
 

                                     

 

 

 

 

 

      Marga Institute 

 

 

 

Female Labour Force Participation-Impact on the Household  

in Sri Lanka’s Transition to Very High Human Development  

(VHHD) Status 

 

 

 

 

Myrtle Perera 

Project Advisor - Godfrey Gunatilleke    

January 2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supported by  

 



2 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

 

 

The Marga Institute wishes to acknowledge with thanks the funding support of Gamani Corea 

Foundation for the study of Female Labour Force Participation. Five separate components in the 

project are submitted as reports. The Institute wishes to thank the board members of the Gamini 

Corea Foundation, Dr Godfrey Gunatilleke for his guidance and support, Professor Tilak 

Abeysinghe and Dr Wasanthi Wickramasinghe for their direction and advice. This is the first 

project in a series of research projects to be conducted with the partnership of the Gamini Corea 

Foundation. 

 

 

………………  



3 

 

Table of Contents 

 

SECTION 1 ................................................................................................................................................... 5 

Analysis of a Sample of Females from The Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2012/2013 ......... 6 

Summary ....................................................................................................................................................... 7 

1 Concept, Objectives and Method....................................................................................................... 9 

2 Analysis of Findings by Thematic Clusters ..................................................................................... 12 

3 Analysis of Statistical Differences Derived from a Mann Whitney U Test of Significance ........... 42 

4 Capability Index .............................................................................................................................. 46 

5 Implications for Female Participation in the Labour Force ............................................................. 49 

6 Policy Implications .......................................................................................................................... 55 

7 Annex 1 - Capability Index-Concept and Construction .................................................................. 58 

8 References ....................................................................................................................................... 66 

9 Annex 2 - Enabling and Hindering Score Indicators ....................................................................... 67 

SECTION 2 ................................................................................................................................................. 71 

Analysis of Formal and Informal Sector Workers from  HIES 2012/2013 Data ........................................ 72 

1 Definition ......................................................................................................................................... 73 

2 Descriptive Indicators ...................................................................................................................... 73 

SECTION 3 ................................................................................................................................................. 87 

Females and Their Participation in the Labour Force: Women‘s Reality - An Exploratory Study ............ 88 

Part 1 - Analysis of Narratives .................................................................................................................... 89 

1 The Sri Lankan Conundrum ............................................................................................................ 89 

2 Methodology.................................................................................................................................... 90 

3 Analysis of Narratives (Case Studies) ............................................................................................. 91 

4 Summary........................................................................................................................................ 110 

5 Conclusion ..................................................................................................................................... 112 

6 Going Forward............................................................................................................................... 113 

7 References ..................................................................................................................................... 115 

Part 2 – Narratives .................................................................................................................................... 116 

8 Annex 1 ......................................................................................................................................... 116 

SECTION 4 ............................................................................................................................................... 133 

Selected Local Research Studies on Female Labour Force Participation in Sri Lanka ............................ 134 

1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................... 135 



4 

 

2 List of Research Studies Reviewed ............................................................................................... 136 

3 Methodology Adopted in the Research Studies............................................................................. 137 

4 Findings ......................................................................................................................................... 143 

5 Conclusions ................................................................................................................................... 151 

6 Recommendations ......................................................................................................................... 152 

7 References ..................................................................................................................................... 153 

SECTION 5 ............................................................................................................................................... 155 

Literature Review of Selected Countries with the VHHD Status ............................................................. 156 

1 Introduction and Overview ............................................................................................................ 157 

2 Research Methodology .................................................................................................................. 160 

3 Female Labour Force Participation Rates (FLFPR) ...................................................................... 162 

4 Factors Contributing to Higher Rates of Female Labour Force Participation ............................... 168 

5 Negative Effects of Higher Female Labour Participation ............................................................. 180 

6 Conclusions and Recommendations .............................................................................................. 182 

7 Appendix 1 .................................................................................................................................... 187 

8 References ..................................................................................................................................... 189 

  



5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 1  



6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Analysis of a Sample of Females from The Household Income and 

Expenditure Survey 2012/2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Myrtle Perera 

S Somaratne - Consultant Data Analyst 

January 2022 

 

 

 

 

  



7 

 

 

Summary 

 

The study based on a sample of households selected from the Household Income and 

Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2012/2013 examined the different situations of working females 

(WFs) and non-working females (NWFs) in a setting of nearly 5000 young functional families.  

The main issue addressed in the study is the low participation of females in the labour force in 

Sri Lanka. 

 

The key objective was to portray the different family situations of Working (WFs) and Non-

working (NWFs) females, develop key indicators to measure differences and finally analyse 

factors that led some females to join, and others to refrain from joining, the workforce. The 

ultimate objective was to cite policy measures affordable to Sri Lanka, that can facilitate the 

participation of NWFs in the workforce and address the issues faced by WFs in caring for their 

family while they engage in full time work. 

 

 Data analysis adopted three tools of descriptive indicators, scoring for enabling and hindering 

indicators from a Mann Whitney ―U‖ test and finally a Capability Index all of which 

progressively sharpened the differences between the situations of WFs and their households and 

NWFs and their households. The analysis sought sectoral and income level differences as well. 

 

The indicators showed significant differences between the two types of females. These 

differences signified the capabilities and hindrances in their family situations relative to their 

joining or not joining the workforce. Some features within the family that are likely to have 

enabled WFs to work and kept NWFs from working were highlighted. Smaller families with the 

presence of supportive adults are features that are likely to have enabled WFs to work. The fair 

proportion of females with tertiary education that placed them in high level jobs with high 

incomes differentiated WFs from NWFs. Nevertheless, except for the factor of tertiary education 

other levels of education were similar among both types of females. Both types had supportive 

adults in the family. Lower levels of education of WFs had afforded them opportunities for 

employment, with some in low status low waged occupations. The same conditions among 

NWFs had not led them to the workforce.  

 

In access to services both types of females had similar facilities. There was little difference in the 

pattern of ownership of homes and of household equipment. While indicators spelt out 

differences and similarities, it emerged that both types of females had some enabling and some 

hindering features in terms of joining the workforce. Nevertheless, in the final measurement of 

the Capability Index that measured over- all facilities, the WFs had a fairly high positive index of 

capabilities with NWFs revealing a high negative index. 
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It raises the issue of why some NWFs with capability had failed to join the workforce. Some of 

them had high and middle level household incomes accruing from their spouses that could have 

deterred them. But others having capability and living in low-income households had chosen not 

to join the workforce.  

 

They, very likely had exercised their right to choose to prioritize family care for reasons within 

their household situations to which the data was not privy. The limitations of quantitative data 

were clearly evident in the incompleteness of the scenario in the lives of WFs and NWFs. These 

have to emerge from qualitative research. 

 

The findings are, however, able to point to gaps in policy that are likely to have deterred NWFs. 

Those gaps in policy likewise, had adverse consequences for WFs who are likely to have 

compelling economic reasons that led them to the workforce but were facing great stress that 

affected both their quality of family life and the quality of their work. Such a situation would 

negate the objective of a strong household that can withstand external upheavals. 

 

The sample contained 36 percent of WFs who were engaged in informal work that encompassed 

agriculture, small industry, crafts, catering and a mix of services. These opportunities had 

enabled them to combine income earning with family care. The findings from qualitative 

research from a small sample of households that was one component of the project, revealed a 

clear call for opportunities to work from home. Their choice of work had enabled them to 

combine two situations successfully and satisfactorily.  

 

Planners and implementers are called upon to design creative policies. Greater avenues for 

tertiary education is an obvious intervention. But the rich resource of secondary educated 

females calls for policies that lift them out of low occupations. Their skills need to be upgraded 

in the different areas of expertise. There is a clear place for technology training, the use of 

computers and other forms of home- grown user-friendly tools and innovations. There is a need 

for policy to introduce an over-arching policy of institutional support for access to new demands 

in the export market, access to raw material, updated design and innovation, to training in 

accounting and entrepreneurship and, thereby, lifting women to a higher level of self-worth, 

similar to an earlier plan of ―large investor-small producer‖ that was successfully implemented in 

the nineteen eighties. Such a policy could lead to an enhancement of the quality of both family 

life and work life. That appears to be the way to increase the participation of women in the 

labour force while strengthening the household as the bulwark of a value-oriented society that 

would proceed positively on the path to Very High Human Development Status, the operative 

term being the term‖ human‖ within the concept of ―development‖. 
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1 Concept, Objectives and Method  

1.1 Rationale for Study 

The discussion on labour force participation in the ―Vision‖ paper (Gunatilleke G.)
1
flags two key 

features that prevail in VHHD countries. One is the high female labour force participation 

(FLFP) and the other, the high share of waged employment. Both these features have been low in 

Sri Lanka despite the presence of key preconditions of high female education, low fertility and 

small household size that prevails in the country, a phenomenon that can be described as the Sri 

Lankan conundrum. This study –the main study- was triggered by the contention posed in the 

―Vision‖ paper regarding encouraging females to enter the labour force without providing an 

enabling environment for combining household tasks and childcare. The pertinent question is, if 

women in considerable numbers enter the work-force, then who would take over the vacuum left 

in the home? A comparative study of countries that have achieved VHHD status, which is a 

component of this study, reveals the facilities provided in advanced countries that have enabled 

both parents to combine work and home care. Admittedly these facilities are not within the 

economic capability of Sri Lanka.  Sri Lanka will have to depend on extended family as the main 

alternative for care of the family in the absence of the mother at home. There is evidence from 

recent studies on the elderly, that this assistance is now dwindling, and, in fact the care of 

extended family elders has been added to home care. 

 

It is in this context that the ―Vision Paper‖ expressed a pressing need to strengthen the household 

by empowering females and offering them a choice of entering the work force or engaging in 

care of the family whichever was more in keeping with their values concerning the family. The 

key requirement is, providing appropriate skills to females to enter the workforce with dignity 

and self –worth, affording them, at the same time, the freedom to choose their role without 

compulsion of economic need driving them to work and social need driving them to opt out of 

work. It is in this context that the analysis of data from the HIES was embarked upon.  

1.2 Analytical Framework 

Framed within the primary focus of the ―Vision Paper‖ (1), of strengthening the household to 

secure its continuity as the bulwark of society, the analysis is based on a premise that enhancing 

household capability – considered a proxy to capability of the female – could ensure the quality 

of life of the members within it. The unit of analysis is the female within two situations, one, of 

working full time in formal or informal activities and the other, of functioning as a full- time 

housewife. 

 

The analysis was carried out in two stages. First, a descriptive analysis utilizes a set of numerical 

tables that encompasses a large number of variables. This detailed document serves as a working 

                                                 
1 Gunatilleke, Godfrey. A Vision for Sri Lanka 2025-2035 Pre-requisites of Very High Human Development. 
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document and is placed in an Annex. Second, the findings were subjected to a series of statistical 

tests advocated for non-parametric and parametric variables. These are described under 

―methodology‖ 

 

 Third, the quantitative data is used to derive templates of the two types of females with a set of 

indicators that would provide a tool to assess capability. Selected variables that are deemed to 

provide facilities that had enabled females to join the workforce for full time work will be used 

to derive templates. Assessed in this manner, the templates could differ with some having more 

facilities than others. They will be used to carve out levels of capability. The assumption would 

be that some of the working females are doing so under duress which would affect substantially 

their quality of life, their performance at work and the quality of care within the family. It will 

take intensive qualitative studies to establish that dimension in their lives. 

 

In the case of the non-working females who will be subjected to a similar analysis to establish 

levels of capability, it is expected that some of them will, on the basis of capability, qualify as 

candidates for full time formal work. The question to be posed –through qualitative data- is the 

reason for their status of a non-working female. The capability assessment will provide 

indications of some in this group to be considered as potential participants in the labour force. 

Providing initiatives to enable such females to become productive contributors to the economy 

would be placed squarely in the courts of the policy makers. 

1.3 The Key Objective 

Within the limitations of quantitative data, the analysis aims to study the differences in situations 

in two sets of households, those with the main female in full time work and others with females 

fully engaged in housework and child care. The analysis is expected to reveal the different 

situations, surfacing the advantages and disadvantages they experience, while also providing 

indications of the likely deprivations in economic terms in households dependent on one 

person‘s income, and the social deprivations in care mainly in households in which the female 

was in the workforce. The analysis is expected to provide indications for policy measures 

relevant to the specific needs of working females having to combine with household tasks and of 

non-working females with economic and social needs. 

 

1.4 Methodology   

The study was based on quantitative data from the HIES-2012/2013. In keeping with the 

objective of the study, a sub set was selected purposively on specific criteria set out below. 

 The main female was between the ages 25 years and 40 years 

 The main female was married and living in a household with a husband, young children 

and perhaps, elderly relatives 
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 Households were of two types, one, in which the female was in full time work while the 

other, in which the female was fully engaged in house work. 

 The sample so selected amounted to 4997 households that comprised 1546 households 

with working females and 3451 households with non-working females. 

 Working females were further divided into two categories of females in the formal sector 

and in the informal sector. 

 This broad group was classified into a ―young‖ category of females aged 25-35 years of 

age and another, older category aged 36-40 years. 

 The 25-40- year age group was considered the most productive and having the greatest 

potential to join the workforce.  

 

Table 1.4.1 Sample Distribution 

Age group Working females Non-working females Total 

 No % No % No % 

25-35 842 54.4 2300 66.6 3142 62.8 

36-40 704 45.6 1151 33.4 1855 37.2 

  100.0  100.0   

Total 1546 30.9 3451 69.1 4997 100 

 

Table 1.4.2 Distribution of Formal and Informal Work 

Age group Formal Informal Total 

 No % No % No % 

25-35 536 54.5 306 54.4 842 54.4 

36-40 447 45.5 257 45.6 704 45.6 

  100.0  100.0   

Total 983 63.6 563 36.4 1546 100.0 

 

In the analysis, several tools that were applied to the data on Working Females (WFs) and Non-

Working Females (NWFs) sharpened the indicators progressively at each application. In the first 

stage, tables were generated that facilitated a descriptive analysis through a set of indicators from 

numerical data. A set of tables of numerical data is found in Annex 3. The final report of the 

study was organized around compact tables with an analysis of each indicator. These indicators 

are analysed under three key clusters of themes as ―thematic cluster profiles‖.   

 

 

In the next stage the data including data on income and expenditure containing 95 variables was 

subjected to rigorous statistical tests such as Chi Square, Mann Whitney ―U‖ test, to arrive at the 

significance of differences between the WFs and NWFs. A multivariate approach was adopted to 

carry out a factor analysis that filtered the data. The data that was tested was utilized in three 

different tools of measurement.  
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 The first measurement used, out of the 95 variables, 61 that were highly significant as 

derived from the Mann Whitney ―U‖ test to compare the situations of working and non-

working females. These indicators were given an unweighted score -in effect a simple 

count-and the total scores were utilized to derive what was termed ―enabling‖ and 

―hindering‖ scores for WFs and NWFs, indicators that were deemed to facilitate a female 

participating in the workforce and those that could deter or hinder. 

 The set of indicators that was filtered through a factor analysis was next utilized to derive 

a ―Capability Index‖ that is applied to WFs and NWFs, disaggregated by the three sectors 

and three levels of income, low, medium and high. 

 

A detailed account of the concept and construction of the Capability Index is in Annex 1. 

Detailed tables pertaining to the test are in Annex 2 in the Appendix.  

 

The proposal to use secondary data as a component of the study sprang from the availability of a 

comprehensive data set in the Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES-2012/13) that is 

carried out as a series by the Department of Census and Statistics.  

 

1.5 Structure of the Report 

Section 1 of the report sets out the rationale, objective and methodology of the study. Section 2 

contains the descriptive analysis titled ―Thematic Cluster Profiles‖. Section 3 contains a 

comparison between WFs and NWFs based on the results of the Mann Whitney ―U‖ test. Section 

4 analyses the outcomes from the Capability Index. Section 5 discusses the ―Implications for 

Female Participation in the Labour Force‖. Section 6 sets out policy measures.  

 

2 Analysis of Findings by Thematic Clusters 

The indicators (analysed in Part A) have been classified under three main themes and their sub 

themes as set out below.  

 

 Demographic, that included; 

- Ethnicity and religion 

- Education and health 

 Access to Amenities, that included ownership of equipment related to; 

- Media 

- To household tasks  

- Vehicles for transport 

 - Quality of housing and housing tenure 

 Access to services that included; 
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- Source of lighting, 

- Safe drinking water 

- Hygienic toilets and  

- Safe cooking fuel 

 

The data analysis presents the overall status of WFs and NWFs. Next it presents an analysis by 

sector and lastly by income level.  

 

2.1 Comparison of Working and Non-working Females - All Females 

2.1.1 Economic Profile  

2.1.1.1 Household Income 

The study sample contained a majority of NWFs that comprised 69% as against 31% of WFs.  

 

As a critical indicator of economic capability, the over-arching indicator of monthly household 

income is first considered for comparison between the two sets of females. For comparison, 

incomes are presented as mean and median. 

 

Table 2.1.1.1.1 Mean and Median Household Income among Working and Non-Working 

Females 

   WFs   NWFs 

Mean (Rs)  55,330   44,404 

Median (Rs)  37,082   29,412 

 

Both the mean and median incomes were lower in households of NWFs. Overall, the NWF 

household incomes were lower than those of WFs, a likely consequence of the single earner in 

the household. Dependent on other conditions, this factor can act as a trigger for NWFs to seek 

employment since in the final analysis adequacy of spending money is a powerful determinant of 

choices made by household members.  

 

2.1.1.1 Debts 

Indebtedness is considered a critical indicator that reflects the health of the household economy. 

Debts are classified by three levels, based on the quantum of debts. The total household debt 

used in this analysis ranges from small levels such as repayment of seettu to repayment of loans, 

hire purchase schemes, business loans and leases, all repayments of both long term and short- 

term debts. The table below gives a breakdown by range. 

Note: Seettu is a local version of a Tontine system. 
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Table 2.1.1.1.1 Level of Debts (Percentage) 

     WFs    NWFs 

No debts    19   26 

Range-Rs 100-10,000   6   7 

Rs >10,000-50,000   18   16 

Rs >50,000    58   51 

Total     100   100 

 

More of the NWFs with no debts could reflect their lack of creditworthiness. However, among 

the NWFs the proportion -close to that among WFs- whose debts fell within the highest range 

could have been made possible by high incomes from their spouse‘s wages. Apart from that there 

was no significant difference between the two categories of females in their pattern of 

indebtedness. Nevertheless, the differences in their ability to repay could become a significant 

cause for stress for NWFs in particular.  

 

2.1.2 Demographic Features  

2.1.2.1 Age 

All females were grouped into two age groups, and older and a younger group. They were 

distributed differently between the two groups. 

 

Table 2.1.2.1.1 Age Dispersion (Percentages)     

     WFs  NWFs 

25-35 Years   54  66 

35-40 Years   46  34 

 Total    100  100 

 

Both categories of females had larger shares of younger females, but this share was higher 

among NWFs. The WFs had a higher share of older females than NWFs. The higher proportion 

of older WFs could reflect participation in the workforce at an early age and currently continuing 

in service. The high proportion of young NWFs is likely to signify the presence of young 

children that may have acted as a deterrent to their joining the workforce.     

 

 

2.1.2.2. Ethnicity and Religion 

 

As indicators, ethnicity and religion overlapped. The distribution of the three main religions in 

the sample reflected the pattern that prevails at the national level. The contention that religious 
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restrictions can influence some females in their decision to join the workforce cannot be 

ascertained from the quantitative data.  For instance, did the lower proportion of Muslim WFs 

reflect the influence of such restrictions? Responses to such questions can be obtained only 

through qualitative research. As such, this indicator was not carried on to the rest of the analysis. 

 

Table 2.1.2.2.1 Disaggregation by Religion (Percentages) 

     WFs  NWFs 

Buddhist   65  58 

Hindu    24  17 

Muslim   4  15 

Other    7  10 

Total    100  100 

 

Household Composition  

 

2.1.2.3. Household Size 

The high proportions of large families among both WFs and NWFs could act both as an 

incentive to join the workforce and as a deterrent. The composition of such families would be 

important as signifying high dependence or high support. 

 

Table 2.1.2.3.1 Household Size among Working and Non-Working Females (Percentages) 

      WFs    NWFs 

1-3 Members    23    21 

4-7 members    75    77 

More than 7 members   2    1 

Total     100    100 

 

The support would be important for the quality of life of the WF while the burden of dependence 

would fall heavily on the households of NWFs who are most likely to be single earner families. 

Some of the households could have young relatives or domestic help living with them and 

counted in the household size.  
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2.1.2.4 Number of Elders 

 

A large majority of both WF and NWF families contained no elders (over 70 years of age). This 

factor could signify and absence of support which was important for WFs who need support 

while they were out at work.  For NWFs the absence of elders could signify relief from costs of 

maintaining elders.  Again, NWFs could have some relief from constant care and housework 

from support of elders. Nevertheless, the presence of adults aged 50-70 years would have 

provided support.  

 

Table 2.1.2.4.1 Number of Elders among Working and Non-Working Females 

(Percentages) 

       WFs   NWFs 

No elders     95   95 

1 elder      5   5 

Total      100   100 

 

 

2.1.2.5   Number of Adults 50 < 70 years 

 

Table 2.1.2.5.1 Number of Adults 50 < 70 years among Working and Non-Working 

Females (Percentages) 

       WFs   NWFs 

1-3 Adults      93   95 

4-6 Adults      6   5 

7-8 Adults      1   0 

 

While the above table showed the absence of elders in households of both WFs and NWFs, the 

presence of adults between 50-70 years of age was next considered on the premise that their 

presence is likely to provide support for child care and housework. The data shows situations that 

were not dissimilar among both WFs and NWFs in terms of the presence of adults. Out of the 

WFs, 95% had no elders but all of WF households had adults between 50 and 70 years who 

could have given the support that enables them to go out to work.  

 

Notably, all of the NWFs too have similar facilities for support. The question then arises as to 

reasons for their failure to join the workforce.   
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2.1.2.6 Number of Children 

 

Table 2.1.2.6.1 Number of Children in a Family among Working and Non-Working 

Females (Percentages) 

       WFs   NWFs 

1-3 children     72   70 

4-6 children     28   29 

7 and more children    0   1 

Total       100   100 

 

The high proportion of small families, as measured by the number of children among both WFs 

and NWFs could have afforded relief to most females in both categories. Nevertheless, fair 

proportions of both WFs and NWFs had between 4 and 6 children. For WFs this factor could 

have been an incentive to engage in work. Additionally, another inducement for WFs to work 

would have been the presence of supportive adults. For NWFs, who had between 4 and 6 

children, it could signify an economic burden. 

 

2.1.2.7.   Education 

 

The level of education is considered an important determinant of participation in the labour 

force. 

 

Table 2.1.2.7.1 Level of Education among Working and Non-Working Females 

(Percentages) 

      WFs  NWFs       

Tertiary    11  1 

Secondary    72  90 

Primary    12  8 

No education     5  1 

Total      100  100 

 

The WFs had a higher proportion with tertiary education when compared with NWFs. The WFs 

had a high proportion with secondary education. The NWFs that had a higher proportion with 

secondary education were, nevertheless, not in the workforce. The NWFs, therefore, have the 

key qualification of education in their favour. Their reasons for refraining from working requires 

further research. 

