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ABSTRACT 

Declining female work participation rate (WPR) has been long ignored by the researchers 

in post-independence period and when the due attention was paid, it did a great disservice 

to the cause of women rights by explaining the cause of declining female WPR through the 

lens of economic prosperity i.e. income effect. The evidence from Census (2001-11) and NSS 

(1999-2000 & 2011-12) do not conform to this general logic as the increase in income also 

leads to increase in consumption in early stage of increment in income. So, it is unlikely that 

women from the poorest households will withdraw from the workforce. However, this has 

been the case which pushes one to look for the additional explanations for withdrawal of 

female workforce from labour market. The analysis of evidence from NSS and Census of 

India, confirms that though, there has been rise in proportion of young females (5-24 age 

group) attending education institutes but the women who have withdrawn from work are 

actively seeking work while performing domestic duties along with allied activities. This 

means that the income effect do induce the greater school attendance but does an injustice 

to core women workforce (25-59) by reducing the logic behind the decline in female WPR to 

income while completely ignoring the socio-economic scenario and its regional patterns of 

patriarchy. This positivist and reductionist approach must be countered to bring the focus 

on the better quality work for women. 

 

Keywords: Female Workers, Declining Female WPR, Female Unemployment, Feminisation, 

De-Feminisation 

 

1. Introduction 

 The declining trend of the women’s work and labour force participation in India over 

last twelve years is a matter of serious investigation for social scientist and has attracted a 

lot of academic limelight (Chowdhury 2011, Kannan and Raveendran 2012, Neff et al. 

2012, Mathew 2012, Hirway 2012, Abraham 2013, Mehrotra et al. 2014, Chatterjee et al. 

2015 and Lahoti and Swaminathan 2016) for exploring the genesis of such trends. In fact, 

this recent phenomenon is an accelerated phase of a long term process (Statement 5.2, NSS 
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Report 554). 

 

1.1 Theoretical Background 

 The unraveling of causes of decline of FWPR started with Chadha and Sahu (2002) 

which drew the trends of WPR between 1993-94 and 1999-2000 based on NSS unit level 

data. It was observed that the WPR has declined between 1993-94 and 1999-2000 for both 

sexes, but rural female withdrew the most (Chadha and Sahu 2002, 2001-2003). The age-

wise analysis revealed that that the youth and the children have been replaced by the older 

cohorts, leading to ageing of work force (ibid.). According to them, the younger females are 

withdrawing from work force either in favour of attending educational institutes or domestic 

duties, pertaining to the increase in their household income. Subsequently, it is argued by 

scholars (Neff et al. 2012) that increase in household income gives the women an option to 

not work and attend household chores, which is termed as “income effect”. In Neff et al., 

educational effect has been treated as a separate process, not a consequence of income effect 

(ibid.). It was found that the women’s withdrawal between 2004-05 and 2009-10 is largely 

attributed to income effect and a little to the additional enrolment in schools (ibid. 26). 

Supporting the views of Neff et al. 2012, Mathew 2012 (cit. Lundberg 1981 and Maloney 

1987) divides household workers into primary and secondary workers. Mostly adult male 

belong to the primary work force whereas the women, children and old are categorized as 

secondary workers. He argues that when the income of primary worker is not adequate to 

meet the subsistence needs of family, the secondary workers enter the labour force and vice-

versa. It is observed that pauperization of households has forced the women to enter work 

force which has ultimately resulted in feminization of labour force in Kasargod district of 

Kerala (ibid.). 

 

 Similarly in a different study, the addition in the proportion of people attending 

educational institutes is noted between 2004-05 and 2009-10 (Chowdhury 2011, 23-24) 

which accounted only 27% of the female workers’ withdrawal whereas rest of them have 

taken to “domestic duties only” or “domestic duties along with free collection of 

goods” (Kannan and Raveendran 2012, 79). While analyzing the change in FWPR across 

MPCE quintiles, Neff et al. observes a greater withdrawal of women as one moves from 

richer households to poorer households and find that this change is positively linked to 

increase in male wages across MPCE quintiles (ibid. 2012, 13). Others contradict this 

approach because income effect operates in conservative societies and social conservatism 

or patriarchy can not increase suddenly in last five years, given 2004-05 was the year of 

highest female LFPR since 1993-94 (Chowdhury 2011, 23). Kannan and Raveendran, too, 
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find that majority of fall in the FWPR is among the poorer households but are not allured to 

lend support to prosperity induced withdrawal (ibid. 2012, 80). The scholars (Chowdhury 

