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Foreword
This report comes at an important juncture as India 
takes over the G20 presidency soon after having 
completed 75 years of independence. ‘Women-
led Development’ is one of the key pillars of the 
G20 presidency’s focus, in line with its vision for 
India@2047, where women are not only being seen 
as active participants in the economy but also 
leaders in its growth and development. It is also a 
time when India, like most other countries, is trying 
to find its feet in the aftermath of the COVID-19 
pandemic which has reversed decades of progress 
made in gender equality. Economic empowerment of 
women is fundamental to achieving gender equality 
and inclusive growth. 

The Initiative for What Works to Advance Women 
and Girls in the Economy (IWWAGE) aims to shift the 
evidence base from ‘How’ to ‘What Works’ to improve 
women’s participation in economic activities in 
the Indian context. India’s female labour force 
participation rate (FLFPR) is much below the global 
average of 47 percent and has, in fact, declined 
considerably in recent years. As per the Periodic 
Labour Force Survey 2020-21, FLFPR in rural areas is 
27.7 percent reflecting a decline from 33 percent in 
2004-05 (National Sample Survey). Trends in urban 
areas reveal only a marginal increase to 18.6 percent 
in 2020-21 from 17.8 percent in 2004-05.

Through this report, IWWAGE hopes to deepen the 
evidence around what works to improve the low 

participation of women in the Indian economy.  
In an effort to isolate informant bias and apply 
better methods of measurement, the study uses 
innovative survey methods and improvised tools 
to measure women’s work. It identifies barriers as 
well as enablers for women’s entry and retention 
in the workforce while providing potential policy 
recommendations to what works to effectively 
enhance the same. The report reveals that increasing 
opportunities for skilling, improving infrastructure 
at the workplace and household, improving 
childcare facilities at workplaces, and gender-
responsive mobility planning could significantly 
improve women’s participation in the labour force. 
Simultaneously, addressing social norms would 
contribute towards reducing biases against women 
stepping out of their traditional care-giving roles, 
and also reduce hiring biases by employers which act 
as constraints to FLFPR.    

We sincerely hope it provides valuable insights to 
researchers, policy-makers, civil society and the 
private sector to contribute towards realising the 
goal of gender equality and women’s economic 
empowerment in India.

Sharon Buteau
Executive Director 
LEAD at Krea University
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Executive Summary
Introduction
Women comprise nearly half of the world’s working 
population and therefore potentially half of its 
labour force. Female labour force participation (FLFP) 
represent a women decision to be the part of labour 
force or part of economically inactive population. At 
present in nearly every country female labor force 
participation is lower than that of male labour force 
participation. Female labour force participation in 
South Asia is among the lowest of any developing 
region in the world. 

As per PLFS, FLFPR in rural and urban area are 27.7% 
and 18.6% respectively. India’s low female labour 
force participation excludes almost half of the 
potential working age population, leading to gross 
underutilisation of women’s talents and capabilities 
and remains a roadblock in reaping and distributing 
its demographic advantage. Women participation 
in labour force varies across different region. The 
variation is determined by an array of economic and 
social factors including income growth, educational 
attainment, marital status and other prevailing local 
social norms. 

The low Female Labour Force Participation (FLFP) in 
India has been a cause of concern for policymakers 
and researchers alike. Women’s unpaid work, 
a mismatch between their skills and jobs, and 
household and societal norms that prevent them 
from entering the labour force are some reasons 
for the low FLFP. Further, traditional methods of 

measurement of work often lack inclusive definitions 
that could capture the range of work performed by 
women or include means to isolate the informant 
bias inherent in proxy reporting. These are the 
supply side factors which emerges as barriers for 
females in participating in labour force. At the same 
time there are demand side constraints are also 
there which effect the participation of female in 
labour market. To holistically understand the role 
of factors and agencies which affect the FLFP, this 
study has conducted household level and enterprise 
level survey. 

The report primarily aims to unpack the demand- 
and supply-side factors behind low FLFP in 
India, while experimenting with modified ways to 
measure women’s work. The findings from the study 
elaborate on the household and workplace-related 
factors constraining women’s participation, provide 
an insight into what works at the level of policies 
in terms of enabling a higher FLFP, and contribute 
to ways of improving the measurement of women’s 
work in the country. The report also conducted a 
choice experiment to record the perceptions of 
entrepreneurs in hiring. The first three chapters 
of the report discussed about the findings if the 
household survey. Fourth and fifth chapter are 
about the findings from enterprise level survey. Sixth 
chapter gives details of choice experiment and the 
last chapter gives a detailed policy recommendation 
with behavioural insights and also discussed about 
best practices across globe. 
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Household Survey
The report presents the results of a large-scale 
household survey conducted between November 
2021 and January 2022. A total of 4,713 women were 
surveyed across five states. The choice of states— 
Jharkhand, Delhi, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, and 
Rajasthan—was strategically made to include the 
contrasting nature of FLFP in terms of absolute 
labour force participation (LFP) figures as well as 
their incline/decline in the past decades across 
these states. One urban and one rural district was 
chosen in each of the states (except Delhi where 
all districts are urban). To obtain a representative 
sampling of working age (18 to 59 years) women in 
these districts, the study used the electoral rolls 
from polling booths in two assembly constituencies 
in each of the districts. A male member from 20 
per cent of the respondent households was also 
interviewed to assess and estimate any informant 
bias that other surveys measuring LFP through proxy 
reporting might exhibit.