 

2.1.2.8. Health 
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Families that had reasonably good health could have an advantage when called upon to make the 

choice for the female to move out of the home to work. Health was assessed using an indicator of 

the number of persons in the households that suffered from chronic illnesses. Care demands of 

sick parents and elders in the household could very well act as a deterrent to the females‘ ability 

to leave the home. The data is presented as 1-3 such patients and more than 3 persons with 

chronic illnesses. 

 

Table 2.1.2.8.1 Number of Persons with Chronic Illness among Working and Non-Working 

Females (Percentages)  

      WFs  NWFs    

No patients    61  63 

1-3 patients    39  37 

More than 3    0  0 

Total     100  100 

 

The data shows that, while both categories of females had high shares with no ill persons, the 

NWFs are in a better position in this regard. The medical costs for care of elders too could be 

less for more of the NWFs than for WFs.   

 

The presence of patients in their homes is likely to affect WFs in at least two aspects. They will 

not have the support for child care and house- work that a healthy elder could provide while the 

female is at work. WFs earnings could be important to meet costs of treatment for such patients. 

The NWFs, who had 1-3 patients are likely to face economic privations with costs of treatment, 

while the care burden as a social cost too would be high for NWFs. This feature could act as a 

deterrent to the female joining the workforce. 

2.1.3 Ownership of Amenities and Equipment 

A desire to own or have access to equipment could be a compelling reason for a female to go out 

to work, on the premise that the added income can facilitate access to labour saving, hygienic, 

convenient and valued assets to enhance the quality of life of all members of the household. 

Considering that the WF had the burden of housework in addition to their work outside the 

home, labour saving equipment would not be considered a luxury. The importance of house 

ownership and housing quality was recognized.  Not less important is the facility for 

communication and entertainment as a social requirement. 

2.1.3.1 Media and Communication  

Except for the computer which was owned by less of the NWFs the data does not reflect a 

significant deficiency in use of equipment for communication or entertainment. The computer 

would accrue to NWFs from their spouses. The ownership of computers among WFs too is low. 

Access to new technology for both categories of females is likely to improve the opportunities 



19 

 

for work for NWFs and for better quality of work for WFs. Currently, however, it appears to be a 

luxury few could afford as it is a technology that not all could master. 

 

Table 2.1.3.1.1 Ownership of Media and Communication Equipment among Working and 

Non-working Females (Percentages) 

     WFs  NWFs 

Telephone   32  24 

Mobile telephone  85  88 

Television   84  80 

Radio    67  65 

Computer   19  13 

     100  100 

Note: Each had owned at least one and some more than one of the above equipment. 

 

2.1.3.2 Household Equipment 

The drudgery of housework that becomes a burden to NWFs and an extra burden to WFs can 

take a toll on the female in particular unless she has support from a resident relative or hired 

help. Two household accessories -the refrigerator and the washing-machine were selected as 

proxy to saving on a time-consuming chore of daily washing and the saving of time on cooking 

and marketing when a refrigerator could store food. Being semi-luxury items, they would in all 

likelihood be owned by the high- income earners in both categories. The dual incomes of WFs 

added to a greater imperative to save both labour and time are likely to facilitate their access to 

these items. 

 

Table 2.1.3.2.1 Ownership of Household Equipment among Working and Non-Working 

Females (Percentages)  

       WFs   NWFs 

Refrigerator     26  29  

Washing Machine    55  56 

Refrigerator and washing machine  19  15 

Total       100  100 

 

The work life of the majority of WFs in particular, is likely to be more stressful and tedious than 

that of NWF. Yet, there is little difference in the proportions of WFs and NWFs that owned these 

labour and time saving equipment.  The benefit accorded to NWFs from spouse incomes reflects 

an element of caring on the part of the spouse to ease the burden of the non-earning female.  
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2.1.3.3 Transport  

Mindful of the hazards of daily travel by public transport, not to speak of the difficulties in 

marketing, children‘s schooling and of meeting emergency needs the ownership of a vehicle can 

be a considerable factor in the quality of life of the females as well as other household members. 

Ownership of three types of vehicles was considered. 

 

Table 2.1.3.3.1 Ownership of Vehicles among Working and Non-Working Females 

(Percentages)     

     WFs   NWFs 

No vehicles   50  52 

Motor car + van  5  3   

Motor bicycle   28  30 

 3-wheeler   8  8  

 All three types   0.4*  0 

 Motor bicycle +3-wheeler 4  4 

 Motor bicycle + car  5  2 

 3-wheeler + car  0.1*  0   

 Total     100  100 

*Small but presence is noted 

 

Overall, the difference between WFs and NWFs was minimal. Both categories had a 

considerable proportion that did not own any type of vehicle. Half of WFs and a little over half 

of NWFs did not own any type of transport. In this respect, WFs are likely to experience greater 

deprivation and hardship in daily travel to work, the longer time spent on travel, the heavy toll on 

energy, all this while executing two heavy roles and responsibilities. It is likely to affect the work 

life of their spouses as well. The hazards of travel could very well act as a deterrent to NWFs 

who would weigh the benefits and difficulties in balance and choose the easier option, in terms 

of transport. 

2.1.3.4 Housing Quality 

The structure of the house whether permanent or semi-permanent is considered indicative of 

quality of life in two different aspects. At one level security and safety afforded by a house built 

of permanent materials and at another, convenience and social image could both contribute to 

quality of life. The definition of a permanent house used the structure of the wall as proxy on the 

premise that a house with the wall built of brick, ‗cabok‘ or cement blocks is not likely to have a 

mud floor or zinc or thatched roof. Living in a permanent house will greatly enhance both the 

economic and social standing of a family. Another indicator examines ownership which is of 

greater significance.  
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Table 2.1.3.4.1 Structure of Housing among Working and Non-Working Females 

(Percentages) 

     WFs  NWFs 

Permanent house  93  93 

Semi-permanent house 7  7 

Total    100  100 

 

A large majority-in equal proportions- of both categories of females had a singular benefit of 

living in a permanent house. The dual incomes of WFs and the single incomes of NWFs had the 

capacity to afford this facility.  

 

2.1.3.5 House Ownership 

Home ownership is considered a powerful driver for employment and an inducement to increase 

household income. House rent can be a drain on earnings. Risks of having to move out at the 

wish of the owner, inability to ensure housing quality are some key reasons for home ownership 

gaining high priority for both WFs and NWFs. 

 

Table 2.1.3.5.1 Ownership of Houses among Working and Non-Working Females 

(Percentages)   

      WFs  NWFs 

Owning a house   71  82  

Not owning a house   29  18 

Total     100  100  

  

More of the NWFs had the benefit of owning a house, a benefit that would have accrued to them 

from spouse incomes. Home ownership being a critical aspiration for all families, it could be 

significant as a driver for increasing household incomes and could act as a push factor for 

females to join the workforce.  

 

2.1.4 Access to Services  

2.1.4.1 Safe Lighting Source 

 

A home with electricity for lighting is the aspiration of all families. There was not much 

difference in the availability of electricity between WFs and NWFs. Nevertheless, fair 

proportions who used kerosene, more among NWFs, could experience deprivation on several 

counts besides lighting that would affect their economic capability and detract significantly from 

their quality of life. The presence of electricity in the house flows into a host of other 
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conveniences that enhances quality of housework, the care function and children‘s activities to 

cite a few.  High proportions-near equal- of both categories of females benefitted from this 

facility.  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2.1.4.1.1 Source Lighting among Working and Non-Working Females (Percentages)  

      WFs  NWFs 

Kerosene    10  13 

Electricity    89  86 

Solar     1  1 

Total      100  100  

*3 rural families used generators 

 

2.1.4.2 Access to Safe Sanitation 

Safe sanitation was defined as ―hygienic toilets‖ that subscribed to the attributes specified in the 

HIES. This indicator has special significance for the health of all members of the family but 

more especially for children and elders. Very high proportions of both WFs and NWFs have 

benefitted equally from safe sanitation. Small proportions of both categories, however, had 

unsafe toilets. 

 

Table 2.1.4.2.1 Access to Safe Sanitation among Working and Non-Working Females 

(Percentages) 

     WFs  NWFs 

Hygienic toilets  96  95 

Non-hygienic toilets  4  5 

Total    100  100 

 

2.1.4.3 Access to Safe Drinking Water 

As another indicator that is critical for health of vulnerable members such as children and elders 

it is one that adds to those indicators that enhance the quality of life of the family.  The 

prescribed requirements in the HIES for safe water was applied in the definition.  

 

Table 2.1.4.3.1 Access to Safe Drinking Water among Working and Non-Working Females 

(Percentages)     
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    WFs  NWFs 

Safe   80  88 

Unsafe   20  12 

Total   100  100 

 

While both categories of females had high access to safe drinking water, the NWFs had a 

considerable advantage over the WFs.  

 

2.1.4.4 Type of Cooking Fuel  

 

Table 2.1.4.4.1 Cooking Fuel Used among Working and Non-Working Females 

(Percentages) 

     WFs  NWFs 

       Kerosene, Firewood  55  65 

       Electricity, Gas   45  35 

 

More of the NWFs used the more hazardous, less clean and cheaper fuels for cooking. While 

more of the NWFs face the daily chore with grime and unclean facilities, over half the WFs too 

that experience these conditions are likely to be more affected since they prepared meals prior to 

leaving for work and after returning from work.   

 

When considering the services package as a whole the quality of services used by WFs and 

NWFs is a critical contributor to the quality of life for a female in particular and for WFs more 

than for NWFs. For WFs deficiencies in services could have consequences not only for 

convenience but more important for the health and well-being of all the members of the 

household. Health of elders and children will facilitate or hinder WFs in their work life. Constant 

illness would increase the care burden of NWFs. Some services that fell short of acceptable 

standards would have affected both categories although more NWFs than WFs experienced these 

deficiencies.    

 

2.2 Comparison of Working and Non-working Females by Sector 

2.2.1 Economic Profile 

2.2.1.1 Household Income 
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The mean and median monthly household income is analysed by sector for WFs and NWFs. 

While the overall situation showed the WFs having higher economic capability in terms of 

income the sector wise differences are now examined with data given below. 

 

Table 2.2.1.1.1 Mean and Median Household Income, by Sector. 

             WFs     NWFs     

   Mean (Rs)  Median (Rs)  Mean (Rs) Median (Rs)   

Urban  89402   62155   65295  35536 

Rural  52115   37185   37819  27729 

Estate  32999   27760   25964  22473 

Total  55330   37082   44404  29412 

 

Several notable features emerge as differences between sectors and differences between WFs and 

NWFs. In all three sectors both mean and median incomes are lower among households with 

NWFs compared with those of WFs.   Both rural and estate sector incomes are considerably 

lower than the urban sector incomes. With urban mean incomes as the standard, for WFs in the 

rural sector their mean incomes are lower by 42% and for WFs in the estate sector, by a high 

63%. 

 

For NWFs, the urban- rural difference is similar to that of WFs (42%). The urban- estate 

difference for NWFs is high (60%) but not as high as for WFs.  The urban sector, therefore, 

appears to provide opportunities for better waged employment for both WFs and for spouses of 

NWFs. Other favourable features for urban sector females are highlighted in indicators that 

follow. The estate sector stands out as providing greater employment opportunities for females 

but in low waged occupations. 

2.2.1.2 Household Debts 

As an economic indicator, debts incurred could flag differences in levels of economic capability-

or burden- of the household among the three sectors, and between WFs and NWFs. 

 

Table 2.2.1.2.1 Level of Debts (Percentages) 

              WFs           NWFs 

Level of debts/Sector  U R E  U R E    

No debts   18 20 16  32 25 22 

Rs 100-9,999   2 5 12  6 7 14 

10,000-49,999   9 17 31  12 17 19 

>50,000   70 59 41  51 51 45 

 

Both WFs and NWFs had fair proportions, in all three sectors, of debt free households. Among 

NWFs these proportions were higher than among WFs. Both categories of females had high 
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proportions that carried debts of over Rs 50,000. These high levels of debts could reflect their 

repayments of loans, hire purchase schemes and leases that were included in the list together 

with smaller samurdhi (government welfare for the poor), seettu (local tontine system), small 

credit schemes and pawning. The urban WFs have a higher debt quantum than WFs in the rural 

and estate sectors. 

 

2.2.2 Demographic Features 

2.2.2.1 Age 

 

Sector wise distribution of both WFs and NWFs showed a similar pattern as all sectors together, 

with majority shares of younger females in all three sectors.  The only difference was among the 

estate females. In the estate sector, both WFs and NWFs contained higher proportions of younger 

females. In the case of estate WFs this feature could reflect the nature of the work in the 

plantations. The high proportion of younger females among NWFs could arise from high 

unemployment in plantations. 

 

Table 2.2.2.1.1 Age Dispersion (Percentages) 

    WFs %     NWFs % 

      U R E   U R E    

25-35 years  54 53 60   62 68 76 

36-40 years  46 47 40   38 32 24 

Total   100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

 

Age did not figure significantly when related to the other themes. This indicator was, therefore, 

not used in the rest of the thematic profiles.    

2.2.2.2 Ethnicity and Religion 

Religion was selected as a demographic indicator which was found to overlap with ethnicity. The 

sector wise differences are presented in the table below. 

 

Table 2.2.2.2.1 Disaggregation by Religion (Percentages)   

Religion                    WFs %          NWFs%     

    U R E   U R E                

Buddhist  61 82 15   45 64 31 

Hindu   17 10 75   13 17 53 

Muslim  10 4 2   26 11 5 

Other   12 4 8   16 8 11 
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Total   100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

The high proportion of Hindus among WFs in the estate sector reflected the nature of the 

plantation labour. Another notable feature was the high proportion of Buddhist females among 

rural NWFs and also among urban NWFs. A small share of Muslim females had found 

employment in the urban sector, but, a higher proportion of Muslims were among the NWFs. 

 

Notably over half of Hindus among NWFs in the estate could reflect the non -participation of 

wives of estate managers and supervisors and such others as well as lack of employment 

opportunities for some. While no reasons could be gathered from data the factor of religious 

restrictions to female participation that could be reflected in the data on NWFs cannot be ruled 

out. 

2.2.2.3 Household Size  

Among WFs notably, the estate females had the lowest share of small families and the highest 

share of large families. The rural and urban WFs had moderate shares of small families. 

Nevertheless, both rural and urban WFs had high proportions with 4-7 members and small but 

significant shares of families with over 7 members in all three sectors. 

 

 

Table 2.2.2.3.1 Household Size, by Sector (Percentages) 

              WFs          NWFs                 

     U R E   U R E   

1-3 members   31 24 12   19 22 25 

4-7 members   66         75 83   79 77 74 

More than 7 members  3 1 5   2 1 1 

Total    100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

 The differences between the two categories highlighted the higher shares of large families in all 

three sectors among both WFs and NWFs. But the share of estate NWFs with small families was 

higher than among the WFs. The pattern was similar among both WFs and NWFs in the rural 

sector. In the urban sector the WFs had a higher proportion of smaller families than among urban 

NWFs. 

 

Larger household size could include young relatives or domestic help living with the family, 

besides elder members.  

 

2.2.2.4 Number of Elders  
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Table 2.2.2.4.1 Number of Elders, by Sector (Percentages) 

       WFs    NWFs 

      U R E  U R E      

No elders    94 96 94  93 96 91 

1 elder     6 4 6  7 4 9 

Total      100 100 100  100 100 100 

 

 

All three sectors among both WFs and NWFs, the large majority had no elders living with them. 

No significant differences were seen among sectors between WFs and NWFs.  

 

2.2.2.5 Number of Adults 50 < 70 years 

 

2.2.2.5.1 Number of Adults 50 < 70 years among Working and Non-Working Females 

(Percentages) 

        WFs   NWFs 

1-3 Adults       93   95 

4-6 Adults       6   5 

7-8 Adults       1   0 

 

2.2.2.6 Number of Children 

Sector wise, both WFs and NWFs had a majority with small families. Urban WFs stood out with 

a high proportion with small families. The rural WFs and NWFs had fair shares of larger families 

with 4-6 children. The estate sector WFs had nearly half with 4-6 children.  A significant 

difference between WFs and NWFs was seen in the higher proportion of estate NWFs who had 

small families 

 

Table 2.2.2.6 Number of Children in a Family, by Sector (Percentages)    

             WFs          NWFs 

     U R E  U R E    

1-3 children   83 75 51  69 70 75 

4-6 children   17 24 48  30 29 24 

7 and more children  0 1 1  1 1 1 

Total     100 100 100  100 100 100 
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2.2.2.7 Education  

 

The sector wise distribution of levels of education had a pattern that was different from the total 

in terms of WF-NWF differences. The data is given below. 

 

Table 2.2.2.7.1 Level of Education, by Sector (Percentages)  

               WF           NWF 

     U R E   U R E    

Tertiary   28 10 1  1 1 1 

Secondary   67 81 45  92 90 76 

Primary   50 7 35  6 8 20 

No education   1 2 19  1 1 3 

Total    100 100 100  100 100 100 

 

While both urban and rural WFs had a fair share with tertiary education, the proportion of NWFs 

that had tertiary education was minimal in all three sectors. While secondary educated females 

formed a large share in all three sectors and among both WFs and NWFs, among them, the urban 

WFs had a lower share of secondary educated. Instead, urban WFs had a high share of primary 

educated females. The estate sector WFs were spread out among secondary educated, primary 

educated with a fair share with no education. 

 

Comparing WFs with NWFs, data shows that NWFs had high shares of secondary educated in all 

three sectors-the highest was in the urban sector and the lowest, in the estate sector. Females with 

similar education were in the workforce. Education, therefore, carried little significance as a 

differentiating indicator between WFs and NWFs.  

 

The estate sector stood apart as an economy that had requirements for employment that differed 

significantly from the urban and the rural. They had a fair proportion of WFs with no education. 

Education would have little significance in the work in tea plantations. 

 

2.2.2.8 Health 

The advantage that NWFs had over WFs in having higher proportions with no persons with 

chronic illnesses was not so marked in the sector-wise distribution. Both urban and rural sectors 

had similarly high proportions of females whose households did not have persons with chronic 

illnesses. A slight difference was evident in the estate sector in which NWFs had a somewhat 

higher share of households with 1-3 persons with chronic illnesses. The estate sector NWFs 

would have time for caring for such persons but are likely to face financial constraints with costs 

of medication borne by a single earner. 
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Table 2.2.2.8.1 Number of Persons with Chronic Illness, by Sector (Percentages) 

               WFs           NWFs 

       U R E   U R E   

Households with no ill persons  67 60 61  66 62 59 

Households with 1-3 ill persons  33 40 39  34 38 41 

Total      100 100 100  100 100 100 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.2.3 Ownership of Amenities and Household Equipment 

2.2.3.1 Media and Communication 

Significant differences in the pattern of usage of communication tools were seen only in the use 

of the computer. Therefore, sector wise differences are examined only in respect of the use of the 

computer. Computer use was generally low. Sector wise differences are highlighted firstly 

among the WFs. The urban WFs had the highest share of computer use although that too was 

low. The rural sector users were less than half the urban users. Estate sector users were minimal.  

 

Among NWFs there were differences between urban and rural, the rural share being about half 

that of the urban. The estate NWF users share was a little less than the rural NWFs, but very 

much less than the urban. 

 

Differences between WFs and NWFs showed that urban NWFs usage was about half that of 

urban WFs. In the rural sector WFs use of the computer was nearly twice that of NWFs in that 

sector.  Computer use was low in the estate sector by both WFs and NWFs. Yet, of that low 

proportion the estate NWF‘s-their spouses probably- use of computers was twice that of WFs. 

These estate users were probably spouses of NWFs who were in supervisory or middle 

management jobs. 

 

Table 2.2.3.1.1 Ownership of Media and Communication Equipment, by Sector  

(Percentages) 

      WFs    NWFs    

     U R E   U R E    

Selected Items 

Mobile telephone  94 87 66  92 87 75 
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TV    92 84 76  89 77 76 

Computer   41 18 3  22 10 7 

 

2.2.3.2 Household Equipment 

Among both categories of females, the washing machine was the equipment that was used by 

most. Among WFs the washing machine alone was used by a high proportion of estate females, 

more than half of rural females and a little over a quarter of urban females. Refrigerator users 

followed with a near equal proportion -about a quarter-of both urban and rural users, with a small 

share by estate WFs. However, a fair proportion of urban WFs together with a small proportion 

of rural WFs owned both items. Only a minimal proportion of estate WFs owned both items. 

 

Among NWFs, the highest proportions of washing machine owners were firstly estate NWFs, 

followed by rural NWFs and lastly by urban NWFs. The highest proportion of refrigerator 

owners was in the urban sector, followed by the rural and estate females. Both items were owned 

by a fair proportion of urban NWFs, by about half by the rural and a minimal share by the estate 

NWFs. 

 

Table 2.2.3.2.1 Ownership of Household Equipment, by Sector  (Percentages) 

               WFs           NWFs    

      U R E   U R E   

Refrigerator    28 29 14  35 28 21 

Washing Machine   28 54 84  38 62 74 

Both     45 17 2  27 10 5 

Total     100 100 100  100 100 100 

 

The data show that sector wise differences were more marked within each of the categories of 

WFs and NWFs than it was between the WFs and NWFs. Apart from the estate sector both WFs 

and NWFs share ownership of equipment in fairly similar proportions.  

 

2.2.3.3 Transport-Ownership of Vehicles 

Among the WFs, the estate sector stood out with a very high proportion that did not own a 

vehicle and only very small proportions that owned a motor bicycle and three- wheeler each. 

WFs in this sector had not much need for transport within the plantation in which they worked. 

 

Considering the urban and rural sectors, more of the rural WFs owned no vehicles when 

compared with the urban WFs. The urban sector females had an advantage over rural females in 

the ownership of cars, and of cars and motor bicycles together. Rural WFs had an advantage over 
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urban WFs, in the ownership of motor bicycles, of three- wheelers, and of motor bicycles and 

three- wheelers together. 

 

Among the NWFs, high proportions in all three sectors did not own a vehicle. The urban females 

had only slight advantages over the rural and estate females in relation to ownership of other 

vehicles. 

 

Table 2.2.3.3.1 Transport-Ownership of Vehicles (Percentages) 

      WFs    NWFs    

      U R E    U R E   

Selected Items  

No vehicle    33 44 86  50 52 68 

Car     13 3 0.7  5 2 0 

Three- wheeler   6 9 5  9 8 5 

Motor bicycle +three- wheeler 3 5 0.7  3 5 2 

  

Differences between WFs and NWFs were marked only in the higher proportions of urban WFs 

that owned cars. The distribution of the much lower proportions of both categories of females 

and among the sectors showed no significant differences. Some of those who owned three-

wheelers would use them to earn an extra income by hiring them out. 

 

2.2.3.4  Housing Quality 

Housing quality was measured by whether they were built of permanent materials or temporary 

materials. The construction of the wall was considered a proxy to the quality of the house itself. 

Sector -wise differences are presented in the table. 