2011, Kannan and Raveendran 2012 and Neff et al. 2012) try to explain the various 

dimensions of income and educational effect in their studies but all of them based their 

analysis on the year 2004-05 which was an economically distressed year and the WPR peak 

observed in this year was primarily because of entry of women, children and old in the 

labour force for supplementing household incomes (Abraham 2009, Himanshu 2011). These 

“occasional spurts in female labour participation may be a response of joint utility 

maximizing households towards subsistence under dire economic conditions” (Abraham 

2013, 99). Thus, the rollback of female WPR to below 1999-00 level seemed like an 

alarming situation. 

 

Abraham (2013) undertook the study of trends of LFPR since 1972-73 and observed 

that de-feminization of labour force taking place for last quarter of a century. It is argued by 

Abraham that the women chose to leave work in favour of domestic duties for two basic 

reasons i.e. first, to avoid double day burden and second, production of social status (ibid.). 

Mehrotra et al., supporting the income effect, attribute the decline in female LFPR to their 

withdrawal from agriculture due to increased male real wages and use of labour shedding 

technology in agriculture (Mehrotra et al. 2014). However, other studies do not find a 

significant relationship between economic growth and fall in female LFPR (Chatterjee et al. 

2015, Lahoti and Swaminathan 2016). 

 

Keeping in the views expressed by scholars regarding the trends of women 

employment, this paper tries to survey the debate regarding the causes of decline in rural 

female’s WPR. Subsequently, this study attempts to substantiate the shortcomings of most 

accepted explanations i.e. income effect hypothesis, based on the Employment and 

Unemployment unit records of 1999-2000 and 20011-12. The paper also exposes the 

limitations of using a geographically insensitive reductionist approach for explaining such a 

major change in economic space. 

 

1.2 Framework of analysis 

 The income effect envelops two basic assumptions: 1. The female unemployment rate 

should stay stationary or decline because enhancement of their economic status enable them 

to avoid work and stay at home, hence, the decline in unemployment rates should 

correspond to decline in FWPR and be maximum in the regions with stronger patriarchal 

norms. 2. Since, one of the motives of withdrawing from the work is avoiding ‘double-day 
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burden’, it is less likely that women will prefer to participate in common property resource 

related activities for gathering goods for household. In addition to above assumptions, one 

micro-economic principle should prevail i.e. the poorest of the poor women are not likely to 

quit work as a response to marginal increase in their income, as the increase in income will 

raise their propensity to consume until a point, where it becomes indifferent to rise in 

income. 

 

 Given this set of assumptions, this article analyses the change in the gendered patterns 

of work in rural India across different age groups in section two.  The third section is 

devoted to studying unemployment rate in context of declining FWPR. The fourth section 

tries to account the decline in female WPR. The fifth section explores the relationship 

between the decline in female WPR and income (MPCE as proxy) followed by conclusion. 

 

2. Temporal Analysis of Gendered Patterns of Work 

2.1 Long Term Analysis 

 The figure 2.1 and 2.2 portrays that the rural male work and labour force participation 

rates have experienced a general rise between 1977-78 and 2018-19 with temporary dips and 

peaks depending on economic mood of the country. Contrary to this, the female WPR and 

LFPR have declined over same time period with few peaks caused by economic distress. 

The WPR and LFPR trends can be bifurcated into two phases i.e. 1977-78 to 1999-00 and 

1999-00 to 2018-19. In first phase, the WPR and LFPR of both sexes declined but the 

female LFPR declined at a consistent rate than the male. The second phase is more striking. 

In this phase, the male WPR and LFPR start to recover from its lowest rates in 1999-00 and 

peak during 2004-05 to 2011-12 but fall again to end at a little higher rate in 2018-19 in 

relation to 1999-2000; whereas, the female WPR and LFPR decline accelerated to its lowest 

level after 2004-05. The latest evidence from Primary Labour Force Surveys (PLFS 2017-18 

and 2018-19) shows a rather disturbing trend. Indian economy experienced two major event 

after 2011-12 i.e. demonetization and implementation Goods and Services Tax (GST). The 

tremors created by these two events impacted most, the micro, small and medium 

enterprises (MSMEs) along with unorganized sector which lead to drastic reduction of 

LFPR and WPR in these sectors. This is evident from the fact that proportion of casual 

labour in total labour force declined from 35.5 to 24 percent and 35.1 to 24.7 percent 

between 2011-12 and 2018-19, for males and females, respectively (PLFS 2018-19). This 

should not be interpreted as formalization of economy because total LFPR and WPR for 

both sexes dipped during the said period (Fig. 2.1 & 2.2). This means that the formal sector 

did not experience the increase in its proportion due to absolute increase in number of 
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formal workers but due to decline in the absolute number of informal workers. 

