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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

A cultural area can be identified as a geographical area with one relatively 

homogenous human activity, or with individuals sharing common cultural characteristics. 

The organization of human communities into cultural areas and, consequently, cross-

cultural analyses, are common practices throughout the social sciences. Individuals in a 

cultural area may speak the same language, practice the same religion, share the same 

customs, live under similar systems of livelihood, and generally have more contact with 

each other than with those outside their own cultural area. 

This paper adopts an economic perspective to analyze cross-cultural evidence of 

the intra-spousal balance of power. The family unit is, according to the Nobel Laureate 

economist Gary Becker, the decision-making unit linked through kinship that constitutes 

society's greatest treasure, in terms of its capacity to generate individual and social 

welfare. The economic studies of family issues, originally carried out from a descriptive 

perspective, are 
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case of the second. A second direction refers to non-cooperative game theory, in which 

there is no possibility to manage alliances, given the selfish behaviors of individuals, with 

this theory being specifically applied to the topic of private contributions to public goods 
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 Expenditures on consumer goods in the family depend on the bargaining between 

spouses with different preferences. In addition to goods with a clear gender characteristic 

(clothing or leisure), the bulk of family consumption goods take the form of public goods. 

One such public good is the family’s charitable giving. Andreoni, Brown and Rischall 

(2003) have identified systematic gender differences with respect to charitable giving, 

with single men and women being significantly different in their propensities to give, in 

the amount they give, and in the distribution of those gifts. These differences indicate that 

women tend to give to a greater variety of charitable entities, giving less to each, in 

contrast to men, who tend to concentrate their giving among fewer charities. Married 

women especially favor health and education, while husbands are more generous than 

wives only within the sphere of adult recreation. These authors have shown that when a 

particular spouse has sole control, the decisions seem to reflect his or her own tastes. But, 

when decisions are made jointly, husbands seem to be getting more of what they want 

than do wives. The authors also found that the probability that the wife controls giving 

decisions decreases when her husband earns more than she does, or is more highly 

educated than she, with these two measures (income/earnings and education) being 

generally associated with bargaining power. Although the marital bargain on charity 

mostly favors men when it comes to total giving, when women do become the deciders, 

they wield their power to influence the disbursement of the family's charity. Thus, the 

authors provide direct evidence to support the growing feeling among fundraisers that 

men and women behave very differently with respect to charitable giving.  

Husbands and wives may have different private interests in savings and wealth 

accumulation that must be resolved through the household decision process. Lundberg 

and Ward-
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wife’s long-run relative power over household decisions is positively associated with 

household net worth. Households in which the husband has substantially more education 

than his wife spear to have significantly lower net worth. 

There is limited research on how intra-family financial decisions are made, with 

prior studies suggesting that women invest their asset portfolios more conservatively than 

do men, and that it is not gender alone that drives the investment decisions of men and 

women, but rather a combination of gender and marital status. Yilmazer and Lich (2015) 
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one third of their total expenditures through shared and joint consumption of goods, that 

wives on average control between one half and two thirds of household resources, and 

that singles need to spend between one half to three quarters as much as couples to attain 

the same standard of living for themselves as for the members of a two person household. 

  

Australia 

 Australia is similar in many ways to the US and Canada, although it is unique in 

occupying an entire continent, with its own aboriginal population. British settlers 

established the first colony in 1788, and even today the interior of Australia is sparsely 

populated. The South and East coasts boast large cities, with these areas having a 

prosperous way of life. 

The notion that female income-share has significant effects on family expenditure 

is nothing new in both developed and non-developed countries. Maitra and Ray (2005) 

provide evidence from Australia of the effect of spousal power on family expenditure 

patterns, exploiting a useful feature of the collective model
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a day to achieve the same utility level as when living in a couple. The welfare derived 

from individual time use activities tends to be increased by living as a couple, on average. 

The authors also demonstrate that welfare interactions in time use are at a high level, even 

when considering pure leisure. A single woman (man) requires 55% (52%) of the couple’s 

time-resources to attain well-being levels similar to those of the couple. Individuals can 

benefit unequally from economies of scale, such that living in a couple allows time to be 

saved. A female (male), on average, gains 22 (20) minutes per day of housework and 72 

(60) minutes of leisure to attain the same level of well-being, with these savings 

depending on the characteristics of the couple. 

