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Abstract

Women's participation in the labour force is a key factor in achieving inclusive growth
and social development. In Bihar, however, the female labour force participation rate (FLFPR)
remains one of the lowest in India despite significant economic and social changes. This study
explores the barriers that restrict women from entering and sustaining themselves in the
workforce. The research highlights how socio-economic factors such as poverty, low education
levels, cultural norms, early marriages, lack of skill training, inadequate childcare facilities,
and safety concerns limit women’s opportunities. The analysis also considers structural issues
like gender wage gaps, informal work dependency, and limited access to government schemes.
Secondary data suggests that women are largely concentrated in agriculture and informal
sectors, often without fair wages or job security. The paper presents a tabular dataset on female
workforce distribution across rural and urban Bihar, supported by government reports and
statistical sources. The findings reveal that while policy interventions such as self-help groups,
skill development programs, and employment guarantee schemes have shown some impact,
deep-rooted social barriers continue to obstruct women’s economic empowerment. The study
concludes that addressing gender inequality requires not just economic reforms but also
changes in education, awareness, and social attitudes. Overall, the paper emphasizes the need
for inclusive labour policies that create safe, skill-based, and dignified work opportunities for
women in Bihar.
Keywords:- Female Labour Force Participation, Bihar, Socio-Economic Barriers, Gender
Inequality, Employment, Poverty, Skill Development, Informal Sector, Empowerment.

Introduction

Female labour force participation is often considered a key measure of economic
progress and social equity. However, in India, and particularly in Bihar, women’s participation
in the labour market remains disproportionately low. According to NITI Aayog’s labour and
employment report, Bihar consistently ranks among the lowest in terms of female work
participation, reflecting deep-rooted socio-economic challenges (NITI Aayog 112). Despite their
crucial contribution in agriculture and household activities, most women remain outside the
formal employment sector. Several studies have highlighted that women in Bihar face structural
and cultural barriers that restrict their entry into paid work. Social norms, lack of education,
gender bias, and limited mobility are among the primary hurdles. Klasen and Pieters argue that
across India, declining female work participation is linked to both supply-side issues like
education and demand-side problems such as lack of suitable jobs (Klasen and Pieters 46).
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In Bihar, these issues are magnified due to poverty, lack of skill development, and weak industrial growth. Moreover,
unpaid household responsibilities, poor health facilities, and unsafe work conditions discourage women from seeking
employment. Deshpande notes that women’s unpaid care work continues to remain invisible in economic statistics,
further marginalizing their role in labour markets (Deshpande 89). The situation is worse in rural Bihar, where
patriarchal values dominate, and women are largely confined to domestic or subsistence activities. This paper seeks to
explore these socio-economic barriers in detail, using secondary data and scholarly insights, and to suggest policy
measures for inclusive economic development in Bihar.

Objectives and Purpose

The main purpose of this research is to understand the barriers that restrict women’s entry and participation in the
labour force in Bihar. Women play a critical role in both household and community-level economic activities, yet their
contribution often remains invisible in official data due to unpaid labour and informal work (Deshpande 71; Nayar
102). By analyzing the socio-economic, cultural, and structural challenges, this study seeks to highlight why women in
Bihar remain excluded from formal and productive employment opportunities.

The objectives of this paper are:
To examine the socio-economic conditions that influence women’s participation in the labour force.
To study the role of education, skill development, and training in shaping female employment opportunities.
To analyze cultural, traditional, and gender-related factors that limit women’s workforce participation.
To review government policies and schemes that aim to improve female labour participation in Bihar.
To identify possible solutions and strategies for increasing women’s involvement in productive and secure
employment.
The purpose is not only to examine statistical data but also to link it with social realities. The study aims to create
awareness about the urgent need for inclusive policies and gender-sensitive reforms that address both economic and
social barriers. By doing so, it contributes to ongoing debates about women’s empowerment and sustainable
development in Bihar (Times of India 6).
The following data has been compiled from Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS), 2022-23, NITI Aayog reports, and
PRS Legislative Research. It shows the comparative status of female labour force participation in Bihar compared to
the national average.