 

  The rural and urban WPRs among both the sexes have tendency to converge but in 

contradictory manners. In urban areas, the male WPR dramatically rises to converge with 

rural male WPR. In contradiction, rural female WPR slides downwards to come closer to 

almost stagnant urban female WPR. Both of these trends point towards continued 

displacement of women from labour market by men up to 2011-12 but this trend decelerates 

due to decline in male WPR along with female WPR after 2011-12. This points towards the 

lack of employment opportunity in both the rural and urban labour market. 

 

 
Source: Based on Statement 4.1 and 5.2, NSS Report number 554(68/10/1), Various Employment and 

Unemployment reports and PLFS (2017-18 and 2018-19) 

*Usual status is aggregate of both principal and subsidiary status for all ages. 

Figure 2.1: Male Work and Labour Force Participation Rates (Usual Status*) 

 

 It is evident from the greater decline in the female WPR than the male WPR since 

1977-78 that the Indian economy has experienced a de-feminisation of labour market, 

continuously. There might be some regional variations which will be dealt in detail in later 

sections. 

 

 Before proceeding, it must be clear that the NSSO chose a different sampling and 

weightage criteria for Primary Labour Force Surveys, therefore, the Employment and 

Unemployment Surveys should be compared with PLFS with great caution. Despite the 

limitation of comparability of these surveys, the WPR of 52.3 and 17.7 percent in 2018-19, 

for males and females, respectively, is itself a gloomy picture of our economy. Further, 2019 

was a Lok Sabha election year and data collected during election years tend to favour the 
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established governments. However, for the sake of strict comparability and validity of 

arguments arising out of this paper, the analysis will be restricted to Employment and 

Unemployment Surveys i.e. till 2011-12. 

 

 
Source: Same as Figure 2.1 

*Usual status is aggregate of both principal and subsidiary status for all ages. 

Figure 2.2: Female Work and Labour Force Participation Rates (Usual Status*) 

 

2.2 Short Term Analysis 

 The age-group wise analysis of work participation rate brings out very interesting facts 

regarding gendered patterns of education effect. The Table 2.1 illustrates that the decline of 

female WPR in core working age group (15-59) is 10.74% i.e. double the decline in male 

WPR of same age group. The preliminary evidence points towards operation of a common 

process among men and women but with varying intensity. However, the disaggregated 

trends reveal that the male WPR declined only in the school and college going age groups (5

-14 and 15-24) whereas other groups registered a slight increment. Unlike men, the 

diminution in women’s WPR persists at same level even when we separate school/college 

going populace (5-24 age group) from the core workforce (2-59 age group). This suggests 

that fall in male WPR is completely explained by educational effect while women seem to 

be moving towards other non-working spheres. Therefore, the trends of female WPR in 

rural India are alarming. 

 

 In urban India, the child education might have become universal earlier than rural 

areas, hence, one does not observe a major decline in WPR of school going age group (0-14) 

of both sexes. However, higher education for women seems a distant reality. The male WPR 

in the college going age group (15-24) declined by 7.03% whereas the women’s WPR 
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stayed almost constant. The WPR of rural and urban areas among the school and college 

going age groups seem to be converging between 1999-00 and 2011-12. The female WPR 

remained constant in the core working age group and declined in the older age group. To 

summarize, the trends of female WPR in urban areas, though at a low level, is not 

surprising. Therefore, the primary focus of this paper remains rural female labour force. 

Table 2.1: Age Group-wise Work Participation Rate (Usual Status*) 

Source: Calculated from unit level records of 55th and 68th Employment and Unemployment rounds, NSS 
*Usual status is aggregate of both principal and subsidiary status. 

 

 The regional pattern of changes in the 

female work participation rate clarified the 

air further. The Map 2.1 displays no clear 

regional patterns of decline in the female 

WPR. If one has to accept the income effect 

hypothesis, the regional patterns of decline 

in female WPR should correspond to the 

regional patterns of patriarchy i.e. greater 

decline in female WPR in North Indian 

plains than southern India pertaining to 

stronger and weaker patriarchal norms, 

respectively, but, it is not so.  

