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The impact of women’s agency and autonomy 
on their decision-making capacity in Nuevo 
Leon, Mexico

ABSTRACT
Women’s decision-making capacity is central for promoting their wellbeing. When women 
are unable to decide for themselves independently means to promote their wellbeing, scarce 
resources are likely to be underutilized. Women’s capacity to make decisions especially 
on matters that influence their wellbeing is of central concern for the provision of social 
services as well as health care services. Thus, determinants of women’s decision-making 
capacity are essential for improving their status in society and households. The aim of this 
work is to analyze relationship between level of autonomy and agency of women in conjunc-
tion with their effects on their decision-making ability using structural equation modeling in 
Nuevo Leon, Mexico. Participants of this study are women older than 15 years old residing 
in Nuevo Leon, Mexico. Results reveal that women’s agency positively influences their 
decision-making capacity. Also, autonomy has a significant and positive indirect effect on 
women's decision-making capacity, but its direct effect decreases when agency is included.

RESUMEN
La capacidad de toma de decisiones es central en la promoción del bienestar de las mujeres. 
Cuando las mujeres no son capaces de decidir por ellas mismas, los medios para promover 
su bienestar, los recursos escasos, pueden ser subutilizados. Por lo tanto, los determinan-
tes de la capacidad de toma de decisión de las mujeres son esenciales para promover su posi-
ción en la sociedad y en los hogares. El objetivo de este artículo es analizar las relaciones entre 
el nivel de autonomía y agencia de las mujeres en conjunto con sus efectos en su capacidad de 
toma de decisión en Nuevo León, México. Los resultados revelan que la agencia de las mujeres 
afecta de manera positiva su capacidad de toma de decisiones. También, la autonomía tie-
ne un efecto indirecto positivo y significativo sobre la capacidad de toma de decisiones de las 
mujeres, pero su efecto indirecto se reduce cuando se incluye el nivel de agencia.  
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INTRODUCTION
In many countries such as Mexico, many social programs have identified 
women as a key to success of social policies (Molyneux, 2006). Many of these 
programs empower women to improve their participation in decision making 
in both private and public spheres (Luccisano, 2004). But lack of women's 
status both at home and in public sphere has constrained efforts at enhanc-
ing their wellbeing (Luccisano, 2004, 2006). Women's capacity to make deci-
sions especially on matters that influence their wellbeing is of central concern 
for the provision of social services as well as health care services (Casique, 
2004). When women are unable to decide for themselves independently the 
scarce resources they need to promote their wellbeing such resources are likely 
to be underutilized (Gomes, 2013).

Concepts of autonomy and agency bear a close relationship with women’s 
decision-making capacity. Autonomy, agency, and women’s household de-
cision-making capacity are dimensions centered on wellbeing concept (Sen, 
2000). Although these notions are related to people’s wellbeing, they are 
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conceptually dissimilar in terms of definition, tem-
porality, and conditions, especially when they refer to 
women (Mishra & Tripathi, 2011). In spite of well-
documented dissimilarities at conceptual level, re-
search on measurement of these concepts remain 
inadequate owing to difficulties in operationalizing 
terms empirically and securing reliable indicators to 
discriminate among interrelated concepts.

The purpose of this study is to identify a few cor-
relates of women’s decision-making capacity in Nuevo 
Leon within households. The paper is organized un-
der three sections. This section continues with a re-
view of recent literature on women’s decision-making 
capacity, autonomy, and agency in developing coun-
tries and proposes a hypothetical model of selected 
correlates of women’s decision making in Nuevo Leon, 
Mexico. The second section presents data sources 
and results from test of hypothesized correlates of 
women’s decision making. Finally, last section dis-
cusses social contexts that promote women’s deci-
sion-making capacity.

Literature review and theoretical model
Although several definitions of autonomy exist, most 
refer to people’s resources to make decisions (Charrad, 
2010; Howard-Hassmann, 2011). Hasselberger (2012) 
defines autonomy as a set of characteristics that give 
people the capacity to guide the course of their lives from 
their own point of view and interests. In this regard, 
autonomy refers solely to an individual-level disposi-
tion necessary for implementing strategies for attain-
ing desired goals (Mishra & Tripathi, 2011). Autonomy 
brings people abilities to make the most from available 
opportunities (Mishra & Tripathi, 2011). Some authors 
consider autonomy to be a more static state than agen-
cy because the characteristics that may orient people’s 
actions are more stable or fixed over time (Allendorf, 
2012; Casique, 2004; Mishra & Tripathi, 2011).