Table 1: Female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR) in Bihar (15 years & above)

abrwbdE

Year Bihar FLFPR (%) Rural Bihar National FLFPR Urban Bihar Source
(%) (%) (%)
2017-18 45 23.3 5.2 3.1 PLFS, MoSPI
2019-20 5.6 27.4 6.8 3.8 PLFS, MoSPI
2021-22 7.2 30.0 8.6 4.2 PRS Legislative
Research
2022-23 9.4 32.8 10.8 5.1 NITI Aayog, 2023
Table 2: Distribution of Women Workers by Sector in Bihar (2022-23)
Sector Percentage of Women Nature of Work Source
Workers
Agriculture 68% Mostly unpaid family labour PLFS, 2023
& seasonal work
Informal/Unorganized 22% Domestic work, daily wage | PRS Legislative Research
labour, self-help groups
Formal Sector 10% Domestic work, daily wage NITI Aayog, 2023
labour, self-help groups

Sources: Bihar Economic Survey 2025 , PLFS data (MoSPI, via state-level report) , Economic Survey Report 2024-25
(via Times of India summary) , Gender Parity data .

Key Observations from Data

» Bihar’s FLFPR (9.4%) is still less than one-third of the national average (32.8%) (NITI Aayog 62).

» Rural women are slightly more engaged in work compared to urban women, but mostly in agriculture and unpaid
jobs (PRS Legislative Research 12).

» Formal sector representation remains below 10%, showing structural exclusion of women (Bhatia 160).
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Here are four relevant images that visually represent key aspects related to female labour force participation in Bihar:

1. Women Farmers in the Field

This image shows a group of women working together in a rural agricultural setting, highlighting the significant role
women play in farming despite often going unrecognized.

2. Skill Training Session in Patna
Women attending a training session on climate adaptation and agriculture in Patna—indicating efforts to empower rural
women with sustainable skills.

3. Women and Solar-Powered Irrigation
Rural women working near solar-powered irrigation equipment, symbolizing innovations that support female
agricultural engagement and address resource access issues.

4. Woman Harvesting Rice

A female farmer harvesting rice in a field, underscoring the crucial, hands-on contributions of women to Bihar’s
agrarian economy.

Female labour force participation (FLFP) in Bihar is one of the lowest in India, standing at just 9.4% in 2022-23
compared to the national average of 32.8% (NITI Aayog 62). The state’s socio-economic and cultural realities play a
central role in shaping women’s work opportunities. The analysis below explains these barriers in detail, supported by
data, statistics, and observations.

1. Socio-Economic Barriers

The first and most prominent barrier to women’s participation in Bihar’s workforce is the socio-economic structure of
the state. Bihar has one of the highest poverty rates in India, with rural areas depending largely on subsistence
agriculture (PRS Legislative Research 7). Women in rural households often work as unpaid family labourers, helping in
sowing, harvesting, or livestock rearing, but their contribution is not recognized in official statistics (Bhatia 142). This
“invisibility of women’s labour” remains a major reason for the low official participation rate. In addition, women in
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urban Bihar face limited opportunities due to fewer industries and service sector jobs compared to other states. They
often engage in domestic work or self-help group activities, which remain informal and poorly paid (Nayar 95).

2. Education and SkKill Deficit

Education plays a crucial role in enabling women to enter the labour market. However, Bihar continues to have one of
the lowest female literacy rates in the country at 60%, compared to the national average of 70% (Rajan 118). Low
literacy makes it difficult for women to access formal sector jobs, government employment, or entrepreneurship
opportunities. Skill training is another major barrier. Though programs like Deen Dayal Upadhyaya Grameen
Kaushalya Yojana (DDU-GKY) and other vocational schemes have been launched, their reach in rural Bihar is very
limited. Women often lack awareness about these schemes or face mobility restrictions in attending training centres
(NITI Aayog 56). For example, a survey in Patna showed that only 18% of women had ever participated in any skill
development program (Times of India 6).

3. Cultural and Social Norms

Deep-rooted patriarchy and gender roles significantly restrict women’s entry into the workforce. Traditional
expectations assign women the primary responsibility for household chores, childcare, and elder care (Deshpande 64).
As a result, women rarely get the freedom to pursue full-time employment. Early marriages are another factor. Bihar
has one of the highest rates of child marriage in India, with 40% of girls married before the legal age of 18 (NITI
Aayog 60). Once married, many young women withdraw from education and work due to social restrictions and family
pressure (Rajan 112). Additionally, safety concerns, harassment, and lack of secure transportation discourage women
from travelling to distant workplaces. Families often prefer to keep women at home rather than allow them to face
unsafe working conditions (Times of India 4).