As indicated earlier, a growing literature in economics shows that family financial 

investments are significantly affected by how decision-making power is allocated 

between men and women. De Palma, Picard and Ziegelmeyer (2011) report German 

results on individual and couple choices, in an experiment involving risk. Individuals and 

couples make binary choices between a lottery and a sure payoff. In the first part of the 

experiment, spouses are separated and choose independently. Individual choices express 

individual risk preferences. In the second part of the experiment, male spouses rejoin their 

partner, and they then make joint choices. In most cases, the woman implemented the 

couple choices, which express collective risk preferences. The authors investigate the 

evolution of the balance of power within the family via the individual risk aversions 

estimated from choices made in the first part of the experiment, to explain the couple’s 

risk aversions estimated from choices made in the second part. The man is initially more 

successful than the woman in influencing couple choices, but that woman progressively 

gains power over the course of the decision-making 
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the man or the woman is particularly powerful in specific decisions and, additionally, it 

suggests that actual decision processes within the family are adaptive and depend on the 

context. 

East-Asia 

 While culturally different from the West, East-Asia is far from homogeneous; 

different groups in East-Asia speak different languages, use different systems of writing, 

and share distinctive religious beliefs (Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, Islam,…). 

Since opening their economies to foreign investments, this area has undergone an 

economic revolution, placing the region among the world’s fastest-growing economies.  

Prior empirical evidence using cross-sectional data has suggested that the balance 

of power is stable over time. Lee (2007) uses longitudinal data on assignable private 

consumption in South Korea, to examine the marital balance of power between spouses 

in a dynamic collective model. The unique data allows the author to account for 

unobserved heterogeneity at the family level, and time-constant unobserved bargaining 

power. A comprehensive framework of marriage and intra-family resource allocation 

suggests that the balance of power is chosen by spousal matching and that it should be 

robust over time, as long as the marriage is sustained. The income-pooling hypothesis is 

strongly rejected in the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions. However, it is not 

rejected after accounting for unobserved bargaining power. This suggests that relative 

earning capacities may be a good proxy for the long-term economic development and 

cultural change balance of power, to an extent that cross-sectional variations in relative 

earnings across families reflect the pattern of endogenous spousal matching. However, 

temporal changes in relative earning capacities within a marriage do not appear to induce 

any significant resource transfer between spouses. This finding indicates that 
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commitment plays a significant role in the dynamics of marital relationships, and allows 

in particular a significant degree of mutual insurance within the family. It also suggests 

that, at least in the case of South Korea, as individuals sort themselves into marriages, the 

balance of power is largely shaped at that moment, and continues to affect intra-family 

allocations in the long run.  

Given that childbirth is an important event for many couples, it is important to 

analyze how the couple manages the new expenses from childbirth, and how both spouses 

reduce, or not, their own expenditures. Fujii and Ishikawa (2013) investigate the impact 

of a new child on intra-household allocation for married Japanese couples, estimating a 
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Development category of the UN Human Development Index 2018. The Latin American 

cultural area received the name because it was once colonized by Spain and Portugal, 

whose languages are based on Latin. Thus, most Latin Americans speak Spanish or 

Portuguese, follow the Roman Catholic religion, and share a common history and many 

traditions. 

Rubalcava, Teruel and Thomas (2002) use a cooperative Nash equilibrium to 

measure the effect in Mexico of a large, exogenous increase in resources attributed to 

women, relative to the effect of other resources in the family that avoid the complexities 

associated with modeling labor supply. Holding total household resources constant, an 

increase in income from PROGRESA (Programa de Educación, Salud y Alimentación)  

can be interpreted as an increase in the share of total household resources that are 

attributed to the woman who receives the PROGRESA income. The authors have 

interpreted this exogenous shift in the attribution of income within the family as being 

indicative of an increase in the bargaining power of the woman, relative to other family 

members. Estimation of the effect of this income on spending indicates that, as the share 
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Importantly, the authors also find that the relative strength of the family network of 

household members shapes household choices, supporting the view that several factors, 

including the importance of social networks, may affect the intra-family balance of 

power. Last but by no means least, the presence of two ‘distribution factors’ (variables 

that affect expenditure shares while not affecting preferences or budget constraints) 

allows to directly test the efficiency hypothesis of the collective model, which predicts 

that the two distribution factors should affect expenditure shares in a proportional fashion 