The first part of the analysis of the survey data 
reports figures on the constitution of the sample 
and variation of FLFP vis-a-vis social category, 
marital status, age, education level and household 
wealth. While the composition of the sample 
matches other large-scale surveys representative of 
the population at the national level, the variation in 
FLFP on these parameters also shows trends similar 
to prior studies. This section also elaborated on the 
type of sectors that employ women and nature of 
employment of women who reported working for 
pay or profit.

The analysis compares women who are currently 

working to those who have dropped out of the labour 
force as well as those who have never worked. 

Enterprise Survey
The demand-side enablers and barriers that influence 
or determine women’s Work Force Participation 
(WFP) were captured by an enterprise survey. The 
survey aimed to assess whether a worker’s intention 
and willingness to work were being met with 
sufficient demand for women employees on the part 
of the employers. This included studying specific 
skills that male and female enterprise owners seek 
while recruiting workers—their recruitment needs, 
hiring patterns and current employee composition. 
Additionally, it attempted to highlight any implicit 
or explicit gender biases that might reduce women’s 
employment chances. 

The survey was conducted in Jharkhand and 
Karnataka, covering 1,238 male and female 
entrepreneurs across multiple sectors; 18 per cent 
of the enterprise workforce in the sample comprised 
women workers.

Limitations
As the study is based on two surveys hence it has 
some limitations which need careful consideration 
to further discuss its implications. In household 
survey the sample is limited. Thus highlighting state-
specific and district specific differences could prove 
to be inaccurate. In enterprise survey two limitations 
are there. First, the study excluded a large section 
of enterprises that are categorised as own account 
enterprises (OAEs). Second DIC list presented a 
selection bias of formal enterprises as well as rural 
enterprises. (for detail see Annexure). 
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The Female Labour Force Participation Rate 
(FLFPR) measures the proportion of a country’s 
working age female population that is either 

working or looking for work.1 The female labour force 
of a country then denotes the female labour supply 
available to be engaged in the production of goods 
and services. For persons to be counted as part of 
the labour force, activities such as engaging in or 
searching for work must be under the purview of 
the National Accounts system, an internationally 
agreed standard set of recommendations regarding 
the compiling of measures of economic activity. 
Persons are classified as not being a part of the 
labour force when they are attending educational 
institutions, engaging in household duties, retired, 
or infirm or differently abled, and any other reasons. 
The employed comprise those in paid employment 
and self employment. The working age population 
consists of those above the legal working age. To 
promote international comparability, persons aged 
15 years and above are often included in the working 
age population. This definition has been broadened 
at the 19th International Conference of Labour 
Statisticians 2013 and, along with ‘employment 
work’, it now includes own-use production work 
consisting of production of goods and services for 
own final use, unpaid trainee work, volunteer work 
and other forms of work. 

ILO estimates, which are only available for working-
age women (15 years and above), tell us that the 
FLFPR steadily declined from 32 per cent in 2005 
to 21 per cent in 2017-18 in India. However, from 
2017-18 onwards, the FLFPR (estimated for all age-
groups) has increased continuously from 17.5 per 
cent in 2017-18 to 24.2 per cent in 2020-21. The 
increase has primarily been driven by the rural 

FLFPR which rose from 18.2 per cent in 2017-18 to 
27.7 per cent in 2020-21. The increase in urban FLFPR 
has been comparatively low: from 15.9 per cent in 
2017-18 to 18.6 per cent in 2020-21. However, there 
exists significant regional variation in the FLFPR and 
in its changes over time. For a few states such as 
Gujarat, Telangana and Uttarakhand, the increase in 
rural FLFPR was around 17 per cent, 14.6 per cent, 
13 per cent, respectively, from 2017-18 to 2020-21, 
much higher than the all-India average. The rural 
FLFPR was the highest in Himachal Pradesh at 53 
per cent, followed by Chhattisgarh at 46.5 per cent, 
Telangana at 46 per cent, Tamil Nadu at 43.5 per 
cent, and Andhra Pradesh at 41.4 per cent in 2020-21. 
The rural FLFPR was the lowest in Delhi at 6.9 per 
cent followed by Bihar at 7.7 per cent in 2020-21. In 
Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Assam and Odisha the rural 
FLFPR lay between 15 and 20 per cent in 2020-21. 
Wide variations exist in the urban FLFPR across the 
states as well. For states such as Himachal Pradesh, 
Uttarakhand and Odisha, the rise in urban FLFPR was 
approximately 6-7 per cent between 2017-18 to 2020-
21, whereas the FLFPR stayed almost the same for 
states such as Andhra Pradesh, Bihar and Delhi, and 
declined marginally in Chhattisgarh. In other major 
states, the trend for urban FLFPR was similar to that 
of all India. Among the major states, the urban FLFPR 
was the lowest in Bihar at 4.5 per cent, followed by 
Uttar Pradesh at 10.2 per cent, Delhi at 10.8 per cent, 
Rajasthan at 13.9 per cent, and Haryana at 14.2 per 
cent in 2020-21.