 

Map 2.1 Change in the Female Work 

Participation Rate between1999-2000 to 2011-12) 

 

  1999-00 2011-12 1999-00 2011-12 

Age group Rural Males Rural Females 

5-14 4.74 1.40 4.92 1.49 

15-24 65.20 49.11 35.64 21.34 

25-59 96.82 97.20 53.87 43.71 

15-59 86.66 81.98 48.20 37.17 

 60+ 63.90 64.89 21.76 21.33 

All Ages 53.11 54.34 29.91 24.86 

Age group Urban Males Urban Females 

5-14 2.68 1.83 1.93 0.53 

15-24 47.38 40.29 12.90 12.07 

25-59 93.79 95.32 24.61 24.57 

 15-59 78.42 78.44 20.87 20.98 

 60+ 40.20 36.48 9.41 7.75 

All Ages 51.80 54.64 13.92 14.66 
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2.3 Informalisation of work 

 The analysis of WPR of principal worker (Table 2.2) shows that the arguments 

regarding trends of work participation rate of both sexes in different age groups extend to 

the decline in the WPR of principal workers too. The age group wise trends of male WPR 

(Usual status) between 1999-00 and 2011-12 almost completely match with the trends of 

principal male WPR whereas the principal female WPR is much lower than the usual status 

female WPR (Table 2.1 in Section 2.2). From this, it can be argued that the trends of rural 

WPR is gendered and female withdrawal from work force is not explained by education 

effect (NSS) because one can observe the decline in female WPR in all age groups in 

contradiction to decline in male WPR which is primarily limited to school and college group 

age groups. 

Insert Table 2.2: Age Group-wise Proportion of Principal* Workers to Population 

Source: Calculated from unit level records of 55th and 68th Employment and Unemployment rounds, NSS 
*Principal workers include people classified as principal workers and might be involved in subsidiary 

activities. 

 The comparison between usual and principal WPR (Table 2.1 in Section 2.2) suggests 

that the majority of reduction in female WPR can be accrued to the withdrawal by the 

principal female worker leading to informalisation or casualization of female labour market 

i.e. increase in the proportion of subsidiary workers in total work force. The NSS (Figure 

2.3) confirms that the proportion of rural women working as subsidiary workers has 

increased by a huge margin. Such trends in the composition of work raises serious question 

on the ability of new economic policies in generating good quality employment. In fact, the 

post-reform economic policies seem to be destroying good quality jobs instead of creating 

them. 

  1999-00 2011-12 1999-00 2011-12 

Age Rural Males Rural Females 

5-14 4.08 1.12 3.64 0.93 

15-24 62.31 46.19 26.84 14.11 

25-59 96.38 96.87 41.54 31.25 

 15-59 85.36 80.83 36.98 26.24 

 60+ 62.22 63.76 17.40 15.76 

All Ages 52.20 53.50 23.10 17.58 
  Urban Males Urban Females 

5-14 2.48 1.61 1.43 0.35 

15-24 46.09 38.80 10.60 10.19 

25-59 93.55 95.12 20.93 21.08 

 15-59 77.90 77.84 17.62 17.95 

 60+ 38.60 35.85 8.07 6.69 

All Ages 51.37 54.16 11.74 12.53 
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Source: Based on calculations from unit level records of 55th and 68th Employment and Unemployment rounds, 

NSS 

*Subsidiary represents those subsidiary workers who have not been counted as principal workers. 

**Total Workers is aggregate of Principal and subsidiary workers. 

Figure 2.3: Proportion of Subsidiary* Workers in Total Workers** (15-59) in Rural India 

 

 

2.4 Industry-wise De-feminization of Work 

 The result regarding de-feminization of labour force (Abraham 2013) led to crumbling 

of the myth of feminization of rural labour force at national level. This myth was fueled by 

feminization of agriculture due to male dominated migration to urban employment avenues. 

