
A House for Two:
Empowering Women with Property Rights

Akanksha Vardani∗

Please click here for the latest version

Abstract

Improving women’s access to property ownership is a commonly employed policy to enhance their
empowerment, yet the evidence on its impact remains mixed. One reason for these mixed results may
be the failure to distinguish between documented rights and effective rights - the latter encompassing
both formal rights and their recognition, particularly by women and those around them, especially
husbands. This study investigates the impact of strengthening women’s effective property rights on
empowerment through a field experiment in rural Maharashtra. I work in a setting where women are
documented owners but lack effective rights, and beliefs about these rights vary within couples. I
implement a randomized awareness campaign across 1,783 households, providing both spouses in the
treatment group with information on women’s property rights and a physical copy of the ownership
document. The campaign significantly improves beliefs about women’s property rights, leading to an
increase in expenditure on women-specific goods by 40% and a reduction on men’s alcohol consumption
by 33%, though it has no overall effect on incidences of domestic violence. I then develop and test an
intrahousehold bargaining model, which highlights the role of pre-existing differences in spousal beliefs.
Consistent with the model’s predictions, the strongest consumption effects are observed in households
with the lowest initial beliefs about women’s ownership, while reductions in domestic violence occur
in households where the husband’s initial beliefs are lower than the wife’s. By focusing on effective
property rights, this study clarifies the link between women’s property rights and empowerment and
offers insights into how beliefs could explain the mixed evidence in the literature.
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