According to Winkler (2016), the regional variation 
in FLFPR is often explained by differences in 
employment opportunities which again arise due to 
difference in the prevailing industrial mix influencing 
the relative demand for women workers, prevailing 

1	 �The definition is provided by International Labour Organization. Although the working age may vary from country to country based on national laws 
and practices, to promote international comparability the working age is defined as all the persons aged 15 and older.
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gender norms constraining women’s participation 
in the labour market, differences in the labour 
market, tax, transfer, and family support policies, 
etc. Another factor that determines the FLFPR is the 
stage of economic development. Literature suggests 
a U-shaped relationship between FLFPR and the 
stages of economic development; some variation in 
FLFPR among Indian states can be explained by the 
fact that they are at different points in the process of 
economic development.

Globally, women workers have been 
disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic impacting some sectors such as 
healthcare as well as whole-sale and retail trade 
where women workers constitute a larger share. In 
addition, in developing countries, a huge share of 
women workers depended on supply chains which 
were severely disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
At the global level, FLFPR (for ages 15 years and 
above) stands at 46.6 per cent in 2022, 25.4 per cent 
less than that of men. The global unemployment 
rate for women at 6.1 per cent is marginally higher 
by 0.4 per cent than that of men in 2022. However, 
there are significant differences in women’s Labour 
Force Participation (LFP) across countries underlying 
the global trend. Whereas in low-income countries 
the FLFPR stands at 57.4 per cent, it is much lower 
at 34.2 per cent in lower-middle income countries. 
In upper-middle income and high-income countries, 
it is again higher at 55.5 per cent and 53.3 per cent, 
respectively, in 2022. According to ILO estimates, 
the gender gap in LFP is highest at 38.4 per cent 
in lower-middle income countries, followed by the 
low-income countries at much lower level of 17.8 
per cent, upper-middle income countries at 17.3 per 
cent, and upper-income countries at 14.2 per cent. 
The female unemployment rate is 6.2 per cent in 
lower-income countries, 5.8 per cent in lower-middle 
income countries, 6.7 per cent in upper-middle 
income countries, and 5.2 per cent in high-income 
countries. Among South Asian countries, the FLFPR 
declined from 23.5 per cent in 2019 to 22.3 per cent 
in 2022. The unemployment rate for both men and 
women remained at the same level of 5.6 per cent 

in 2022.2 The gender gap is expected to remain high 
particularly in Southern Asia; restrictive gender and 
cultural norms are often cited to be the constraining 
factors. In developed countries, the gender gap in 
Work Force Participation (WFP) is almost half of 
that seen in emerging countries, and the gap is 
expected to decline further. This achievement can 
be attributed partially to the equality in educational 
attainment between men and women, relatively 
progressive social norms, better family support 
policies, etc.3	  

India had one of the lowest FLFPR even among the 
South Asian countries where the rate is already 
very low in comparison to other regions. And this 
has happened despite the country witnessing a 
long period of growth of 7-8 per cent from 2003 to 

2	 �ILOSTAT, ILO modelled estimates, November 2021. The ILO modelled estimates are produced with a series of econometric models for the years and 
countries for which country reported data are unavailable. The model inputs are historical time series data.

3	 �World Employment and Social Outlook: Trends 2022. Geneva: International Labour Office, 2022.; World Employment and Social Outlook: Trends for 
Women 2018 – Global snapshot International Labour Office – Geneva: ILO, 2018.

At the  
global level, 

FLFPR (for ages 
15 years and 

above) stands 
at 46.6 per cent 

in 2022, 25.4 
per cent less 

than that  
of men. 
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2017 with only a few breaks. High economic growth 
is expected to generate employment opportunities 
for both men and women and thus increase 
women’s employment. A declining fertility rate is 
often found to be associated with an increase in 
FLFPR. The fertility rate in India declined from 4.04 
per cent in 1990 to 2 per cent in 2019-21.4 However, 
a corresponding increase in FLFPR did not occur. 
In addition, the educational attainment of Indian 
women increased significantly during the last three 
decades. In rural India, in the age-cohort of 15-19 
years, the percentage of women attending school 
increased from 26 per cent in 2000 to 66 per cent in 
2018-19 and from 52 per cent in 1999-2000 to 78 per 
cent in 2018-19 in urban India. It was expected that 
educated women would join the labour force.5