 

Table 2.2.3.4.1 Structure of Housing, by Sector (Percentages) 

              WFs           NWFs                          

      U R E  U R E               

Permanent house   96 93 92  95 93 93 

Semi-permanent house  4 7 8  5 7 7 

Total     100 100 100  100 100 100 

 

No marked sector wise differences were observed among both WFs and NWFs. Permanent 

housing was a dominant feature in all sectors. 
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2.2.3.5 House Ownership 

Rural WFs showed a high level of home ownership, followed by urban WFs. The position was 

reversed in the estate sector where ownership was minimal. Estate workers lived in houses 

owned by the company. This factor did not affect permanency of residence which was assured 

while they worked in the estate. But if at least one member was not working the family lost this 

facility at retirement. The pattern was slightly different among NWFs in the estate sector. Their 

spouses‘ occupations would have given them an advantage over housing facilities. A fair share 

of estate NWFs owned their homes.   

 

Table 2.2.3.5.1 Ownership of Houses, by Sector (Percentages) 

      WFs    NWFs 

      U R E  U R E   

Owning a house   72 90 9  76 89 23 

Not owning a house   28 10 91  24 11 77 

 

Home ownership was significantly higher in the rural sector for both categories of females. In the 

rural sector, generally, the presence of traditional homes would be reflected in the data. Rural 

low- cost housing schemes could have provided ownership to low-income families in this sector. 

 

2.2.4 Access to Services 

2.2.4.1 Safe Lighting 

The predominant use of electricity in all three sectors by both WFs and NWFs is a positive 

contributor to the quality of life of females and children in the household in particular. It could 

be a useful input into home -based income earning opportunities for NWFs especially those with 

low incomes and more likely in the rural sector, who are likely to opt for informal work in the 

home. 

 

Table 2.2.4.1.1 Source Lighting, by Sector (Percentages) 

               WFs           NWFs 

      U R E  U R E   

Kerosene    2 11 18  2 17 20 

Electricity    98 89 81  98 82 78 

Solar     0 1 1  0 1 2 

Generator    0 0 0  0 3 0 
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2.2.4.2 Access to Safe Sanitation 

As an indicator that links to health especially of children and elders, the high presence of 

hygienic toilets in all three sectors and in respect of both WFs and NWFs is a positive 

contribution to a quality of health of the family. The small proportions of non-hygienic toilets in 

the families of urban WFs and NWFs could be a matter for concern. It ties up with the presence 

of persons with chronic illnesses in the household. 

 

Table 2.2.4.2.1 Access to Safe Sanitation, by Sector (Percentages) 

     WFs    NWFs 

     U R E  U R E    

Having hygienic toilet  91 96 98  93 96 96 

Having non-hygienic toilet 9 4 2  7 4 4 

 

2.2.4.3 Access to Safe Drinking Water 

The urban and rural sector WFs and NWFs had considerable majorities with safe drinking water. 

The estate females both WFs and NWFs have significant proportions with unsafe drinking water. 

Clearly a health hazard is present in the families of about half of WFs and a little less than half of 

NWFs in the estate sector. Estate workers commonly, use water from spouts and streams which 

were acceptable some years ago. Currently, however, these sources could be contaminated with 

chemicals and impurities making their use a serious hazard to health.  

 

Table 2.2.4.3.1 Access to Safe Drinking Water, by Sector (Percentages) 

              WFs           NWFs 

     U R E   U R E     

Safe water sources  91 86 48  93 89 58 

Unsafe water sources  9 14 52  7 11 42 

Total    100 100 100  100 100 100 

 

2.2.4.4 Cooking Fuel 

A high proportion of urban WFs used electricity or gas for cooking, more of the rural WFs used 

firewood or kerosene. A high proportion of estate WFs used firewood or kerosene. 

A considerable proportion of urban NWFs used electricity or gas. Most rural NWFs used 

firewood as did most estate NWFs.  

 

Table 2.2.4.4.1 Cooking Fuel Used, by Sector (Percentages) 

               WFs           NWFs   

      U R E  U R E   
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Firewood, kerosene   18 58 83  29 65 74 

Electricity, gas    82 42 17  71 35 26 

 

 

Differences between WFs and NWFs were seen in the higher use of firewood by urban NWFs, 

the higher use of firewood by rural NWFs and among estate females the higher use of electricity 

by NWFs.  

 

Sector -wise use of clean fuel showed an advantage for both WFs and NWFs in the urban sector. 

The higher use of firewood by most of the rural WFs and NWFs would not be unusual. Firewood 

is freely available and is less hazardous in more open rural homes. 

 

Estate WFs and NWFs, though using a freely available material, face hazards of fire in the closed 

line rooms in which they live.  

 

2.3 Analysis by Income 

2.3.1 Economic Profile 

 

2.3.1.1 Household Income  

 

The distribution among levels of income showed some similarity between WFs and NWFs.  

Nevertheless, the disparity between the mean incomes of the low- income class and the high- 

income class is very high, around 84% for both WFs and NWFs. 

 

Table 2.3.1.1.1 Mean and Median Household Income, by Income Class 

      WFs         

        Mean (Rs)        Median (Rs)     

L  M  H  L  M  H   

19,687  41,563  124,598 20,359  40,515  86,186  

      NWFs 

                  Mean (Rs)           Median (Rs)   

L  M  H  L  M  H  

18,999  41,360  121,178 19,910  40,195  84,531 

 

The median as a better measure shows only a slightly lower level of disparity between the low 

income class and the high income class. Income differences between WFs and NWFs as a 

measure of comparison has to be qualified by the factor of the difference in the earner in the two 
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categories. While incomes of WFs were earned by the females, in the case of NWFs income 

signifies earnings of their spouses.      

 

2.3.1.1 Household Debts 

 

Table 2.3.1.1.1 Level of Debts (Percentages) 

     WFs    NWFs 

     L M H  L M H    

Level of debts/Sector   

No debts   24 18 13  32 22 15 

Rs 100-10,000   11 3 1  10 4 1 

>10,000-50000  32 15 4  21 13 4  

>50,000   33 64 82  36 61 79 

Total    100 100 100  100 100 100 

 

Among WFs, while the low- income earning households had the highest share with no debts, 

they also had fair shares with high levels of debts. Among NWFs the proportion of low- income 

households that had no debts was similar to the proportion with the highest level of debts. The 

ability of NWFs to repay could be a concern considering their lower levels of mean household 

income. 

 

2.3.2 Household Composition 

 

2.3.2.1 Household Size 

 

A fair proportion of both WFs and NWFs in all three income classes had small families of 3 or 

less members. However, the high shares of families with 4 to 7 members -the highest in the low -

income families of WFs – could be a reason for their joining the workforce. They could have had 

support of family adults for family care. 

 

Table 2.3.2.1.1 Household Size, by Income Class 

       % 

     WF     NWF 

     L M H   L M H 

1-3 Members   21 25 22   23 20 16 

4-7 Members    77 72 76   76 78 81 

More than 7 Members  2 3 2   1 2 3 

Total    100 100 100   100 100 100 
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Among NWFs, all three income classes had high shares of families with 4-7 members. The 

NWFs who had only a single earner could have faced the burden of supporting their members. 

The NWFs would not have to depend on elders for family care and housework. The size of the 

household would have been determined by other young relatives living with them or in some 

households, domestic help, particularly in households with high incomes.  

 

2.3.2.1 Number of Elders 

 

Table 2.3.2.1.1 Number of Elder, by Income Class (Percentages) 

      WF     NWF 

     L M H   L M H   

No Elders   97 95 93   96 93 92 

1 Elder    3 5 6   4 7 8 

2 Elders   0 0 1   0 0 0 

Total     100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

Very high proportions of both WFs and NWFs in all three income classes had no elders living 

with them. In the WF category small proportions of households with 1 elder were present in all 

three income classes. It was so with the NWFs. Supporting elders could be an additional cost to 

low income earners among NWFs in particular. 

 

2.3.2.3 Number of Adults 50 < 70 Years 

 

Table 2.3.2.3.1 Number of Adults 50 < 70 years, by Income Class (Percentages) 

      WF     NWF 

     L M H   L M H   

1-3 Adults   96 93 90   96 93 90 

4-5 Adults   4 6 10   4 7 9 

6-8 Adults   0 1 0   0 0 1 

Total     100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

The data above shows a high presence of supportive adults in all three income levels among both 

WFs and NWFs. Among WFs both high and low-income earners had high proportions of adults 

in their households. Notably, the NWFs too had similar high proportions of supportive adults 

who could have taken over family and child care if they chose to join the workforce.  
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2.3.2.2 Number of Children 

 

The considerable proportion of low- income earning families with 4-6 children among WFs 

together with a small proportion with 7 or more children carries two different implications for 

WFs. The economic needs of children could have acted as a push factor for employment by the 

female. Conversely, the problems that arise for care of children could increase the stress level of 

WFs who have to combine work and child care. However, the high presence of supportive adults 

could provide child and family care.  

 

 

Table 2.3.2.2.1 Number of Children in a Family, by Income Class (Percentages) 

      WF     NWF 

     L M H   L M H   

1-3 Children   65 71 83   70 70 70 

4-6 Children   34 28 17   29 30 30 

7 or more Children  1 1 0   1 0 0 

Total     100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

 

Measured in terms of an enabling factor both low-income earning WFs and NWFs had similar 

supportive adults for child care. Yet while this factor had induced WFs to join the workforce, it 

had not done so for NWFs. 

 

2.3.2.3 Education 

The education profile of the low income WFs is not very different from that of the low income 

NWFs.  The pattern is similar among middle income classes of both WFs and NWFs. Low and 

middle- income class NWFs have capability for employment. They are deprived and in need of 

resources. The factors that militated against their seeking employment are not featured in the 

HIES data.  

 

Table 2.3.2.3.1 Level of Education, by Income Class (Percentages) 

               WF            NWF 

     L M H   L M H   

No Education   8 4 0   2 0 0   

Primary Education  22 8 2   12 6 2 

Secondary Education  68 80 70   86 94 95 

Tertiary Education  2 8 28   0 0 3 

Total     100 100 100   100 100 100   
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2.3.2.6 Health  

 

Table 2.3.2.6.1 Number of Persons with Chronic Illness, by Income Class (Percentages) 

      WFs     NWFs 

      L M H   L M H  

Households with no ill persons 65 58 60   62 64 63 

Households with 1-3 ill persons 35 42 40   38 36 32  

Total     100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

Among WFs low-income earners had the least share of ill persons. Nevertheless, the shares of 

both middle and low- income earners were considerable and is likely to have affected the care 

burden of WFs while the costs could be affordable. Among NWFs, shares of ill persons among 

low and middle- income classes could exert financial strains on these single earner families. The 

presence of ill persons needing care could have deterred NWFs from working. 

 

2.3.3 Amenities and Household Equipment 

 

2.3.3.1 Media and Communication 

 

The ownership of a mobile telephone for communication and a TV for recreation and 

information was distributed evenly in high proportions among all three income classes and both 

WFs and NWFs. The high proportions among the low- income earners of both WFs and NWFs 

reflect their priorities despite likely financial constraints. 

 

Table 2.3.3.1.1 Ownership of Media and Communication Equipment, by Income Class 

(Percentages) 

    WFs     NWFs  

    L M H   L M H    

Selected Items 

Mobile telephone 74 85 98   82 93 97  

TV   73 86 95   71 88 93   

Computer  4 15 45   4 15 37   

 

The ownership of computers showed differences by income class. Low-income earners are not 

likely to have lost much considering the likely nature of their occupations. 
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2.3.3.1 Household Equipment 

 

Table 2.3.3.2.1 Ownership of Household Equipment, by Income Class  (Percentages) 

               WFs            NWFs 

     L M H   L M H   

Refrigerator   13 26 34   14 33 40 

Washing Machine  86 68 29   85 58 31  

Both    1 6 37   1 9 29  

Total    100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

The high level of ownership of the washing machine by low and middle- income earners among 

NWFs in particular is noted. The fair proportions of low and middle- income females, both WFs 

and NWFs, whose debts were in the regions of over Rs 10,000 and over Rs 50,000 could be 

indicative of their use of hire purchase schemes to invest in labour saving household equipment. 

 

2.3.3.2 Transport-Ownership of Vehicles 

In all three income classes of both WFs and NWFs high proportions did not own a vehicle. The 

highest proportions in both categories were in the low- income class and the lowest in the high- 

income class, although fair proportions of high- income females did not own a vehicle. Notably 

the distribution of ownership among income classes, of different types of vehicles showed 

similar proportions in both WFs and NWFs. The low and middle- income earners among WFs 

who either did not own or owned only the lower levels of vehicles are likely to face the stress of 

using public transport. The NWFs did not face this hazard. 

 

Table 2.3.3.2.1 Ownership of Vehicles, by Income Class (Percentages) 

               WFs            NWFs 

      L M H   L M H  

Selected Items    

No vehicle    76 62 27   77 51 32  

Car     0 0 9   0 0 7 

Motor bicycle    20 26 35   18 34 37 

Three-wheeler    3 8 10   3 9 11  

Motor bicycle + three-wheeler 1 3 6   1 4 7  

Motor bicycle+ Car   0 0 10   0 0 5  
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2.3.3.3  Housing Quality 

 

Table 2.3.3.1 Structure of Housing, by Income Class (Percentages) 

      WFs      NWFs 

      L M H   L M H           

Permanent house   91 92 98   93 93 96 

Semi-permanent house  9 8 2   7 7 4  

Total     100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

The benefit of living in a permanent house had flowed into the lowest income class as well and 

among both WFs and NWFs. The high use of household equipment by even the low and middle- 

income classes by both WFs and NWFs could be linked to good housing and the hospitable 

environment within a permanent home. This factor contributes to the quality of life of both 

categories of females. 

 

2.3.3.4 House Ownership 

High proportions that owned houses was a positive feature in all income classes but was more 

marked in all three income classes of NWFs when compared with those of WFs. The low and 

middle- income classes among WFs, however, contained higher proportions who did not own a 

house when compared with the low and middle -income classes of NWFs. Such benefits as 

accrued to NWFs are likely to have flowed from their spouses even those who fell within low 

and middle- income classes. It was shown in the earlier data that most who owned houses even in 

low- income NWFs were found in the rural sector in which home ownership is likely to have 

flowed from family inheritance. 

 

Table 2.3.3.4.1 House Ownership, by Income Class (Percentages) 

     WFs     NWFs 

     L M H   L M H              

Owning a house  64 70 80   81 83 85  

Not owning a house  36 30 20   19 17 15 

Total    100 100 100   100 100 100 
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2.3.4 Access to Services 

2.3.4.1 Safe Lighting 

Moderate proportions of low- income earners among both WFs and NWFs used kerosene for 

lighting. Differences were minimal between the WFs and NWFs except in the higher use of 

electricity by low-income earners among NWFs when compared with WFs. 

 

Table 2.3.4.1.1 Access to Safe Lighting, by Income Class  (Percentages) 

              WFs             NWFs 

     L M H   L M H              

Kerosene   21 6 1   20 6 2 

Electricity   70 93 98   78 92 96 

Solar    8 1 1   1 1 2 

Generator   0 0 0   1 1 0 

Total    100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

2.3.4.2  Access to Safe Sanitation 

 

Table 2.3.4.2.1 Access to Safe Sanitation, by Income Class (Percentages) 

              WFs           NWFs 

     L M H   L M H   

Having hygienic toilet  96 96 95   96 95 95  

Having non-hygienic toilet 4 4 5   4 5 5 

Total     100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

The high availability of hygienic toilets is a positive feature and more critical for low and 

middle- income households. All three income classes of both WFs and NWFs have recorded 

high levels of safe sanitation which is a positive input into the health of household members. 

Illness would take a heavier toll on low and middle- income families. 

 

2.3.4.3 Access to Safe Drinking Water 

A notable feature is the higher proportions of WFs in low and middle- income classes in 

particular that used unsafe water for drinking. The shares of unsafe users are lower in all three 

income classes of NWFs as compared with those of WFs.  

 

Table 2.3.4.3.1 Access to Safe Drinking Water, by Income Class (Percentages) 

     WFs      NWFs 
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     L M H   L M H                       

Safe water sources  74 73 87   83 89 93 

Unsafe water sources  26 27 13   17 11 7 

Total    100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

 

2.3.4.4 Cooking Fuel 

Among WFs high- income earners who used firewood or kerosene for cooking was markedly 

low. High proportions of users of firewood and kerosene by low -income earners among WFs 

reflects stress and grime that would be inconvenient for WFs. High- income earning WFs were 

the highest users of electricity or gas. 

 

Table 2.3.4.4.1 Cooking Fuel Used, by Income Sector (Percentages) 

              WFs            NWFs 

     L M H   L M H                              

Firewood, kerosene  84 54 18   75 42 23 

Electricity, gas   16 46 82   25 58 77 

Total    100 100 100   100 100 100 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 Analysis of Statistical Differences Derived from a Mann Whitney 

U Test of Significance 

 

The foregoing analysis highlighted critical differences between WFs and NWFs using 

descriptive statistics. Several useful insights emerged as distinguishing features of WFs and of 

NWFs that could contribute to a search for likely pointers to a females‘ choice to work or not to 

work. 

 

There was, nevertheless, the need to sharpen indicators with a probe for significant differences 

with more crystalized evidence that could guide policy. The ensuing analysis sets out such 

indicators at two dimensions. One, based on a test of significance using the Mann Whitney U 

test. The other, more compact tool, is a Capability Index that can be used to measure across time.  

The Capability Index is analysed in the ensuing section.  
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A set of critical indicators emerge as statistically significant to showcase the positive attributes 

and facilities that are deemed to have enabled some females to go out to work and, conversely, 

hindered others from working. These are cited according to themes and classified by sector.  

Differences in all the configurations are presented through indicators that have been tested for 

their significance and cited as ―enablers‖ and ―hindrances‖ for WFs and NWFs. The analysis 

follows the thematic profiles set out earlier.   

3.1 Demographic Profile 

The indicators of age, ethnicity and religion did not carry significance either in the numerical 

data or in findings from significance tests that would apply to the two categories of females. 

Indicators that were highly significant in the statistical test are analysed. 

3.2 Household composition 

Enabling features for WFs were significantly small families that had a small number of young 

children, had less dependents, had less or no dependent elders, and all of them having adults of 

50-70 years who provided family support to WFs. The females were able to work full time in 

formal or informal work.  

 

The presence of even a small number of children had economic costs for the WFs as they had to 

be cared and provided for. 

For WFs the presence of adults in all their households was clearly an enabling factor that 

facilitated their going out to work. However, in the case of NWFs, a similar presence of adults 

could signify an economic burden. 

 

The ability for WFs, more than the NWFs to engage in social activities was a highly significant 

―enabler‖ for WFs. 

3.3 Health and Nutrition 

The NWFs receiving Samurdhi signified a low level of economic capability that has 

consequences for access to food, for health and nutrition that affected NWFs and was considered 

a hindrance to NWFs. There were indirect implications of a host of other disabilities that could 

have hindered their working. 

 

Under health and nutrition WFs spent significantly more on protein food as a positive input to 

quality of life and an ―enabler‖. NWFs depended on uncertain handouts of Thriposha indicative 

of a ―hindrance‖. 

 

 NWFs had, significantly less persons with chronic illnesses in their homes. It was thus, an 

enabling feature. 
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A reverse of the positive attributes of WFs when applied to NWFs indicated ―hindrances‖ to 

their joining the workforce. These differences were sharpened within sectors.  

 

Several indicators were common to all three sectors.  Some were highly significant for WFs 

when compared with NWFs. In all three sectors the small families with small numbers of 

children, smaller number of dependents, less dependent elders had facilitated females working. 

The reverse of these factors had hindered NWFs joining the workforce. 

 

Highly significant indicators that were specific to the urban and rural sectors are highlighted 

below. 

 

 A smaller number of young children, the presence of domestic help and the space to engage in 

social activities characterized WFs in the urban and rural sectors. 

 

The urban working females had an additional indicator with high significance -that of smaller 

household size. 

 

WFs in the rural sector had a significant indicator of the presence of parents in the home, that is 

likely to have provided support in family care. This factor was not significant for NWFs. They 

were not dependent on others for family care.  

 

The profile of the estate sector contained some indicators that differed materially; as different 

from the other two sectors, WFs having more young children than NWFs was highly significant 

and should have been a hindrance. A similar hindrance was the larger size of households of WFs 

that was highly significant. 

 

Positive demographic factors that had enhanced the ability of WFs to engage in work were the 

very factors that may have deterred NWFs from working. 

 

These facts are expressed more succinctly in an ―Enabling-Hindering Score‖ that condenses the 

features analysed above into an easy reference tool to assess the differences in the situations of 

WFs and NWFs. The results of the Mann Whitney U Tests for significance that were applied to 

61 indicators on themes that have been analysed in the section above were scored with a simple 

count of what were considered enabling or hindering features for WFs and NWFs. Each of the 

two categories was considered collectively. The scores indicate that the WFs had a quarter (25%) 

of the indicators that were in fact hindering their work. Each is likely to have a varied mix of 

such indicators.  
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When disaggregated by sector urban WFs had experienced the highest proportion of hindrances 

(33%) as similar to WFs in the estate sector (32%). The rural WFs each had a much lower share 

of hindrances (29%).  The figures are set out in the Table 3.3. 

 

Table 3.3 Enabling Scores for Working and Non-working Females from HIES Data  

Sector 
Working 

Females % 

Non-Working 

Females % 
Total Working 

Total Non-

Working 

 Enabling Hindering Enabling Hindering Enabling Hindering Enabling Hindering 

     No. % No. % 

Island 79 21 23 77 61 100 61 100 

Urban 67 33 33 67 51 100 51 100 

Rural 71 29 29 71 55 100 55 100 

Estate 68 32 32 68 22 100 22 100 

Note. The list of indicators is in Annex 1 

 

The implications of these scores are critical in that they present a situation in which WFs who 

opted to work for economic need were experiencing distress and strain in combining the two 

roles that detract both from effectiveness at work and quality of family care. An element of 

compulsion is reflected in the findings.  

 

The NWFs were in that situation by choice or by compulsion.  Conversely, they had among 

themselves, a proportion of indicators (23%) that enabled them to work similar to those that 

hindered the WFs. 

 

Sector wise, notably urban WFs had a high share (67%) of ―enablers‖ that were similar to the 

share of hindrances among NWFs. The WFs in the rural (71%) and estate sectors each had 

somewhat similar (68%) proportions of such enablers. 

 

While WFs are doing so under several disabling conditions, there appears to be a potential 

workforce among NWFs in all three sectors who have the capacity to combine the roles of work 

and family care as much as the WFs. 

 

It is appropriate at this point to cite the findings in the HIES relating to a small but significant 

number of females who had responded positively to a query on their looking for and available for 

work in the labour force and has been analysed in the working document (Part A in the Annex). 

 

Most of them were rural NWFs with a small number in the urban and a minimal number in the 

estate sector. These could form a reserve labour force only if they can be equipped with 

appropriate skills or, as many had preferred, facilitated their engagement in informal work in 

their homes. 
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The ultimate tool of measurement is a Capability Index that encapsulates the critical indicators 

that facilitate measurement with comparisons over time as well. 

 

4 Capability Index 

 

The Capability Index used four key indicators: 

 Household composition 

 Health as indicated by the presence of persons with chronic illnesses. 