The notion of feminization of rural work force was built around the views expressed by 

scholars based on the study of developing economies (Symes 1991, Deshpande and 

Deshpande 1992 and 1998, Verpa 2005, Mathew 2012). Nonetheless, the views of these 

scholars prove to be partially correct. It is a well-known fact that there is a regional variation 

in the development level in India, therefore, the men from certain backward regions migrate 

to certain advanced regions. So, it is highly unlikely that India will experience a uniform 

feminisation of its workforce across all regions of India. This issue need primary data and 

ethnographic analysis because female WPR is a function of an intricate relationship between 

economic, social, ethnic and geographic factors. Reducing the debate around feminisation of 

workforce to income effect is an injustice to the struggles of women against gendered 

inequality. An industry-wise analysis of the trends of feminization i.e. the increase in the 

share of women in the work force, proves that certain sectors of the economy are being 

feminized.  

 

Figure 2.4: Industry-wise Proportion of Women in Total Rural Workers (Usual Status*) in 15-59 Age 

group  
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Source: Based on calculations from unit level records (NIC) of 55th and 68th Employment and Unemployment 

rounds, NSS 

*Usual Status is aggregate of Principal and subsidiary workers. 

**Other Services include whole service sector except the ones included in “Construction” and “Education, 

Health Services and Social Work” 

 

 

Figure 2.5: Industry-wise Weighted* Change in Proportion of Women in Work Force** 

 
Source: Based on calculations from unit level records (NIC) of 55th and 68th Employment and Unemployment 

rounds, NSS 

*Weights are given according to the proportion of particular industry in total workforce to provide 

appropriate graphical representation. 

**Work force is aggregate of Principal and subsidiary workers of both sexes. 

***Other Services include whole service sector except the ones included in “Construction” and “Education, 

Health Services and Social Work” 
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 In Figure 2.4 and 2.5, it is quite visible that aggregate rural work force has de-

feminized between 1999-00 and 2011-12 but certain sectors have feminized i.e. animal 

husbandry & fishing, construction and education, health care & social services. An in-depth 

examination of these three industries (Table 2.3) divulges the effectiveness of feminization 

of these sectors on women’s welfare. It is revealed that the buoyancy in construction sector 

is fueled mostly by feminization of casual works. The feminization of education, health care 

and social services industry has largely been possible due to absorption of women in regular 

salaried work, casual work and own account business. The animal husbandry and fishing 

sectors, too, registered feminization primarily due to feminization of own account work 

force. In short, feminization of education, health care and social service sector seem to have 

provided effective employment opportunities to women unlike the construction sector, 

whereas the feminization of animal husbandry and fishing appears to be a strategy to sustain 

rural household incomes. 

 

 It must be noted that the agriculture sector contains 65.8% (2011-12) of rural work 

force, so, the de-feminization of agricultural work force has translated into an aggregate de-

feminization of rural work force. It also entails that the feminization of other sectors has 

taken place on the cost of de-feminization of agriculture but the withdrawal of women 

workers in agriculture did not realize into an equal increase in their participation in other 

sectors of economy. The trends point towards feminization of casual work. 

 

Table 2.3: Share of Rural Women in Total Rural Work force* (15-59 age) in Selected Industries by 

Usual Status (PS+SS) 

Source: Calculated from unit level records (NIC) of 55th and 68th Employment and Unemployment survey, NSS 

*Work Force consist of both principal and subsidiary workers 

 

 The industry-wise trends, patterns and usual status of female workers helped us to 

locate the changes in gendered patterns of workforce. However, it is necessary to ponder 

upon the reasons for women leaving the work. 

 

  Animal Husbandry & Fish-
ing 

Construction Education and Health 
Services 

Usual Status 1999-00 2011-12 1999-00 2011-12 1999-00 2011-12 

Own Account Worker 67.97 76.47 0.83 0.14 21.52 30.89 

Unpaid Family Worker 85.76 87.29 13.35 23.45 51.23 35.64 

Regular Salaried Work-
er 

11.80 1.28 3.45 1.98 29.95 40.80 

Casual Worker 17.46 17.70 13.09 19.78 60.45 65.89 

Total 73.22 76.94 10.99 17.88 29.35 39.84 
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3. Rural Unemployment and its regional patterns 

 It has been earlier argued that if the decline in female WPR is attributed to improving 

economic conditions of the households i.e. income effect. It implies that women’s transfer to 

non-working spheres is voluntary, thus, their likelihood of seeking work will drop. Hence, 

the unemployment rate will decline or stay constant. In contradiction with this assumption, 

the rural female unemployment rate, provided by NSSO, has increased marginally in 25 and 

above ages but the highest increment is visible in the 5-14 followed by 15-24 age groups 

(Table 3.1). It is also visible that even male unemployment rate has gone up in the young 

age groups, but declined negligibly in other age groups. In short, the gendered analysis of 

trends in unemployment provide by NSSO (Table 3.1 and 4.1) do not explain the reason of 

reduction in female work participation rate because there is negligible difference between 

males and females. In fact, the unemployment rates provided by NSSO is an underestimate 

unlike Census of India. This difference can be traced to the differences in the procedure of 

collection of employment and unemployment data. The NSSO grants only one usual status 

code to one person unlike Census where a person can have more than one status. For 

example, in NSS, a student will either be given a status of a student or an unemployed even 

if the person were both. But in Census, a student can be recorded as both. Hence, the 

unemployment data provided by Census is more robust. 

