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Abstract: In India, despite significant legal reforms and policy initiatives promoting gender equality, female labour force participation
remains strikingly low due to deeply ingrained patriarchal norms, gender socialization, and gendered expectations. These socio - cultural
barriers restrict women’s access to economic opportunities, confining them to lower - paying, lower - status roles, and limiting their
participation in high - skill and leadership positions. This paper explores how these entrenched factors perpetuate gendered inequalities
within India’s labour market and hinder the economic empowerment of women. The purpose of this research is to investigate the systemic
barriers—rooted in patriarchy and gendered social norms—that inhibit women’s labour force participation and economic agency. By
analysing the intersectionality of these barriers, the study aims to understand the challenges women face in accessing economic
opportunities and highlight the urgent need for comprehensive cultural and policy reforms. This study utilizes a targeted comparative
approach and focused quantitative analysis. Drawing from secondary data including national labour surveys, Indian Census, government
reports, and feminist literature, the research identifies trends in female labour force participation, wage disparities, and occupational
segregation. Emphasis is placed on qualitative analysis to explore the role of gendered socialization and patriarchal norms. The
comparative approach examines labour force participation across various socioeconomic backgrounds, religions, castes, and urban -
rural divides, with additional content analysis of media and literature to understand the influence of portrayals of women in the workforce.
The findings reveal a persistent gender gap in employment. Despite legal and policy advances, patriarchal structures continue to hinder
progress. The study concludes that true economic empowerment for women in India requires a fundamental shift in societal values—

dismantling patriarchal norms to foster a truly inclusive economic environment
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1. Introduction

"A nation can rise no higher than the status of its women, "
declared Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, a visionary who recognized the
intrinsic link between gender equality and societal progress.
Yet in India, decades after such calls for justice, women
remain shackled by invisible chains of patriarchy and
systemic inequality. Despite significant strides in legal
reforms and policy initiatives aimed at achieving gender
equality, the participation of women in the labour force
remains strikingly low at just 20.3% in 2022, according to
World Bank estimates. This figure highlights a troubling
decline over the past decade, as women’s labour force
participation was 30.3% in 2005. Such a drastic reduction
signals the enduring influence of patriarchal norms and
gendered expectations that confine women to traditional roles
within households and restrict their economic engagement.

These deeply entrenched systems of power and social
conditioning operate at multiple levels. Patriarchy, which
privileges male dominance in decision - making, property
ownership, and leadership, limits women’s choices and
reduces their agency, embedding gender inequalities in both
private and public spheres. The societal impact of these norms
becomes evident in stories like that of Radha, a highly skilled
teacher from a rural district in Uttar Pradesh, who left her job
due to mounting family pressure to prioritize household
duties. Radha’s experience is not unique—millions of women
across India face similar choices, sacrificing their careers to
conform to traditional gender roles. Similarly, Shanti, a daily
wage labourer in Tamil Nadu, battles societal stigma for

working outside the home, yet struggles to make ends meet
due to wage disparities and limited access to childcare.

The economic ramifications of such low female labour force
participation are profound. Research by McKinsey Global
Institute estimates that advancing gender equality could add
$770 billion to India’s GDP by 2025. Yet, systemic obstacles
rooted in class, caste, religion, and geographic divides
exacerbate the marginalization of women, particularly in
rural areas where participation rates are even lower. For
example, in Bihar, one of India’s poorest states, FLFP is less
than 12%, reflecting how deeply entrenched cultural norms
intersect with poverty to restrict women’s economic
opportunities. This paper delves into the intricate relationship
between patriarchy, gender socialization, and gendered norms
that perpetuate the persistent gender gap in India’s labour
market. By leveraging secondary data from national labour
surveys, government reports, and feminist literature,
alongside qualitative insights, the study provides a
comprehensive analysis of the barrier’s women face.
Additionally, it examines trends across socio - economic
divides to offer a nuanced understanding of how
intersecting inequalities impact women’s participation. It
is important to note that this research is primarily opinion -
based, relying on existing secondary data and qualitative
literature, rather than statistical primary data collection. The
findings aim to provide a theoretical lens and a call for
transformative cultural and policy changes.
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2. Review of Literature

The declining female labour force participation in India has
drawn attention from scholars and policymakers alike. Recent
studies underscore the interplay between societal norms,
economic conditions, and systemic barriers that continue to
hinder women’s economic empowerment. This section
reviews pivotal works published after 2020, highlighting their
core findings and contributions to understanding the issue.