 Access to services 

 Monthly household income 

The composite index as a measurement tool is presented as the mean and median of the four 

indicators for a comparison between WFs and NWFs. The indicators have been selected based 

on their significance for comparison of WFs and NWFs, through a statistical process that is set 

out in detail in Annex 1. 

 

Table 4.0 Capability Index for Working and Non -working Females 

Indicators   1  2  3  4    C-Ind 

Working females  -0.103   0.024   0.106   0.046     0.247  

Non-working females  0.046  -0.011  -0.052  -0.021    -0.004 

Note. 1. Household Composition 2. Health 3.Services 4. Monthly HH income 

C-ind – Capability Index 

 

The comparison of the indices between WFs and NWFs shows a high mean of 0.247 for WFs, 

indicative of high capability to participate in the workforce and a low negative measure of 0.004 

for NWFs signifying the low capability of NWFs to participate. The construction of a capability 

index has, therefore, been justified as a more accurate measure that fine-tuned the differences 

between the capability of WFs and NWFs to join or not join the workforce.  These differences 

were more muted when they emerged from the two measurement tools of the descriptive 

indicators derived from numerical tables and the ―enabling‖ and ―hindering‖ indicators that were 

derived from the application of Mann Whitney ―U" test. 

 

When considering the results of the component indicator of the capability index, the WFs had a 

negative result of 0.103 for household composition. This finding tallies with the descriptive 

indicators which showed similar situations for both WFs and NWFs. The presence of adults in 

WF families despite their provision of child care could entail an added stress for WFs who had 

delegated their responsibility to others some of whom may not be satisfactory.  For NWFs the 

only positive indicator was household composition. The presence of adults in NWF households 
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would signify less of a burden because of shared household work along with the presence of the 

female in the household. But, this could also constitute an added cost for the single earner. 

 

A sector-wise comparison showed the urban sector WFs having a clear advantage over the WFs 

in the other sectors. In the urban sector the positive indices that contributed to the overall index 

were, access to services and monthly household income. Household composition had a negative 

index. This fact was borne out in the descriptive analysis as well.  

 

Among NWFs the urban sector carried a positive index but it was lower than that of the WFs 

indicative of lower capability of NWFs.  The urban sector NWFs had the only negative index for 

the presence of persons with chronic illness. The overall positive urban index contained 

contributions from three of the four component indices. 

 

Rural NWFS had a negative index contributed by low rural household incomes. The estate 

NWFs index was negative with three out of four components giving negative indices. Their only 

positive component was the low presence of persons with chronic illness. 

 

Table 4.1 Capability Index by Sector 

      1     2    3   4     C ind 

WFs-Urban    -0.513  -0.101  1.537  0.390  2.245 

 Rural    -0.264  0.057  0.001  0.021  -0.154 

 Estate    0.846  0.037  -0.944  -0.243  -0.359 

NWFS-Urban   0.133  -0.065  0.843  0.124  1.539  

 Rural    0.028  0.003  -0.345  -0.059  -0.472 

 Estate    -0.174  0.077  -0.673  -0.240  -1.303     

Note: 1. Household Composition, 2. Health, 3. Services 4. HH income 

 C ind – Capability Index  

 

 

An income wise analysis is the final feature of the index. 

 

 

Table 4.2   Capability Index of Working and Non-Working Females by Income  

                     1     2     3     4  C ind 

WFs- Low   0.109  -0.046  -0.923  -0.292  -1.627 

 Medium   -0.120  0.084  -0.091  -0.134  -0.374 

 High    -0.364  0.039  1.732  0.692  3.354 

NWFS- Low   -0.024  0.003  -0.683  -0.301  -1.443 

 Medium   0.067  -0.031  0.328  -0.093  0.228  

 High    0.242  -0.020  1.315  0.924  3.678 
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Note: 1. Household Composition, 2. Health, 3. Services 4. HH income 

C ind – Capability Index 

 

Notably among WFs both low and middle-income classes had negative indices. The high-income 

class had a notably high index. The high negative index for the low income WFs contained three 

negative components of health, access to services and household income. 

 

In the case of NWFs the index for the low- income class contained only one positive component 

of health. Three negative components, of, household composition, household income and access 

to services were the key negative contributors. The NWFs notably had a positive index for 

middle-income earners and an index for high income earners that was positive and higher than 

that of WFs. The main contribution was from high spouse incomes in the high-income class of 

NWFs. 

 

The Capability Index was further validated by a set of values generated by a ―specificity and 

sensitivity‖ test that encompassed both working and non-working females. See Figure 1 below. 

 

 
Figure 1: Graph Showing Lines of Specificity and Sensitivity 

 

The straight line defines the relationship between the two features of sensitivity and specificity. 

The observed values are plotted in a curve which in this case is an irregular one which reflects 

irregular deviations from the calculated values in the straight line. The critical value that 

distinguished between the WFs and NWFs in terms of specificity and sensitivity of the 

Capability Index was the value minus 4.45, a value that indicated that there were features that 

denoted ―incapability‘ to function in the workforce among some Working females as well. 
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This is clearly demonstrated in the disaggregation of the CAPIND (Capability Index) by sector. 

The sector- wise Index pointed to the specific characteristics that reflected this ―incapability‖ of 

WFs. The urban sector carried a positive -high- index while the presence of incapability was 

demonstrated by the rural and estate sector WFs Indices. 

 

In a further comparison between WFs and NWFs, the distribution of the CAPIND among the 

NWFs was similar to that among the WFs-the urban sector had a positive index while the rural 

and estate sectors had negative indices. This similarity could reflect the presence of some NWFs 

who had unutilized capability to join the workforce-a potential workforce? 

 

The pattern of distribution of the CAPIND by income class between WFs and NWFs showed a 

similarity that is, low and middle-income classes had low negative indices while the high-income 

class of both categories had high positive indices. 

 

This factor could reflect a pattern of employment opportunities that had no significant 

differences for WFs and for male spouses of NWFs- demonstrating within this group of young 

married families with young children and functional families, which was the sample that was 

selected, an absence of serious gender-wise differences in employment and income-earning 

opportunities. 

 

However, it must be noted that in the case of WFs, earnings were joint incomes from the work of 

both partners. Was this advantageous for WFs? The NWFs incomes were derived from spouse‘s 

earnings alone. The NWFs carried out their social obligations to family and children while WFs 

had to delegate these functions to others who may not always be satisfactory.    

 

The issues raised that arose from the analysis of the CAPIND justifies the refinements in 

measurement that adopted progressively sharper tools to arrive at some conclusions regarding 

working and non-working females which is at the core of this study. The CAPIND becomes 

effective as a tool for discerning trends in time series data of the HIES. 

{A detailed note on the Capability Index is given in Annex 1)  

 

5 Implications for Female Participation in the Labour Force 

 

Implications for female participation in the labour force are derived from several different 

measurement tools that were adopted. These were progressively derived commencing with a 

straight forward descriptive analysis of tabulated data.  
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Second, the data was fine- tuned through a Mann Whitney ―U‖ Test for significance of 

differences. This tool was adopted for both working and non-working females alike which 

identified features that were present in both categories of females. The indicators were used to 

derive scores signifying ―enabling‖ and ―hindering‖ elements in respect of both WFs and NWFs. 

A third tool utilized to further sharpen the lens through which the two sets of females were 

observed was a Capability Index, that measured the ―capabilities‖ that each female and her 

household had or had not for joining the workforce. The CAPIND was further validated by the 

application of a ―specificity and sensitivity‖ test. 

 

The findings are summarized below. The findings from the set of descriptive indicators are first 

summarized.  

 

The indicators in four thematic areas highlighted first, those that are deemed to have enabled 

females to join the workforce and conversely, those that could have deterred other females 

joining the workforce. The findings from the first descriptive indicators revealed no fine-drawn 

lines that can clearly distinguish a complete working environment for one set of females and its 

absence for the other. Rather the boundaries were blurred, with all females having a mix of 

different levels of plus and minus factors that determined their participation in the workforce. 

 

What emerged was the indisputably complex forces that drove or deterred females of either 

category. All indicators, therefore, that compared NWFs with WFs were defined by that 

complexity.  

 

The economic profiles had distinguishing features between WFs and NWFs. Measured in terms 

of monthly household income showed NWFs having a 20% lower mean income and a 21% 

lower median income as compared with WFs. The next economic indicator of indebtedness 

showed considerable proportions of both WFs and NWFs who had incurred high level of debts.  

 

Education has long held supremacy as a qualification for employment.  It could be a clear 

distinguishing feature between WFs and NWFs. However, the education profile of the WFs was 

not more impressive when compared with that of NWFs. WFs had a fair proportion with tertiary 

education, a considerable majority with only secondary education, a small group with low 

education and even some with no education, all of them had found employment in the public and 

private sector with some in the informal sector.  

 

While most of the tertiary educated WFs were in high level high waged occupations, others were 

only in middle level occupations and were middle- income earners. Those with secondary 

education were packed into middle- and some low- waged occupations. Low level occupations 

afforded employment for those with low education. A few with no education too had found 

positions in the formal workforce.  
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The urban sector had provided the best opportunities for work. Its diversity ranging from high 

level occupation in the public service and the private sector to middle level jobs in the informal 

sector provided the variety that could accommodate different levels of education.  For those with 

low education deployment was mainly as elementary workers and, in service jobs for those with 

no education. 

 

WFs incomes were not impressive either. Only about half of tertiary educated were high income 

earners, the rest earned moderate incomes. The large block of secondary educated WFs filled 

mostly the middle- income class while the rest were low-income earners. 

 

The rural sector WFs contained even less tertiary educated with a larger majority of secondary 

educated. Employment opportunities were found at different levels of economic activity in this 

sector. 

 

The estate sector had conditions peculiar to its economic milieu. It provided low waged 

occupations for nearly all the females in the sample with only a minimal share of NWFs. 

 

The indicator of education that is considered a critical determinant of females‘ employment 

highlighted several notable features in this study. Education at all levels had driven WFs into the 

workforce. Similar levels of WFs and NWFs in all levels except the tertiary, had led WFs to join 

and NWFs to refrain from joining the workforce. WFs had a fair proportion of tertiary educated 

who were in the high- income class. That was the only major difference in the two profiles. 

Nevertheless, inexplicably, small proportions of tertiary educated among WFs were middle and 

low- income earners. It could perhaps signify low level occupations of their spouses and their 

contribution to household income.  

 

A feature of interest, was that 3% of NWFs in the high- income class had tertiary education. 

Their choice to be a full- time housewife could have been determined by high income earning 

spouses.  NWFs who had similar education levels to those of WFs especially secondary level 

education, were placed in middle and low- income classes. Why did they not want to increase 

their income by joining the workforce as did their counterparts among WFs? 

 

The reason that the CAPIND had dropped education as signifying a key difference is evidence 

that this indicator had significant similarities between WFs and NWFs, reiterating the contention 

of NWFs choosing to refrain from joining the workforce. 

 

One can only surmise that they exercised their choice to prioritise their family responsibilities 

over income earning. Reasons behind such choices would emerge from qualitative research.   
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One would expect NWFs to be highly disqualified in respect of education and access to jobs. 

Their education profile, however, was not significantly different from that of WFs. They even 

had a small share of tertiary educated females who were not working but were depending on 

income from spouses. The NWFs share of secondary educated was even larger than that of the 

WFs. 

 

What were the factors that militated against NWFs participating in the workforce? Those NWFs 

with high level of education and some with secondary, had high and middle-level incomes from 

their spouses. High household income had apparently deterred some NWFs even with high 

education to desist from joining the workforce. Inexplicably, there was a small proportion of 

NWFs with tertiary education who were in low-income households. Their deterrents to working 

is a subject for qualitative research.  

 

Health as a qualifying indicator had, in fact, acted as a disqualifying feature for some WFs. Most 

of the WFs had between 1 and 3 members with chronic illnesses, whereas the NWFs had less. 

WFs were coping with an extra burden of providing care and incurring costs. Considerable 

presence of patients in households with low incomes underscores the strain on the household 

economy. However, a lower burden for NWFs had not encouraged their participation in work.   

Ownership of media and communication equipment was widespread among both categories of 

females. The most widely owned were the mobile telephone and the TV. Only a few WFs- even 

fewer NWFs- had a computer. Ownership of media equipment was the one feature which did not 

show marked differences between WFs and NWFs and even across income classes. The 

exception was the estate sector in which ownership even of mobile phones was low among both 

WFs and NWFs and all three income classes. 

 

The refrigerator and the washing machine were important to WFs in particular, to ease the 

burden of domestic tasks that could affect both quality of work, time and energy. Data showed 

high proportions-higher than refrigerator owners -who owned a washing machine, while a fair 

proportion of high income earning WFs owned both items. Similarly, some NWFs with high 

incomes from their spouses had acquired the refrigerator and considerably higher proportions 

owned a washing machine. High income earning spouses of NWFs had provided their family the 

benefit of having both items.  

 

In the matter of labour-saving equipment, therefore, most WFs at all levels of income were 

combining work and family chores with limited resources. NWFs who had those facilities from 

their high spouses‘ incomes had in fact a better quality of life than some WFs. WFs even in high 

income households would have the strain of ensuring adequate care for children and elders while 

focusing on their official duties. Both WFs and NWFs had equally high proportions of younger, 

supportive adults. 
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A majority of both WFs and NWFs owned motor bicycles; a small proportion of urban high 

income earning WFs owned a motor car or van. The trishaw was popular among some WFs and 

NWFs. To NWFs it could well have been a source of income. These were owned by middle and 

low- income earners. WFs in the estate sector were a distinct category with very few owners of 

vehicles. They did not find much use for them in their work environment.  

 

Some means of private transport would clearly contribute to a higher quality of life and to 

efficiency of work outside and inside the home for WFs. The high shares of non-vehicle owners 

among both WFs and NWFs was noted. For WFs the use of public transport for daily work is 

likely to contribute to a high level of stress. The NWFs who had equally high shares that did not 

own a vehicle would not be greatly affected since they would not have to travel daily. 

 

Desire for a permanent house would be a key driver for employment. The findings revealed that 

both WFs and NWFs had high proportions with permanent houses. They both had moderate 

proportions of semi-permanent houses. The differences were marked when income levels were 

examined. Even among WFs, half of them who were high-income earners lived in semi-

permanent homes, so did the majority of low-income earners. Among NWFs more of the low-

income earners lived in semi-permanent housing. More such NWF families were in low-standard 

houses in the urban sector. Homeownership would be a clear advantage for WFs while for NWFs 

it should act as a trigger to seek employment.               

 

A package of services comprising source of lighting, access to safe drinking water and having 

hygienic toilets is deemed to ensure convenience and safety and minimize health risks. The high 

presence of these services for both WFs and NWFs enhanced the quality of life for both 

categories.  

 

Gas and electricity for lighting did not figure as a distinguishing feature among WFs and NWFs. 

Rather income levels of both categories were more important determinants of use of type of 

cooking fuel.  

 

Quality of housing and homeownership as critical items in the list of aspirations for both 

working and non-working females were examined by sector and income class. Both these items 

were found in fairly similar proportions among both WFs and NWFs in urban and rural sectors. 

The estate sector had a culture of its own. Neither of these items had figured in the choice of 

work or non-work by females in the estate sector. 

 

Access to safe drinking water and hygienic toilets was another critical contributor to quality of 

life. Only small proportions of both WFs and NWFs were deprived of these services in the urban 

and rural sectors. However, neither of these appeared to have an impact on a decision to join or 

desist from joining the workforce. 
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The last of the package was the use of cooking fuel. The differences in the use of risky fuel and 

safe ones were rather between sectors than between WFs and NWFs. 

 

Overall, access to amenities and services were found to have been one of the most satisfactory 

packages of provisions that enhanced lifestyles and quality of work itself in the case of WFs.    

 

Differences in incomes between WFs and NWFs would have been a single critical distinguishing 

feature between the two groups. The difference was distorted by the NWFs benefitting from their 

spouses‘ incomes. It could rationalize NWFs refraining from work. They would perceive no 

reason to engage in a dual role with all its adverse repercussions on the female and the household 

that prevail in most WF households. 

 

Moving from descriptive indicators to inference indicators the second compact tool of scores that 

differentiated ―enablers‖ and ―hindrances'' to females joining the workforce was applied to both 

WFs and NWFs. In a mix of enablers and hindrances among both WFs and NWFs the WFs had 

less hindrances than enablers when compared to NWFs who had more hindrances and less 

enablers. The WFs had a quarter of indicators that acted as ―hindrances‖ to work. WFs who had 

high representation in the urban workforce experienced a high hindrance score. This score was 

similar to the hindrance score experienced by WFs in the estate sector which had high 

participation in the workforce similar to WFs in the urban workforce. The implications are that 

WFs who work owing to economic need were doing so with some amount of strain and stress 

from combining two roles that could affect both roles adversely similar to the situation of WFS 

in the estate sector. 

 

Conversely, the NWFs had a proportion of ―enabling‖ indicators among them. Thus, while WFs 

were working under several hindering conditions, the NWFs in all three sectors showed a 

capacity to combine dual roles as much as did the WFs. 

 

The third tool was a Capability Index which while reinforcing the earlier findings took a further 

step in refining and sharpening the differences. It highlighted the presence of ―incapabilities‖ 

among WFs which WFs had to grapple with in their need to participate in the workforce. It 

surfaced sector-wise differences with the urban sector having a clear advantage for WFs. In an 

income-wise analysis the capability index showed that among WFs both low and middle-income 

classes had negative indices with the high-income class having a high positive index. The 

negative indices for low and middle-income WFs sprang from the components of health, access 

to services, and household income. Meanwhile, in the case of NWFs the capability index 

contained only one positive component of health. Household composition, household income, 

and access to services were the key negative contributors. The NWFs positive indices for middle 
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and high-income earners which were higher than those of WFs were in fact contributions from 

high spouse incomes.  

 

The distribution of the capability index by income class reflected a pattern of employment 

opportunities and income levels that held no major differences for WFs and male spouses of 

NWFs demonstrating a likely absence of serious gender-wise differences in employment and 

income-earning opportunities. Hence, the capability index has been justified in fine-tuning the 

differences sharply between WFs and NWFs. 

 

6  Policy Implications  

 

This study of a set of nearly 5000 young functional families provides rich insights into the 

dynamics of families that grapple with the females in the workforce and others who are out of 

the workforce. Were their separate situations by choice or by compulsion would be an important 

quest for research. The large majority in the sample of females who were not in the workforce is 

in itself a matter for inquiry. 

 

The conditions under which each category of female in the different sectors and in different 

income levels they functioned need further scrutiny through deeper study. One of the key 

findings was the overall low level of incomes that had arisen most likely from low employment 

opportunities and low education. The absence of skills that could reinforce their worth in the 

labour market stood out in this study. It could have forced some females to go into low -waged 

low- level occupations and conversely discouraged others from going into work under such 

conditions. 

 

A critical condition spelt out in the ―Vision‖ paper for females joining the labour- force is that of 

informed choice by the female and this is to be pre-determined by their empowerment through 

acquisition of skills, training and access to appropriate resources and technology. The choice 

could be between formal and informal work both of which could contribute to a quality of life 

that would in turn enhance the strength and resilience of the family and household.  

 

Government policies and other external safety nets and facilities will assume a dominant role in 

enhancing capability to safe guard the family. Appropriate government policies could at the same 

time, contribute productively to the economy.  

 

The role of the mother is central to family stability and enabling her to fulfil both roles will rest 

in great measure with the government interventions and policies. Undoubtedly the government 

will not have resources to provide the kind of interventions provided for working mothers in 

advanced countries. It is also a fact that the country needs a labour force with high productivity. 
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Several studies on Sri Lanka, notably one by the ILO, have discussed policy measures that can 

facilitate female participation in the labour force. They range from reforms to labour legislation, 

remedying the gender wage gap, addressing employer prejudices, combatting cultural 

perceptions related to women working.  

 

The thrust of this study is strengthening the family while encouraging women to join the 

workforce. Policy should, therefore in the first instance provide for family care while facilitating 

female participation. Proxy day care for children combined with a modicum of preschool 

learning has been in vogue in many urban and rural areas along with crèches in the estates. These 

informal care facilities have been the bedrock on which the capacity of females to engage in 

daily paid low- level jobs were built. Recent reforms to early childhood education have 

formalized pre-school education. Those informal facilities in urban and rural areas have been 

almost eliminated under the new dispensation for early childhood education. The introduction of 

small community day- care centres would facilitate female participation in work by ensuring the 

care and safety of children while mothers are at work.  

 

Some practical suggestions that emerged from the qualitative study that was a part of the main 

study are cited here. While some of the middle and most of the high -income earning families 

could afford child care those with low incomes who critically needed jobs could not pay for child 

care. One of the major deterrents to joining the workforce was that only low waged jobs were 

available for women with low education. Most women were willing to work in part-time jobs, in 

home-based informal work. This is a large area for which practical policies are indicated.  This is 

a major component of this study and the analysis of formal and informal workers is to follow. 

 

Training in higher skills and technology, retraining and upgrading of skills is likely to be a 

welcome option for females in both the rural and urban sectors. Estate workers too expressed a 

desire to engage in informal work for which the resources were said to be available within the 

estates particularly the presence of unprofitable tea estates which could be put to use for 

agriculture related projects for women. A spin off from agricultural activity would be extensive 

programs for the agro industry which would be a feasible proposition for rural women who have 

some basic skills that could be upgraded.  

 

Policies that empower women and present them with choices of different work configurations 

are more likely to meet the need for most women to combine family care with productive work. 

A system that was introduced in the 1980s based on a concept of ―big investor- small producer‖ 

that enabled small enterprises to reach global markets through linkages established through 

appropriate institutions such as the Export Development Board should be a feasible option for a 

country that can ill afford the kind of facilities that are present in advanced countries. Such a 

scheme could meet the needs of small female entrepreneurs. 
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Activities in informal sector and of small enterprise that provide solutions to married females 

having to combine home care and income generation need to be upgraded with the use of 

appropriate technology. There is an urgent need for creative technical skills that uplift the home-

based activities for females. There is room for simple, user friendly, environment friendly, 

energy conserving ―home-grown‖ technology for informal activities that ensure products of 

quality, decent work, supported production and marketing that could keep intact the family that 

chooses home-based work. 

 

In promoting small entrepreneurship, the current practice of disbursing credit should be avoided 

as one that renders females debt-ridden for most of their lives. It is a practice that saps the self -

worth of the creditor. A better proposition would be the outright grant of an initial start-up 

capital and thereafter, assistance in ensuring skill upgrading, access to markets and raw materials 

in a system such as the one that was cited above.   

 

Recent literature cites a phenomenon of a reduction in the labour force of both males and females 

the world over. Recent research highlights emerging problems of teenage children in societies 

where child care is efficiently institutionalized. It has been long maintained that children should 

be cared for by their parents within the safety of their homes, hence the contention that surrounds 

the subject of women joining the workforce. However, emerging problems with children that 

surfaced in the in-depth study that was conducted within this project, raised critical issues for 

child care in their homes, mothers citing stress of controlling children‘s access to undesirable 

influences through greater access to social media.  

 

These and other issues appear to call for innovative thinking on parenting practices, inculcating 

of values pertaining to inter-family relationships that generate mutual trust and understanding. 