However, higher educational attainment of women 
in India has often been cited as one of the reasons 
behind the decline in FLFPR. The relationship 
between educational attainment and women’s LFP 
resembles a U-shaped curve showing that, with 
increasing educational attainment, FLFPR declines 
first which is reflected in the lowest FLFPR among 
women with secondary level of education and then 
it increases among the highly educated women 
participating in high-paying white-collar jobs. The 
period between 2005 to 2010 witnessed a very fast 
increase in the proportion of women with tertiary 
education; however, the largest increase took 
place among women with a secondary education, 
followed by women with primary education. Due to 
the low FLFPR at the primary and secondary level of 
education, a larger share of these groups led to the 
decline in FLFPR.6 

The other important factor leading to a declining 
FLFPR is rising household income. As women are 
often considered to be secondary earners in a 
household, they withdraw from the labour force as 
soon as the income of the household rises. Due to 
the high average economic growth rate leading to 
increased household earnings, the income effect 
caused the withdrawal of women from the labour 
force.7 

However, the largest factor accounting for the 
decline in FLFPR is the lack of employment 
opportunities for women. Gender-wise segregation 
across occupations and industries explains less 
relative demand for women workers. A comparison 
by Kapsos et al. (2014) between male and female 
employment generation, had shown that, on the 
one hand, women’s share did not increase in the 
fastest growing occupations, and, on the other, 
occupations such as teaching and health associate 
professionals—where the female employment 
increasingly took place—didn’t grow fast.

Given this context, the Female Labour Force Survey 
(FLFS) attempts a more inclusive understanding of 
women’s work, and the factors affecting women’s 
economic participation. The study also aims to 

4	 �World bank data, NFHS 5. The National Family Health Survey (NFHS) 5 was conducted during the years of 2019-21, under the stewardship of the 
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Government of India with the International Institute of Population Sciences (IIPS) acting as the nodal agency.

5	 The estimates are obtained from NSSO’s Employment Unemployment surveys and Periodic Labour Force Surveys.
6	 �Choudhury, Ruchika (2020), Working or not: What determines women’s labour force participation in India?, IWWAGE Working Paper
7	 Klasen, Stephan; Pieters, Janneke. (2015), What explains the stagnation of female labor force participation in urban India?. Published by Oxford  
	 University Press on behalf of the World Bank. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/27684 License: CC BY-NC-ND 3.0 IGO

Introduction: Background, Context and Aims

With increasing 
educational attainment, 

FLFPR declines first 
which is reflected in the 

lowest FLFPR among 
women with secondary 
level of education and 

then it increases among 
the highly educated 

women participating 
in high-paying white-

collar jobs.
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Figure 1: State-wise Sample	

Female 	 4,713
Male	 925

Total Respondents

Female FemaleMale Male 

Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents

Delhi

Madhya Pradesh

Rajasthan

Jharkhand

Karnataka

1,016

1,008

608

1,026

1,055

21.6

21.4

12.9

21.8

22.4

203

203

102

217

200

21.9

21.9

11.0

23.5

21.6

assess how the FLFPR changes when the data 
collection processes are enhanced and modified 
through effective designing and implementation of 
survey instruments.

Period of survey: The survey was conducted over 
a two-month period: between November 2021 and 
January 2022.

 1.1 Aims of the Survey	
The household survey has the following objectives:

1.	� Developing mechanisms to capture women’s 
work better through use of innovative survey 
methods and improvised instruments.

2.	� Unpacking the supply- and demand-side factors 
influencing the FLFPR in India by sampling 
selected states for a representative sample.

3.	� Assessing how FLFPRs change when the data 
collection process is modified: through proxy 
reporting by males.

4.	� Analysing the informant bias linked to inaccurate 
estimates of female time use patterns and LFP.

5.	� Recommending actionable points for informing 
policies and programmes that affect FLFPR.

 1.2 Sample Size
A summary of the sample size is presented in  
Figure 1.  

Approximately 200 men (one-fifth of the women 
surveyed) from each of the five selected states were 
surveyed. Rajasthan has fewer respondents in Table 
1 as only Jaipur district was included for the purpose 
of this analysis.8 

Figure 2: District-wise Sample	

Female 	 4,713
Male	 925

Total Respondents

Female FemaleMale Male 

Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents

Central Delhi

South West Delhi

Gharwa

Dhanbad

Mandya

Bangalore

Rewa

Indore

Jaipur

621

395

408

618

485

570

409

599

608

127

76

88

129

94

106

82

121

102

13.2

8.4

8.7

13.1

10.3

12.1

8.7

12.7

12.9

13.7

8.2

9.5

13.9

10.2

11.5

8.9

13.1

11.0

8	 �The data for the district of Barmer in Rajasthan were not included as we are still in the process of reviewing the quality of data for this district.



20

As mentioned earlier, two districts (one urban and 
one rural) in each of the five states were surveyed, 
with the exception of Delhi state where both districts 
are urban.