 

 The Census (Table 3.1) provides a very disturbing picture regarding worsening of 

employment situation in India. Here, the female unemployment rate has increased, too, in all 

age categories but the increase is much greater in Census than NSSO. The rural men, too, 

experienced increase in its unemployment rate across all age groups in Census but the 

increase in female unemployment rate is much more pronounced than men. Based on 

Census (Table 3.2), it can be argued that although it is difficult to ascertain that the women 

who dropped out of work force are the same ones who are actively seeking work, but it is 

certain that the women who have dropped out of core work force (25-59 age group) 

allegedly due to prosperity are less than women who have ‘seeking work’. The urban men 

and women recorded lower level of unemployment in all age group than the base year; 

therefore, the situation in urban areas is not disturbing. 

 

Insert Table 3.1: Age Group-wise Unemployment Rate* 

Source: Calculated from unit level records of 55th and 68th  Employment and Unemployment rounds, NSS and 

Census of India, Table. B-1, B-Series 

* Unemployment rate, here, is defined as the proportion of unemployed persons to the total labour force 

(unemployed + workers) 
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Insert Table 3.2 

Source: Calculated from Census of India, Table. B-1, B-Series 

* represents the job-seekers that are marginal workers but are still seeking jobs. 

**represents the job-seekers that are non-workers. 

. 

 Census of India supplies additional sets of information associated to unemployment. 

The evidence (Table 3.2) shows that the proportion of job-seekers within the marginal 

workers’ category has increased drastically among male and female with the latter 

increasing greater than the former in all cohorts, between 2001 and 2012. Such an abrupt 

rise signals towards the rise in the level of economic vulnerability of female marginal 

From NSSO From Census 

  1999-00 2011-12 1999-00 2011-12   2001 2011 2001 2011 

Age Rural Males Rural Females Age Rural Males Rural Females 

5-14 2.00 9.82 0.58 6.50 5-14 19.12 26.05 17.18 26.06 

15-24 5.23 7.01 3.38 6.13 15-24 16.23 19.47 19.98 28.91 

25-59 0.72 0.60 0.42 0.91 25-59 1.78 2.04 7.34 11.85 

 15-59 1.85 1.88 1.12 1.82  15-59 5.60 6.35 10.80 16.25 

 60+ 0.14 0.09 0.00 0.06  60+ 1.01 1.53 4.67 6.48 

All Ages 1.71 1.76 1.04 1.76 All Ages 5.65 6.35 10.75 15.80 
Age Urban Males Urban Females Age Urban Males Urban Females 

5-14 6.28 5.85 2.76 0.84 5-14 43.30 32.89 52.55 37.72 

15-24 13.33 11.24 16.57 16.85 15-24 32.03 27.28 62.64 54.21 

25-59 2.25 1.44 3.07 2.87 25-59 4.04 3.11 29.94 25.27 

 15-59 4.69 3.12 6.07 5.50  15-59 10.76 8.04 39.79 32.79 

 60+ 0.06 0.12 0.09 0.00  60+ 4.00 3.21 18.69 13.48 

All Ages 4.51 3.00 5.71 5.24 All Ages 11.00 8.13 39.34 31.93 

a) Proportion of Job-Seekers* in Marginal Workers b) Proportion of Job-Seekers** in Non-Workers 

  2001 2011 2001 2011   2001 2011 2001 2011 

Age Rural Males Rural Females Age Rural Males Rural Females 

5-14 14.88 29.87 10.52 23.56 5-14 1.49 1.63 1.31 1.49 

15-24 50.79 65.50 21.86 42.81 15-24 28.07 25.09 15.65 18.53 

25-59 49.29 62.99 16.52 36.55 25-59 36.60 34.15 9.49 14.56 

 15-59 49.90 63.81 18.02 38.13  15-59 29.69 26.80 11.85 16.15 

 60+ 13.95 34.16 7.32 21.48  60+ 1.95 3.08 1.63 2.75 

All Ages 43.30 59.09 16.80 36.08 All Ages 6.52 7.65 5.36 8.06 
  Urban Males Urban Females   Urban Males Urban Females 