(Browning, Bourguignon and Chiappori 2009). These authors test the hypothesis using a 

simultaneous system of demand equations, the Quadratic Almost Ideal Demand System, 

for food components, and find that this efficiency hypothesis underlying the collective 

framework is not rejected. 

In the same context of political regulations, Chile has changed the law that 

increased child support rights for children of non-married couples, and Martínez (2013) 

has taken advantage of this change as a source of exogenous variations in bargaining 

power within cohabitant families to estimate a non-unitary bargaining model using a 

panel of cross-sectional data. The author finds a decrease of 1.8 percentage points in 

fathers’ employment, as well as a decrease in their hours worked. Results reject the 

unitary family model because changes in bargaining power imply changes in family 

outcomes. These results highlight the importance of considering dynamic family 

interactions when analyzing the impact of public policies. Even though the legal change 

should not have had any impact on the income of most cohabiting and married families 

in the period analyzed, and did not establish a subsidy, family incentives and outcomes 

changed.  

The increase in school attendance of children between 14 and 15 years, after the 

introduction of the Chilean law, can be interpreted as a movement toward the preferences 
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of women in cohabiting relationships, once their bargaining power increased. The 1999 
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related to the labor supply of female workers in Mexico, while in Colombia the presence 

of other household members over age 18 is positively related to the female labor supply. 

South Africa 

Another strong rejection of the unitary model is provided by Duflo (2003), who 

analyzes a reform of the South African social pension program for elderly that extended 

the benefits to a large, previously not covered black population. Due to eligibility criteria, 

the coverage is not universal; in some households, only one of the grandparents receives 

the benefit. Duflo uses a difference in difference approach based on the demographics of 

the siblings to control for selection in eligibility. She shows that the recipient’s gender - 

a typical distribution factor - is of considerable importance for the impact of the transfers 
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III. THE INTRA-FAMILY BALANCE OF POWER: CROSS-

CULTURAL EVIDENCE IN NON-DEVELOPED AREAS 

 

The analysis of the intra-family balance of power is particularly important in 

developing regions, given the underlying cultural norms that persist today. We have 

identified two cultural non-developed areas that exhibit a bottom-medium or low HDI, 

(South-Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa) where relevant economic analyses of spouses’ 

power have been developed from a non-unitary perspective. 

South-Asia 

 The Himalayas have allowed populations on each side of the mountains to 

develop their own distinct languages, customs, and cultures. In ancient times, invaders 

introduced the Hindu religion and caste system. In the 18th century, much of India fell 

under British rule. When India became independent, in 1947, it was partitioned into Hindu 

India and Moslem Pakistan, and then the former East Pakistan became Bangladesh. The 

majority of the populations speak English, as well as Hindi and other local languages. 

We first consider some evidence for the case of Asia. Koolwal and Ray (2002), 

using data from Nepal, estimate a collective framework and find that the woman's share 

of family earnings derived from paid employment, excluding the unearned income, 

understates her true power in influencing family outcomes. Other interesting results 

indicate that rural women enjoy greater power within the family than their urban 

counterparts, and that education plays an effective role in enhancing the power of women 

inside the family. These estimates of the female power equation provide considerable 

support for the hypothesis that welfare weights should be estimated simultaneously with 

household outcomes. The statistical significance of the impact of female power on an 
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item's budget share provides a convenient test of the income-pooling hypothesis 

underlying the unitary model. The results provide little evidence in support of income 

pooling, especially for items that have the characteristics of a private good, in being 

primarily consumed by particular family members (e.g. tobacco and alcohol are 

consumed, almost exclusively, by the adult male). Note, however, that limited support for 

income pooling does exist for items that are collectively consumed within the family (e.g. 

flour and rice, eggs and milk, and meat are jointly consumed within the household). The 

results reveal certain non-monotonic relationships between female power and budget 

share that vary a good deal from item to item. 