Of approximately 1,000 women sampled in each 

state, around 600 respondents belonged to urban 
areas and the remaining 400 to rural areas, as 
shown in Figure 3. Based on data collected from the 
nine districts shown in Figure 2, 72 per cent of the 
surveyed population was urban while approximately 
28 per cent was rural. 

Introduction: Background, Context and Aims

Figure 3: Sector-wise Sample	
Total Respondents

Female Respondents
Male Respondents

Rural/Urban Distribution
Rural/Urban  
Distribution

Female

4,713  

(84%)

Male

925  

(16%)

Rural

1,302  (27.6%)

Urban

3,411  (72.4%)

Rural

264  (28.5%)

Urban

661  (71.5%)
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2.1 Employment 
Characteristics

2.1.1 Type of Employment

Women in rural areas are engaged predominantly in 
casual wage work, with nearly 41.6 per cent in daily 
wage work and 11 per cent in work paid at piece rate. 
The next largest source of employment for rural 
women is within the self-employed sector which 
employs nearly 30 per cent women (Figure 1). 

Only 19.2 per cent of urban women surveyed are 
engaged in regular/permanent or long-term contract 
work, additionally, which is significantly less than the 
total proportion of women engaged in casual wage 
work (daily wage work plus piece rate work): 43.5 per 
cent. In the urban areas surveyed, about 27 per cent 
women are found to be self-employed (Figure 4).

These findings are in tandem with observations from 
other nationally representative surveys such as the 
Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) and Centre for 
Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE). 

2.1.2 Location of Employment
Women predominantly work for remuneration 
outside their homes. Nearly 67 per cent of women 
surveyed in rural areas report that they worked 
outside the home; only 2.1 per cent also reported 
working both within and outside the home. In 
the urban areas surveyed, 58 per cent of women 

Self-Employed

29.9

26.8

Figure 4: Distribution of working women across different types of 
employment	

Daily Wage Work Piece Rate Work Short-term 
Contract Work

Long-term 
Contract Work

Type of Employment (per cent) Rural Urban

41.6

12.826.3

19.2

11.0

17.2

4.6

10.5

Descriptive Analysis of the Survey

Only 19.2 per cent 
of urban women 

surveyed are engaged 
in regular/permanent 

or long-term  
contract work.
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reported working outside the home. The remaining 
reported that they worked for remuneration within 
their homes in urban areas (Figure 5).

2.2 Workforce Participation 
across Key Demographic 
Characteristics
 
This section provides a snapshot of: (a) WFP and LFP 
rates according to the FLFS and how they compare 
with PLFS figures; and (b) demographic distribution 
of the entire sample of surveyed women on key 
demographic characteristics of social category, age, 
education, marital status and wealth. This is followed 
by an examination of the relationship between WFP 
and demographic variables.

Figure 6 clearly shows how the female WFP increases 
when women’s engagement in unpaid activities 

Figure 6: District-wise women’s WFP and LFP (with sampling weights9)

LFP, PLFS  
2017-18

Indicator

Study

LFP, PLFS 
2018-19

PLFS IWWAGE FLFS

Working for 
Pay (WFP)10  

WFP + Looking 
for Work

WFP11  + Looking 
for Work  

Karnataka, Mandya

Karnataka, Bengaluru

Madhya Pradesh, Rewa

Madhya Pradesh, Indore

Jharkhand, Gharwa

Jharkhand, Dhanbad

Delhi, Central

Delhi, South West 

Rajasthan, Jaipur

30.7

26.6

23.4

32.1

11.1

15.7

—

23.1

11.4

46.7

28.6

30.7

29.7

34.4

11.7

—

—

23.3

33.0

32.4

21.7

24.4

12.8

17.0

23.3

15.7

27.9

36.8

37.1

26.1

30.4

15.3

20.0

28.9

18.6

29.9

55.8

59.9

44.3

46.6

30.5

29.1

36.6

28.0

37.1

Participation Rate of Women (%)

Figure 5: Distribution of working 
women across location of work

Location of Work (per cent)

Rural

Outside Home Within Home Both

66.9

31.0

2.2.1

Urban

58.0

40.3

1.7

9	 �To derive the female workforce and labour force estimates for the entire population from the surveyed units, assignment of weights (or multipliers 
or inflation factor) to the various units of the surveys—both females and males—is necessary. The logic behind computation of female and male 
multipliers as well as the detailed calculations for the process is given in the Annexure to this report.  

10	 �The WFP rate measures the ratio of employed females to total female population, unlike the LFP rate—which also includes the unemployed in its 
measurement. Here, we define the workforce as those women who are engaged in paid work, excluding women who work as unpaid workers in family 
enterprises, unlike those in PLFS.

11	 �This includes women who are working for pay, along with those who support their family/husband’s work (unpaid family workers); it is closest to the 
LFP definition according to PLFS. For all further analysis, we use WFP from IWWAGE FLFS as the variable of interest.
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in family business is included. The increase, 
approximately 20-22 per cent, is the highest in the 
districts of Karnataka, followed by an increase of  
16-18 per cent in the districts of Madhya Pradesh.