Several indicators are available to operationalize au-
tonomy in empirical research. Street (2004), in a quali-
tative study, classifies women’s autonomy as a function 
of their level of participation in the labor market, pos-
session of assets, and other factors such as education 
that increase female labor force. García (2003) utilizes 
different studies to design indicators of autonomy. 
Although she suggests that autonomy is usually mea-
sured through variables such as education level, la-
bor situation, income, age, and age at marriage, she 
points out that improvements in these variables do not 
necessarily increase autonomy levels and that addi-
tional indicators should be considered to enhance the 
validity of a measure of autonomy.

Agency, on the other hand, is related to perceptions 
of possibilities for intensification as well as expansion of 
power to achieve desired goals and objectives (Mishra & 
Tripathi, 2011). The concept of agency denotes a process 
of change where people start becoming aware of their 
power, possibilities, and influences in different groups 
and environments. Individuals exercise and develop the 
use of their autonomy to change existing values and 
norms (Mishra & Tripathi, 2011). Women’s agency is the 
transformation of autonomy into intentions. In presence 
of agency, women “are able to define their self-interest 
and choice, and consider themselves as not only able, 
but entitled to make choices” (Mishra & Tripathi, 2011). 
Agency is a process through which attitudes generate 
a structure that guides future actions and constitutes 
people’s identity (Hasselberger, 2012). “An agent is au-
tonomous when her behavior is motivated and guided by 
attitudes that posses authority” (Hasselberger, 2012). 
According to Kabeer (1999), measuring agency with 
explicit indicators turns out to be difficult because of 
its association with multiple social-psychological di-
mensions including decision-making processes, nego-
tiation, deception, and manipulation. 

But the transformation of autonomy into agency is 
influenced by specific social structural characteristics. 
Social structures define the extent and quality of wom-
en’s agency and outcomes (Charrad, 2010). Women 
exercise their autonomy within structures that may 
shape, constrain, or enhance their abilities. In turn, 
social structures embody power inequalities that in-
fluence agency. Many feminists have argued that 
the main source of power inequalities derives from 
existing patriarchal configurations in diverse realms 
such as family, the labor market, state, and religion 
(Charrad, 2010). 

Moreover, process of exercising and developing use 
of autonomy leads to decision making. Once agency 
has been achieved, women are able to make decisions. 
Casique (2004) presents a scale to measure Mexican 
married women’s intrahousehold decision-making 
power through their decisions regarding the number 
of children they have, how to educate their children, 
daily expense, to visit their friends and relatives, and 
when to have sexual relations. Meanwhile, García 
(2003) suggests measuring women’s decision-making 
capacity within household through their level of par-
ticipation in making decision regarding their chil-
dren’s education and health care, use of birth control 
methods, and household expenditures. Bojorquez-
Chapela, Salgado-de Snyder & Casique (2009), assess 
women’s decision making in terms of their level of 
participation in decision making with respect to how 
much household spends on daily expenses, durable 
goods, and house improvements. 
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Within household, norms with regard to house-
hold division of labor influence the level of women’s 
decision-making capacity (Blair, 2013). As men ac-
tively participate in production of goods and services 
within household, men are more likely to partner with 
women improving women’s participation levels in 
decision-making (Acharya, Bell, Simkhada, Van Tei-
jlingen & Regmi, 2010). Also, as women’s access to re-
sources through labor force participation increases, 
their decision-making capacity is likely to increase 
(Fernández, 2010). 

In sum, proposed correlates of women’s decision-
making capacity are likely to include autonomy, agency, 
labor force participation, and amount of household 
chores (Soni-Sinha, 2011; Rajasingham-Senanayake, 
2004) (figure 1). Both autonomy and agency affect wom-
en’s decision-making capacity. Women’s participation 
in labor market and spouses’ involvement in domestic 
work may shape women’s self conception and attitudes 
toward their role within as well outside household.

