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India’s women labor force partici-
pation rate (LFPR) has sharply de-
clined to 23.3 %. As per PLFS the
trend is particularly sharp in rural
areas. Women are moving away from
self- employment towards salaried
employment, though self-employment
continues to be the highest employ-
ment provider. Women LFPR at all
levels of education has declined; the
‘U-Shape’ hypothesis holds true as
women with middle level of educa-
tion are moving out from the labor
force faster. Interstate analysis sug-
gests that there are wide differences
in LFPR among the states. High
growth states might be generating
more economic opportunities for lit-
erate female workers whereas
among the low growth states, women
might be compelled to participate in
labor force.

Introduction

Women’s employment is an impor-
tant indicator of level and nature of
economic development. It is also an
important indicator to measure status
of women in the society. Employment
not only improves the level of income
but also has control over the income.
Consequently, living standard and well-
being of women improves.Improved
well-being of women has significant
positive externalities on the entire so-
ciety in terms of improved health and
education attainment, and population
control. Gender equality in labor par-
ticipation rates is also estimated to
have a strong positive impact on GDP
growth (WEF, 2017; IMF, 2013;
Goldman, 2013)

Women’s participation in a
country’s labor force should in-
crease with improvement in hu-
man capital indicators.

Global experience suggests that
women’s participation in a country’s
labor force should increase with im-
provement in human capital indicators,
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viz. education level, health and economic
growth. Better education and health im-
prove productive capacity, raise earning
potentials, creating a greater incentive to
join the labor force. However, India’s
growth story is showing a different trend.
Women’s labor force participation rate
is declining for more than last one de-
cade. The Periodic Labor Force Survey
for the year 2017-18 indicates that the
LFPR of women in the last two rounds
of data collection has sharply declined
and stands at 23.3 % only. That means
about three out of every four women
above the age of 15 in India is neither
working nor seeking job, which is a his-
toric low level. India’s female LFPR is
one of the lowest, just above that of nine
other countries in the world. Rising gen-
der gap in economic activities is noted
by the World Economic Forum’s Gender
Gap Index. India ranked a low 149th out
of 153 countries in terms of economic
participation and opportunities, with the
index value of 0.354 (WEF, 2020). This
is poorer from the 0.385 in 2018. This
trend is contradicting the global experi-
ence, as India is the only country where
the economic gender gap is larger than
the political gender gap among 153 coun-
tries studied by the World Economic Fo-
rum

Emerging Issues

Decline in women’s labor force par-
ticipation rate is widely discussed among
academia as well as policy makers since
2011-12, after the 68th round of NSS data
showed this trend. Sharma and Saha
(2015) analyzed 68th round Employment-

Unemployment data of NSSO. They ob-
served that rural women are moving away
from the labor force much faster than their
urban counterpart. They observe interstate
disparities with respect to female WPR
for rural and urban females.

Kapso et. al. (2014) argued that India
has been adhering to the U-shaped hy-
pothesis that relates national income with
FLPR, such that a rise in national income
inadvertently leads to a drop in FLPR un-
til it reaches the minimum and then rises
again.The study observes the negative
impact of increased attendance in educa-
tion on female labor force participation.
They observed that the trend accelerated
starting in 2005 and persisted through 2012.
They have identified three important rea-
sons responsible for the decline. One is
the improved economic condition mea-
sured in terms of increased education and
higher level of household consumption that
explains 18 percent of the total decline.
The other two reasons are general lack
of employment opportunities for women
accounting for 42 percent and changes in
measurement methodology between vari-
ous rounds of survey accounting for 40
percent of the total decline observed in
female participation in the labor force be-
tween 2005 and 2010.

Das & Desai (2003). argued that there
is a strong negative income effect of
higher family income as well as strong
social effect, as higher caste families en-
courage female seclusion. So, with a little
improvement in the income level of the
family, many women seem to prefer to opt
out of the labor market. Chatterjee et al.
(2018) works out income effect and sub-
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stitution effect using the India Human
Development Surveys (IHDS). Their re-
sults confirm a strong negative effect of
other family income on women’s labor
force participation, they again find a U-
shaped relationship between women’s
education and her labor force participa-
tion, even after taking into account other
family income. The reason for the ‘U’
shape curve lies in the demand side of the
labor market as their analysis shows a
sharp rise in women’s participation in the
salaried jobs with rise in the level of edu-
cation. So, they argue that if most avail-
able jobs were salaried, Indian women
would show the usual positive relationship
of higher rates of employment with more
education. However, such jobs are lim-
ited and are accessible mainly with higher
levels of education. So, we experience less
participation of women with intermediate
levels of education.