They signify more interactive roles by teachers and by clergy. It would call for a close perusal of 

education material and of revolutionized teaching methods. Techniques that permit space and 

stimulation of children‘s creative and innovative thinking need to be an essential part of school 

education. 

 

A slot is clearly needed for upgrading parental education in modern technology. Often parents 

complain of being baffled by children‘s facility for using and abusing technology. 

 

The strengthening of family values can have interventions by several stakeholders. Media, art 

and drama can perform a catalytic role in value transformation and should, therefore, be an 

integral part of a creative programme for social change.   
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7 Annex 1 - Capability Index-Concept and Construction  

Construction of composite index -Capability Index working and non-working females 

(CAPIWNW) 

Dr S. Somaratne 

 

The HIES dataset (within the age range of 25- 35 and 36-40 years of females of working and 

non-working, married and having children) was explored for the missing values and outliers and 

their distribution patterns. The missing values were replaced through the process of multiple 

imputation and outliers were deleted from the data. Since the dataset included the mixture of 

indicators types with different scales, indicators were normalized by converting them to have a 

unit standard deviation and zero mean. This process was carried out to bring the heterogeneous 

set of indicators to a homogeneous set of indicators. The generated Z-Scores of the indicators 

were retained in the dataset for further analyses. 

7.1 Conceptual framework 

Based on the literature and the result of the descriptive and inferential statistical analysis a 

conceptual framework of working and nonworking female‘s capability was developed. It was 

hypothesized that a total of major factors and their interactions are contributing to the working 

and non-working females‘ capability in workforce participation.  

 

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was performed on the normalized indicators to find out the 

possible subsets of the indicators. Prior to the EFA, sampling adequacy was attested using 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure (KMO) and Barlett‘s Test of Sphericity. Communalities (the 

variance explained by an indicator in the EFA solution) of the indicators in the dataset indicate 

that there was varying contribution of indicators and the communality of the majority of the 

indicators were < 0.4 and the indicators of comparatively higher communalities ≥ 0.70 were 

considered as the best indicators that explain the considerable portion of variance in the dataset. 

Subsequently, Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was carried out to verify the number of sub-

sets of indicators that emerged from the EFA.  

 

Based on the results of EFA and CFA, sub-sets of indicators were extracted for the purpose of 

construction of a composite capability index. The sub-set of indicators was further subjected to 

the reliability of the sun-scales of the composite capability index and were accessed through the 

Cronbach's α, Composite reliability, Average Variance Explained to examine the strength of the 

indicators within the sub-sets. The indicators with reliability values (α) of ≥ 0.70 were regarded 

as satisfactory indicators and were retained in the sub-set of indicators. However, the reliability 

of a scale often determined by Cronbach‘s alpha is varied in the literature (Nunnally, 1967; 

Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). Further, the reliability value of alpha of a scale depends on the 

number of indicators in the scale and inter-item correlations (Cortina, 1993).  
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Figure 7.1. Conceptual framework of working and non-working females. 

 

The literature reports different acceptable values of alpha in the range of 0.70 to 0.95 (Nunnally 

and Bernstein, 1994) and accordingly alpha was set to a minimum of 0.70 and a maximum of 

0.90 (Sreiner, 2003). However, according to Netemeyer et al., (2003), composite reliability of 

0.80 provides a reasonable measure for subsets of indicators with five to eight items. Trading off 

between the number of indicators and the reliability criterion, a composite reliability of ≥ 0.80 

was chosen. 

 

The factors and indicators and their reliability and validity are shown in Table 2.  The factor 

loading of all indicators was > 0.80 and Cronbach‘s Alpha ranged from the lowest of 0.70 to a 

maximum of 1 (unidimensional factors). Similarly, the Composite reliability ranged from the 

lowest of 0.835 to 1 and average variance explained falls within the range of 0.898 to 1. The 

results infer that the subset of indicators was qualified to be employed in the construction of the 

Capability Index for women‘s participation in the workforce. The linear aggregation of a subset 

of indicators was carried out to calculate the composite capability index for working and non-

working females – women‘s participation in work force- (CAPIWNW). 
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Table 7.1 Indicators, their associated factors with indicator reliability and validity 

Factor Indicator 
Factor 

loading 

Cronbach's 

Alpha 

Composite 

reliability 

Average 

Variance 

explained 

Expenditure 
Payment - Debt 0.825 0.769 0.892 0.806 

Monthly expenditure 0.941    

HH Comp 
Household size 0.919 0.895 0.946 0.898 

Total children 0.977    

HH Health Ill (Yes/No) 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 

HH Service 

Cooking energy 

source 
0.821 0.608 0.835 0.717 

Washing machine 0.872    

Income Total monthly income 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 

W/NW Spouse active 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 

 

ROC (Receiver Operation Curve) analysis was performed on the developed CAPIWNW and the 

result indicated that the Area under the Curve (AUC) (Figure 2) was statistically significant 

(AUC = 0.520 (Lower = 0.501 and Upper = 0.540), p = 0.037) (Table 2). The cut-off point of 

the CAPIWNW for Working and non-working females was -4.4496 with specificity of 0.930 and 

sensitivity of 0.930.  
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Figure 7.1.2. Area under the curve 

 

 

Table 7.2 Test Result of ROC analysis of CAPIWNW 

Area Std. Error Asymptotic Sig.
b
 Asymptotic 95% Confidence Interval 

   Lower Bound Upper Bound 

0.52 0.01 0.037 0.501 0.54 

     

Note: b Null hypothesis: true area = 0.5  
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Table 7.3 Indicators and their associated factors with indicator reliability and validity 

Factor Indicator 
Factor 

loading 

Cronbach's 

Alpha 

Composite 

reliability 

Average 

Variance 

explained 

EXPEND# Payment - Debt 0.825 0.769 0.892 0.806 

 Monthly expenditure 0.941    

HHCOMP Household size 0.919 0.895 0.946 0.898 

 Total children 0.977    

HHHEALTH Ill (Yes/No) 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 

HHSERVICE 
Cooking energy 

source 
0.821 0.608 0.835 0.717 

 Washing machine 0.872    

HHINCOME 
Total monthly 

income 
1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 

W/NW Spouse active 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 

 

 

Table 7.4 Capability index and its components for working and non-working females 

Category of 

female 
Indicator HHCOMP 

HHHEA

LTH 

HHSER

VICE 

HHINC

OM 
CAPIWNW 

Working 

Mean -0.103 0.024 0.106 0.046 0.247 

Grouped Median -0.180 0.024 -0.173 -0.246 -0.292 

Std. Error 0.049 0.026 0.046 0.030 0.111 

Non-working 

Mean 0.046 -0.011 -0.052 -0.021 -0.004 

Grouped Median -0.134 -0.011 -0.268 -0.284 -0.623 

Std. Error 0.033 0.017 0.028 0.018 0.071 

Total 

Mean 0.000 -0.001 -0.003 0.000 0.074 

Grouped Median -0.148 -0.001 -0.240 -0.273 -0.528 

Std. Error 0.027 0.014 0.024 0.016 0.060 
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Table 7.5 Capability index (CAPIWNW) of working and non-working females by sector 

Sector Indicator 
EXPE

ND 
HHCOMP 

HHHEAL

TH 

HHSERV

ICE 

HHIN

COM 

CAPI

WNW 

Urban 

Mean 0.366 -0.023 -0.074 1.010 0.190 1.714 

Grouped Median -0.262 -0.155 -0.074 0.790 -0.236 1.253 

Std. Error 0.062 0.058 0.029 0.051 0.053 0.155 

Rural 

Mean -0.100 -0.057 0.018 -0.246 -0.035 -0.376 

Grouped Median -0.482 -0.191 0.018 -0.452 -0.264 -0.957 

Std. Error 0.021 0.032 0.017 0.027 0.014 0.064 

Estate 

Mean -0.362 0.483 0.051 -0.848 -0.242 -0.714 

Grouped Median -0.567 0.312 0.051 -0.922 -0.350 -1.003 

Std. Error 0.038 0.097 0.048 0.051 0.017 0.153 

Total 

Mean -0.014 0.000 -0.001 -0.003 0.000 0.074 

Grouped Median -0.447 -0.148 -0.001 -0.240 -0.273 -0.528 

Std. Error 0.021 0.027 0.014 0.024 0.016 0.060 

 

 

Table 7.6 Capability index of working and non-working females by level of income. 

Income 

category 
Indicator 

EXPEN

D 

HHCO

MP 

HHHE

ALTH 

HHSERVI

CE 

HHINC

OM 

CAPIW

NWW 

Low 

Mean -0.490 0.008 -0.008 -0.740 -0.298 -1.489 

Grouped Median -0.616 -0.160 -0.008 -0.833 -0.368 -1.568 

Std. Error 0.010 0.040 0.020 0.024 0.004 0.061 

Medium 

Mean -0.073 0.006 0.007 0.191 -0.106 0.030 

Grouped Median -0.325 -0.132 0.007 0.005 -0.203 -0.221 

Std. Error 0.024 0.047 0.025 0.040 0.011 0.077 

High 

Mean 1.287 -0.031 0.007 1.503 0.824 3.537 

Grouped Median 0.465 -0.142 0.007 1.177 0.365 2.875 

Std. Error 0.087 0.060 0.033 0.059 0.066 0.169 

Total 

Mean -0.014 0.000 -0.001 -0.003 0.000 0.074 

Grouped Median -0.447 -0.148 -0.001 -0.240 -0.273 -0.528 

Std. Error 0.021 0.027 0.014 0.024 0.016 0.060 
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Table 7.7 CAPIWNW and its components by income category - Working females 

Income 

category 
Indicator 

HHCO

MP 

HHHEALT

H 

HHSER

VICE 

HHINC

OM 

CAPIW

NW 

Low 

Mean 0.109 -0.046 -0.923 -0.292 -1.627 

Grouped Median -0.029 -0.046 -0.982 -0.358 -1.576 

Std. Error  0.082 0.041 0.042 0.008 0.116 

Medium 

Mean -0.120 0.084 -0.091 -0.134 -0.374 

Grouped Median -0.185 0.084 -0.267 -0.236 -0.456 

Std. Error  0.086 0.044 0.066 0.014 0.133 

High 

Mean -0.364 0.039 1.732 0.692 3.354 

Grouped Median -0.368 0.039 1.517 0.295 3.016 

Std. Error  0.084 0.049 0.086 0.095 0.246 

Total 

Mean -0.103 0.024 0.106 0.046 0.247 

Grouped Median -0.180 0.024 -0.173 -0.246 -0.292 

Std. Error 0.049 0.026 0.046 0.030 0.111 

 

Table 7.8 CAPIWNW and its components by sector - Working females 

Sector Indicator HHCOMP 
HHHEA

LTH 

HHSERVIC

E 

HHINC

OM 

CAPIWN

W 

Urban 

Mean -0.513 -0.101 1.537 0.390 2.245 

Grouped Median -0.412 -0.101 1.160 -0.181 1.564 

Std. Error 0.120 0.058 0.103 0.132 0.357 

Rural 

Mean -0.264 0.057 0.001 0.021 -0.154 

Grouped Median -0.276 0.057 -0.263 -0.224 -0.738 

Std. Error 0.057 0.033 0.056 0.026 0.121 

Estate 

Mean 0.846 0.037 -0.944 -0.243 -0.359 

Grouped Median 1.259 0.037 -0.992 -0.347 -0.665 

Std. Error 0.121 0.060 0.056 0.023 0.193 

Total 

Mean -0.103 0.024 0.106 0.046 0.247 

Grouped Median -0.180 0.024 -0.173 -0.246 -0.292 

Std. Error 0.049 0.026 0.046 0.030 0.111 
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Table 7.9 CAPIWNW and its components by income category - non-working females 

Income 

category 
Indicator HHCOMP 

HHHEAL

TH 

HHSER

VICE 

HHINC

OM 

CAPIWN

W 

Low 

Mean -0.024 0.003 -0.683 -0.301 -1.443 

Grouped Median -0.199 0.003 -0.785 -0.371 -1.560 

Std. Error 0.046 0.024 0.029 0.005 0.071 

Medium 

Mean 0.067 -0.031 0.328 -0.093 0.228 

Grouped Median -0.108 -0.031 0.148 -0.183 -0.022 

Std. Error 0.055 0.030 0.049 0.015 0.093 

High 

Mean 0.242 -0.020 1.315 0.924 3.678 

Grouped Median 0.044 -0.020 1.011 0.421 2.701 

Std. Error 0.084 0.044 0.080 0.090 0.232 

Total 

Mean 0.046 -0.011 -0.052 -0.021 -0.004 

Grouped Median -0.134 -0.011 -0.268 -0.284 -0.623 

Std. Error 0.033 0.017 0.028 0.018 0.071 

 

 

Table 7.10 CAPIWNW and its components by sector - non-working females 

Sector Indicator 
HHCOM

P 

HHHEALT

H 

HHSER

VICE 

HHINC

OM 

CAPIWN

W 

Urban 

Mean 0.133 -0.065 0.843 0.124 1.539 

Grouped Median -0.038 -0.065 0.687 -0.254 1.090 

Std. Error 0.065 0.033 0.058 0.055 0.168 

Rural 

Mean 0.028 0.003 -0.345 -0.059 -0.472 

Grouped Median -0.157 0.003 -0.522 -0.284 -1.012 

Std. Error 0.039 0.020 0.031 0.017 0.075 

Estate 

Mean -0.174 0.077 -0.673 -0.240 -1.303 

Grouped Median -0.316 0.077 -0.791 -0.354 -1.516 

Std. Error 0.149 0.081 0.101 0.023 0.244 

Total 

Mean 0.046 -0.011 -0.052 -0.021 -0.004 

Grouped Median -0.134 -0.011 -0.268 -0.284 -0.623 

Std. Error 0.033 0.017 0.028 0.018 0.071 
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9 Annex 2 - Enabling and Hindering Score Indicators  

 

Table 8.1 URBAN SCORES 

 

Indicator 
Working Non-Working Remarks 

Enable Hinder Enable Hinder  

Income       

Monthly household income 1   1  

Non-Agricultural   1 1   

Other+ Salary 2 4 4 2  

Property rents 1 1 1 1  

Other Cash   1 1   

Monthly Expenditure ….. 3   3  

     Non-Food 1   1  

     Education 1 1 1 1  

     Debts 7 2 2 7  

     Housing   1 1   

Elder and child Care 1 0 1   

Media and Communication  3   3  

Transport Expenditure 2   2  

Own transport   1 1   

Social Activities and 

Clothing  

3 
  3  

HH Equipment and 

Amenities  

5 
1 1 5  

Services  2 2 2 2  

Household Composition 

+Size 

3 
1 1 3  

Total 35 16 17 34  
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Table 8.2 RURAL 

 

Indicator 
Working Non-Working Remarks 

Enable Hinder Enable Hinder  

Non-Agricultural Income   1 1   

Other and Salary 4 5 5 4  

Property rents  1 1   

Social Security 

Expenditure 
1   1  

FD & Health 

Expenditure 
2   2  

Non-Food Expenditure 1   1  

Monthly Household 

Income 
1   1  

Expenditure on 

Education 
4   4  

Housing  1   1  

Debts 1 5 5 1  

HH Equipment and 

Amenities 
5 1 1 5  

Services 5 1 1 5  

Media and 

Communication 
3   3  

Transport 1   1  

Own Transport   1 1   

Social Activities and 

Expenses 
4   4  

Day Care for Children & 

Elders 
1   1  

Household Composition 

+Size 
5 1 1 5  

Total 
39 `16 16 39  

55 55  
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Table 8.3 ESTATE 

 

Indicator 

Working 

 
Non-Working Remarks 

Enable Hinder Enable Hinder  

Monthly Household Income   1   1  

Non-agricultural income      

Salary and other income 2   2  

Property Rents      

Own house 2   2  

Housing Expenditure  1 1   

Social security 1   1  

Expenditure on food & 

health 
2   2  

Media and Communication  1 1 1 1  

Own Transport 1   1  

HH Equipment and 

Amenities 
1   1  

Services 1 1 1 1  

Household Composition 

+Size 
1 4 4 1  

Debt 1   1  

Total 
15 7 7 15  

22 22  
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Table 8.4 TOTAL SCORES 

 

Indicator 

Working 

 
Non-Working Remarks 

Enable Hinder Enable Hinder  

Monthly household 

income 
1   1  

Non-agricultural   1 1   

Other 4   4  

Social Securities  3   3  

Salary +other cash 2   2  

Property rent  1   1  

Relief/Welfare  1 1   

Expenditure Food 

+Health 
2 1 1 2  

Non-Food 1   1  

Child and Elder Care 1   1  

Property  2 1 1 2  

Debts 5 3 3 5  

HH Equipment and 

Amenities  
4 1 1 4  

Services 6 2 2 6  

Transport and Fuel  1 1   

Social Activities 3   3  

Social Security 3   3  

Media and 

Communication 
4 1 1 4  

Education 1  1   

      

Household 

Composition  
5 1 1 5  

Total 
48 13 14 47  

61 61  
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1 Definition  

Working Females defined as economically active contained a sizable proportion (36%) of 

informal workers (IFWs). This category assumes significance in the analysis on female labour 

force participation as a set of females who had chosen to work in income-generating informal 

activities in which they have greater independence and control over their lives and their work. 

The issue of economic security can be singled out as a key disadvantage for informal sector 

workers. They lacked a safety net to cushion them in times of adversity. The current pandemic 

would have affected them adversely. Several non-working, and some working females as well, 

who were overburdened with work and housework expressed a preference for home-based 

informal activities that can accommodate their dual responsibilities (FLFP Case studies - 2021). 

The category of Informal Sector Workers contains a set of females designated Contributory 

Family Workers (CFWs) who contribute their labour to family enterprises that earn income for 

the household but they get no individual remuneration. It was only recently that they were 

recognized and defined as economically active. They engage in family tasks, mostly home-based 

ones that open avenues for females to exercise traditional knowledge and inter-generational 

skills.   

2 Descriptive Indicators 

The ensuing analysis identifies significant differences between the two categories of formal 

sector workers (FWs) and IFWs. The focus is on distinguishing positive and negative features in 

their quality of life and their capacity to sustain their households over the long term. The analysis 

comprises selected indicators that best highlight the critical differences in the work-life, incomes 

and quality of life of IFWs that could have justified their choice of informal work. 

2.1 Economic Profile 

 

Table 2.1.1 FWs and IFWs by Income Class (Percentage) 

FWs    IFWs 

Low     34   42 

Medium    34   38 

High     32   20 

Total     100    100 

Total Count    983   563 
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Income as a key indicator-set out in the table above shows that IFWs had less high-income 

earners and more low and middle-income earners. Income wise therefore FWs had an advantage 

over IFWs.  

 

2.1.2 FWs and IFWs by Mean and Median Monthly Income by Sector 

 Formal Informal 

Sector Mean (Rs) Median (Rs) Mean (Rs) Median (Rs) 

Urban 393933 100000 201370 109375 

Rural 153646 65992 203283 105740 

Estate 69376 30500 140877 65200 

Total 183382 55120 200908 106120 

 

Several notable findings emerge when analysing differences in income in the different sectors. 

The overall income shows that IFWs had a mean income which was 9% higher than that of FWs, 

and a considerable 49% higher median for IFWs over FWs. The higher mean income of IFWs 

came from higher means of rural and estate sector IFWs. But in the urban sector FWs had earned 

higher mean and median incomes over IFWs. It follows, therefore, that the urban sector had 

more space for females with high level education to find employment in high level jobs. 

 

2.1.3 FWs and IFWs by Household Debts by Sector 

 Formal Informal 

Level of debts/Sector Urban Rural Estate Urban Rural Estate 

No debts 18 19 17 21 20 5 

Rs 100 - 9,999 2 5 13 3 4 0 

Rs 10,000 - 49,999 8 15 32 12 19 21 

Rs > 50,000 72 61 39 39 57 74 

 

While fair proportions of FWs and IFWs in all three sectors were debt free, there were notable 

differences when analysed by sector and level of debts. Urban and rural FWs and estate IFWs 

had incurred a high level of debts of over Rs. 50,000. Rural and estate FWs had middle level 

debts of Rs. 10,000-15,000. This middle level of debts was incurred mostly by estate IFWs. It 

appears that high mean and median incomes by urban FWs could contain a high level of debts. 

High mean and median incomes of rural and estate IFWs too are likely to contain a fair share of 

debts.  
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2.1.4 FWs and IFWs by Household Debt by Income Level 

 Formal   % Informal % 

Level of Debts L M H L M H 

No debts 23 18 13 25 17 13 

Low 15 4 1 6 3 0 

Medium 32 18 4 31 10 8 

High 30 61 83 38 70 79 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

The high- income class in both FWs and IFWs had incurred high level debts of over Rs 50,000. 

The middle- income classes in IFWs and FWs too had incurred high level debts. However, the 

considerable proportions of low- income households in both FWs and IFWs who had incurred 

high level debts raises concern for their capacity for repayment. Most of the debts of IFWs, it 

could be presumed, had been ploughed into income earning activities. More of the debts by FWs 

are likely to have been utilized for consumption. 

 

2.2 Demographic Profile 

2.2.1 Education 

 

Table 2.2.1.1 FWs and IFWs by Education level (Percentages) 

     FWs    IFWs 

Tertiary    17   2 

Secondary    62   90 

Primary    15   7 

No Education     6   1 

Total     100    100 

 Actual Count    983   563 

 

The IFWs had a large proportion with secondary education, a factor that would have determined 

their level of occupations and consequently their incomes.  
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Table 2.2.1.2 FWs and IFWs by Education level and Sector (Percentages)  

            FWs %           IWFs % 

      U R E   U R E       

Tertiary  35 18 17   9 1 0 

Secondary  63 73 62   80 91 95 

Primary  2 8 15   10 6 5 

No Education  0 1 6   1 2 0 

Total   100 100 100   100 100 100 

Actual Count  205 506 272   78 465 20  

In all three sectors of urban, rural, and estate the dominance of IFWs with secondary education-

higher than among FWs-was evident. The small proportion of IFWs, in the urban sector in 

particular, who had tertiary education were most likely in high-level activities that brought them 

higher incomes-20% were in the high-income class. 

 

 

 

Table 2.2.1.3 FWs and IFWs by Education level and Income Class (Percentages) 

FWs     IFWs 

       L M H   L M H 

Tertiary  25 25 41   5 7 14  

Secondary  60 73 58   76 86 75 

Primary  15 0 1   14 7 21 

No Education  0 2 0   5 0 0 

Total   100 100 100   100 100 100 

 Actual Count  336 333 314   235 214 114 

Considerable proportions of FWs were placed in low and middle-income classes. Among IFWs 

fair proportions with tertiary education were placed in low and middle-income classes, signifying 

considerable underemployment of FWs in the formal sector. Among IFWs some with tertiary 

education had chosen informal sector activities despite those activities bringing in low incomes. 
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Significantly among the large majority of secondary educated FWs a little over half were high 

income earners. Among IFWs the secondary educated were present in high proportions in low 

middle and high-income classes. IFWs with secondary education were spread out fairly evenly in 

all three income classes. Another significant feature among IFWs who had primary education is 

the considerable proportion earning high incomes whereas FWs with primary education were 

mostly in the low-income class.  

