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Abstract - Female labour force participation (FLFP) is a
crucial indicator of inclusive growth and social
transformation. Despite progress in education and income
levels, India continues to experience persistently low and, at
times, declining women’s participation in paid work. This
paper synthesizes existing scholarship to examine the key
determinants shaping FLFP in India, spanning economic
conditions, household characteristics, social norms,
infrastructure availability, and labour -market structure. The
analysis highlights the role of spatial context, with significant
rural-urban differences as well as regional disparities
emerging across states. A particular feature of the Indian
labour market is the presence of substantial latent female
labour supply—women who are willing to work but unable to
participate due to barriers of safety, mobility, care
responsibilities, or job mismatch. The paper argues that FLFP
must be interpreted not merely as a labour -market statistic
but as a planning outcome shaped by land use, service
provision, mobility networks, and institutional frameworks.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Women'’s participation in the labour force is central not only
to gender equality but also to economic productivity and
social well-being. India presents a paradox: rising women'’s
education and reduced poverty coexist with stagnating or
declining female participation in paid employment.
Understanding this contradiction requires moving beyond
narrow economic explanations to examine how culture,
labour demand, infrastructure, and spatial context jointly
shape women’s work opportunities. This paper reviews
existing literature and reinterprets the findings through a
planning-oriented lens, emphasizing how everyday
environments either facilitate or constrain women'’s
participation.

1.1 Global and National Patterns: Understanding
the Contradiction

Across the world, FLFP generally increases as countries
industrialize and women gain education and autonomy.
However, Chaudhary and Verick highlight that India defies
this expected trajectory. Even with rising schooling levels
among young women and relatively steady economic

growth, national labour surveys show stagnating or even
falling FLFP rates.

This unusual trend—the “Indian contradiction”—has
puzzled researchers for more than a decade. While global
patterns point toward enhanced participation with
development, India presents a case where social, economic,
and structural conditions interact in complex ways.
Understanding this contradiction is essential for planners, as
urban growth alone does not automatically translate into
gender-equitable labour markets.

1.2 Measurement Challenges and the “Invisible”
Female Worker

A major insight from the report is that official statistics often
undercount women’s economic contributions. Women'’s
work tends to be home-based, seasonal, informal, and
sometimes unpaid—such as assisting in family enterprises
or agricultural activities. Traditional survey methods may
not capture these forms of labour accurately.

This under-reporting leads to an incomplete understanding
of women’s true economic role and has serious policy
implications. It also reminds planners that many economic
activities, especially in peri-urban and rural-urban
transitional spaces, may happen outside formal workspaces
and therefore remain invisible in spatial data systems.

2. DETERMINANTS OF FEMALE LABOUR FORCE
PARTICIPATION

4.1 Education and Skills

Education increases employability but does not
automatically translate into participation. Where suitable,
dignified, and safe jobs are unavailable, educated women
may exit the workforce rather than accept poorly paid
informal work.

4.2 Household Income

As household income rises, families sometimes withdraw
women from low-status jobs, reflecting an “income effect.”
This makes women’s work appear counter-cyclical and
dependent on economic stress rather than long-term
opportunity.
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4.3 Social Norms and Family Responsibilities

Gender norms continue to assign unpaid care and domestic
roles primarily to women. Decisions surrounding marriage
and fertility strongly influence participation, even when
women express willingness to work.

4.4 Rural-Urban and Regional Differences

Rural women engage more in agricultural and
household-based activities, often out of necessity. Urban
women depend on job diversity, safety, and reliable
transport. Large disparities across states reveal how
development pathways and labour structures shape
outcomes.

4.5 Labour-Market Structure and Job Availability

The dominance of informal employment limits secure
opportunities. A lack of formal, skill-matched jobs—
especially for educated women—reduces sustained
participation.

4.6 Infrastructure and Mobility

Commuting safety, lighting, sanitation, and childcare access
significantly influence women'’s decision to work. Improved
mobility systems and neighbourhood services can directly
raise participation levels.

4.7 Financial and Institutional Inclusion

Access to savings accounts, self-help groups, and credit
networks enhances bargaining power and economic
independence, enabling women to enter income-earning
activities.

4.8 Public Employment and Support Programs

Employment guarantee schemes and community enterprises
provide accessible work for women who face mobility or
household constraints, offering income security and visibility
in the labour market.

4.9 Latent Labour Supply

Many women who are classified as ‘non-workers’ actually
express readiness to work if safe, flexible, and appropriate
jobs existed. This hidden potential underscores the
importance of institutional and spatial reforms.

3. FLFP AS A PLANNING OUTCOME

Female labour participation should be seen as a result of
planning decisions. Land-use zoning, transport networks,
proximity of jobs to housing, and the presence of care
infrastructure all determine whether women can realistically

participate in the workforce. Integrating gender perspectives
into urban and regional planning is therefore essential.

4. POLICY AND PLANNING IMPLICATIONS

1. Create decentralized employment hubs closer to
residential areas.
2. Expand affordable, reliable, and safe public transport

systems.

3. Recognize childcare and eldercare as critical urban
infrastructure.

4. Promote formal sector job creation and fair labour
standards.

5. Strengthen financial inclusion and entrepreneurship
support for women.

6. Adopt region-specific strategies instead of uniform
national approaches.

5. PHYSICAL PARAMETERS THAT AFFECT FEMALE
LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION

5.1 Spatial Distribution of Jobs (Land use, zoning and
city structure)

The spatial organization of cities where employment is
allowed, concentrated, or restricted determines whether
residents can realistically participate in the labour market.

Traditional Indian master plans have followed mono-
centric growth: one strong CBD, with residences sprawling
outward. Employment clusters then emerge far from where
lower-income women live.

5.2 Urban Transport Accessibility, Reliability &
Affordability

Transport systems are the bridge between households
and labour markets. The quality of this bridge determines
who can cross it — and who cannot.

5.3 Citywide System of Childcare & Care Infrastructure
(Treating care as urban infrastructure)

Childcare, Anganwadis, creches, elder-care centers — these
are typically viewed as “social welfare”.
Urban planning rarely maps or standards they like: Schools,
hospitals, parks

6. GOVERNMENT POLICIES AND PROGRAMS
ALIGNED WITH FEMALE LABOUR FORCE
PARTICIPATION
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7. CONCLUSION

India does not lack women willing to work; it lacks systems

designed to support their participation. Economic, social,
and spatial barriers intersect to limit opportunities.
Recognizing FLFP as both a labour-market and planning
outcome reframes responsibility toward creating safer
mobility, inclusive labour structures, and supportive social
infrastructure. Enhancing women’s work participation is
therefore fundamental to economic growth, social equity,
and national development.
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