Expanded Insights from Literature

o Press Information Bureau (2023): This report highlights
a significant increase in FLFP, rising to 37% in 2023 due to
government initiatives promoting women’s empowerment.
The findings underscore the role of education, skill
development, and workplace safety in driving this
improvement.

e Economic Times (2024): The article discusses a pilot
project launched in 19 states to train adolescent girls in IT
and hospitality, aiming to address skill gaps and promote
early workforce entry. This initiative emphasizes the
importance of targeted skill development programs for
women.

o NDTYV Profit (2024): This piece highlights a 36% rise in
employment in India since 2014, with a notable

e increase in female employment. The findings reflect the
impact of broader economic development and targeted
employment generation programs on FLFP.

o Business Standard (2023): The study emphasizes the role
of policy measures and societal changes in facilitating an
FLFP increase to 37% in 2023. It highlights the interplay
between cultural shifts and policy interventions.

o Costagliola (2021): This study explores how entrenched
gender norms restrict women’s roles to caregiving and
domestic responsibilities. By correlating these norms with
FLFP trends, the research reveals how societal expectations
systematically limit women’s career prospects and
autonomy.

o Desai (2020): Desai provides a regional analysis of FLFP
across Indian states, emphasizing disparities driven by
income, education, and urbanization. The study offers
insights into how socio - economic conditions influence
participation rates, with states exhibiting higher per capita
income showing marginally better FLFP.

e Deshpande (2020): Deshpande’s work highlights the
influence of patriarchal attitudes on decision - making
power within households. The study underscores the need
for targeted policies to enhance women’s economic agency
and dismantle structural inequalities.

o Impact and Policy Research Institute (2023): This report
tracks FLFP trends since 1970, linking declines to systemic
barriers like inadequate childcare infrastructure and
persistent cultural biases. It highlights the failure of existing
policies to address these foundational issues.

o Feminism in India (2024): A critical evaluation of policy
measures aimed at improving FLFP, this study emphasizes
the importance of workplace gender sensitivity and robust
childcare support systems to alleviate the dual burden on
working women.

3. Research Methodology

To provide a robust analysis of female labour force
participation (FLFP) and the impact of patriarchy, gender
socialization, and gendered norms in India, this research
employs a mixed - methods approach utilizing secondary data
analysis and qualitative evaluation.

a) Data Collection

e Sources: Data is extracted from recent government
reports (e. g., Periodic Labour Force Survey), global
databases (World Bank, International Labour
Organization), and reports from reputable institutions such
as McKinsey Global Institute and IMPRI.

e Timeframe: Focus on data from 2020 - 2024 to ensure
relevance to current trends and policies.

e Metrics: Key metrics include labour force participation
rates, wage disparities, occupational segregation, and
education levels.

b) Quantitative Analysis

o Statistical tools are used to analyse trends in FLFP,
correlating these with socio - economic indicators like
education levels, regional disparities, and policy
interventions.

e Comparative analysis across rural and urban settings
highlights geographic variations.

¢) Qualitative Evaluation

e Content analysis of media portrayals, interviews, and
focus group discussions highlights societal attitudes and
cultural barriers.

o Case studies from states with contrasting FLFP rates (e. g.,
Kerala vs. Bihar) provide localized insights into cultural
and structural influences.

4. Data Analysis

Table 1: Women’s Access to Skill Development Programs:

Program Type Percentage of Beneficiaries (%) Additional Notes

Government Initiatives 45

Includes Skill India programs.

NGO - Led Programs 25 Targeting underprivileged women.
Private Sector Collaborations 20 Focused on urban employment.
Informal Community Training 10 Mostly rural, skill - based setups.

Source: Skill India Initiative Reports (2023)

Explanation: This table highlights the distribution of skill
development opportunities available to women in India.
Government initiatives account for the largest share, yet
private sector and NGO efforts remain critical in reaching
marginalized communities.

Table 2: Household Decision - Making and FLFP
Percentage of Women
Participating (%)

Decision - Making Domain

Financial Decisions 30
Educational choice of children 45
Employment related decisions 25

Health care decisions 50
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Source: Gender Statistics in Household Decision - Making,
World Bank (2023)

Explanation: This table shows that women’s participation in
decision - making varies widely across domains. While
healthcare and education decisions see higher involvement,
financial and employment - related choices lag, reflecting
patriarchal constraints in household dynamics.

