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Women’s empowerment is a key issue in PNG. However, there is still limited PNG-
based evidence on “what works” when it comes to empowering women. In a recent
paper, I look at one important component of empowerment, economic autonomy—in
particular, women’s level of control over their own and their household’s spending
decisions.

To find out which factors were linked with economic autonomy I used data from one
of the largest surveys on financial access and capability conducted in PNG. The
survey was conducted by the PNG Institute of National Affairs in 2014 and is
representative of two of the largest provinces, Morobe and Madang. Together, these
provinces contain approximately 16% of PNG’s population and are home to two of
the five largest urban districts, including the commercial and manufacturing hub of
Lae.

The results provide some surprising insights and important policy implications for
programs that aim to empower women.

The first and strongest finding is that contributing income to the household was
linked to all three measures of autonomy I tested. Women who contribute income to
the household were 42 per cent more likely to participate in household financial
decisions, 34 per cent more likely to be mainly responsible for their own spending,
and 18 per cent more likely to be involved in major household financial decisions.

Figure 1 shows the raw differences (not taking other factors into account) in rates of
income contribution across the three dimensions of autonomy measured. The
results align with the finding of the model, showing higher rates of autonomy go with
higher rates of income contribution.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/unwomenasiapacific/30001719665/in/photolist-MH9E1H-hhqe2p-RZWdN8-PJjkBy-NETGLA-PXeTXR-PJjjUm-fz6fPR-NETH7q-QTdTec-RM5VQ7-RWvWb2-NHPkSF-NHPnxK-NHPq5i-PJjgcm-PXeTNH-PTWuhN-NHPrvp-PXePhZ-NHPmzH-S67b6e-NHPqQM-PJjkJN-NHPpXV-PJjhRd-NHPqtV-RPThsf-NHPqat-NETHxA-NHPmXB-NETKDQ-PJjiN3-NETLxo-NHPmND-NHPrBM-NETDp5-2avTk-PXeQ2p-PJjhBL-NETE6q-NETEp1-PJjj3b-PM2sR8-PJjkg3-PXeQCV-PJjfJs-PTWt2w-PXeQnK-PTWtRs
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Figure 1: Contributions to household income and autonomy

What does this mean in a practical context? Should programs be designed to get
more women in to paid work? Perhaps, but any such program or policy needs to be
cautious about cultural context and focus on the whole society rather than just
individual women. For example, some programs in PNG and the Pacific explicitly
aiming to increase women’s bargaining power through greater economic resource
attainment have led to greater work burden, violence, and partners contributing less
to the household. Of course, economic autonomy is not the only factor that should
be taken in to consideration.

It may also be the case that women with more autonomy are more likely to have the
independence required to generate income. With this type of analysis I cannot say
why such a strong correlation exists, but it is clear that women’s earning ability and
autonomy go together in PNG.

A second finding is that personal bank accounts were not linked with greater female
autonomy over any of the three economic decisions measured (I defined bank
accounts as any savings/cheque accounts/debit cards accounts with banks,
microfinance lenders or savings and loans institutions). Not only that, somewhat
perversely I also found that owning a bank account predicted a higher likelihood of
taking out a loan with an informal lender. This suggests that even where bank
accounts are available, banking services may be limited or of lower perceived
quality or trustworthiness than informal lending sources. In remote areas of the
country, this may not be surprising, as informal lenders may live in the same village
and, although they tend to charge very high rates of interest, may be much easier to
access than the nearest bank. That said, the analysis includes many urban areas,
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and it also accounts for regional differences without changes in the results. Too few
participants said they were using mobile banking to include this in the analysis.

Banking services may have improved since 2014, though analysis of a more recent
survey conducted in 2017 found that some financial inclusion activities also did not
improve outcomes as expected.

Over the past fifty years differences in the quality of education appear to be more
important than access to education in explaining countries’ economic performance.
In the same way, it may be that assessing the quality of bank services is more
important than the level of access (number of bank account holders). Overly
ambitious targets for account openings could create perverse incentives to use
resources to sign up a larger number of account holders irrespective of their needs
and whether they can be met.

Thus, rather than allocating resources to getting more women to open bank
accounts, it may be more productive to focus on improving the quality of service, for
example, providing clients — particularly women — with greater access to banking
agents or adding, or improving, mobile phone-based banking offerings in areas
where this is feasible.

There is a lot more in the paper, including on the role of education, but the takeaway
I want to leave you with is a simple one. In PNG, women who are earning money
have more autonomy over the economic decisions in their household; women who
have a traditional bank account do not.
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