A related investigation by Rossela Calvi (2019) documents the well-known 
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poor families in terms of how resource inflows interact with each other, and how they 

affect family expenditure patterns.  

The most important results of this paper include the following. First, each income 

stream is distinguished by the gender of the income recipient, in line with the spirit of 

non-unitary family models that has characterized much of the recent literature on family 

behavior. Second, the authors distinguish between the different sources of non-labor 

income, namely, unearned income and private remittances that have been lumped 

together in previous studies. Moreover, they recognize the joint endogeneity of such 

resource inflows in the tests of income pooling. Third, following from the two issues 

raised above, the authors test the hypothesis of income pooling, not only between men 

and women, as several studies have recently done, but also, pooling of the two 

components of non-labor earnings, mentioned above, separately for men and for women.  

Does the power of an individual making family decisions have an impact on that 

family’s expenditure pattern? To answer this question, Lancaster, Maitra and Ray (2006) 

use the collective approach to examine whether relative spousal power, measured by 

her/his income share, has an effect on family patterns. The authors propose and estimate, 

for the case of India, a framework of this type. Empirical results using family-level unit 

record data-sets provide considerable support for the idea that the welfare weights, i.e. 

the bargaining power, are significantly affected by changes in the family’s socio-

economic status.  

Consistent with recent empirical evidence, the study rejects an important 

implication of the unitary household model, namely that the identity of the income 

recipient is irrelevant in the determination of the family’s expenditure outcomes. Also, 

the study finds that such rejections are either marginal or do not occur for some of the 
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smaller items of expenditure, especially those, such as Alcohol and Tobacco, that are 

privately consumed (typically by adult males) within the household. However, results 

generally point to more complex relationships between the family’s expenditure outcome 

and the intra-household balance of power than is commonly appreciated in the literature. 

R
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In particular, standard poverty indices, which implicitly assume a fair allocation of 

resources within the household, seriously understate the incidence of child poverty.  

 





27 
 

• Regarding the (few) violations of efficiency, not much is known on the ultimate 

cause of observed inefficiencies. A natural but somewhat ad-hoc justification 

could invoke social norms. Alternatively, inefficiencies may stem from 

informational problems (asymmetric information, imperfect monitoring, …) 

within the household; yet another cause could be limitations to the spouses’ ability 

to commit on future behavior. Clearly, more work is needed on this important 

issue.2  

• Within the efficiency paradigm, the collective model allows to structurally 

analyze issues such as household formation and dissolution or the impact of 

policies ‘targeting’ specific household members (e.g., women or children), that 

the standard, ‘unitary’ approach was essentially disregarding. Of particular 

importance is the notion of intra-household inequality. The traditional analyse(t)-2 w, 
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transfers ultimately benefits daughters in South Africa (Duflo 2003); in Ethiopia, 

however, mothers with more assets invest preferentially in sons, while in 

Bangladesh, fathers’ and mothers’ assets do not have differential effects on 

daughters relative to sons (Quisumbing. and Maluccio 2003). 

• Similarly, the determinants of the spouses’ respective bargaining powers strongly 

depend on the cultural and socio-economic context. In Western economies, human 

capital, wealth and incomes, as well as global factors such as sex ratios or laws 

governing divorce and separation, have been empirically linked to individual 

decision power. In developing countries, relevant factors also include, at least in 

some contexts, religion, ethnicity, cast, family background and many other 

determinants. In fact, the same general mechanism – individual bargaining powers 

playing a crucial role in determining household behavior – operates in very 

specific ways depending on the cultural context. 

• Yet in basically all situations, age and especially education appear to play an 

important role. In particular, fair allocation is more likely to occur in a family 

where education and human capital is spread evenly between the spouses.  

On this last point, recent evolutions provide strong motives for optimism. In basically all 

developed economies, and actually in an increasing number of developing ones, women 

are now more educated than men. We confidently predict that this evolution will deeply 

affect, for the better, economic and social welfare.  
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