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Does removing gender bias ininheritance

31%

of ever married
women in India have
experienced physical

and/or sexual IPV

law decrease violence against women?

A case study from India

STUDY FINDINGS AT A GLANCE

This study assessed the impact of equalizing inheritance rights for men and
women on levels of violence against women in 16 states in India. The authors
used the staggered implementation of amendments to state laws governing
inheritance for Hindu women to compare changes in levels of violence in states

that liberalized female inheritance earlier versus later.

The study found that aggregate levels of violence against women (VAW) reported
to the police fell by 36% in states where inheritance rights were made equal for

males and females over a period of 28 years (1976 — 2004). The decline was

consistent across three distinct measures of VAW, lending credibility to the
findings. In addition, using household-level data, the study found that women
who married after the amendments, were 17% less likely to ever experience

Violence against women
(VAW) fell by 36% over a
period of 28 years

intimate partner violence (IPV), a result explained by families increased
willingness to invest in securing better marriage matches for their daughters.

BACKGROUND

This study of India is the first ever to look explicitly at the impact of the changes in inheritance law on VAW.

Inheritance laws are thought to affect women’s wellbeing
by influencing their access to property and other assets,
which are hypothesized to provide physical and economic
security, bargaining power and potential route to escape
abusive relationships. Granting equal inheritance rights to
girls also increases their perceived worth, making families
more likely to invest in their education and in securing a
better marriage partner (via dowry payments).

Existing studies suggest that the effect of assets on IPV may
be highly context specific.! Using matching strategies to

account for confounding factors, one study tested the
association between asset ownership (housing or land) and
women’s experience of IPV in the last 12 months, using
population-level data from 28 countries. In some countries,
asset ownership increased a woman’s risk of experiencing
IPV; in others, it decreased it; and elsewhere there was no
observed relationship. This suggests that there is no simple
relationship between owning property and risk of IPV—and
importantly that methods are needed that can establish
causality, rather than a simple association.

CONTEXT

Violence against women in India is a major public health
concern that affects women’s well-being and that of their
children. Crimes against women in India- including cruelty
by husband or relatives, dowry deaths, rape, and sexual
harassment - increased 83% between 2007 and 2016, likely
reflecting an increase in reporting after a series of high-pro-

file rape cases in 2012.2 According to India’s latest National
Family Health Survey (NFHS-4), 31% of ever married
women have experienced physical and/or sexual IPV, with
23.7% experiencing IPV in the last 12 months.® This study
was undertaken in 16 states of India.*



PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

In this study, the “intervention” is the legal reform of
inheritance rights applying to women subject to the Hindu
Succession Act (HSA) of 1956.°

In 2005, the central government amended section 6 of the
HSA, making inheritance rights equal for sons and
daughters. Prior to the national reforms of 2005, however,
various states had already amended their laws to equalize
inheritance between male and female children.

This created a “natural experiment” that researchers could
use to explore the impact of equalizing inheritance laws on
average levels of IPV and other crimes against women,
across different states.
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This study assessed the impact of equalizing inher-
itance rights for men and women on levels of
violence against women in 16 states in India.

INDIAN STATES

STUDY DESCRIPTION

This study examined the impact of state level amendments
to the HSA on three measures of violence against women:

e The number of cases of violence against women reported
to the police (state level administrative data, yearly);

¢ Levels of unnatural deaths among women (state level
administrative data, yearly); and

e Levels of lifetime IPV reported by women married before
and after the HSA amendments were passed
(population-level National Family Health Survey, 1998-99
and 2005-06).

The authors use econometric techniques to compare the
change in incidence in each measure of violence (Crimes
against women, unnatural deaths and IPV) first among
states that amended the inheritance law compared to
those that did not over time, and then among individual
women subject to the amendments at the time of marriage
compared to those who were not.°

Econometric techniques are statistical
methods that economists often use to

determine whether one factor has a causal
effect on another.

KEY FINDINGS

e The number of crimes against women reported to the
police fell by 36% over a period of 28 years (1976 — 2004)
in states that equalized inheritance for males and
females, thus removing gender-discriminatory aspects of
the HSA. Evidence confirms that this decrease was not
related to increased rates of reporting or a generalized
decrease in crime.

Women newly eligible for inheritance (i.e. affected by the
amendments) were 17% less likely than other women to
experience IPV.

IPV decreased only for women who were beneficiaries of
HSA amendments: no effects were seen for women not
covered by the law, for example, Muslim women.

¢ Accidental deaths due to “unnatural causes” decreased
among females after the amendments, but not among
males. This suggests that equalizing inheritance also
reduced crimes against women, such as bride burning
and homicides, that often show up as deaths by
“unnatural causes” in mortality statistics.

new under the new inheritance
law were less likely to

experience IPV than women
not subject to the law.

o/ Women who married under the




“ “This paper shows empirically that female inheritance legislation has important implications for women'’s
well-being. It establishes the relation between inheritance rights of women and violence against them.
The results contribute to a growing literature on the effects of women’s economic conditions on
violence against them and on the importance of policies targeted specifically to women.” ,,
[Amaral 2017, p. 28]

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY, PROGRAMMING AND RESEARCH

e These results highlight the importance of reforming e Likewise, other studies have shown that the HSA
unequal inheritance regimes as a strategy to reduce amendments increased women'’s likelihood of inheriting
overall levels of violence against women. land'! and improved their bargaining power and

* According to the World Bank’s Women, Business and Law autonomy.™
report from 2018, 39 economies (21% of all countries) e Advocates and social movements seeking to reduce
prevent daughters from inheriting the same proportion violence should exert pressure to reform inheritance laws
of assets as sons.” These countries should be the focus of that discriminate against daughters.

renewed policy attention.

e Other studies have shown that with the passage of the
amendments, female education increased,® women'’s
mortality decreased,® and son preference was reduced.*®
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