 
2.2.1 Across Social Categories

Figure 7 shows the distribution of the sample 
across various social categories. In both rural and 
urban sectors, the proportion of women belonging 
to the Other Backward Class (OBC) category is the 
highest, followed by those belonging to the General, 
Scheduled Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST) 
categories. The ‘Others’ category represents the 
remaining women in the sample who were either 
unaware of their social category or refused to answer. 

Social Categories and Female Workforce  
Participation Rate (FWPR): Across all social 
categories, a larger proportion of rural women has 
never worked as compared urban women. This 
finding is contrary to the FLFPR being usually and 
relatively higher in rural areas and can be explained 
by our choice of districts, where urban districts 
represent more dynamic economic areas and, 
consequently, have better employment options for 
women, compared to rural areas which were selected 
from the worse-off rural districts.  

The data also suggest that a higher proportion 
of women in urban areas left the workforce as 
compared to women in rural areas. 

Among married 
women, only 20.6 per 
cent worked for pay 

in the rural sector 
and 20.7 per cent  

in the urban sector.  
In comparison,  

WFP among widowed 
and separated/
divorced women  

was higher

Figure 7: Distribution of women across social categories	
Share of Women (per cent) Rural Urban

General

OBC

SC

ST

Others 

26.2

30.2

36.3

19.9

6.1

7.5      

42.9

21.5

6.8

2.6       

Descriptive Analysis of the Survey
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Approximately 66.2 per cent of women belonging to 
the OBC category have never worked for pay in rural 
areas—the highest proportion of women to have 
reported this among all social categories.

 
2.2.2 Distribution of Women across 
Marital Status

In both rural and urban areas, widowed/separated/
divorced women form the highest proportion of 
women participating in the workforce (those who 
are either currently working or have dropped out). 

A major share of both married and unmarried 
women reported that they had never worked for pay. 
Among married women, only 20.6 per cent of women 
worked for pay in the rural sector and 20.7 per cent 
women in the urban sector. In comparison, WFP 
among widowed and separated/divorced women 
was higher (Figure 8).

 
2.2.3 Across Age

Figure 9 shows that most women surveyed fall in the 
18 to 35 age cohort—nearly 57.5 and 60.7 per cent in 

Figure 8: Distribution of women across marital and working status	
Share of Women (per cent) Yes, working currently No, never worked No, used to work previously
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Figure 9: Distribution of women across age and sector				  
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12	 Note that those who fall in the category ‘Secondary’ had education levels ranging from above primary level (Class 5) to those who had received 
education till Class 10.

Figure 11: Education levels across rural and urban sectors		

Education

Rural

Urban

26.0

17.6

11.0

12.5

38.2

34.1

13.9

13.5

8.2

14.6

2.7     

7.7

Not Literate Primary Secondary Higher 
Secondary

Graduate Postgraduate 
and Above

rural and urban areas, respectively. 

Age and FWPR: An inverse U-shaped relationship 
has been observed between age and workforce 
participation for those women who are currently 
working. This implies that as age increases, 
workforce participation first rises, then falls, in both 
rural and urban areas. A large proportion of women 
in the workforce are aged between 30 and 40 years 
(Figure 10).

Corresponding to the previous trend, we also see 
that as age increases, the share of women who are 
not in the workforce declines, which reinforces the 
above finding. 

2.2.4 Across Education Levels

Distribution of Women: The distribution of women 
workers by educational qualifications12 shows that 

most women surveyed in both rural and urban areas 
received secondary education: 38.2 per cent in rural 
areas and 34.1 per cent in urban areas. 

There is a stark difference between rural and urban 
areas in the proportion of the female population 
with postgraduate degrees and above. Figure 
11 shows that only 2.7 per cent of women in rural 
districts had postgraduate degrees or above, while 
7.7 per cent of women in urban districts had these 
educational attainment levels.

Education and FWPR: A U-shaped curve is observed 
in Figure 12 for women who are currently working for 
pay across increasing education levels. The FWPR falls 
as the level of education increases from illiteracy to 
secondary or higher secondary education, and then 
rises again as education levels rise above graduate 
or postgraduate levels.

Figure 10: Distribution across workforce and age
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A higher percentage of women work in the urban 
areas than in the rural areas across all education 
levels, except at the primary levels where the FWPR 
is higher in rural areas. This is because women in 
rural areas are able to engage in more manual work 
as compared to those in urban areas.

 
2.2.5	 Across Wealth Deciles

Wealth was estimated based on an asset index, which 
was calculated for each individual using the method 

of inverse mean weights13. Figure 13 shows that the 
distribution is right skewed, and the majority of the 
population has a normalised asset index between 
0.00 and 0.25 in both rural and urban areas.

Distribution of Women: Figure 13 also shows that 
both rural and urban distribution of wealth is right 
skewed, indicating that a smaller proportion of 
women in both rural and urban areas is wealthy and 
owns a large number of assets.