2.2.2 Household Composition 

 

2.2.2.1 FWs and IFWs by Number of Children in the Family 

 

Formal % Informal % 

Number of. Children L M H L M H 

1-3 children 71 86 98 85 84 84 

4-6 children 29 14 2 15 15 16 

7 and more children 0 0 0 0 2 0 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

The large majority in all three sectors of FWs and IFWs had small families with 1-3 children. It 

was notable that a fair proportion of estate FWs had 4-6 children. However, IFWs had fair 

proportions with 4-6 children spread out in all three sectors. This factor could have been a 

determinant for females‘ choice of informal sector work that facilitated their care of the family as 

well.  

2.2.3 Household Size 

The majority of both FWs and IFWs had large households of 4-7 members each. In both 

categories the urban sector had lower proportions of large households while the estate sector had 

the highest proportion of such households.  The presence of joint families and extended family is 

common in estate households. 

 

2.2.3.1 FWs and IFWs Household Size by Sector  

 Formal % Informal % 

Household size Urban Rural Estate Urban Rural Estate 

1-3 members 33 27 12 26 21 16 

4-7 members 65 72 83 69 78 84 

More than 7members 2 1 6 5 1 0 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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When comparing FWs with IFWs in relation to household size the data shows higher proportions 

of large households among IFWs in all three sectors. That could have been one reason for their 

choosing informal work when they can combine family care with income earning.  

 

2.2.3.2 FWs and IFWs Household Size by Income Level  

 

Formal % Informal % 

Household size L M H L M H 

Less than 3 members 19 28 26 26 22 11 

4-7 members 79 70 72 73 76 87 

More than 7 members 2 2 2 1 2 3 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

The presence of large families in high income households in FWs and IFWs could have no 

implications for household economic capability. Nevertheless, the burden of large families 

present in high proportions in low and middle income families of both FWs and IFWs could 

signify a level of economic burden which would be an added strain for informal sector workers.  

2.3 Occupational Profile 

 

Table 2.3.1 FWs and IFWs by Occupation (Percentages) 

      FWs    IFWs 

Managerial     3   13 

Professional     24   1 

Technicians/ Professionals   10   2 

Clerical and Associated workers  5   0 

Service     3   11 

Skilled agriculture    2   38 

Crafts/ Industrial workers   11   24   

Plant/ Machine operators   3   1 

Elementary Workers    39   10 

Total     100   100 
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FWs were placed predominantly in high-level professional jobs but a larger proportion was 

engaged at a lower level of elementary workers.  Their job placement would have been 

determined by their respective proportions with tertiary education and with secondary education. 

 

Notably a fair proportion-higher than the FWs-of IFWs were engaged in managerial activities, 

most likely in enterprises or small industry. IFWs were well placed in skilled agriculture-related 

activities, in craft and as industrial workers which are typical informal sector activities.  

 

Occupational patterns of FWs and activities of IFWs had determined their income distribution. 

The IFWs had the advantage of caring for their families while earning incomes. 

 

 

Table 2.3.2 (a) FWs by Occupation and Education (Percentages) 

         Tertiary         Secondary     Primary    No Education 

Managerial     6  3  0  0   

Professional     60  22  0  0 

Technicians/ Professionals   25  10  0  2  

Clerical and Associated workers  9  6  0  0 

Service     1  4  2  2  

Skilled agriculture    0  2  2  0 

Crafts/ Industrial workers   0  15  8  3   

Plant/ Machine operators   0  5  3  2 

Elementary Workers    1  32  85  92   

Total     100  100  100  100 

Actual Count    163  610  148  62 
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Table 2.3.2 (b) IFWs by Occupation and Education (Percentages) 

        Tertiary      Secondary     Primary     No Education  

Managerial     0  15  0  0 

Professional     40  0  0  0 

Technicians/ Professionals   10  2  0  0  

Clerical and Associated workers  0  0  0  0 

Service     20  11  6  0   

Skilled agriculture    0  37  62  44  

Crafts/ Industrial workers   10  23  29  44   

Plant/ Machine operators   0  1  0  0 

Elementary Workers    20  11  3  11  

Total     100  100  100  100 

 Actual Count    10  510  34  9           

A major portion of FWs with tertiary education has found employment in the high-level 

occupations of managerial, professional, and technician categories. Among IFWs a considerable 

proportion was in professional activities, but fair proportions were deployed in services in crafts 

and in low level of elementary workers.  

 

Another notable feature is a higher proportion of IFWs with secondary education who were in 

managerial activities, skilled agriculture, and crafts. More FWs with secondary education worked 

as elementary workers. Among IFWs much smaller proportions were engaged in activities as 

elementary workers. 

 

Those with primary education showed marked differences in their deployment in occupations. 

The FWs with primary education were mostly elementary workers. But in the case of IFWs, the 

secondary educated had found activities in skilled agriculture and in crafts.  

 

Notably a high proportion of FWs who had no education was engaged as elementary workers, as 

compared with IFWs with no education who were largely in skilled agriculture and crafts that are 

likely to have brought in higher incomes. 

 

The level of education had greater relevance to the level of jobs of FWs. This was not so in the 

case of IFWs. Their level of education appeared to have been less of a determinant of their 

choice of activity. They were, thus, more flexible not only in choosing their activity but also in 

changing direction as circumstances changed. 
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Table 2.3.3 FWs and IFWs Occupation by Sector 

              FWs %    IFWs%   

Urban  Rural Estate   Urban  Rural Estate 

Managerial     6 2 1  23 11 15 

Professional     41 27 3  6 0 0  

Technicians/ Professionals   20 12 1  3 2 0  

Clerical and Associated workers  10 6 0  1 0 0 

Service     3 5 1  19 9 20   

Skilled agriculture    0 2 1  6 45 20  

Crafts/ Industrial workers   8 16 4  28 22 40   

Plant/ Machine operators   3 4 2  0 1 0 

Elementary Workers    7 25 87  13 10 5  

Total     100 100 100  100 100 100  

 Actual Count    205 506 272  78 465 20  

 

Among IFWs a fair proportion in the urban sector and in the rural and estate sectors, were 

engaged in managerial level activities. While proportions in managerial occupations were much 

lower among FWs, they had a higher proportion in professional jobs in the urban sector, a fair 

proportion in the rural sector and a small proportion in the estate sector. 

 

Among FWs a large portion in the estate sector worked as elementary workers followed closely 

by FWs in the rural sector. Among FWs occupational patterns had favoured the urban females in 

particular whereas among IFWs the distribution among sectors was more even but with a slight 

tilt towards the rural sector.  
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Table 2.3.4 FWs and IFWs by Sector and Income Level 

 

     FWs %     IFWs % 

Urban Rural Estate  All  Urban Rural Estate  All   

Low    10  29 63 34  27 45 30 42 

Medium  29 37 32 34  37 37 55 38 

High   61 34 6 32  36 18 15 20 

Total   100 100 100 100  100 100 100 100  

Actual Count  205 506 272 983  78 465 20 563 

 

In a sector-wise distribution, the urban sector had provided better income-earning occupations 

for FWs who have a very high proportion placed in the high-income class. The rural FWs were 

spread out more evenly across the income classes. Notably, in the estate sector, FWs were 

dominant in the low-income class.  

 

IFWs in all three sectors had higher proportions in the middle-income class. The rural sector 

IFWs appear to have been engaged mostly in low-income earning activities. In the estate sector, 

IFWs were found mostly in the middle-income class.  

 

Overall, the IFWs were more evenly spread across sectors and income classes than the FWs 

whose distribution was skewed, favouring the high-income class. 

 

2.4 Preference index as a measurement of preference to work in the informal sector of the 

workforce 
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Table 2.4.1 Preference Index and its Components  

 

Factor Indicator 

Formal/inf

ormal 

difference 

Loading 

Cronb

ach’s 

Alpha 

Composite 

reliability 

Average 

variance 

explained 

Household 

Monthly 

Expenditure 

Payment debt F > INF 0.914 0.930 0.954 0.874 

Bank amount F > INF 0.941    

Charges - Day care F > INF 0.950    

Household 

Monthly 

Income 

Total income - Foreign INF > F 0.977 0.943 0.964 0.899 

Total income - 

Insurance 
F > INF 0.889    

Total income - medical F > INF 0.997    

Health-Number 

ill persons 

Ill (yes/no) INF > F 0.972 0.937 0.969 0.941 

Total ill INF > F 0.968    

Household 

Composition 

Total children INF > F 0.969 0.937 0.969 0.941 

Total young INF > F 0.971    

Access to 

Amenities and 

Equipment  

Computers F > INF 0.907 0.781 0.901 0.820 

Washing machine F > INF 0.904    

 

1) Household Expenditure  

 

The FWs have higher values over the IFWs 

- Payment of debt 

- Payment of bank debt  

- Day care charges  

 

2) Household income  

 

The IFWs have a higher value for foreign income  

The FWs have a higher value for insurance income  

and for income from medical schemes. 

 

3) Health  

 

The IFWs have a higher value for number of ill persons in the household  

 

4) Household Composition  

 

The IFWs have a higher value for the total number of children and for total young in the family  
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5) Household Amenities  

 

The FWs have a higher value for access to computers and for use of a washing machine  

 

Overall, the FWs have 7 indicators with high values while the IFWs have only 5 indicators with 

higher values. Out of twelve indicators 58% of indicators have higher values for FWs while a 

lower of IFWs 42% have higher values. Therefore, the preference index favours the FWs with an 

increase of 15% over the IFWs. The FWs had more attributes that led them to choose formal 

sector work, while IFWs choice of informal work was based on a lower proportion of attributes. 

It is clear that IFWs require greater supportive interventions that secures and enables their 

engagement in the informal sector. Policy measures are a primary need. 

2.5 Implications for female labour force participation  

 

The choice of informal work as the preferred category of work by working age females in the 

sample has several social and economic implications both for the macro economy and the 

households and family. 

 

The urban sector had provided more educational opportunities and, therefore, for more lucrative 

avenues for FWs that resulted in higher mean incomes. However rural and estate sectors had 

provided more lucrative avenues that was reflected in higher mean and median incomes for 

IFWs. The rural sector in particular provided avenues in traditional activities in skilled 

agriculture, crafts, and industry. It was the rural sector that contained the traditional CFW 

category within the informal sector, whose earnings accrued to the family income.  

 

It is the informal sector that has created more dynamism and space for innovative and 

experimental ventures that rendered considerable contributions to the national GDP. For the 

young married female with a family of young children as in the sample the informal sector had 

provided the best option for earning income while caring for the family. The presence of larger 

families among IFWs could have triggered the choice of informal work among females with 

secondary education- some even with tertiary education- who had qualifications to join the 

formal sector but had opted to stay in informal sector work. The flexibility in time, freedom to 

devote time in family crises, flexibility in working hours, freedom from rules and regulations in 

the workplace and, added to all these features, a sense of responsibility for children and perhaps 

elders in the household could have been key considerations for their choice. The importance of 

the presence of the mother at home is not less critical to their choice of work. 

 

In this discussion one cannot fully rule out social compulsions from other members of the 

household in particular, ethnic groups that restricted females from joining the formal workforce. 
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2.6 Policy  

 

The importance of the sector contribution of informal sector activities to the economy has been 

recognized primarily for purposes of taxation. However, the advantages of the informal sector, 

especially for female workers, have been overlooked by the government that has failed to 

formulate policies to support informal activities and provide avenues for expansion and progress. 

 

 The critical issue however, for informal sector workers is the uncertainty of income and 

sustainability of informal activities. The absence of economic security in any form has been aptly 

demonstrated in the current pandemic. While larger units can survive amidst crisis and the small 

units could move on to other areas of work when one fails, it is the middle level of informal 

sector workers that are caught up in indebtedness, collapse of activities, lacking flexibility to 

move to other activities, who would be most affected by the absence of a safety net. The most 

critical element of economic security through an innovative scheme-perhaps an insurance 

scheme- rests very squarely with the government and its institutions. In addition, the government 

has a role to play in updating skills, training in technology, opening avenues of products and 

export markets for informal sector outputs. Enhancing female participation in the labour force 

could be best achieved without weakening the family and the household by supportive policies 

for sustaining informal sector activities. 
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Part 1 - Analysis of Narratives 

 

1 The Sri Lankan Conundrum 

 

Nearly every study that has researched female labour force participation in Sri Lanka contains a 

recurring set of ―determinants‖ of female entry or non-entry into the labour force. The issue that 

has been in the forefront has been the low participation of females in the labour force in Sri 

Lanka-about the lowest in South Asia-(35% approximately) and it‘s persistence around this level 

for a long period of time.  

 

Table 1.1 Female LFPR for selected years – All island 

 

Year Female LFPR 

1997 35.4 

2001 37.2 

2006 36.8 

2012 32.8 

2014 34.5 

2017 36.6 

2019 34.5 

Source: Sri Lanka Labour Force Surveys  

 

Studies have often prefaced their research with a set of ―determinants‖ referred to in some 

western studies (1) as ―covariates‖. The discourse on female labour force participation (FLFP) 

deals with two features of supply side and demand side often treating them as two separate fields 

of research. The ―conundrum‖ in the context of Sri Lankan FLFP arises in the background of 

high female education, declining fertility and pressing economic needs in most middle and low 

income families, all of which are considered drivers for FLFP. A relentless pursuit of the reasons 

why, against such a background, females are reluctant to join the labour force has provided a 

plethora of literature (a detailed literature survey is a component of the main study) with both 

primary and secondary data analysis.  Nearly all the studies of the supply side have cited a 

common set of determinants beginning with cultural conditioning of what is appropriate for 

females, to demands of the household and family care. This discussion, however, leaves that area 

of discourse and moves on to an under-researched dimension of FLFP in Sri Lanka. But, before 

moving on, a quote from a Discussion Paper by IZA (1.) seems appropriate. 
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In a study by Aronsonet et al(1-2017), Ganguiliet et al (1-2014)  analysing Census data from 40 

countries states ―At the micro level the authors show that if the education gender gap, the 

marriage gap (LFP gap between married and single women) and the motherhood gap (LFP gap 

between mothers and childless women) were to close everywhere, a large unexplained gender 

gap  in participation  rates would still remain ( for most countries)‖ This same study reaches a 

conclusion that is relevant to this analysis of narratives (case studies) that the study unfolds. 

 

―Lastly we had……a relatively strong (negative or positive) contribution from factors that are 

not explained by our model and reflect instead changes in coefficients and ―unobservables‖.  The 

sign and size of this unexplained contribution does not appear to relate to …income level or the 

observed level or change in FLFP rates.‖ They go on to maintain that ―differences in covariates 

cannot explain gaps in participation rates…… Instead, the returns to covariates and 

unobservables account for the bulk of FLFP variation both around 2000 and 2014‖. 

1.1 Unfolding the Sri Lankan Conundrum 

 

The objective of this component of the study on FLFP is to move the research into a different 

trajectory –the family fold-breaching it‘s privacy in an attempt to seek within its enclosed 

precincts of a ―private sphere‖, to unpack women‘s and men‘s realities of life, those 

―unobservable‖ that may explain the numerous unexplained factors in FLFP in Sri Lanka. 

 

2 Methodology 

The study uses a set of narratives of married females with families, currently placed in different 

situations vis-à-vis their engagement with the labour force- in effect to hear the ―unvoiced‖ 

experiences of women (and men) that unfold in the kitchen the hearth and other family spaces. 

The technique of engaging in open unrestricted conversation with a purposively selected group 

of women and men was considered most appropriate for this exploratory study. Face to face 

conversations were recorded over at least 2 sittings. The conversations were guided by a set of 

themes used by all the researchers and which structured the conversation along lines that were 

pertinent to the inquiry. 

 

The COVID situation did not permit visiting a random selection of households. Instead, a 

snowball system was adopted. Five senior researchers each selected a known female/male to 

begin with and snowballed to reach other known females. Thus, in a difficult situation face –to-

face conversations were conducted with 30 females and 7 males and all conversations were 

recorded with permission from the respondents. The recording playback proved to be a very 

effective tool since often, emotional responses, breaking down in tears, significant pauses a 
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sarcastic laugh, changes in voice tones as unaccustomed tools revealed nuances that could not be 

expressed in words. 

 

The conversations gave meat to some of the concerns expressed in the relevant sections of the 

―Vision‖ paper by Godfrey Gunatilleke (2). 

 

2.1 The Sample 

 

The sample comprised 30 females and 7 males purposively selected as described earlier. 

2.2 Analytical Frame 

 

 The females were clustered into 6 based on the different configurations of their 

combinations of work and family life.  

 Married males: 7 males were interviewed and their conversations recorded manually. 

 

Additionally, 2 narratives of outlier families, close neighbours of two researchers and observed 

over a long period of time have been included as case studies with special interest. 

 

3 Analysis of Narratives (Case Studies) 

3.1 Cluster A: Females Currently in the Labour Force. 

The highest number of narratives were those of a category of females who had been engaged in 

formal full-time work prior to marriage, and continued up to the present time. All females in this 

category belonged to middle and high-income families. 

3.1.1 Nature of Jobs and Changes 

All the females in this category had entered the job market prior to marriage. Their choice of a 

job was generally in keeping with their educational qualifications- or were so until some changed 

their job at or just before marriage. Eight out of eleven were in such high status jobs. One female 

was already in teaching and two in nursing.  Teaching was accepted as giving time and space for 

family care, in some cases as culturally appropriate. Nursing too was very well received by both 

elders and husbands despite the extremely intensive time and work conditions that left little room 

for the family, because it was considered of high value and also, service oriented.  

 

The profile of jobs changed significantly at or prior to marriage with three females in high status 

jobs changing to teaching and lecturing. One change was from a professional job in the private 

sector which she ―enjoyed‖, to teaching as being convenient to combine with the responsibilities 
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that came with marriage. The other two, while the convenience for family care was a primary 

reason, in the case of one, her unhappiness in a hostile work environment was a contributory 

factor while the other was averse to the bureaucratic system in a government ministry in which 

she was employed.  

 

Those already in teaching had no need to change. It was culturally acceptable, approved by 

husbands, as requiring minimum support from extended family, accorded high value especially 

in the COVID pandemic.  

 

The changes were accompanied by a complex array of factors. For instance, a highly qualified 

female in a high-status private sector job had to find a job with free time to care for children as 

well as old parents, another changed owing to the gender discriminatory working conditions in 

her job affecting her prospects for promotion and even in allocation of work. Her husband‘s 

opposition to a 9-5 job was an added reason. The moot point here is that she dislikes teaching 

and with her qualifications she could have moved to a parallel position elsewhere. In this, she 

had no choice. 

 

Another highly qualified female with a high-status job in a bank was pressured by a father to 

move into a teaching job which was perceived as equipping her for marriage.  However, her 

intended mother-in-law pressed her to remain in her very lucrative job as the marriage was 

approved because of the prestige of her job. One would expect her to be empowered by her 

education and value in the job market but instead felt manipulated first by her father and next by 

her husband and in laws, had indeed become a pawn in their quest for economic value and 

prestige.  

 

The next female who had post graduate qualifications found immense job satisfaction, travel 

opportunities and a high remuneration, in a workplace prior to her marriage. She, however, had 

to surrender to her father‘s wish to change to teaching before marriage, seen as a convenient job 

for a wife and mother. When she married her husband approved of her teaching job. She disliked 

teaching but with time she became resigned to it ―since I had no option if I wanted to continue to 

work.‖  

 

Those who had qualifications that had fitted them in non-teaching jobs and were in such jobs but 

had moved to teaching were pushed into a field of work for which they had no training, which 

they disliked and found difficult to fit into. Their remuneration too was much lower than in their 

former job. The only value was the time available for family responsibilities. The concern that 

immediately arises is, what appears to be, the complete disregard of the special training required 

for teaching which these females lacked and the notion that teaching is a repository for wives and 

mothers who seek convenience for family care. Eight of the females in this category continued 

the same job after marriage, some in non-teaching jobs. 
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3.1.2 Challenges Facing Females in Non-Teaching Jobs. 

It is notable that five of the females who kept these high-status jobs with high remuneration and 

some perks had to create an environment that was conducive to combining their family 

responsibilities with these 9-5 jobs. The high economic contribution to the home and status of the 

job appeared to be the primary drivers of females, pushed at times by the husband and at other 

times by in laws. Some of these females worked under stress with, superiors who heaped worked 

on them ―because I am a female‖ and were made to work late hours, particularly in the private 

sector where labour laws did not seem to apply. ―My work life makes me miserable.‖  ―disgusted 

because superiors get me to do their and their friends personal work‖ ―I was not paid for 

maternity leave, I like to move to another job but who knows if they too would treat women 

workers in this way‖ (private sector accountant). 

 

Another female in a government job became the main provider when the husband‘s job became 

uncertain. Still another, who was compelled by the husband to keep her high-profile job with 

long work hours and no job satisfaction, had no assistance in the housework she had to perform. 

 

A female in a government job in media is very unhappy in her workplace. She experiences 

discrimination both as a female and as of a minority community. Deprived of promotions she 

still continues because of financial need. Her demands from her family had affected her work in 

a very material way resulting in loss of a bonus because of extensive leave taken for family 

crises. 

 

Yet, there were a few rainbows that lit up the otherwise gloomy sky of females in full time work 

in non-teaching jobs. One such found her work rewarding because a high salary enabled her to 

finance her sisters‘ education. 

 

 Many, typically, experienced a triple burden of family work, office work and care functions. 

Those who had job satisfaction had to contend with stress at home. Yet, there was an example of 

a female who found her workplace a haven from stressful work at home so that she ―relaxed only 

when at work-my household duties are endless and tiring‖.  

 

3.1.3 Facing the Challenge of the Triple Burden 

3.1.3.1 Support Systems 

Every working female in the study went into marriage expecting a supportive partnership with 

her husband. However, this support had varied from ―fully supportive, provides transport, picks 

up children from school, does marketing, even takes over cooking when called for‖‖ work in the 
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divisional secretariat was greatly valued by small businessman husband so he was very 

supportive‖ to a situation of ―no support at all‖.  

 

A case wise analysis assesses the varied nature of their support system. The husbands‘ partnering 

role should have been the bedrock on which a wife could find support. However, this was not 

forthcoming in all homes. But his role as supporter and partner was critical as evident in some of 

the households.  For example, a husband who was a lecturer in engineering had flexibility in his 

time schedule to help out with care of children. Another husbands‘ support was very substantial 

when the female was left free to study for her degree. Yet another supportive husband enabled 

his wife to continue her job which was highly valued for its facilities and high remuneration. 

 

A husband in small business encountered setbacks which rendered his income uncertain. He was 

compelled to depend on his wife‘s local government job. It was at this juncture that the husband 

stepped in to help her very substantially, providing transport, helping in childcare doing 

marketing. He greatly valued her steady job and income, another, was a nurse whose job was 

valued by her husband who was very supportive in relieving her of housework. 

 

At the other end of the spectrum there were husbands who did not support the female in 

housework or childcare. One female who insisted on her keeping her lucrative bank job, with 

long work hours, had a husband who ―rendered no assistance even when he had spare time. 

When he comes home he wants to relax with TV. Believes that is his due while the housework is 

her responsibility‖. Other cases were somewhere in between the extremes in this spectrum.  