METHODS 
Based on this literature review, we hypothesize that 
women’s agency is a mediator between autonomy and 
decision-making capacity, and labor force participa-
tion has a strong association with these constructs. 
To test the mediator effect of agency, we estimate two 
structural models. In the first model, autonomy has 

only a direct effect on women’s decision-making ca-
pacity. Then, in model 2 we include agency as a media-
tor between autonomy and decision-making capacity. 
Figure 1 presents both hypothesized models in this 
study. The extent of involvement of spouses in domes-
tic tasks and household chores is associated with the 
level of women’s burden when undertaking activities 
inside and outside household. Also, higher levels of 
women’s participation in labor market are correlated with 
their autonomy and spouses’ involvement in the do-
mestic work. 

Structural equation modeling approach is used to 
test women’s decision-making model in Nuevo Leon. 
A first step in this approach involves arriving at valid 
measures of all components concepts/constructs in 
the model. In order to test each component of hypoth-
esized model presented in figure 1 and to ensure that 
all the latent variables are reliable and valid, each 
construct was evaluated separately using confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA). Confirmatory factor analysis is 
used to develop measurement model. All measurement 
models were obtained by maximizing goodness of fit 
with help of modification indexes within limits of theo-
retical justification for altering their independent error 
structures. Most of the models were obtained by cor-
relating at least two measurement errors based on 
modification indexes. Upon obtaining valid measures of 
all the constructs, structural equation model was used 
to assess hypothesized causality among latent factors.

Figure 1. Hypothesized models of women’s decision-making capacity 
Source: Author’s own elaboration. 
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Data

For this study, we use secondary data. Data for this 
study comes from the Survey for the Diagnosis of 
Families in Nuevo Leon, a state-level representative 
survey conducted by the School of Social Work and 
Human Development from Universidad Autónoma de 
Nuevo León (UANL) in 2010. The purpose of the survey 
was to obtain information regarding family dynamic. 
Survey consists of 2681 cases from 51 municipalities 
in Nuevo Leon. Sampling was based on results from 
the Second National Count of Population and Hous-
ing conducted by the National Institute of Statistics 
and Geography of Mexico. Stratified random sampling 
method was used to collect state-level representative 

data. Participants were comprised of male and female 
household heads older than 15 years old in any mari-
tal status (for more information see Ribeiro, 2011). 
In this study we use a sub-set of 1462 households 
with both partners present at the time of this study. 
A number of variables suffer from missing data. For 
variables with more than ten cases missing, we ad-
dressed the problem with mean imputation.

Operationalization of variables

Table 1 presents and describes operationalization 
of variables used to measure each of constructs in 
proposed model of women’s decision-making capac-
ity. Previous studies suggest that decisions related to 

Construct Observed Variables Description

Autonomy

children (Number of children)*(-1).

v71 Years of current marital status.

education Years of education.

v68 Age at first marriage or first union.

Decision-making 
capacity

v201 Who decides where to live?

v202 Who decides if your couple works outside the household?

v203 Who decides what furnishes or electronic devices are bought?

v204 Who decides what to do during vacation or days off?

v205 Who decides how to spend the household income?

v206 Who decides the number of children?

v207 Who decides if you can visit your relatives or friends?

v208 Who decides how to punish your children?

Household chores

v101 How often does your couple cook?

v102 How often does your couple do the dishes?

v103 How often does your couple do the laundry?

v104 How often does your couple clean up the house?

v105 How often does your couple clean up the yard or the front of the house?

Women’s Agency

v127 Married women should stay at home instead of working.

v129 If the husband earns enough money, his wife should not work out of the household.

v130 Women have to do the housework.

v131 Your husband is who has to dictate what goes on in the household.

v132 If women have no economic needs, they should not work outside the household.

v135 If women have young children, they should not work outside the household.

v137 Women should follow their husband wherever he goes, even if they do not like it.

v139
Women that stay all day at their household are better mothers than those that work outside 
the household.

v147 When men let women work, they are taking the risk at being cheated.

v151 Men have the right to forbid women to work.

v159 If married women want to work, they need their husband's permission.