Prevailing social norms and patri-
archy hinder the participation of
women in the economy despite
high levels of education.

In order to solve the mystery of de-
cline in women’s participation, Ghai (2018)
proposes that prevailing social norms and
patriarchy hinder the participation of
women in the economy despite high lev-
els of education. A bivariate correlation
analysis shows that states with high level
of patriarchy index are also the states with
high proportion of women out of the labor
force with graduate degrees and above.

All the above- mentioned analysis are
till 2011-12 as the studies in the area are

based on 68thround of NSSO survey.
There have been lots of changes in the
trends of employment in the last five
years due to change in the political lead-
ership in the country as well as volatile
global economic factors. So, it is inter-
esting to analyze the trend after 2011-12
till 2017-18, and make short term and long
term analysis. In this paper, we examine
the trends of women’s labor force par-
ticipation rate and work out the prevail-
ing gender gap on the basis of various
rounds of NSSO and Periodic Labor
Force Survey (PLFS: 2017-18). In the
subsequent sections we make an analy-
sis of  the types of work, female
workforce participation rate in relation to
their education level and trends in state
level variations with respect to varying
level of SGDP. The present analysis is
based on Usual (Principal and Subsidiary)
Status that means if a person has en-
gaged in any economic activity for a pe-
riod of 30 days or more during the pre-
ceding 365 days the person is considered
as employed under this approach.

Urban vs. Rural Trends in Female
LFPR

Labor force participation of rural
women has always remained much
higher than that of urban women. Tradi-
tionally rural women have been partici-
pating in on-farm and off-farm activities.
In 2004-05 almost two times more
women in the rural area (33.3 percent)
were part of the labor force compared
to their urban counterparts (17.8 per-
cent). However, the LFPR for rural
women has sharply declined in the last
decade from 33.3 percent in 2004-05 to
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Fig. 1 Female LFPR (In Percent)

Source: Annual PLFS Report 2017-18, NSO

25.3 percent in 2011-12 and further to
18.2 percent in 2017-18. This is a sharp
fall of 7.1 percentage points in five
years’ time span. The analysis of PLFS
data shows that the decline in the female
LFPR is a rural phenomenon. Urban fe-
male LFPR has always been much lower
than their rural counterparts. It has re-
mained more or less stagnant. The dif-
ference between the rural and urban fe-
male LFPR has become negligible with
decline in the rural areas and marginal
rise in the urban areas.

Gender Gap in Worker Population
Ratio

Worker Population Ratio (WPR) is
the percentage of persons employed
among the persons in the population.
WPRs for females were considerably
lower than WPRs for males in both ru-
ra l  and urban areas . The WPR of
women were 17.5 percent and 14.2 per-
cent for the rural and the urban areas
respectively.

Table 1 WPR (percent) in Usual Status (ps + ss)

NSS ROUNDS RURAL URBAN

 MALE FEMALE Gender MALE FEMALE Gender Gap
Gap- Rural – Urban

61st (2004-05) 54.6 32.7 21.9 54.9 16.6 38.3
66th (2009-10) 54.7 26.1 28.6 54.3 13.8 40.5
68th (2011-12) 54.3 24.8 29.5 54.6 14.7 39.9
PLFS (2017-18) 51.7 17.5 34.2 53 14.2 38.8

Source: Annual PLFS report 2017-18, NSO
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The rural WPRs for both males and
females are declining from 1999-2000
onwards, which might be a sign of de-
crease in employment opportunities in
rural economy. However, women WPR
experienced a very sharp fall compared
to their male counterparts. Consequently,
the gender gap has sharply increased to
34.2 percent in 2017-18 from 29.5 per-
cent in 2011-12. The WPR in the urban
areas also experienced a moderate de-
cline for both males and females. The
gender gap, as a result has started de-
clining gradually.