5-14 21.83 33.57 12.94 29.49 5-14 2.11 1.73 1.67 1.50 

15-24 56.90 58.23 31.68 49.09 15-24 33.25 25.10 18.95 17.24 

25-59 54.46 46.97 24.83 35.99 25-59 45.23 33.41 11.48 11.34 

 15-59 55.30 50.29 26.51 39.28  15-59 35.96 27.18 14.12 13.29 

 60+ 19.07 25.66 12.02 20.46  60+ 3.29 2.83 2.26 1.99 

All Ages 51.55 47.44 24.92 37.23 All Ages 12.66 10.29 8.74 8.57 
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workers in labour market. The changes in the proportion of job-seekers within non-workers 

is highly gendered (Table 3.2). It is quite vivid that in rural areas, the proportion of women 

job-seekers in female non-workers has increased substantially against a decline in the men’s 

proportion to male non-workers in the 15-59 age group. Apparently, the women are 

increasingly unable to find jobs that are not vulnerable, which in turn is being translated into 

rise in their proportion of job seekers to non-workers. 

 

Looking at these trends one clearly observes that the unemployment rate among 

secondary labour force i.e. children, college going youth, women and old has increased who 

are “supposed” to stay out of labour force if their economic condition had improved. 

Undoubtedly, the changes in the employment scenario from census seem to be an outcome 

of lack of good employment opportunities either in quantity or quality. 

 

The regional pattern (Map 3.1) of changes in the unemployment rate from NSS 

confirms that the northern plains of India except some regions of West Bengal registered 

increment in the unemployment rate which should have reduced given the existence of 

strong patriarchal norms in north Indian society. Here, women would strictly stick to 

domestic work instead of seeking work, if the patriarch of the household would earn plenty 

for its livelihood. 

  

 In short, NSS result point 

towards worsening of employment 

situation in rural India but it does 

not completely rules out the 

possibility of operation of income 

effect because women’s withdrawal 

from work force appears to be 

accompanied by increment of 

women “attending educational 

institutes”, “doing domestic duties 

only” and “doing domestic duties 

with allied activities”. 

 

 

Map 3.1 Change in the Female 

Unemployment Rate between 1999-2000 

and 2011-12 
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4. Accounting the missing female workers 

 The results in the above sections point towards the increase in the proportion of 

women attending educational institutes and domestic duties with or without the allied 

activities, in rural India. The analysis of proportion of usual status categories (Table 4.1) to 

rural female population gives us an insight understanding of the reality of income and 

educational effect. 

 

Table 4.1: Proportion of Different Usual Status (Principal +Subsidiary) categories in Rural Female 

Population by Age Groups 

Source: Calculated from unit level record 55th and 68th round of Employment and Unemployment survey, NSS 

*Others include usual status category coded 94, 95, 96 and 97. 

 

 It is evident from the table that the proportion of female workers declined across all 

age categories which is accompanied by the increase in the proportion of women “attending 

educational institutes” and doing “domestic duties with allied activities” for the 5-24 age 

groups and 25-59 age group, respectively, between 1999-00 and 2011-12. However, the 

proportion of women attending to “domestic duties only” declined between the same periods 

for all age groups. In the school and college going age groups (5-24), the decline is mostly 

substantiated increase in the proportion of female attending educational institutes whereas 

the diminution among the core working age groups (25-59) and old (59+) is assisted by 

large increment in the proportion women attending “domestic duties with allied activities”. 

The proportion unemployed of women does not register a major increment which is not 

representative of the big picture as explained in Section 3. It must be noted that the trends 

signal towards not only a shifting of women workers but also of “others” and the “domestic 

duties only” category women to educational and “domestic duties with allied activities”. 