4. Structural and Employment-Related Barriers

Bihar’s labour market is heavily dependent on agriculture and informal jobs. According to PLFS 2022-23, nearly 68%
of women workers are engaged in agriculture, often in unpaid or seasonal roles (PLFS, MoSPI). Another 22% work in
informal domestic labour or as daily wage earners, while only 10% are in the formal sector (PRS Legislative Research
12). This imbalance shows that women’s work is concentrated in low-paying, insecure sectors. Wage disparity also
remains a pressing issue. Women agricultural labourers earn 30-40% less than men for the same work (Bhatia 154).
Lack of maternity benefits, absence of childcare facilities, and weak enforcement of labour rights further discourage
women from formal participation (Nayar 102).

5.  Government Schemes and Their Impact

Several government schemes such as MGNREGA, Skill India Mission, and Self-Help Groups under JEEViKA in Bihar
have been designed to improve women’s participation in economic activitiecs. MGNREGA has particularly provided
employment opportunities for rural women, with Bihar recording nearly 46% female participation in the scheme in
2021-22 (NITI Aayog 56). Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have also empowered women to engage in small businesses,
micro-finance, and collective farming activities. Reports suggest that over 1.2 crore women in Bihar are associated with
SHGs, improving their financial independence (Cyril Amarchand Blogs 3). However, despite these positive impacts,
these initiatives are not enough to significantly raise the overall FLFPR. The underlying cultural and structural barriers
remain too strong to be overcome by schemes alone.

6. Rural-Urban Divide

Data shows that rural women are slightly more engaged in work compared to urban women, but their contribution is
largely limited to agriculture and household-based enterprises (PLFS, MoSPI). Urban women face mobility issues, lack
of job opportunities, and competition with migrant labour, which further lowers their participation rates (Rajan 118).
For example, in 2022-23, 10.8% of rural women were engaged in work compared to just 5.1% of urban women (NITI
Aayog 62). This gap highlights the structural weakness of Bihar’s urban labour markets, which fail to absorb women
workers.

7. Link with Migration and Male Dominance

Migration of male workers to other states for employment also influences women’s labour roles. In many cases, when
men migrate, women take on additional responsibilities in agriculture or household management (Deshpande 71).
However, instead of being recognized as independent workers, they remain classified as “helpers” or unpaid
contributors. This reinforces the cycle of economic invisibility and dependence on male earnings. Thus, even migration
does not necessarily create opportunities for female empowerment but adds to their burden.
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8. Visual Representation through Photos

The images of women farmers in Bihar and SHG meetings highlight the reality that most women’s economic
contribution is tied to agriculture and informal groups. Despite their visible role in rural livelihoods, official recognition
and wage equality are missing (Heifer International; Alamy). Similarly, training sessions in Patna or solar-powered
irrigation systems show positive interventions, but their reach remains small compared to the state’s overall female
population (CGIAR; Revolve Media).

9. Way Forward

The data and social realities suggest that increasing FLFP in Bihar requires both policy reforms and cultural
transformation. Steps such as improving female literacy, expanding skill training programs, providing safe transport
and workplaces, ensuring wage equality, and promoting SHG-based entrepreneurship are crucial. At the same time,
awareness campaigns addressing gender stereotypes and early marriage must be prioritized (Bhatia 160; Rajan 112).
Without such a dual approach, Bihar’s women will continue to remain at the margins of the labour market.

Problems and Findings
The analysis of female labour force participation in Bihar reveals a number of interlinked problems that prevent women
from engaging in the workforce.

Problems

1. Economic Invisibility — A majority of women work as unpaid labourers in agriculture or family-based enterprises,
which are not recorded in official statistics (Deshpande 64; Nayar 95).

2. Education and Skill Gaps — Low female literacy (60%) and limited access to skill development programs restrict
women from formal and secure jobs (Rajan 118; NITI Aayog 56).

3. Cultural and Social Norms — Gender roles, early marriage, and safety concerns discourage women from working
outside the home (Times of India 4; PRS Legislative Research 7).