Type of Work

Table 2 provides information about
the types of employment for rural and
urban women from 61stround of NSSO
survey (2004-05) to the latest PLFS
(2017-18). The table shows that self-
employment is the main source of em-
ployment for rural women whereas
regular/ salaried employment is for ur-
ban women. There is a continuous rise
in the share of regular/salaried employ-
ment for both rural as well as urban

women. The trend is in tune with the
previous studies showing a preference
for salaried employment by female
workers. The CAGR for the regular
salaried employment between the last
two rounds of the survey is 11.05 per-
cent for the rural area and 3.33 per-
cent for the urban area. The rise for
the rural women is very sharp in com-
parison to urban women. Regular/ sala-
ried employment is perceived to have
better working conditions, regular and
higher income. Therefore, this trend
can be considered as a positive devel-
opment in favor of women workers,
though its share in total employment is
very small. It is a matter of further in-
quiry as to which sectors provide regu-
lar employment to women, especially
in the rural area.

Self-  employment is  the main
source of employment for rural
women whereas regular/ salaried
employment is for urban women.

Table 2 TYPE OF WORK – Female (in percent)

 RURAL URBAN

Self Regular Casual Self Regular Casual
employed wage/ Labor employed wage/ Labor

Salaried Salaried
Employee Employee

61st (2004-05) 63.7 3.7 32.6 47.7 35.6 16.7
66th (2009-10) 55.7 4.4 39.9 41.1 39.3 19.6
68th (2011-12) 59.3 5.6 35.1 42.8 42.8 14.3
PLFS (2017-18) 57.7 10.5 31.8 34.7 52.1 13.1
CAGR ( 2011-12 to 2017-18) -0.45 11.05 -1.63 -3.44 3.33 -1.45
CAGR (2004-05 to 2017-18) -0.76 8.35 -0.19 -2.42 2.97 -1.85

Source: Annual PLFS report 2017-18, NSO
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Table 3 Sectoral Employment Trends (in Percent)

 RURUAL URBAN

Broad Industry Division Agriculture Manufac- Service Agriculture Manufac- Service
turing turing

61st (2004-04) 83.6 8.4 8.1 18.3 28.2 53.5
66th (2009-10) 79.7 7.5 12.8 14.2 27.9 57.9
68th (2011-12) 75.2 9.8 15.1 11.2 28.7 60.1
PLFS (2017-18) 73.4 8.1 18.5 9.3 25.2 65.4
CAGR (2004-05 to 2017-18) -1.00 -0.28 6.56 -5.07 -0.86 1.56
CAGR (2011-12 to 2017-18) -0.40 -3.13 3.44 -3.05 -2.14 1.42

Source: Annual PLFS Report 2017-18, NSO

This trend hints at shrinking gain-
ful employment opportunities for
women in service sector.

Self-employment continues to be the
highest employment provider. 57.7 per-
cent of rural female workers and 34.7
percent of the urban female workers are
self-employed. However, its share is
steadily declining in the last decade. The
long run CAGR of self -employment for
the period 2004-05 to 2017-18 was -0.76
percent for rural areas and -2.42 percent
for the urban areas. This is a curious trend
at a time when the government is pro-
moting entrepreneurship.

Share of casual labor was on rise till
2009-10, except for the 61st round, and has
started declining in both rural as well as
urban areas. It has declined from 35.1 per-
cent in the 68th round to 31.8 percent in the
PLFS for the rural areas. The correspond-
ing share for the urban areas has declined
from 14.3 percent to 13.1 percent. It is a
matter of further investigation whether the
declining share of casual worker is respon-
sible for fall in the female LFPR or not.

