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Female LFP in India: NSS data



Low & Declining LFPR of Indian Women

I India: two issues related to FLFP numbers:

I Low level: persistent

I Decline: last two decades (roughly)
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What is Labour Force Participation?

I Economically active + looking for work = LFP

I Focus on a binary indicator: in or out of LF: implicitly poses
the issue as one of labour supply

I Women report lower rates of unemp than men. It is assumed
) not working = voluntary exit
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LFPR = Labour Supply?

I Repeated rounds of national survey (e.g. NSS) or individual
surveys (Deshpande & Kabeer, 2021) document Indian
women's willingness to workif work was available at or near
their homes

I These data highlight the following:
I unmet demand for work
I predominant responsibility of reproductive labour (\Norms that

Matter")
I inability to access work far away from home
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Participation in Economic Activities: LFP

I Unpaid work in family enterprises not counted: economic
work, not \care"

I Constraints?
I \Norms that Matter" (with Naila Kabeer, 2021):

Reproductive Labour (domestic chores)
I Massive unmet demand for work, if compatible with dom

chores
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Decline in FLFP

I Decline in what? % of economically active women OR hours
worked?

I Paper by Nicholas Li comparing TUS 1998 to 2019: hours
worked# for both men and women, but more for women

I Many eco active women don't get counted as workers as they
don't meet majority time or 30-continuous-days criteria
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U-shaped relationship between education and employment

I U-shaped relationship of FLFP with edu: high for women with
v low or high levels of education. Low for women with middle
levels of edu.

I New paper by Chatterjee and Vanneman (2022): IHDS data:
U-shaped relationship not related to conservative social norms

I Instead: occupational segregation: men dominate in
white-collar occupations
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Major Explanations for Indian FLFP trends

I Supply side explanations dominate the lit: marriage,
motherhood, conservative social norms, sexual violence,
stigma of working outside the home

I All important issues, undoubtedly de�ne women's lives in
critical ways

I Demands of reproductive labour: explanation of the low level
of FLFP

I Low, volatile and declining demand for female labour? Less
researched
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Other Stylised Facts about Indian Women

I Women increasingly involved in rural SH groups+ livelihoods
programmes

I Female interstate migration for reasons other than marriage:
increase between 2001 and 2011

I \Norms" have not prevented women from entering higher ed
despite all the same social conditions that de�ne workplaces

I Maternal Mortality Rate: between 2000 and 2017, South Asia
achieved the greatest overall reduction in MMR: a decline of
nearly 60% (from an MMR of 384 down to 157 per 100,000
live births). India: 130 in 2014-16
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Is Indian FLFP an in-or-out story?

I Developed countries: women transition in & out of LF more
than once in their lifetimes

I Could Indian women be exhibiting transitions as well? If yes,
due to what factors?

I Panel data from CMIE over four years: 2016-2019. 3 obs per
person per year. 12 waves.
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Female LFPR and Employment Status:CMIE data

Sample: N=2593489; unique N=358591



Employment Status in CMIE data

I FLFPR# from 22% to 12.8% (Rural) and to 11% (Urban) in
CMIE data

I # in FLFP is primarily due to a# in unemp women
I Discouraged workers?
I Male LFPRs also declined but lower magnitude (5 pp) &

mainly # in emp men
I (Note: NSS decline only rural)
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Discontinuous Work: \Dropping Out, Being Pushed Out
or Can't Get In?" (with Jitendra Singh)

Entry Rates by Wave and Sex, Jan 2016-Aug 2019

Interpretation: 78% of working age women were out of labor force in January-April 2016. Out of them 9% (0.07 of
0.78) joined the labor force when they were observed in next wave. Male Sample: N=2871594; unique N=387886.
Female Sample: N=2871594; unique N=387886



Female-Male Di�erences in Entry and Exit Rates

I Av exit rate for women = 30%) 30% leave in each period,
70% remain

I Exit rate for women 6 times higher than men: 4% OLF
women join in the next period

I Entry rate 4 times higher for men than women
I Remember: base �gures v di�erent. 4% calculated on a larger

base of OLF women
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Total Number of Transitions, Jan 2016-Dec 2019

Based on all individuals who were in the LF in atleast one wave and observed in all 12 waves. X-axis shows the
number of transitions (including both entry and exits) and Y-axis shows the fraction of individuals with x number
of transitions. We use mean of survey weights of individual across 12 waves. Sample Size: Total N=1190748,
Unique N=99229



Total Transitions

Of those who were in LF in at least one wave (95% men and 44%
women):

I 70% men ILF in all 12 waves; 20% made more than 2
transitions

I 5% women ILF in 12 waves; 95% made at least 1 transition
(34: 1; 36:2; 25: 3 or more)

I Widespread informalisation & precarity of labour markets
where men work out of compulsion but women join only when
work available & compatible with domestic chores
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Actual Transitions or Changes in Self-reporting?

I Division bet OLF and unemp (ILF) fuzzy, esp for women.

I Could it be that transitions re
ect change in classi�cation
based on variation in self-reporting LF status?

I No. Examining transition from \employed" to \not employed"
(both unemployed and OLF), we �nd trends similar to LFP
transitions.

I In each period,� 3% \not employed" women are \employed"
in the next wave.

I > 18 % of \employed" women are \not employed" in the next
wave.

I Women are frequently joining and leaving LF.
I Seasonality? No sharp spikes or dips in monthly data.
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What do frequent transitions indicate?

I Change in self-reporting? No.

I Seasonal spikes and dips? No.
I Indian women's low attachment to labour market?
I 36% women make 2; 25% women make 3 switches over 4

years.
I 34 & 25% of ST & SC women resp, make 3 switches,

compared to 19% of UC
I Groups with higher LFPRs & fewer taboos make more

switches. These are also poorer & in precarious employment.
Suggests fractured nature of work avail, not low attachment.
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Number of Transitions by Social Groups



Demand-side Story

I Indian women's LFP marked by volatility and frequent
transitions

I Measurement: 44% women in LF at least once in 4 yrs
I Reasons unrelated to childbirth or change in hh incomes or

any seasonal factors
I Jobless growth 2000-2011; since the last 7 years, growth story

has faltered
I Neg shocks (demonetisation, Covid-19) a�ect female LFP

disproportionately more
I Changes in ag technology: mechanisation has displaced

female intensive jobs
I U shaped w edu: men with mid-level edu work as blue-collar

or semi-skilled workers, no opp for women
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Norms Matter: Two sides of the same coin

Female/Male Ratio of Time
Devoted to Unpaid Work

Belief in the Male Breadwinner
Model



Patriliny, Patrilocality and Patriarchy

I Women's outcomes and gender equity in South Asia:
I \patriarchal, patrilocal, patrilineal belt" OR \belt of classic

patriarchy"
I Despite di�erences in religious practices, economic structures

and political regimes, common features:
I the practice of female seclusion

I patrilineal inheritance
I patriarchal family norms
I patrilocal marriage patterns
I strong son preference & discrimination against daughters

I Kabeer, Deshpande and Assad (2019): Women's access to market
opportunities in South Asia and the Middle East North Africa: barriers,
opportunities and policy challenges
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