Usual Status Year 5-14 15-24 25-59 15-59 59+ All Ages 

Workers 
1999-00 4.92 35.64 53.87 48.20 21.76 29.91 

2011-12 1.49 21.34 43.71 37.17 21.33 24.86 

Proportion Unemployed (PU) 
1999-00 0.03 1.25 0.23 0.54 0.00 0.31 

2011-12 0.10 1.39 0.40 0.69 0.01 0.45 

Attending Education Insti-
tutes 

1999-00 63.30 14.51 0.08 4.56 0.13 18.15 

2011-12 88.30 32.79 0.12 9.67 0.07 24.90 

Domestic Duties only 
1999-00 3.51 29.74 25.98 27.15 24.93 17.95 

2011-12 1.39 22.39 23.98 23.52 24.56 16.75 

Domestic Duties with allied 
activities 

1999-00 2.60 16.75 18.02 17.62 11.04 11.36 

2011-12 1.06 20.91 30.34 27.59 16.32 18.48 

Others* 
1999-00 25.64 2.11 1.82 1.91 42.14 22.33 

2011-12 7.66 1.16 1.44 1.36 37.71 14.56 
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One must ask the question that why the increasing ratio of domestic workers need to get 

involved in collection and allied activities. 

 

5. Withdrawal or Employment Distress? 

 The account of usual status categories does not offer a clear perception of underlying 

causes of women’s increment in educational and domestic arena. To reach a conclusion, one 

has to analyze the trends of the usual status categories by income (MPCE) categories. 

 

 It is found in the Table 5.1 that the female-male WPR differential generally declines 

between 1999-00 and 2011-12. This change occurs with lower intensity as one moves from 

the first quintile to the last quintile except the fourth quintile. Such patterns of change are 

unexpected if the increase in household income is to be taken as the major determinant of 

the women’s withdrawal from work force. The decline in female-male WPR differential 

would have been declined (Table 5.1, column VII) the most among the higher quintiles due 

to their better economic status. The proponents of income effect assume that the rise in 

household income does not lead to rise in its consumption, leading to higher household 

savings and withdrawal of the women from work. Whatsoever, the real NDP has increased 

at 4.7% per annum between 1999-00 and 2009-10 (CSO), if the income of poorest of the 

population i.e. very low income increase by this rate, it would never be high enough to 

consider their women’s withdrawal from the labour market. 

 

Insert Table 5.1 Work Participation Rate* by Monthly Per –Capita Expenditure (MPCE) Quintiles 

 

Source: Calculated from unit level records of 55th and 68th Employment and Unemployment rounds, NSS 

*Work Participation Rate by Usual Status (Principal + Subsidiary) 

**Female-Male differential is ratio of Female WPR to Male WPR. 

***Change represents the decline in the ratio of FWPR to MWPR 

 

  Male Female Female-Male WPR Dif-
ferentials** 

Change*** 
=VI-V 

MPCE 
Quintiles 

1999-00 2011-12 1999-00 2011-12 1999-00 2011-12   

I II III IV V VI VII 

1st 90.14 87.57 55.69 42.04 0.62 0.48 -0.138 

2nd 88.02 82.70 50.30 38.63 0.57 0.47 -0.104 

3rd 87.30 79.87 47.47 35.76 0.54 0.45 -0.096 

4th 85.02 78.24 44.91 32.74 0.53 0.42 -0.110 

5th 80.87 76.09 38.47 30.59 0.48 0.40 -0.074 

Total 86.66 81.98 48.20 37.17 0.56 0.45 -0.103 
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6. Conclusion 

 Based on the evidence from the analysis of Employment and Unemployment Surveys 

in conjunction with unemployment data from Census of India, it can be concluded that 

decline in female work participation rate is not just the function of increase in household 

income because many of non-working women are seeking work at a greater rate than men. 

The usual status-wise analysis of female work force proves that there is informalisation of 

female workforce. There is de-feminisation of workforce in general but sector specific 

feminisation is occurring. The labour market has been conditioned to absorb women only in 

those formal professions which are traditionally considered in the domain of domestic work 

i.e. healthcare, education and hospitality. The evidence clearly confirms that though the 

female school/college going age groups (5-24 age) are increasingly attending educational 

institutes, the core female workforce (25-59 age) performs allied duties along with domestic 

duties. This depicts that transfer of women to domestic spheres does not necessarily mean 

the avoidance of double day burden because women performs many subsidiary function in 

or out of home that are not considered work but need lot of physical exertion. The 

withdrawal is circumstantiated by existing employment distress not by women’s own 

agency. In short, the income effect approach is a geographically blind, positivist and 

reductionist approach towards the condition of female labour market. Declining female 

WPR should not be interpreted as a symbol of economic growth but as an absence of 

quantity and quality of work.  
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