Hidden Actions by Wives in Contraceptive Behavior:

Evidence from Zambian Couples

Abstract

Despite policy efforts such as their free distribution to relax supply-side constraints, con-
traceptive use by couples in sub-Saharan Africa is still suboptimal. One possible but under-
studied demand-side constraint behind the unmet need for contraception is the mismatch
of fertility preferences among spouses. This study examines the mismatch of fertility pref-
erences within the household as a significant obstacle using data from couples in Zambia.
Results find a significant gap in estimated weights assigned to fertility preferences depend-
ing on who reports contraception, suggesting hidden actions by wives. Further tests of
the possibility of wives’ hidden actions show that female autonomy increases the adoption
rate of concealable methods (e.g., injections and implants) in rural Zambia. The finding
underscores the critical role of transportation costs and visiting time to health facilities in
the selection of contraceptive methods. This study also addresses the potential endogene-
ity concern of female autonomy variables by exploiting ethnicity-based kinship lineages as
their exogenous drivers through which matrilineal women are more independent from men
than their counterparts. The empirical results report a higher adoption rate of concealable
methods in rural matrilineal societies than rural patrilineal societies, providing credence to
the previous test results. These findings highlight the importance of incorporating spousal
mismatch in fertility preferences and female empowerment into future family planning

policy designs.
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