4. Wage Disparities — Women earn 30-40% less than men for the same agricultural or informal work, reinforcing
gender inequality (Bhatia 154).

5. Weak Policy Implementation — Although schemes like MGNREGA and SHGs have helped, poor infrastructure,
corruption, and lack of awareness reduce their impact (NITI Aayog 62; Cyril Amarchand Blogs 3).

Findings

The study finds that Bihar’s Female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR) of 9.4% is not due to lack of willingness
among women but due to structural and social barriers. Rural women are slightly more engaged in agriculture, yet
remain confined to unpaid or low-paying jobs (PLFS, MoSPI). Urban women face even more restrictions due to
mobility issues and lack of job opportunities. Government interventions such as SHGs and MGNREGA have shown
positive but limited results, as they have not significantly improved women’s access to formal jobs. The data suggests
that unless education, safety, and gender equality are ensured, FLFPR in Bihar will remain far below the national
average (NITI Aayog 60; Rajan 112). Thus, the key finding is that economic empowerment of women in Bihar requires
both policy reforms and social transformation.

Hypothesis

This research is based on the hypothesis that socio-economic, cultural, and structural barriers are the main reasons
behind the low female labour force participation in Bihar. While poverty and lack of jobs are important issues, the
deeper causes lie in gender inequality, low education levels, wage discrimination, and restrictive social norms. The first
assumption of the hypothesis is that women in Bihar are willing to work but face systemic challenges such as poor skill
training, lack of safe mobility, and limited access to government schemes. The second assumption is that even when
women are employed, they are concentrated in agriculture and informal sectors, where their contribution remains
largely invisible in official data. The third part of the hypothesis suggests that policy interventions alone cannot
improve women’s participation unless cultural barriers such as early marriage, gender roles, and social restrictions are
addressed. Thus, the working hypothesis concludes that Bihar’s low female labour force participation is not merely an
economic problem but also a social and cultural challenge, requiring multidimensional solutions combining education,
empowerment, and inclusive policy reforms.

Methodology

This study uses secondary data to analyze the barriers to female labour force participation in Bihar.

Secondary Data

The secondary data has been collected from reliable sources such as the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) 2017—
23, reports of NITI Aayog, and publications from PRS Legislative Research (PLFS, MoSPI; NITI Aayog 62). Scholarly
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works such as those of Deshpande and Rajan have been used to understand the socio-cultural aspects of gender
inequality (Deshpande 64; Rajan 112). Newspaper reports and blogs such as The Times of India and Cyril Amarchand
Blogs have been included to show contemporary developments and public discourse (Times of India 6; Cyril
Amarchand Blogs 3).

Approach

The analysis involved tabulation of participation rates, comparison of rural-urban differences, and sectoral distribution
of women workers. Data was then interpreted in the light of socio-economic realities and cultural practices. This
methodological framework ensures that both quantitative data and qualitative insights are used to explain the barriers
comprehensively (Nayar 102; Bhatia 160).

Conclusion

The study clearly shows that the problem of low female labour force participation in Bihar is not only economic but
also deeply social and cultural. Despite their significant contribution to agriculture and informal work, women remain
largely invisible in official statistics and underrepresented in the formal labour market (Deshpande 64; Nayar 95).
Poverty, illiteracy, and lack of skills further limit their chances of entering secure jobs. The data reveals that women in
Bihar are concentrated in agriculture (68%) and informal sectors (22%), while their share in the formal sector is just
10% (PLFS, MoSPI; PRS Legislative Research 12). Government programs such as MGNREGA and Self-Help Groups
under JEEViKA have shown positive results, but their impact is limited by weak implementation and lack of awareness
(NITI Aayog 60; Cyril Amarchand Blogs 3). Cultural factors such as early marriage, patriarchal roles, and safety
concerns create strong barriers that cannot be solved by economic reforms alone (Times of India 4; Rajan 118).
Therefore, the solution requires a multi-dimensional approach, improving women’s education, expanding skill
development, ensuring equal wages, and creating safe workplaces, along with shifting social attitudes. Only through
such comprehensive reforms can Bihar hope to achieve inclusive growth by empowering its women workforce (Bhatia
154).
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