.

5. CONCLUSION

The article examined empowerment between working and non-working women in their families by considering their
decision making power as the level of empowerment. Women’s decision-making power was measured with respect to
personal affairs include freedom of mobility to meet friends, freedom of inviting friends for dinner, attending a friend’s
birthday party, freedom of watching movie and freedom of religious practice and children’s education. The findings of
this article showed that working women enjoyed greater freedom and power than non-working women on the above
aspects except religious practice. With respect to religious practices, the majority of the working and non-working
women took independent decisions. However, it can be said there is a significant difference between working and non-
working women in taking decision with respect to children's schooling and son’s and daughter’s education. In order to
give a clear idea of working women’s involvement in decision-making as well as to measure their level of empowerment,
a composite index was constructed and the results revealed that the majority of the respondents from working group had
‘high” and ‘moderate’ level of decision-making whereas only a few respondents from non-working group had such levels
of decision-making. Based on the overall assessment, it is indeed to say that working is more empowered than non-
working.
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6. IMPLICATION

The study showed that working women had more decision-making power compared to non-working women. Women’s
education and employment were found to be a key indicator in enhancing the level of decision-making power in all
aspects. In this study, women’s education was found to be a key indicator in enhancing the level of decision-making
power. Literature also supports that employment and income increase women’s mobility and makes them more confident
regarding the major household decisions. Education enables women to increase their control over their own lives, and
improve their relative positions in their families. The study also revealed that most of the respondents from non-working
group who were less educated had less participation in decision-making. The study therefore recommends that to
increase women’s participation in family decision making power, they need to access more education particularly at the
highest levels of education, better skills and technical knowledge which would increase their confidence about their role
in household decision making.

The study is based on the women and family development approaches and the empowerment of women and
improvement of their status are viewed as essential for the achievement of women's development. Similarly, resources
such as education, employment and income are considered as an important factor in the decision-making power of
women. The study suggested that women with increased opportunities in education, employment, income and decision-
making within the household, they may improve their socioeconomic status and family development. By improving their
family lives, women can contribute to the development of the community as well as in-nation building. Therefore, the
study contributes to the development of the community as well as the nation building.
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