Women’s Participation 
in the Labor Market

v82 Natural logarithm of weekly working hours. 

Table 1. 
Description of variables and constructs.

Source: Survey for the Diagnosis of Families in Nuevo Leon, 2010.
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children’s education and health, household expendi-
tures, women’s mobility, and sexual rights appear to 
indicate household decision-making capacity within 
Mexican context (Bojorquez-Chapela et al., 2009; 
Casique, 2004; García, 2003). In this study women’s 
decision-making capacity is measured through level of 
participation in making decision with regard to chil-
dren’s education, number of children, location to live, 
expenses, and time allocation for recreational activi-
ties and to spend with friends and relatives.

Several indicators are available to operationalize 
autonomy in empirical research (Bojorquez-Chapela 
et al., 2009; García, 2003). To measure autonomy we 
utilize variables such as number of children, years of 
current marital status, years of education, age at first 
marriage. Agency is indicated by women’s opinion 
about their roles at the intrahousehold as well as ex-
tra-household level. Indicators include relationships of 
women to men. 

Women’s participation in labor market is indicated 
by the number of hours that they work outside home. 
Regarding domestic tasks, women’s burden inside 
household may restrict their choices and opportuni-
ties to undertake activities in other spheres (Blair, 
2013). We measure household chores using indicators 
that reflect women’s partner involvement in domestic 
work, such as how frequently couple do dishes, cook, 
or do laundry.

Analysis and Results

In average, women in our sample have 3.14 children, 
9.07 years of education, and their first union was at 
21 years old (appendix 1). Percentage of decisions that 
only women make within household ranges from 8.1% 
to 29.2%. The lowest percentage of decisions that only 
women make refers to living location and the highest 
participation of women in intra-household decision-
making is related to children’s education. Regarding 
partners’ involvement in household chores, in most 
cases they never participate in domestic tasks.

Table 2 presents estimates from CFA models of four 
latent factors. Although squared multiple correlation 
value for a few indicators is less than 0.250, good-
ness of fit index (GFI) for the respective constructs 
suggests a high level of theoretical validity for each of 
the four constructs with all respective factor loadings 
significant at the 0.01 level.

Table 3 presents results from estimation of struc-
tural equation model for both models. Significant chi-
square statistics indicates that reproduced covariance 
matrix differ from sample covariance matrix. However, 
given sensitivity of chi-square statistics to sample size 
and data that are nonnormally distributed, decisions 
on adequacy of a model should consider alternative 
indices of fit. The GFI, adjusted goodness of fit index 
(AGFI), and confirmatory fit index (CFI) values are 
close to 1 and Root Mean Square Error of Aproxima-
tion (RMSEA) is lower than 0.10, which suggest a good 
model fit. When incorporating agency as a mediator 
between autonomy and decision-making capacity the 
direct effect of autonomy on decision-making capacity 
decreases from 0.254 to 0.118. Increases in women’s 
agency lead to higher levels of their decision-mak-
ing capacity. Furthermore, gains in agency have more 
impact on women’s decision-making capacity than in-
creases in autonomy. This reveals importance of agency 
in the model as a relevant component in women’s de-
cision-making capacity and as a process of change 
where women start becoming aware of their power, 
possibilities, and influence. Also, in model 2 the ef-
fect of autonomy on women’s agency is positive. As 
women’s autonomy increases by one unit, we find ap-
proximately 13.6 per unit increase in women’s agency 
level. Thus improvements in autonomy play a signifi-
cant and effective role in promoting women’s agency. 
In presence of both autonomy and agency women are 
more likely to participate in decision-making actively.