 

Support was not forthcoming when the husband was stated to be ―too busy‖ to help, worked late, 

―he comes on weekends only does not even see how she manages all week‖, ―has little support 

from husband, because she is teaching thinks she should take over all housework and child care‖, 

‖husband refused to help because she insisted on keeping her high status job, it appears he is 

carrying on a silent protest because he could not have his way with my job‖, he had declared 

―whatever position you hold your number one is the home‖, One husband who spent time out of 

office hours to interact socially with friends, even go on trips, attend office parties and came 

home late- says he is busy with official matters‖. 

 

The bulwark of support came from parents on both sides. There were parents who stayed in to 

carry the burden of cooking and childcare, others lived close by and sent meals regularly leaving 

her free for the children when she came home after work. Nevertheless, other females, when they 

came home had to take over both cooking and child care. One female complained ―I carry my 

baby on a sling bag while cooking, my shoulder aches at the end of the day.‖  

 

Parents are well accepted as child care-givers. But those who were forced to hire child care were 

very dissatisfied; ―this was an added source of stress when we come home after work‖  ―I had to 
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take leave each time the child sneezes‖ complained one female. Their greatest dissatisfaction was 

with hired care-givers. 

 

Family support was critical to the life of these females and when it failed owing to non- 

availability of parents- ―they were too old‖- then a crisis arose in the home. The most obvious 

course was for the female to opt out of work.‖ ―It is always the female who had to leave the job 

whatever the status of the job, never the husband‖ moaned a wife who enjoyed her work too 

much to give it up. She faced a difficult situation having to make ad hoc arrangements for child 

care. One female, a company accountant, moved to a small company close to her home in order 

to keep her job and mind her home as well. Females who had good support from parents were 

highly satisfied. ―I am very busy but very happy because my home is well supported‖ (nurse in a 

COVID hospital). 

 

3.1.3.2 Quality of Life 

This was a group of females who subscribed to the needs of the country for a workforce that 

contributed to the national economy. Nevertheless, as pointed out earlier the entry of females 

into the workforce took place on very dissimilar terms from that of males. In short they trailed a 

gender based socio-cultural milieu that determined their choices in life as in work. In pursuit of 

the objective of the study for enhancement of FLFP in Sri Lanka on the path to achieve high 

human development but with a reasonable quality of life and a strong family unit, this study 

could contribute very significantly providing an insight into the quality of life of the females who 

are currently contributing to furthering that objective.  

 

The quality of life of working females was significant in a process of valuing their economic 

contribution. Attempts have been made to confer value in economic terms, but comes at what 

cost to their families? 

 

All the conversations with working females had an underlying thread of a sense of guilt, 

deprivation of a mother‘s care of children, in extreme cases, even a dereliction of duty. Educated 

females contended that they missed out on providing quality interactions with children especially 

in their education. But such mothers who were in high status jobs were the most stressed. An 

assessment of the quality of life will take account of nuances of expression that surfaced in the 

narratives. 

 

A reasonably satisfied life was dependent on several external factors, a major consideration 

being support for family and children. Those who had such support, however, continued to 

shoulder the burden of housework after office hours, ―had to be good at multi-tasking‖.  
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Conditions at work were major determinants of satisfaction of life. These were considerably 

critical in non-teaching jobs. Females encountered discrimination at work, non-payment for 

maternity leave as an example of a failure by the private sector to apply labour laws in the 

workplace, ―loaded‖ with work, a perception of discrimination in giving promotions because ―I 

am a female‖, long work hours demanded by employers, all of which tended to render work life 

to be described as ―disgusting‖ and ―unhappy‖.  

 

Deprivation of opportunities for further studies kept females from rising in their career.  ―My 

husband is studying for an MSc. Yet I have no such opportunity‖. Most working females valued 

some economic independence with their earnings. There were strictures, however, when they 

were left to spend all their earnings on housekeeping and even on needs of children that often 

strained their finances, and with very meagre contributions by the husband. 

 

The bedrock of their quality of life was very clearly the relationship between husband and wife 

and their children. This factor surfaced very pointedly in the freely expressed feelings and 

emotions in the narratives. Relationships that determined quality of life were somewhat complex.  

 

For instance, on a measure such as helping with home care, sharing of income, shared decision 

making and being supportive of the job demands of females. There were specific responses in the 

narratives that were cited in the section on support systems that could be used in providing some 

measurements on quality of life. Nevertheless, as in any study based on narratives there are 

nuances of expression that underpin the specific responses that can be identified for 

measurement. One example is that of a female whose husband was a surgeon. She was very 

caring about his very busy schedule. She gladly took over the entire burden of office work and 

home care with complete trust in his genuine caring nature which she valued. How could such 

sentiments be measured? This was another aspect that surfaced in some narratives. A caring 

relationship enhanced the quality of life of the female and the family above all other features that 

could be considered in an assessment.  In this regard, the particular value of using the narrative 

method to research complex and sensitive social issues was amply demonstrated. This 

exploratory study bears ample evidence to the efficacy of this technique in getting to the ―heart‖ 

of a problem-vital for decisions on policy measures. 

 

3.1.3.3 Measuring Quality of life 

The narrative form is in general not considered amenable to derivation of structured indicators. 

Nevertheless, some qualitative determinants can be used to derive some basic indicators of the   

quality of life of a set of females who combined a full-time job with housework and childcare. 

Such an attempt is set out below. 

 

Responses used as indicators: 
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 Satisfaction with working conditions at the workplace 

 Satisfaction with combining full time work and family care 

 Satisfaction with support systems: from husband: family 

 Satisfaction about expectations fulfilled. 

 Impact of females job on family and children 

 

3.1.3.4 Satisfaction with work 

Job satisfaction hinged on several extraneous factors besides conditions at the workplace as 

analysed in the earlier section. However, only conditions at work were considered in the 

assessment.   A small number were ―satisfied‖.  

―Moderately satisfied‖ females were in jobs that were incompatible with their qualifications but 

were compelled to take them up and were ―resigned‖ to their changed situation. 

 

Those who were ―dissatisfied‖ worked in hostile work environments, experienced gender 

discrimination and were in jobs where labour laws were not applied.  

 

3.1.3.5 Satisfaction with work and home care combined 

Only a small number found satisfaction in arrangements for childcare. They were conscious of 

the extra stress when they returned home. Those who stated they were dissatisfied had failed to 

achieve some sort of balance in housework and family care. 

 

3.1.3.6 Satisfaction with support   

3.1.3.6.1 From Husband 

Equal numbers were ―satisfied‖ and ―not satisfied at all‖. A minority stated they were willing 

and did support while others rejected outright the notion that husbands should help in family 

care, despite the wife being in full time work herself. 

 

3.1.3.6.2 From Family/hired help 

A few females found family care satisfactory when their parents were the care-givers while those 

who were moderately satisfied had to take up the burden of housework and childcare when they 

returned after work, the family member caring for children only while she was away.  

Females who had to depend on hired care-givers were very dissatisfied. 
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3.1.3.6.3 Satisfaction about Expectations fulfilled 

All had expectations of a fairly contented married life. Some had expectations of a career leading 

to promotions in their job. It was clear from the narratives that their expectations were not 

unrealistic, however, for several reasons most of them had only partially realized their 

expectations and the rest, not at all. 

 

3.1.3.6.4 Impact on Children 

A majority had accepted the limitations on family care as a consequence of their work. On that 

basis a majority were partly positive in their assessment. A notable number, however, averred 

that the impact was clearly negative. They had sacrificed the happiness of their children‘s 

interaction with the mother for economic gain was their assessment. 

As a point of interest no one expressed complete unqualified satisfaction with their life situation 

as working females managing a family as well. 

 

3.1.4 Another Dimension of Assessment 

An attempt was made to assess the level of empowerment of working females in the study group. 

 

Some indicators from the United Nations Guidelines (1997) on conditions of empowerment were 

utilized in this assessment. 

 Right to choose 

 Right to access opportunities & resources 

 Right to have control over their lives. 

 

3.1.4.1 Right to choose 

Some had exercised the right to choose their job. This indicator was considered most appropriate 

in the context of the themes embodied in the study. Others were compelled to submit to decisions 

by elders or the husband. Some had a choice of a husband while others submitted to the choice of 

parents and elders. 

 

3.1.4.2 Access to Opportunities 

This was most relevant to those females who wished to advance their careers in their job. Several 

of them had been denied this opportunity by family compulsions. 
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3.1.4.3 Control of Their Lives 

Shaping their lives in the varied circumstances that hedged them in, was determined by several 

compulsions related to work, marriage and children. Their lives were constrained by the need to 

accommodate wishes and needs of family. Such constraints affected the lives of all females in 

this cluster despite their varied experiences in other aspects analysed in earlier sections.   

 

Table 3.1.4.3.1 Indicators of Quality of Life of Working Females.  

 

According to the above measurements the majority of females were only moderately satisfied 

with a considerable number being dissatisfied. Likewise a majority of the females did not have 

the variables that indicated empowerment. 

 

The numerical indicators thus derived leave a great deal unstated as has been revealed in the 

analysis. Their life stories unfold conditions that subscribed to the quality of life of the female 

within the family as this factor affected In turn the quality of life of children who are growing up 

within the family. 

 

Considering the fact of this being an exploratory study the most appropriate mode of expressing 

their quality of life was the re-creation of their life through narratives from dialogues. It appears 

that they are ultimately left with a feeling of resignation to their destiny (labeema) (see details of 

narratives in Part 2-Annex 1). 

Indicator 
No.   

Satisfied 

No. Moderately 

Satisfied 

No. 

Dissatisfied 
Total 

Satisfaction with workplace 4 3 4 11 

Satisfaction with care of family 

& home 

2 4 5 11 

Satisfaction with support-from 

husband 

Family member 

3 

 

4 

5 

 

4 

3 

 

3 

11 

 

11 

Expectations fulfilled 1 6 4 11 

Impact on home & children 1 5 5 11 

Composite 15 27 24 66 

Empowerment No. Had No. Had not   

Right to choose 

Job 

Husband 

 

6 

7 

 

5 

4 

  

11 

11 

Access to opportunities 6 5  11 

Right to control their lives 0 11  11 

Composite 19 25  44 
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3.2 Cluster B: Females who engaged in work before marriage but gave up after marriage. 

Nine females belonged to this cluster. A prime concern was the kind of job they were doing and 

what factors led to their renunciation of that job at marriage. The drop out factor is of 

considerable importance to a study on female participation in the labour force. The matter of 

empowerment, of freedom to choose are inherent in a question of what factors led to the decision 

to drop out. Was the choice made freely out of a conviction of the importance of her role in the 

family –the traditional gender perception? What compulsions acted as the drivers to drop out? 

The ensuing analysis unfolds the responses in the narratives of the nine females studied. 

 

Five of them were in jobs of high standing for which they had invested in high education. They 

were: 

 Assistant manager in private company, later science teacher in government school. 

 Teacher in government school  

 Teacher in IT with degree in software engineering 

 Electrical engineer in private company 

 Pharmacist 

 

Four others were in skilled middle level jobs in private companies. 

 Skilled worker in BOI company 

 Skilled worker in ceramic factory 

 Tailoring 

 Skilled worker in Prima factory 

 

3.2.1 Reasons for giving up the job 

Five females with high profile jobs had most to lose. They had invested time and money in 

higher education, had expectations of career advancement and felt they owed it to their parents 

who spent on them. 

 

Two females who were government teachers left because one was refused leave to go abroad 

with her husband, the other was refused a transfer to be with her autistic son.  This was due to a 

failure of the system to accommodate a vital family need. 

 

Two females from a minority community whose parents had invested in high level education, 

one as an electrical engineer the other in software engineering in expectation of a remunerative 

job, had succumbed to cultural compulsions when they were compelled to drop out at marriage. 

This was perceived as their ―destined role‖. The last in this sub-group, a pharmacist who had 

immense job satisfaction succumbed to cultural norms and pressure from a traditional minded 
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husband to quit her job. It appears that such traditional mindsets prevailed among husbands in 

the majority community as well; ―husband insisted so I had to give in‖, ―husband made the 

decision, saying I had to care for his parents as well‖, ―my husband had no time to help in 

housework, furthermore, he believed it is not his responsibility‖. 

 

Those with lower status jobs whose contribution to the household income would have been 

critical, who had indeed taken up such jobs for economic reasons too had to give up the job, 

owing to the problems of childcare. One of them opted out temporarily during pregnancy 

because of unhealthy work environment, expecting to re-join. All of the females in the low-

income households were critically in need of a job and in dropping out faced severe economic 

problems at home, one depended solely on Samurdhi and food donations. Their responses to loss 

of work depended on their level of income, education level and the status of the job they gave up. 

 

3.2.2 Repercussions of Loss of Jobs 

It was not a free choice when childcare and housework demanded their full occupation and time. 

It was obviously not a choice when husbands compelled them. Those who gave up high status 

jobs did not experience severe economic losses because they were well supported by their 

husbands‘ high remuneration jobs. Their responses were, characteristically, more psychological 

and social. Loss of self- worth, of an independent source of income, having no part in decision 

making, loss of stimulating social interaction at work, loss of opportunity for advanced learning 

and thinking were keenly felt and expressed. ―My husband never gives enough money to run the 

home. I do not complain because it leads to an argument, just try to manage somehow.‖ The IT 

teacher from a minority community deplores being tied to housework all day; ―I had an ambition 

to be a university lecturer one day. But even that had to have my husband‘s permission‖. ―I don‘t 

like staying at home but I am forced to take care of my child‖. 

 

For some, life changed ―suddenly and drastically, now I have no power to decide what 

provisions to buy, what to cook, not even to handle money. My husband does marketing pays all 

the bills himself. He buys poor quality vegetables but I dare not complain. I am dependent on my 

father‘s small allowance even for my pocket money.‖ ―I hate this complete loss of independence-

(pharmacist). She appears to have commenced her married life with a grievance. She used to 

give lunch to her husband to take to office but stopped after his friends criticized her cooking―. 

―He works in the university laboratory. He insisted on my giving up work but failed to provide‖, 

―when I try to explain my needs he argues and this disturbs my daughter -she has resigned 

herself to an unhappy married life. 

 

Their feeling of self-worth which had been built up through years of education and achievement 

in their various professions appears to have crumbled completely, crushed under physical strain, 

monotony of work, isolation from social interaction-― I work like a robot‖, ― my education is of 
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no use. It only makes me more dissatisfied with my life‖ _science teacher who obviously did not 

see ways to apply her knowledge to her daily work. This loss of initiative, seen among others 

who had dropped out could have arisen from a non-recognition of their skills and even of their 

contribution to family care, which appears to have affected their personality. ―I believe we could 

have a better life if I had continued working‖ – But it was important that ―arrangements for child 

care have to be made‖. ―I am not exactly unhappy rather, resigned to my role as a woman-after 

all this is my duty‖. 

 

Some of them said they could very well have managed to hire domestic help while they were 

working, since they could afford it on their joint salaries, as did females who worked full time. 

Their life changes were –they averred- culture related, arose from traditional mindsets-primarily 

of husbands; fathers were very enlightened in this respect, they would have been when they gave 

higher education to daughters-these sentiments won over even economic needs. 

 

Responses of those in low-income families had very different perspectives on their loss of job. 

They perceived their role as a saving of money expended on child care had they been at work. 

While they recognized their inevitable role in life and were not as unhappy as the more educated 

females, their loss of an independent income did affect their life. ‖I had to stop supporting my 

parents and my husband refused to provide for them. ― I don‘t even know his salary-He buys 

what he wants and likes irrespective of price‖ ― I can‘t ask him for spending money he must 

volunteer- but he does not‖ are some of the expressions of dissatisfaction that were revealed. 

 

One female who had support of both sets of parents could have continued her work without 

problems of family care, but her husband insisted on her quitting work and she regrets it as a 

waste of opportunity. 

3.2.3 Expectations 

Females with a good education expected to continue studies or follow courses. The female from 

a minority community had aspirations of continuing with post graduate studies. ―I like to follow 

an OUSL course but my husband refuses to spend on it-starts to argue so I desist in order to save 

our marriage for my daughter‘s sake. I am resigned to a very unhappy marriage‖. 

 

A female who gave up an unskilled job has expectations of engaging in beedi-wrapping as a 

home industry but has to wait till her children are older and need less care; ―when children are 

older I will look for a job‖. 

(See narratives in Part 2- Annex 1). 

 



103 

 

3.3 Cluster C:  Females who continued to work after marriage but stopped after 

sometime 

All of them had successfully managed the first hurdle in continuing their jobs after marriage. 

They had balanced their roles with support from their husbands or in some cases from hired 

maids.  They left high level jobs; a company director, manger in a company, two bank managers. 

Three of them had left their jobs that were highly remunerated to accompany their husbands 

overseas. 

 

The fourth female also in a similar job left when their child was born on her husband‘s 

insistence- She had to succumb to his veiled threat ― if you don‘t leave I will leave my job. We 

were cared for by our mother not by outsiders and my child will be brought up by his mother‖.  

 

All three females wished to re-join the labour market on their return. But only one of them 

succeeded in re-joining but had two job changes when she finally left to travel to US for training 

to care for her autistic son. On her return when she realized her son‘s need of her constant 

presence at home, she established a home-based food production factory which she continues. 

Her business man husband supported her fully. She also had the support of a caring extended 

family. Her narrative is of special interest because she belonged to a minority community that is 

known to be very restrictive for women. 

 

The other female who reverted to her role of housewife was very happy supporting her busy 

husband – a surgeon. He had no time to help but accorded complete recognition of her special 

skills, handed over home management totally and encouraged her to use her education in a part-

time job as a counsellor. They were satisfied with their quality of life especially with caring 

husbands who gave full recognition to their skills. Their quality of life was stated to be very 

satisfactorily secured within a happy home. 

 

The third female had a strange life path. Her marine engineer husband was intermittently abroad. 

At such times she was fully in charge of the home running it efficiently with her experience in 

the bank. But, a complete reversal of roles occurred when the husband came home and took over 

completely not even giving her money for her personal needs. 

We have here females who had had to give up a job they had worked in with great satisfaction 

with high remuneration and recognition. The reasons for their leaving were of course very 

different but their reasons for continuing in a job- less state were the oft repeated one of her role 

in the family. That role should have brought about the well-being of the female as well as that of 

the family. In the case of two females this was accomplished and with the other two the outcome 

was negative for both the female herself and the children. 

 



104 

 

The difference in the narratives in cluster B and this cluster was only in the longer time in which 

the female continued the job after marriage –until the birth of children. This was not out of 

economic necessity, they all had good incomes from the husband‘s job.  

 

Despite the different paths followed by these females they finally reverted to their prescribed role 

but there was a difference. They had not filled those roles fully -two of them worked right 

through the time when they had young children. 

 

One could try to identify some key salient features in these narratives. Given that all four 

husbands were professionals in high status jobs the very different behaviour of two of them –one 

from a minority group with well- known strictures on females in public life- have surfaced the 

pivotal role they play out in their marriage and family life. It was a husband from the majority 

community that revealed an extremely chauvinistic hidebound traditional stance in respect of 

women working in the public sphere contrary to religious teaching on the subject. ―We were 

brought up by our mothers‖- a noble pronouncement which did not transform into practical 

provision and help in easing that role for a modern wife who had been in public life for part of 

the marriage.  

 

These attitudes undoubtedly, affected the quality of life of the family. All females in this cluster 

had experienced a radical change from high profile jobs with independent means to a different 

routine dealing with children all day instead of with office mates. The different ways in which 

they met these challenges and the significance of the roles of their partners has been analysed. A 

compatible relationship a caring attitude understanding the needs of the partner had been a 

determining factor in the outcomes for quality of life. The resilience, initiative and determination 

of the females themselves have surfaced as key contributors to quality of life. The sound family 

life of the first two females demonstrates that even within the constraints of a family and 

ideological compulsions of traditional gender norms, roles and work within the family could be 

very effectively re-negotiated among husband wife and children and elders living in the 

household to achieve a very positive outcome. 

 

These elements that were missing in two of the females‘ lives had led to extreme unhappiness 

that affected the children. One regretted her loss of a bank job which could have provided her 

with a house of her own by now. ―No house, no social life-my husband never takes me out, 

financially dependent‖ She has ended up with ―My dreams are shattered, I feel trapped, I have an 

educated professional husband who has a narrow mind set‖. Their marriage appears to be in 

turmoil. Sadly, this has led to extreme unhappiness for the children.  Not realizing this fully she 

moans ―I live a life of remorse‖. The narrative ends on that discordant note. 

 

A strange situation was revealed in the story of the female whose husband was a marine engineer 

who was intermittently working overseas. At such times she was given total control over money, 
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home management even taking decisions about children. Nevertheless, in a strange reversal 

when he was at home she was relegated to an ―Item in the home‖ not given any money, no 

sharing in decisions, stripped of her empowered role totally. She says she cannot ask for money 

and he does not offer to give her any. With resilience she has found a niche for her fulfilment in 

volunteering to teach in a Dahampasala in which she finds satisfaction. She is conscious of 

having to maintain a good atmosphere in the home for her children.   

 

3.4 A group of females who left work at marriage and re-joined. 

 

This group presented a little known or researched phenomenon in the lives of working females. 

Their mode of accommodating a job and housework had taken them through a mosaic –at times a 

bewildering one – of a see-saw of work- life and family-life experiences. The narratives of four 

females give a stark revelation of the vicissitudes of life that females can encounter. 

 

Their levels of education and occupation ranged from  

 A graduate researcher who later worked with bomb victims 

 A trained nurse 

 Professional worker in IT 

 Garment worker 

 

The first three had combined incomes that placed in the high-income category. Tracing their 

paths, the garment worker progressed in her workplace and continued for 13 years. Her income 

was critical for her family more so to settle bad debts. She had no help with children who she 

says were often left alone at home. Her final termination was because of a problem with the 

employer. She did not get her terminal benefits. Her husband losing his job has placed them in 

dire straits. She is seeking a job because she needs the money. 

 

The husbands of the first three too were in high status jobs and their combined incomes placed 

them in a high-income category, a factor that had figured significantly in the fluctuations in their 

work life. The female researcher stopped working out of choice to care for her child, she 

resumed working on flexi-time and with her second child quit her job. She had to make a choice. 

―One of us had to leave because my husband was studying. There was no question of which of us 

would leave‖. 

 

The nurse continued working but left to go abroad with her husband. On her return after 10 years 

she was able to re-join since her services was in great demand. She laments her inability to give 

her children a mother‘s care but they were well cared for by her mother. Her work became 

critical to the household when her husband was disabled after an accident and she had to support 
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the family. A resourceful female she says she used her training to train her husband, an air force 

officer, to take care of housework. He liked it and continued to perform a domestic role.  

 

Two of them had to make at least one change even if it was to re-join the same job. Despite a 

need to re-join one female found no suitable job on her return home.  

 

The last narrative in this sub-group of the IT worker presents a chequered saga of leaving work 

and re-joining many times. Both she and her husband had worked in Dubai as software 

engineers. This saga needs to be recorded to view her bizarre life experiences. 

 

1
st
 instance- left job in Dubai at pregnancy 

2
nd

  re-joined after one and half years 

3
rd

  left after 3 months to care for child 

4
th

 Re-joined after 1 year as manager working from home- she had to do housework 

and cooking ―I cooked with my child in a sling bag‖ 

5
th

  left because of the stress of family care 

6
th

  Re-joined on lower pay but hard work. 