Sectoral Trends in Female
Employment

Table 3 shows sectoral trends in
women’s employment. Agriculture con-

tinues to employ over 73 percent of
women in labor force, although it’s
share is decreasing. The CAGR of em-
ployment in agriculture for the period
2004-05 to 2017-18 was -1 percent, and
-0.4 percent for the period 2011-12 to
2017-18. That implies the pace of de-
cline in the growth of agriculture em-
ployment has reduced in the recent
years.At the same time decline in the
growth rate of manufacturing employ-
ment in the short run (2011-12 to 2017-
18) is much sharper (CAGR of -3.13)
compared to the medium term (CAGR
of -0.28) trend. Against that the short
run growth rate in the service sector
employment is almost half (CAGR
3.44) compared to the medium term
growth rate (CAGR 6.56), although the
services continues to be the only sec-
tor with positive growth in employment.
This is in tune with rise in wage/sala-
ried employment discussed above. The
shift from the agriculture to the service
sector in employment has slowed down
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as the growth of employment opportu-
nities in the service sector has slowed.
This trend hints at shrinking gainful
employment opportunities for women in
service sector.

Urban employment trend has a little
different scenario.Service is the main
employment provider in the urban areas
with 65.4 percent share in the total em-
ployment followed by manufacturing. The
service sector has a positive growth rate
in employment generation whereas that
of manufacturing has a negative growth.
The decline in manufacturing has inten-
sified in the later years (from CAGR of
-0.86 to -2.14), against that there is a fall
in the growth rate of employment in the
service sector (from CAGR of 1.56 to
1.42). That means declines in employ-
ment in agriculture and manufacturing
has not been compensated by the ser-
vice sector. Besides, the service sector
includes both private and public sector.
There are regular and protected employ-
ments as well as casual employment –
without protection of any labor laws.
There are high paying skilled jobs as well

as low paying unskilled jobs. So, it is a
matter of further investigation that
women are getting what type of jobs.

Education & Employment

A strong correlation between female
labor force participation and women’s
education is observed in literature. The
Indian trend is not matching with the theo-
retical proposition that labor force par-
ticipation should rise with the level of
education. The ‘U – Shape’ hypothesis
proposed by different studies, continues
to hold true. The participation rate of
women either with very low education
or with professional education is high.
Women at the middle level of skill sets
are rapidly going away from the labor
market. At this level, women have to
choose either low paying jobs with longer
working hours or to stay back home.

Women have to choose either low
paying jobs with longer working
hours or to stay back home.

Fig. 2 Education and Female WPR (in percent)

Source: Calculated from Annual PLFS Report 2017-18, NSO
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The gender gap at each level of
education has reduced in comparison to
the 68th round data. The pattern is ob-
served that the gender gap for rural as
well as urban population for all the
rounds of NSSO increases with the ear-
lier levels of education and then subse-
quently narrows down with higher lev-
els of education. This matches with the
‘U’ shape theory. Population with di-
ploma and certificate holders has the
least gender gap. This could be due to
higher income effect for skill- based
education.The gap rises sharply for
people with graduate degree and above,
as the degree in general education can-
not ensure high paying employment and
hence the substitution effect seems
more powerful. PLFS shows a little
change in the pattern for urban women.
The gender gap for the first time has
increased among the urban population
with middle level of education. The in-
come effect seems to be extending for
this population group.

State Level Analysis

There are wide variations among
states in terms of LFPR of women. Our
analysis is for twenty major states so
as to avoid discrepancies due to ex-
treme values observed in case of
smaller states and union territories. Out
of the twenty major states, at one end
in Bihar the female LFPR is as low as
4.4 percent, which is the lowest in the
country. At the other end, in Himachal
Pradesh it is 53.8 percent, highest in the
country. The co-efficient of variation in
female LFPR is as high as 48.57% that
has increased from 40.39% in 2011-12.
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Table 5 Co-efficient of Variation of 20 Major
States

Female LFPR 11-12 Female LFPR  2017-18

40.39 48.57

Source: Calculated from PLFS

In order to understand the state level
variations, correlation between the state
GDP and female LFPR as well as lit-
eracy rate and female LFPR were cal-
culated. Table 6 shows values of coef-
ficient of correlation calculated for dif-
ferent groups of states – top five states
with the highest GSDP, bottom five
states with the lowest GSDP and all
major twenty states. The coefficient of
correlation for all the three groups is sig-
nificantly different. For twenty major
states, the relationship between state
SGDP and female LFPR is very weak,
almost zero. When we pick up the top
five states with highest level of SGDP
for 2016-17 (Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu,
Gujarat, U.P, and Karnataka), the rela-