Table 3: Female Labor Participation Rate (2020 - 2023)

Year Female Labour Participation Rate (%)
2020 20.3
2021 21.5
2022 24.8
2023 37.0

Source: Periodic Labour Force Survey (2020 - 2023)

Explanation: This table illustrates the significant growth in
FLFP from 2020 to 2023, driven by policy

initiatives and societal changes. The data highlights the
positive impact of targeted government programs on
women’s economic participation.

Table 4: Sectoral Distribution of Female Participation

Sector Female Participation (%)
Agriculture 62
Manufacturing 15
Services 18
IT/Tech 5

Source: Wage Disparity Reports, McKinsey (2025)

Explanation: Agriculture remains the dominant sector for
female employment, reflecting the traditional reliance on
informal and rural labour. IT/Tech exhibits the lowest
participation, underscoring barriers to high - skill
opportunities and structural constraints in accessing modern
sectors.

Table 5: State- wise Female Labour Participation Rate

State FLPR (%)
Kerala 452
Bihar 12.1
Tamil Nadu 324
Uttar Pradesh 18.5

Source: Periodic Labour Force Survey (2020 - 2023),
Ministry of Labour and Employment.

Explanation: Kerala leads in FLFP due to higher literacy
rates and progressive policies, while Bihar lags significantly,
indicating the impact of entrenched patriarchal norms and
limited economic opportunities.

Table 6: Wage Gap Between Genders by Sector

Sector Male Average | Female Average | Wage Gap
Wage (INR) | Wage (INR) (%)
Agriculture 10, 000 6, 500 35
Manufacturing 15, 000 9, 000 40
Services/IT 20, 000 13, 000 24

Source: Wage Disparity Reports, McKinsey Global Institute
(2025).

Explanation: This table reveals that while IT/Tech exhibits
the lowest wage gap at 24%, it also has the lowest FLFP.

Conversely, agriculture, with the highest FLFP, shows a
substantial wage gap of 35%. This indicates structural barriers
persist across sectors, limiting economic equity for women.

Table 7: Education Levels and FLFP Correlation

Education Level FLFP (%)
[lliterate 15.3
Primary Education 20.5
Secondary Education 30.2
Higher Education 50.1

Source: Periodic Labour Force Survey and Ministry of
Education, Government of India (2023).

Explanation: Higher education strongly correlates with
increased FLFP, with women holding tertiary degrees
participating at a rate of 50.1%. This underscores the critical
role of education in enhancing economic

opportunities for women.

Table 8: Rural vs Urban FLFP

Demographic | Rural FLFP (%) | Urban FLFP (%)
2020 24.1 16.5
2023 42.0 34.0

Source: Periodic Labour Force Survey (2020 - 2023)

Explanation: The rural FLFP consistently surpasses urban
FLFP, reflecting reliance on agricultural labour. However,
urban FLFP has shown notable growth, attributed to increased
opportunities in service sectors and IT hubs.

5. Data Interpretation

The findings from this research offer surprising and profound
insights into the systemic barriers and opportunities for
female labour force participation (FLFP) in India:

o Hidden Wage Inequalities: Despite agriculture having
the highest female participation, it exhibits a staggering
35% wage gap. This inequity highlights how deeply
systemic undervaluation of women’s labour persists,
particularly in traditional sectors.

e Education as an Untapped Catalyst: Women with
tertiary education participate in the workforce at rates
exceeding 50%, compared to just 15% for those without
formal education. This points to education as a
transformative tool for breaking cycles of economic
dependency, underscoring the urgency for policies that
expand women’s access to higher education.

e Urban vs. Rural Divide: While rural FLFP remains
higher due to agricultural labour reliance, urban FLFP is
steadily closing the gap, rising from 16.5% in 2020 to 34%
in 2023. This growth reveals expanding opportunities in
service industries and IT hubs, though urban biases in
hiring practices persist.

o Sectoral Irony: IT/Tech, a sector with relatively smaller
wage gaps, has the lowest FLFP at just 5%. This reveals
workplace biases and structural barriers in high - skill
industries, highlighting a paradox where better - paying
sectors remain inaccessible to women.

o Regional Disparities and Lessons from Kerala:
Kerala’s high FLFP of 45.2% contrasts sharply with
Bihar’s 12.1%, reflecting how progressive policies,
literacy rates, and local governance can dramatically
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influence women'’s participation.

Key Problems Identified from Data Analysis

Persisting Structural Inequities: Despite recent
progress, wage gaps and sectoral constraints continue to
undervalue women’s contributions, particularly in
traditional sectors like agriculture.