Figure 12: Distribution of education across workforce participation

Rural Yes; working currently No; used to work previously No; never worked

Distribution of education (%)
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52.5
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13	 The procedure for calculating the asset index is given in the Annexure.

Figure 13: Distribution of wealth across sectors
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Wealth and FWPR: Those in the lower deciles 
participate more in the workforce in urban than 
rural areas. Also, women belonging to the highest 
decile tend to participate more in urban areas than 
in the rural areas. 

For women who have never worked, the gap is 
greater at higher deciles. About 70 per cent women 
in rural areas have never worked for pay as opposed 
to about 48 per cent in urban areas (Figure 14).

2.3 Industrial and 
Occupational Distribution of 
Women in the Workforce 
 
2.3.1 Distribution of Women Workers by 
Broad Industry Divisions 
Figure 15 shows that women workers are primarily 
concentrated in the agricultural sector (49.1 per 
cent) in rural areas, and in the manufacturing (37.1 
per cent) and services (41.3 per cent) sectors in 
urban areas. Only 6.3 per cent of female workers in 
urban areas are engaged in the agricultural sector. 
Very few women are engaged in the transportation 

Figure 14: Distribution of wealth deciles across work status
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Figure 15: Distribution of women workers by broad industry divisions
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sector in both rural and urban areas (1.4 per cent in 
rural areas and 2.2 per cent in urban areas) as well 
as in construction. A similar proportion of women 
are engaged in trade and hospitality services in both 
rural (10.3 per cent) and urban areas (9.5 per cent). 

 
2.3.2 Distribution of Women Workers  
by Occupation

A large proportion of women is engaged in 
elementary occupations in both rural (42.3 per cent) 
and urban (35.5 per cent) areas—17. 4 per cent of 
women workers in rural areas and 25.7 per cent in 
urban areas are working in craft and related trades. 
The agricultural sector employs 17.4 per cent women 
in rural areas but only 1.7 per cent in urban areas. The 
proportion of female professionals is negligible in 
rural areas, while it is 2.7 per cent in urban areas—2.1 
per cent rural women and 2.3 urban women occupy 

clerical positions in the workforce, while 3.6 per cent 
women in rural areas and 11.1 per cent women in 
urban areas are working as technicians or associate 
professionals (Figure 16). 

Again, these figures are in tandem with other LFS 
estimates.

2.4. Female Workforce 
Participation—Male vs. 
Female Reporting 
For a subset of our female sample, a male respondent 
in the household was also interviewed. This was 
aimed at unpacking how male reporting on workforce 
participation and time use of females varies from 
women’s self-reported data. For 19.6 per cent (n = 
925) of female respondents, male members in the 
same household were also surveyed. Characteristics 
of the male sample14, in particular, the relationship 
between the female and male respondents and age 
difference between them, is presented in Figure 17 
and Figure 18.

Figure 17: Relation to female 
respondents	

Relation (%)
Father	
6.2

Brother	
5.2

Father-in-law	
4.3

Brother-in-law
3.1

Other Adult Male	
15.6

Husband
65.6

14	 �Male respondents were also asked about their own employment details. Using this information, male workforce participation rates were estimated 
and are presented in the Annexure.

Figure 16: Distribution of women’s 
work by occupation
Distribution by occupation (%) Rural Urban
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Approximately 65 per cent of the males who were 
surveyed were husbands of the female respondents. 
Additionally, most of the male respondents were in 
the same age or were five to six years older than 
the females; 25 per cent of male respondents were 
about four years older than females (Figure 18).

2.4.1 Difference in Reporting—Male  
vs. Female
An important objective of the study is to understand 
whether there is any information bias based on 
the gender of the informant. Therefore, the study 
focused on asking both men and women the 
same questions on employment and checking the 
difference in estimates of WFP and LFP. 

The findings shown in Figure 19 suggest a marginal 
difference in the reporting of WFP by both male and 
female members in the household. However, when 
female respondents self-report, the figures for WFP 
are higher as compared to when men report on 
women’s work.

This difference in reporting is the highest in Jaipur, 
where 28.4 per cent women reported working, 

compared to 23 per cent when men reported on 
women’s work and employment details. On an 
average, the differences across districts are about 2 
to 3 per cent. 

Figure 18: Difference in age 
between male and female 
respondents	
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Figure 19: FWP-male vs. female reporting		

State District Sector Female  
Reporting
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Reporting
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Delhi	 South West Delhi	 Urban

Madhya Pradesh	 Rewa	 Rural

Madhya Pradesh	 Indore	 Urban

Rajasthan	 Jaipur	 Urban
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Jharkhand	 Dhanbad	 Urban

Karnataka	 Mandya	 Rural

Karnataka	 Bangalore	 Urban
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These differences mainly arise from the perceptions 
of women’s work that vary considerably between 
men and women. A woman is perceived to be 
working only when the activity yields some returns 
or remunerations that are visible. Their contributions 
are mostly invisibilised when activities remain 
confined to one’s own field or family businesses, 
as well as activities within the household premises. 
Such perceptions are also heavily influenced by 
the social norms and practises within families and 
communities where certain activities undertaken 
by women are consensually invisibilised; at times 
women themselves do not recognise those activities 
as ‘economic work’ and fail to report it. The only way 
to extract such information is by asking additional 
follow-up questions that probe further into the 
number and kinds of activities performed by 
women. The study tools were designed to capture 
such elements.