As expected correlations among labor force par-
ticipation, household chores, and autonomy are both 
positive and significant. Our results also suggest that 
women’s participation in labor market and men’s in-
volvement in housework positively influence agency. 
Structural aspects have potential to either enhance or 
constrain autonomy and agency depending upon ex-
isting value structures. Our expectation that higher 
levels of women’s participation in the labor force and 
greater sharing of domestic tasks result in higher lev-
els of women’s agency was supported. Both labor force 
participation and autonomy have a significant and 
positive indirect effect on women's decision-making 
capacity. The effect of autonomy on agency measured 
in terms of path coefficient is about nine times the 
path coefficient between labor force participation and 
agency. Subsequently, indirect effect of autonomy 
on decision-making capacity is both significant and 
stronger than indirect effect of labor force participa-
tion on decision-making capacity. Although all con-
structs in our model positively influence women’s 
decision-making capacity, results suggest that im-
provements in agency and autonomy levels contribute 
the most.
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Construct Observed Variable Factor Loading R2 GFI

Autonomy

children 1 0.089 0.964

v71 5.459 0.235

education 1.165 0.47

v68 0.002 0.744

Decision-making capacity

v201 1 0.128 0.971

v202 0.803 0.074

v203 1.367 0.353

v204 1.091 0.27

v205 1.46 0.345

v206 0.452 0.069

v207 0.735 0.174

v208 0.539 0.058

Household chores

v101 1 0.492 0.995

v102 1.08 0.631

v103 0.718 0.441

v104 1.008 0.711

v105 0.956 0.564

Women’s Agency

v127 1 0.27 0.957

v129 1.041 0.38

v130 1.125 0.179

v131 0.875 0.349

v132 1.042 0.188

v135 0.8 0.185

v137 0.803 0.292

v139 1.032 0.28

v147 0.67 0.406

v151 1.079 0.293

v159 0.967 0.319

Coefficients and 
Covariances

Chi-square GFI AGFI CFI RMSEA

Autonomy => Decision-Making Capacity 0.254 959.59 0.977 0.969 0.97 0.032

Autonomy <=> Household Chores 0.327

Autonomy <=> Participation in the L.M 1.307

Household Chores <=> Participation in the L.M. 0.506

Autonomy => Decision-Making Capacity 0.118 953.96 0.959 0.951 0.946 0.032

Autonomy => Agency 0.136

Participation in the L.M. => Agency 0.015

Household Chores => Agency 0.078

Agency => Decision-Making Capacity 0.937

Autonomy <=> Household Chores 0.32

Autonomy <=> Participation in the L.M 1.286

Household Chores <=> Participation in the L.M 0.505

Table 2. 
Loading factors, squared multiple correlation value and goodness of fit of the measurement model.

Table 3. 
Coefficients and goodness of fit of the Structural Equation Model.

Note: All estimates are significant at the 0.01 level.
Source: Own estimates with information from the Survey for the Diagnosis of Families in Nuevo Leon 2010.

Note: All estimates are significant at the 0.01 level.
Source: Own estimates with information from the Survey for the Diagnosis of Families in Nuevo Leon 2010.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS  
The aim of this study was to assess relationships be-
tween autonomy and agency along with their effects 
on women’s decision-making capacity in Nuevo Leon, 
Mexico. Effective exercise of women’s capabilities im-
plies existence of freedom that allows women to pursue 
their desires and to choose among different available 
opportunities (Sen, 2000). In this paper we suggested 
that women's ability to participate actively in decision-
making is determined by a set of background factors: 
labor force participation, husband’s participation in 
household chores, and autonomy through the level of 
women’s agency. 

Significance of relationship between agency and 
women's household decision-making roles with respect 
to family matters in developing countries such as Mexi-
co had not been adequately investigated (Casique, 2004; 
Wainerman, 2003). Impact of agency on decision-mak-
ing does not occur in a social vacuum (Charrad, 2010). 
Thus, even when women possess skills and abilities to 
bring about change, these resources do not necessarily 
influence women's decision-making roles within family 
setting. In this regard, our study suggests that devel-
opment of agency is crucial to success of projects and 
programs. Success of many public programs such as 
family planning depends upon women’s ability to make 
decisions within households (Gomes, 2013). 

Even though literature on women’s decision-making 
underscores importance of direct effect of self-directed 
motivations, desires and autonomy, this study fo-
cused also on neglected indirect effect of autonomy on 
decision-making mediated by agency. We found indi-
rect effect of autonomy on decision-making capacity 
to be significant, but lower when agency is considered. 
Direct impact of autonomy on decision-making capac-
ity decreases from 0.254 to 0.118 when considering 
agency as a mediator. In general, our study finds that 
improvements in gender equality within household and 
development of agency can be achieved through differ-
ent channels: promoting men’s involvement in house-
work, improving autonomy, and increasing women’s 
participation in labor market. Since the latent factor 
‘autonomy’ was indicated by measures such as edu-
cation level and number of children, improvements in 
these variables are likely to increase women’s agency. 
Improvements in education not only enhance women’s 
role inside and outside household, but also promote 
access to better job conditions (Pampel, 2011). 