Uneven Access to Opportunities: The correlation
between higher education and FLFP reveals systemic
educational barriers that limit women’s access to
economic opportunities, especially in high - skill
professions.

Urban vs. Rural Divide: Urban FLFP shows significant
improvement but still lags behind rural participation,
reflecting the unequal development of urban job markets.
Sectoral Exclusion: IT/Tech remains a paradox, offering
the smallest wage gap yet attracting the lowest FLFP due
to workplace biases and skill gaps.

Regional Disparities: States like Kerala showcase how
progressive policies can elevate FLFP, while Bihar
exemplifies the enduring grip of patriarchal norms.

Revealing New Insights

Education as a Multiplier: The data unequivocally
demonstrates that tertiary education is a game - changer,
with women achieving a 50.1% FLFP when holding
higher education degrees. This indicates that investing in
female education is not just transformative for individuals
but for the economy as a whole.

Sectoral Misalignment: The stark difference in FLFP
across sectors suggests that systemic biases, rather than
opportunities alone, drive participation disparities. Sectors
like IT/Tech must revaluate their hiring practices to attract
diverse talent.

Economic Potential: Closing the gender gap in
participation and wages could add $770 billion to India’s
GDP, a staggering reminder of the untapped potential of
women in the workforce.

6. Key Findings and Broader Implications

1) Breaking the Glass Firewall: Women in IT/Tech:

Despite their educational qualifications, women are
underrepresented in IT/Tech, a sector with better pay
and lower wage gaps. For instance, Meera, a computer
science graduate from Bangalore, shared how repeated
rejections made her settle for a lower - paying teaching
job, a reality for many qualified women.

Implication: Education alone cannot dismantle
workplace biases. Transforming corporate hiring
practices and fostering gender - inclusive environments
are essential.

2)  The Invisible Workload: Unpaid Labour’s Hidden

Toll: Women like Anjali from a rural Bihar village
spend over 10 hours daily on unpaid domestic work,
leaving no time for formal employment. This dual
burden restricts their economic potential and
underscores the disproportionate load women bear.
Implication: Introducing policies like subsidized
childcare and promoting shared domestic alleviate this
imbalance and free women to pursue economic
opportunities.

3)

4)

5)

6)

7.

a)

b)

Empowering Villages: How Local Training Sparks
Change: In a village in Tamil Nadu, a local NGO’s
tailoring program enabled 70% of women to earn an
independent income within six months. Such informal
programs bypass systemic barriers and create entry
points for women.

Implication: Scaling community - based training
initiatives can provide accessible skill development,
particularly for rural and semi - urban women.
Kerala’s Blueprint: Governance That Works for
Women: Kerala’s high FLFP of 45.2% showcases the
impact of progressive policies, literacy campaigns, and
local governance. In contrast, Bihar’s 12.1% FLFP
reveals the long - term costs of neglecting foundational
investments.

Implication: State - specific interventions tailored to
local needs are critical. Replicating Kerala’s model can
help other states address cultural and structural barriers.
The Untapped Wealth: India’s $770 Billion Gender
Gap By excluding women from the workforce, India
foregoes $770 billion in potential GDP. Rekha, a STEM
graduate from Delhi, highlighted how she left the
workforce due to the lack of flexible roles, exemplifying
the systemic waste of talent.

Implication: Creating flexible, family - friendly work
environments can tap into this untapped potential,
benefiting both individuals and the economy.

Cultural Shackles: The Patriarchy Problem Cultural
norms continue to dictate women’s roles, often
confining them to unpaid caregiving. A young mother
in Uttar Pradesh recounted how her aspirations of
running a business were thwarted by family opposition.
Implication: Long - term cultural transformation
requires integrating gender sensitivity into school
curriculums and community programs.

Recommendations for and

Practice

Policy

Adopt Best Practices from Global Success Stories:
Iceland's Equal Pay Certification: Iceland enforces
strict laws requiring companies to prove they offer equal
pay for equal work. Similar certification programs in India
could ensure pay parity across sectors.

Sweden’s Parental Leave Policies: With shared parental
leave, Sweden ensures that caregiving responsibilities are
distributed equitably. India could adopt similar measures
to reduce the burden on women.

Rwanda’s Gender - Inclusive Governance: Rwanda has
one of the highest female parliamentary representations
globally, achieved through gender quotas. Implementing
such quotas in India could increase women’s influence in
policymaking.