tionship is moderately positive (coeffi-
cient of correlation = 0.387).The rela-
tionship has weakened compared to the
last NSSO round in 2011-12 (coefficient
of correlation = 0.450). When we pick
up the five states with the lowest SGDP
(Assam, Jharkhand, Ut tarakhand,
Himachal Pradesh and J&K) the rela-
tionship grows very strong and negative
(coefficient of correlation = -0.861),
which has grown stronger in compari-
son to 2011-12 (coefficient of correla-
tion = - 0.774). This indicates that the
states with lower SGDP experience
higher LFPR of women. It can be said
that women are compelled to earn in the
poorer states.  But the rising SGDP does
not have a clearer impact on women’s
preference to work.

Table 6 Correlation Coefficient SGDP (2016-17) at constant price at factor cost

SGDP to Female LFPR Female Literacy Rate
to Female LFPR

 2011-12 2017-18 2011-12 2017-18

Top 5 States with highest SGDP 0.450 0.387 0.921 0.877
Bottom 5 States with lowest SGDP -0.774 -0.861 0.686 0.540
All States 0.005 0.031 0.337 0.230

Source: Calculated on the basis of data from PLFS and CSO

The states with lower SGDP expe-
rience higher LFPR of women.

The states with highest SGDP show
very strong positive correlation (coeffi-
cient of correlation =0.877) between fe-
male literacy rate and female LFPR. In
the states with the lowest SGDP, the re-
lationship between female literacy rate
and LFPR is moderate. However, the
relationship is very weak while calculated

for all the states. It is also noticeable that
the relationship has weakened in all cat-
egories in comparison to 2011-12. Since
the relationship between education attain-
ments and the female LFPR has always
raised curiosity, we run a regression be-
tween literacy rate and the LFPR for all
the three categories of states,
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Table 7 Regression Analysis (Female LFPR and Female Literacy Rate)

 R Square Co-efficient Value P Value

Top 5 States (Highest SGDP) 0.768281 0.970573 0.051113
Bottom 5 States (Lowest SGDP) 0.291848 0.783363 0.347259
All States 0.052896 0.234514 0.329317

Source: Calculated from PLFS data

More employment opportunities
are developing for women with lit-
eracy in states with higher eco-
nomic growth.

The regression analysis in the Table
7 shows that the relationship between
female literacy rate and female LFPR is
statistically significant only for the states
with highest GSDP, for which P value is
0.051. For the remaining two categories
of the states the relation is not statisti-
cally significant. 77 percent of female
LFPR in the top five states can be ex-
plained by female literacy rate and ev-
ery one percent rise in female literacy is
causing 0.97 percent rise in female
LFPR.  It can be said that more employ-
ment opportunities are developing for
women with literacy in states with higher
economic growth. High growth econo-
mies also might be generating externali-
ties which are influencing social and cul-
tural norms and facilitating more eco-
nomic participation by women. The trend
is not clear for low growth states. This
phenomenon is a matter for further in-
vestigation.

Conclusion

The analysis based on PLFS data
shows that the withdrawal of female
LFPR has continued as observed in last

two decades. The trend is particularly
sharp in rural areas. There is a mar-
ginal rise in female LFPR in urban ar-
eas. However, in rural as well as ur-
ban areas, withdrawal from the labor
force is very sharp among women with
middle level of education. The trend is
in tune with the higher substitution ef-
fect argument well discussed in litera-
ture. This trend calls for further inves-
tigation in understanding the reasons
that are keeping women out of the la-
bor market in order to frame appropri-
ate policy.

The interstate analysis suggests
that there are wide differences in the
LFPR among different states. The
states with high incomes have strong
and positive relationship between fe-
male l i teracy rate  and LFPR. The
states with low income, on the other
end have strong and negative relation-
ship between SGDP and female LFPR.
So, it can be said that the high growth
states might be generating more eco-
nomic opportunities for female work-
ers whereas among the low growth
states, women might be compelled to
participate in labor force. Prima facie
observations call for policy measures
that not only encourage women’s em-
ployment but also develop adequate
network of care economy so as to ease
dual burden for women.
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