We found independent effect of labor force participa-
tion on women's agency to be significant and posi-
tive. At the policy level this suggests that programs on 
women's autonomy should be pursued along with side 
programs and policies to improve labor force partici-
pation. Women’s entry into labor market can be seen 
as an emancipating phenomenon that promotes equal-
ity between men and women. Through remunerated 
employment women are exposed to new interac-
tions and are likely to redefine their roles (Fernández, 
2013; Pampel, 2011). Their participation in labor force 
can modify their traditional practices as housewives 
and blur social aspects that confine them to domes-
tic sphere (Colón-Warren, 2010). Factor 'household 
chores' was used as a control in our model. A chal-
lenge for future research is to assess translation of 
women’s participation in intra-household decision 
making into intended outcomes given their levels of 
autonomy, agency, domestic chores workload, and 
participation in labor market. Increases in men’s in-
volvement in domestic sphere are likely to expand ex-
tra-domestic opportunities for women reinforcing their 
levels of autonomy and agency. Men’s involvement in 
domestic tasks creates a social environment conducive 
to improvements in women’s decision making.

Our results reveal the importance of considering 
influence of background factors when analyzing re-
lationships between women’s agency and decision-
making capacity. Although extra-domestic work may 
increase access to resources, family organization and 
dynamic are spheres that are slow to change and are 
accompanied by conflicting processes. In spite of ex-
pected resistance to change, increases in autonomy 
indicators and participation in labor market are like-
ly to create social contexts that promote participation in 
decision making. 

In spite of existing socio-cultural environment 
that limits women's autonomy and agency, we found 
significant effects of these factors on women's de-
cision-making roles. Programs for improving autonomy 
and agency may provide a conducive environment 
for altering a socio-cultural environment that sit-
uates women in low status positions. Our study 
provides an empirical foundation for launching 
programs necessary to improve women's decision-
making capacity.
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Construct Variable Woman (%) Bot (%)
All family 

members (%)
Couple (%)

Another 
person (%)

Decision-making 
capacity

v201 11.7 61 4 22.1 1.3

v202 8.1 49.3 5.9 36.6 0.1

v203 18.2 67.5 2.8 11.3 0.2

v204 10.7 69.1 11.3 8.7 0.3

v205 19.5 64 2.3 14 0.3

v206 15.2 79.7 0.1 4.4 0.6

v207 9.4 79.8 4.6 5.9 0.3

v208 29.2 62.4 0.1 7.7 0.6

Daily (%) Frequently (%) Rarely (%) Never (%)

Household
chores

v101 7.6 16 31.8 44.6

v102 5.7 13.1 24.5 56.6

v103 2.9 8.4 16.1 72.6

v104 4.9 16.1 26.1 53

v105 6.8 20.2 25.1 47.9

Agree (%)
Neither agree 

nor disagree (%)
Disagree (%)

Women’s
Agency

v127 28.1 7.5 64.4

v129 52.2 5.3 42.6

v130 27.5 4.4 68.1

v131 22.2 5.5 72.3

v132 50.2 5.4 44.4

v135 56.2 8.1 35.7

v137 33.5 5.8 60.7

v139 27 8 65

v147 19.4 10.2 70.4

v151 26.9 6.4 66.7

v159 55.3 8.5 36.2

Mean
Standard 
deviation

Mode

Autonomy

children 3.14 1.99 3

v71 21.88 13.64 20

education 9.07 4.12 9

v68 21 4.78 18

Women’s 
Participation in 
the Labor Market

v82 9.2 18.22 0

Appendix 1. 
Distribution and Descriptive Statistics of Selected Variables.

Source: Own estimates with information from the Survey for the Diagnosis of Families in Nuevo Leon 2010.