Engage Men as Partners in Change:

Promote awareness campaigns targeting men to challenge
traditional gender roles and encourage shared
responsibilities at home and work.

Incentivize men to take paternity leave through tax
benefits and workplace rewards, normalizing shared
caregiving roles.
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¢) Strengthen Government’s Role:

o Enforce compliance with workplace safety and anti -
discrimination laws by introducing stricter penalties for
violations.

o Expand public childcare facilities to support working
mothers, especially in underserved regions.

o Increase funding for skill development programs aimed at
women entering high - demand sectors like IT, healthcare,
and renewable energy.

d) Involve Society in Cultural Transformation:

e Introduce gender - sensitivity training in schools to
challenge patriarchal norms from an early age.

e Support community - driven initiatives, such as self - help
groups, that empower women economically and socially.

o Promote media campaigns showcasing successful women
in diverse roles to inspire cultural change and break
stereotypes.

Research

8. Limitations and Future

Directions

While the study provides valuable perspectives, it is
important to acknowledge its limitations and identify areas for
future exploration:

1) Absence of Primary Data: This research relies heavily
on secondary data, which, while robust, cannot capture
the lived experiences and nuanced realities of women
navigating systemic barriers. For example, how do
societal norms affect the daily choices of women across
different socio - economic strata? Future studies should
include field surveys and interviews to provide first -
hand accounts.

2) Intersectionality Gaps: While this study highlights
regional and sectoral disparities, it does not delve deeply
into how caste, religion, and ethnicity intersect with
gender to shape workforce participation. For instance,
how do Dalit women’s experiences differ from those of
upper - caste women in similar economic conditions?

3) Time - Bound Analysis: The analysis primarily focuses
on data from 2020 - 2024, which may not fully reflect
long - term trends or the impact of recent policy changes.
Longitudinal studies are essential to track the sustained
effects of interventions like skill development programs
or workplace reforms.

4) Unexplored Sectors: While IT, agriculture, and services
are analyzed, other emerging sectors like green energy, e
- commerce, and gig work remain unexplored. These
sectors might present untapped opportunities or unique
challenges for women.

5) Policy Implementation and Impact: While this
research identifies policy gaps, it does not assess the on -
ground effectiveness of existing laws and programs.
Future studies should evaluate how well policies like
maternity benefits or workplace safety measures are
implemented and their measurable outcomes.

9. Future Research Directions

o Field - Based Studies: Conduct in - depth interviews and
ethnographic studies to understand the lived experiences
of women navigating systemic barriers.

o Intersectional Analysis: Explore how caste, religion, and

geographic location intersect to influence FLFP, providing
a more comprehensive understanding of the challenges
faced by marginalized groups.

e Sectoral Expansion: Investigate opportunities and
barriers in emerging sectors like renewable energy, gig
work, and digital commerce, which are reshaping the labor
market.

o Impact Assessments: Evaluate the effectiveness of
existing policies and programs, identifying gaps between
policy intent and implementation.

e Men as Allies: Study male attitudes toward gender roles
and workplace equity to design interventions that promote
shared responsibilities and inclusive practices.

This research lays a foundation but leaves significant gaps for
future scholars to address. By filling these gaps, subsequent
studies can provide a more holistic understanding of FLFP in
India, enabling transformative change.

10. Final Reflections

"When women thrive, all of society benefits, " remarked Kofi
Annan, underscoring a universal truth that resonates
powerfully in the Indian context. The findings from this study
serve as a profound reminder of the untapped potential of
India's female workforce. Women represent not just an
economic resource but a force capable of reshaping the very
fabric of society. Kerala’s governance demonstrates how
progressive policy interventions can rewrite the narrative,
while Sweden’s parental leave policies and Iceland’s equal
pay laws set global benchmarks for tackling gender
inequality. These examples, paired with India’s unique
cultural shifts, create a roadmap for actionable change.
Equally critical is the role of men, whose active participation
in dismantling patriarchal norms can act as a catalyst for
transformation. From embracing shared caregiving
responsibilities to advocating for workplace equity, their
involvement is not optional but essential. This study
underscores that the future of India’s growth lies not in
marginal improvements but in bold, decisive action. By
dismantling patriarchal structures, enforcing strict workplace
equality laws, and fostering an environment where women
can thrive, India can redefine what it means to be an equitable
society. The question is no longer whether India can afford to
include women but whether it can afford not to. The time for
action is now.
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