However, we also realised during the survey that 
information is collected better when men and 
women respond separately, preferably at different 
times or locations. 
 

2.5. What are the Enablers  
and Barriers to Work?
 
2.5.1 Barriers for those who Dropped out 
of the Workforce

Women drop out of the workforce due to several 
reasons15. Our study reveals that some of the biggest 
barriers to women’s work in the rural sector include 
inadequate wages, marriage, birth of a child, and 
household chores and responsibilities. In the urban 
sector, inadequate wages are not as prominent a 

factor for dropping out of the workforce as are factors 
such as marriage, birth of a child, and household 
chores and responsibilities.

Figure 13 shows that 17.6 per cent of women dropped 
out of the workforce in the rural areas because wages 
were lower than expectations while 6.5 per cent did 
so in the urban areas. Only 2.3 per cent dropped out 
of the urban workforce because of long commuting 
hours to the workplace. If household and childcare 
work are perceived as barriers, 19.6 per cent of 
women in the urban area left their job because they 
had children and 25 per cent of women left their job 
after marriage.

Health issues are also a major factor for women 
respondents. Keeping other factors constant, 15.7 
per cent women in the urban sector and 26 per cent 
women in the rural sector left their job due to their 
own health issues.
 
2.5.2 Enablers for those in  
the Workforce

However, the literature also suggests several 
mechanisms that facilitate women’s participation 
in the labour force. Our study suggests some 
strong factors that influence FLFP rates positively. 
With respect to enablers related to work and the 
workplace, the location of the workplace being 
closer to home and flexible work timings are 
major enablers for women in both rural and urban 
areas—25.7 per cent women in urban areas and 
nearly 34.5 per cent women in rural areas clearly 
articulated that they were willing to take up jobs 
that gave them the flexibility to attend to childcare 
and domestic duties. Additionally, in urban areas, 
decent wages were a major factor which influenced 

15	 �The survey also tried to capture the impact of COVID-19 on women’s employment. Among COVID-19 related barriers, leaving the job on one’s own was 
more prominent among women workers in both rural and urban areas. Additionally, in urban areas, 3.6 per cent of women was fired from their jobs 
due to the pandemic, and an additional 7.2 per cent was forced to leave their jobs when the business shut down.
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16	 Other miscellaneous includes various reasons which do not come under the above cited categories.

Type of Barrier: Work and Workplace Related

Wages were inadequate

Was getting paid less than men  
for the same job

Was getting paid less than other  
women for the same job

There were no social security benefits

Long distance/commuting hours  
to work location

Working hours were too long

Workplace harassment experience

Workplace lacked basic facilities 
(drinking water/washroom etc.)

Lack of transport

Figure 20: Barriers faced by women
Share of Respondents (%) Rural Urban

6.5 17.6

0.3 1.2

0.6 0.8

0.4 0.4

2.30.4

1.00.4

0.4 0.4

0.10.0

0.30.0

Type of Barrier: Household and Care Work

Got married

Had children

Household chores and responsibilities

Had to care for elderly/disabled  
family members

Lack of support/objections to work from  
parent/husband/other family members

16.4 25.0

15.6 19.6

14.4 17.7

6.44.7

3.21.0

Type of Barrier: Others

Own health issues

Started pursuing higher education

Migrated

Safety issues

Miscellaneous16

15.7 26.0

1.70.4

0.4 0.4

0.40.0

10.97.6

Descriptive Analysis of the Survey
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women’s choice to work in a particular workplace 
(Figure 21).  

Skilling has also been an enabler for joining 
the workforce, whether in self-employment or 
for wages. In urban areas, women also showed 
a preference for work which is suited to their 

educational qualifications and skill training. This has 
policy imperatives as special skilling and training 
programmes can be developed for women which 
would make them eligible for a wider variety of jobs. 
For a high share of women workers, the reason for 
being in a particular job was the non-availability of 
alternative work opportunities.

Figure 21: Work and workplace-related enablers
Share of Respondents (%) UrbanRural

Type of Enabler: Work and Workplace Related

Pays well

Flexible work timings

Workplace close to home

Transport to and from workplace is available easily  

12.8 28.8

36.5

32.63.7  

31.3

38.42.5  

Type of Enabler: Household and Care Work

No interference with housework and care  
responsibilities

Friends/family are engaged in the same work

Family allows it/supports it

34.525.7

9.8

23.5 

15.7

11.4  

Type of Enabler: Others

Workplace suited to education/training skills

Only work opportunity available

Miscellaneous

13.5 24.5

33.1

3.0 

39.1

0.4 