7
th

  left because of stress of work and family care 

8
th

 re-joined – working conditions are hard but ―I continue for fear of losing my 

Dubai job. Work in Dubai begins at 1 pm local time so I have time to finish my 

cooking‖ 

 

Her husband retired from Dubai and wants to start a business here. ―At present his income is 

uncertain so I have to keep working. Her problem was her mother-in-law who was very 

unsupportive, expecting her to do all the cooking and child care as well as her job. I have to 

continue because of compelling financial need but I have no job satisfaction now.‖ 

 

Amidst all these changes the one steady and stable anchor in the home was the very loving and 

caring relationship between husband and wife and the children. A happy family and a good 

quality of life was achieved by this group of females. A significant factor in all these households 

was the recognition and self-worth accorded to the wife by the husband. They were entrusted 

with management of the home including finances. An important characteristic was their loving 

and caring attitude towards husbands who could not help them much because of their busy work 

schedules. They had a quality of life that depended less on extraneous factors but more on their 

relationship with their partners.   

 

3.5 Females who never worked before or after marriage. 

The last group comprises narratives of three females who had never worked. They had expected 

to work but circumstances prevented them from doing so. When she failed to gain university 
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entrance her brothers living in Australia ―provided a good dowry and gave me in marriage to a 

store manager.‖ Their finances were good and did not need her support with work. She was 

contented in her role of housewife and mother. 

 

The second female has support from a caring husband and an equally supportive father-in-law 

who helps her out when her own mother refused to help. All told she has a happy home. Her 

children are older and do not need her care. She wants to engage in work outside the home, 

according to her, ―to fill in some empty space in my life, so I began teaching religion while 

awaiting a response to a job to teach in a private school for which I have applied‖ She has 

Advanced Level and a diploma qualification that she wants to utilize to work outside the home. 

 

The third female who had AL qualifications did not look for work because her husband was 

abroad when her children were small. ―Now they are older I want to look for work‖. She appears 

to doubt if that would materialize. ―My husband would never have approved of my working 

when children were small. My desire to work now my mothering role has diminished may not be 

acceptable to a traditionally minded husband‖. She herself appears to submit to that tradition. 

She says ―once you are married you have to submit to your husbands‘ wishes‖ – a notion that 

was ingrained in her culture. But she declares firmly her personal stance ―women can do 

responsible jobs outside the home if they are permitted‖. 

 

3.6 Narratives of Married Males 

A small sample of 7 males was interviewed to obtain insights of married males on their 

perception of their roles against those of their wives. 

 

All the males were highly educated and were in a variety of high-status jobs. A college principal, 

a lecturer in engineering, a medical doctor, 2 government officials, and IT worker and a senior 

manager comprised this group of married males. 

 

The lecturer, the IT worker and the public officer had wives who are currently working; one as 

an accountant, one as a nurse and the other in IT. The wives of the other males had stopped 

working at marriage. The background of the wives could have significance in the responses of 

the males. The working wives appeared to provide a much-needed income to the family. Some of 

the wives who had stopped working had made a choice to support the husband and the family 

and because of a compelling need for child care. The jobs of the working wives are known to be 

stressful particularly that of the nurse in a COVID hospital.  

 

Quite significantly, not all husbands had realized this factor, judging by their responses. Their 

attitudes are varied and ranged from caring greatly, through ―unaware of the wife‘s daily grind‖ 
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to even one of indifference and rather callous unconcern. There were three varied situations with 

working that could be gleaned from the interviews. 

 

The lecturer says he had flexible time and he used it to relieve his wife who did a full day‘s work 

in a private company. They had a seven-month-old baby to care for. He is also concerned about 

what he perceives as exploitation by the superior who loads her with his private work as well and 

keeps her working late. He recognizes his wife‘s capability. She is a good manager so she has 

charge of the home. 

 

The IT worker has returned home after a long stint abroad while his wife had continued to work 

from home. It would have been stressful with and infant as well. But he seems unaware of all 

this. He wants her to continue working while he tries to start a business. 

 

The public officer whose wife would have a strenuous job as a nurse appears to be unaware of 

her stress but speaks of his stress and his need to relax with TV when he comes home. His wife 

remonstrates when he loses his temper with children but does not speak of her job. 

 

With exception of one husband the other responses conveyed attitudes and perceptions of a head 

of a family who appeared to distance himself from the burdens of the family, leaving them to a 

wife who was stressed out as well. Some responses quoted below are indicative of such attitudes. 

---―believes a mother‘s role is important for children‖; ―my income is good so no need for my 

wife to work‖; ―I like to be free to focus on my job‖ (IT worker) ―like my wife to use her skills 

but concerned for her working conditions. I help out with child care because I have more time‖ 

(Lecturer); ―Happy she is at home. As a busy doctor I am relieved of family obligations, she 

manages everything very efficiently. There is peace at home‖ (doctor); ―I have a stressful job and 

need to relax when I come home. I lose my temper with the children but my wife admonishes 

me.‖ (Official in government). 

 

The College principal lists the benefits he had with a non-working wife: 

―I was able to study and obtain a degree‖ 

―I had more social interaction because she was with the children.‖ 

―I engaged in social service work because I had free time‖. 

He declared, ―all my family aims are satisfied because my wife stayed at home‖ 

―WE have a happy family life‖ 

 

Another government officer reflects on his estranged relationship with the family over years of 

focusing only on his job; 

Says ―we are trapped in our jobs and we have confined our children to the home and 

destroyed their childhood. I am rarely at home and then I like to watch TV without 

being disturbed. My wife complains that with so much work in the house I watch TV. 
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I believe there is something in what she says but then from my point of view I believe 

my behaviour is correct. I am a busy person.‖ With this philosophical statement, he 

seemed contented to carry on regardless. ―The children are now estranged and talks to 

us only when they want something‖. 

(Narratives in Part 2- Annex 1). 

 

3.7 Looking through A Neighbour’s Window 

 

3.7.1 Two Outlier Narratives 

These narratives emerged from 2 researchers who each had an opportunity to observe a 

household in very close proximity to their home. These had been observed over a long period of 

time. So much so that they were able to give an account of their regular conduct of their affairs 

from the stance of an onlooker. They are recounted as different from the narratives recorded so 

far. In both homes a non-working husband had taken over child care and housework and was 

apparently making a success of it. They were lower middle-income families. 

 

1. The wife works in the port. The husband was doing a small job but COVID displaced 

him from that job. He cares for a 6-year-old and a one-and-a-half-year-old child. He 

performs all the work of marketing, transporting children to school, washing clothes. He 

even transports his wife to and from the port. He is also building a house in his spare 

time. They appear to lead a peaceful family life, at least there have not been any overt 

disruptions. 

 

2. The husband who worked in a private company lost his job some time ago over a 

problem at work. His wife was in the police force having begun as a junior police officer. 

She has now risen to a responsible position in the police with a reputation for dedicated 

work in the force. They have a son and daughter now in their 20s. But when they were 

small, neighbours observed that the husband (non-working) had taken on the care giving 

role. He appears to perform all the housework because his wife has long hours and night 

shifts. The husband had apparently fitted into his assumed role very efficiently. They too 

appear to have a happy family life. There have never been any apparent evidence of 

arguments or quarrels. 

 

There is likely to be other such households that have breached conventional barriers of 

gender roles each partner taking up the challenge of assuring family well- being in 

unusual circumstances. Highlighting these examples is considered important in this 

exploratory study. Moreover, this adopts a common technique used in ethnographic 

research of unobtrusive observation. 
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4 Summary 

 

This exploratory study is an attempt to go beyond the often-stated reasons for a low participation 

of women in the Sri Lankan labour force. The methodology adopted with, additionally, the 

research tool of listening to recorded conversations, surfaced the reality of life as it is lived 

within families of men and women whose connection with the labour force was diverse and 

disparate. In effect it attempted to draw out the usually ―unobservable and unexplained‖ factors 

that shape FLFP in Sri Lanka. So, what factors were revealed that could explain the inhibitions 

for FLFP among Sri Lankan females? If one thing this study reinforced within its limited 

purview is the range of typologies of women vis-à-vis the labour force. 

 

The first set of narratives of females already well- established in the labour force and functioning 

within their families as well, would not be expected to have any contributions to make to the 

main question‖ Why females are not joining the labour force?‖. The narratives, however, 

unfolded the dissatisfaction and unhappiness of females and their travails in life as they lived in 

the privacy of their families. Even those who were not too dissatisfied with their combined roles 

described their situation as working with ―their heads going in two directions all the time 

whether at work or at home, worried about the home front and unable to fully concentrate on 

their job‖. Such a situation would affect their productivity in their various occupations.  

 

A study (1-ILO & Gallup: women across the globe-2018) on preferences of women whether paid 

work, family care or both found ―70% of women regardless of employment status prefer to work 

in paid jobs‖. This is qualified by a statement however, ―this preference is heavily influenced by 

socio-economic constraints and pressure to submit to traditional gender roles‖. It may be useful 

to add that this preference could occur explicitly in situations where facilities for child care, 

measures to facilitate joint family work and many others are in place to protect and strengthen 

the family. In the Sri Lankan context, in an environment of a paucity in any such measures such 

findings may not be fully applicable. In fact, several women wished they could work in part-time 

or home-based work. These tensions led some females to wish they could opt out of the 

workforce. 

 

This reality was played out in the lives of those who gave up their (some high calibre) jobs in 

which they had invested, to move into full time housework. Such dropouts remove highly 

educated efficient females from productive work in the public sphere, depleting thereby the 

labour force of quality actors, while at the same time breeds a type of female whose underlying 

feelings of desuetude, loss of self-worth had affected the roles they had taken up. 

 

Meanwhile, there appeared to be potential entrants to the labour force among those who had 

never worked, had middle level education and some skills, who expressed a desire to work in 

jobs outside but had no opportunities because of housework and even among such others whose 
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children had grown up and released the females from their more onerous roles giving them time 

to work in a job. 

 

Others had a (some were quite amazing) saga of moving in and out of the labour force, with 

rapid swings from private to public sphere that straddled the most productive years of their lives. 

The Sri Lankan conundrum demonstrates an astounding waste of precious and valuable resources 

of female education and skills because of government policy that is gender blind when it 

prescribes measures and policies for the supply and demand sides of the labour force. 

4.1 Support System 

Working wives depended almost totally on family members (old parents) for child care, some of 

whom were needing care themselves. Hired care was very unsatisfactory in the experience of 

some high-income families that resorted to this and found it added to their stress. 

 

The low involvement of the husband in filling the fathers‘ role in care and family work was often 

a lack of sensitivity to the nature of tasks performed by the wives in the husbands‘ absence at 

work. A decided conviction, some based on culture and tradition, of the divided responsibilities 

of husband and wife within the family leading to a lack of concern was not unusual. Their 

assistance when given was determined solely by their nature of love and caring for their wives. 

Quite clearly the notion of partnership in home building does not appear to determine responses 

of husbands. 

 

Hence the need for policy imperatives to redress some of the unequal weight of family well 

being placed on the female. Of vital importance is ―identifying and quantifying the barriers –that 

allow us to develop smarter policy responses for eliminating them‖. This demonstrates clearly 

the need for realistic research to be carried out updating constantly. The next task is to bring to 

the fore those ―unobservable unexplained factors‖ that can drive those smarter policies, using 

media to sensitize and inform. One can but surmise how starkly ignorant policy makers can be of 

issues that affect the lives of females within the family when this study exposed the ignorance of 

the husbands of the travails of wives during the time they are out at work, a fact that clearly 

surfaced in the narratives of the married males.  

 

Given the small number (7) and purposively selected, they do not claim to project the husband in 

general. This aspect being even more covert than evident in the research findings of the role of 

females, much more in-depth narrative type research is distinctly a priority in the discourse on 

FLFP. 

 

However, one did not sense in their narratives an ideological change in their attitude towards the 

double burden of working females. A few that spoke of sharing childcare and housework, ―even 

taking over cooking‖ had done so out of a caring and loving relationship. At the other end was a 
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husband who justified watching TV while his wife stressed out herself in her nursing job, saying 

he ―needed to relax from his strenuous job‖. In between was a husband who insisted on his wife 

giving up a lucrative job, another who prevented his wife from moving to teaching and insisted 

on her retaining her high profile 9-5 bank job to boost his prestige. Still another threatened to 

leave his job if she refused to leave hers. 

 

4.2 Measuring Quality of Life 

The well-known problem of deriving measurements from qualitative data applied in this study as 

well. An attempt made to utilize five descriptive features to assess levels of satisfaction came up 

with a broad measure of satisfaction as proxy to quality of life.  It transpired that a few expressed 

satisfaction, while the majority declared themselves as dissatisfied with their quality of life. 

Others were moderately satisfied. This was as far as it could go in this study based on qualitative 

data.   

4.3 Digression 

The two outlier households project a different construct of a home run entirely and willingly by 

two husbands who had no jobs while their wives had steady jobs. They appeared to be pragmatic 

about their roles in life. When the wife had work, they wisely supported her and took over her 

role at home. Outside observation (casual) of two closely proximate families by two researchers 

detected no friction- ―a generally peaceful home‖ was their conclusion. 

4.4 What Women Need 

Two key messages emerge quite distinctly from the foregoing analysis. 

 

Evidence of a strong prevalence in Sri Lankan society of a traditional, cultural and ideological 

mindset, primarily it appears among males (husbands) related to conventional roles of men and 

women in a marriage and a family setting. While this appeared to be a strong determining factor 

in FLFP, it could also arise from a fundamental absence of facilities for child care, particularly 

for very young children, and beginning from recent times, from a critical need to ensure safety 

and protection of vulnerable teenaged children who continue to require vigilance from a parent 

or grandparent present in the home- a critical need that cannot be provided by government policy 

measures. Care of the very young child, however, could be provided through care centres or 

crèches at workplaces. So is the need to provide for elder care. 

 

5 Conclusion 

The study analyses the real-life situations of the females who are now in the workforce. Some of 

them had problems combining their work life and their family life. The quality of life was 

marred by the strain of a divided life whose very different demands had to be met. They recount 



113 

 

how it adversely affected their work as well as the quality of child care. There were some among 

them who were satisfied with their life and this was because they had reliable child care from 

supportive parents. The study drew out the importance of parents‘ support in child care.  More 

than all this the bedrock of happy married life with a caring husband subsumed most or all other 

factors that impinged on the life of the family.  

 

The females who had dropped out from the workforce either by choice or by compulsion, had 

failed to find a satisfactory support system. Some had accepted their role as home minders 

according high value to the responsibility of building and nurturing citizens of the future. Their 

satisfaction hinged substantially on the husband who recognized and accorded high value to the 

task of home building. Current social values may also militate against the value of a female 

opting out of work or dedicating her life to the family. Such social norms may have led to a 

nurturing of a feeling of ―deep unhappiness‖ of females who were compelled to give up work. 

An economic view of drop- out females would be one of a waste of investment on education. 

This view had influenced some of those who complained of loss of self-worth. 

 

The group of females who had chequered lives in and out of the workplace appeared to have 

been caught up in the uncertainties and instability of the life they had entered through their 

marriage, the quality of the marriage being in great measure a determinant of their quality of life. 

 

The small sample of women who had chosen to be housewives projected both a reasonably 

happy quality of life and on the other hand a sense of non-recognition from being hidden away in 

the privacy of the home. In these cases, too a difference was evident in those who had caring 

supportive husbands who accorded an inestimable value to wifehood and motherhood. The 

question of value has been addressed in attempts to give an economic value to housework and 

childcare contesting it‘s inclusion in the national accounts of a country. 

 

6 Going Forward 

The exploratory study has raised a host of issues on the subject of FLFP. Other studies have tried 

to find ways of increasing female participation in the workforce on the premise that females if 

they are not in the workforce are losing out on the very meaning of life. This study assumes a 

neutral stance, leaving the choice open to women. Society has the role of creating the 

environment that can facilitate that choice while ensuring a quality of life that gives ultimate 

fulfilment and happiness in the home that has been created. The family unit acquires a new 

significance as central to the concerns of both husband and wife. That this is the ―happiness‖ of 

females in whatever different situations they were placed is evident in comments by females who 

were satisfied with their work life yet saying ―but I have missed out on children growing up‖ and 

they have missed their mother‘s unique role in child upbringing.  Anecdotes abound of women in 

very high-profile jobs giving it up to be with the children-an oft quoted case of Anne Marie 
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Slaughter defence secretary to president George bush who resigned at the peak of her career to 

move in with her family. 

 

The question that arises in many different contexts that has to be grappled with is why women 

face an existential choice having to choose between two incompatibles. Some would label it as 

economics-based or social based. The dialogues certainly carry overtones of the variety of 

human situations that men and more so women experience as a reality without labels.  

 

The challenge of creating an environment where the choice is not one of either or but a merging 

of both is daunting. That it requires much more innovative studies is evident. The primacy of the 

family has been brought out both overtly and covertly in the narratives of both males and 

females.    

 

The question of value appears to be fundamental in its expression in the workplace and in the 

family. It has been suggested that the project needs to interview a sizeable group of women who 

chose not to work outside the home and who find their self- worth in the role they play in the 

home and family.  The question is posed -Is the low rate of female participation influenced 

significantly by the value system that places a high value on such a family - maker and care-

giver? Having said that it then follows that this service a woman contributes as child-bearer 

mother and wife is not a tradable commodity; it is irreplaceable. It may therefore, not fit 

comfortably with the economist‘s effort to measure the economic value of housewife‘s services. 

The choice for a woman is then not only an economic choice it is a moral choice. It becomes a 

choice between two incompatible value systems.  This discussion stimulates a need for more 

intensive research into the ―Unobservable & unexplainable ―that needs to be pursued. 

 

Moving on to the practical needs with regard to FLFP, the huge vacuum in policies and 

interventions in this area is clearly a major deterrent to FLFP in Sri Lanka. The paper that 

compares facilities in other countries with high FLFP provides indications for policy and 

interventions that could with some modifications be selectively considered for Sri Lanka. 

Examples of policies and measures abound in advanced countries which Sri Lanka could not 

afford. Nevertheless, there are likely to be some that are feasible 

 

The ―Vision‖ papers‘ (2) prescription for a society with VHHD addresses specifically the issue 

of FLFP. It includes several important measures to facilitate the entry of women into ―jobs of 

opportunity‖ and not to ―jobs of necessity‖. It maintains that females should be ―empowered‖ to 

access such jobs but with an important element of ―choice‖ being the governing factor. The 

discourse brings us to the ultimate goal of ―strengthening the family and household‖ for it to 

become a vibrant value forming entity as a fundamental unit of society. Policies are needed to 

create an environment where the family can function.  
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Part 2 – Narratives 

 

8 Annex 1 

 

8.1 Cluster A: Females who continued working after marriage 

 

8.1.1 Narrative One 

She worked before marriage as a chartered accountant and continued after marriage. Her 

husband was a manager in a private company. They have one son. Her husband was supportive 

in her continuing her job mainly in the finance sector. His support was because of economic 

reasons as well. 

 

She was able to do so because of support from her mother and mother-in-law and a maid to care 

for the child. Her mother lives close by and sends her dinner so she did not have to cook after 

work. After a time when she found her son needed her she moved to a company close to her 

home. She lost prestige by this move but she had to choose. Now she could come home early. 

 

Her husband‘s support in housework was given when he had time. But he was very flexible 

about her work, gave her freedom to run the home, manage money and make decisions. 

 

She is satisfied with her quality of life. Although she feels her change of job location she feels 

she is fortunate in the flexibility of her job which enabled her to be closer to the child. Although 

her husband is busy and cannot do much, his caring and his acknowledging her professional 

skills, having confidence in her ability to manage has given her a feeling of stability in her 

married life. Her parents support has contributed greatly to her satisfaction.  

 

8.1.2 Narrative Two 

She is an assistant accountant in a bank, her husband a lecturer in engineering. They are in the 

upper middle-income level. She continued her job after marriage. She had a happy home with a 

very caring husband whose job permitted him to be with their 7 month old child.-, she says he 

even does the cooking when required. She is supported by her parents who look after the home 

and the child when she is at work. 
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It is her work that appears to be a cause of unhappiness. Her superior loads her with work, even 

getting her to do work for him and his friends. Her husband likes her working but is concerned 

about her working conditions. It is a private company in which labour laws are not applied. 

She misses being with child. She likes to continue working but is trying to change her job. 

 

8.1.3 Narrative Three 

A high-profile academic with a marked dedication to her work. She is extremely career –

oriented. She left a high-profile job in a ministry because she could not succumb to the 

bureaucratic system that prevailed there. She enjoyed her work as a lecturer so much that when 

her fiancé expressed a wish that she gives up her job after marriage she threatened to break her 

relationship rather than do that. She continued after marriage. Says ―her work is her life and 

without it she has no quality of life. She says she is grateful for the present job ―it was my luck to 

get this job‖. This attitude she says is a legacy of her family her mother being very career 

oriented and a very independent strong woman. She was never seen in the kitchen. Her father she 

says was very traditional and was against her mother working but he did not stop her. She was, 

however, warned by her husband ―whatever position you hold in your job your number one 

priority is the home‖ and he repeats this often. 

 

Her husband helps with marketing, but she has no domestic help, she has to cook and clean 

 

Her husband had accepted her position but without any change in his attitude which was against 

women working after marriage.   

 

Her two daughters have psychological problems but she does not feel responsible for that. She 

refused to comment on her quality of life but broke down in tears at the end of the conversation. 

 

8.1.4 Narrative Four 

She is employed in a local government office and has 3 children, one 8 years old and twins aged 

one and a half years. Her husband is a businessman. She is studying for her degree. Her 

husband‘s income being uncertain she is the main provider in her home.  

 

Her husband is very supportive also because she is the provider. He takes her to work and back, 

helps with the children while she is at work. They share their income and she manages the 

spending. The on-line work for the children has laid an immense burden so much that she is tired 

at the end of the day.  ―It drives me crazy. Teachers give too much work which mothers have to 

help with. ―I look forward to office times. That is the only time I relax‖. Her congenial 

workplace affords more satisfaction than her housework at the present time. 
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8.1.5 Narrative Five 

She works as a nurse in a covid hospital. While her husband is a government officer. As a nurse 

she has a heavy work load but her husband claims to be too busy to help at home. She has the 

double burden of nursing and housework. In the early morning and at the end of the day she has 

two blocks of time filled with housework, so she has no rest at all. She was supported by her 

mother who cared for the children when she was at work. ―I cannot get leave and am on my feet 

all day‖. She does not blame her husband overtly but is affected by the attitude of her children. 

Says‖ children who were clinging to my hand when I came home are now very indifferent‖ 

 

As to her quality of life her last comments say it all ―I show the world I am happy but I have no 

satisfaction with my home life‖. 

 

8.1.6 Narrative Six 

A highly qualified female from a minority community. She had worked in the private sector 

before marriage but changed to teaching after marriage as being more convenient for looking 

after the family. 

 

When she was in the earlier job her parents had to care for the infant all day. They were too old 

for that so that too was why she changed to teaching. Her earlier workplace, she says, was hostile 

to women and discouraged women joining the office.  

 

She likes to give up working and be a housewife but she is compelled by financial need to 

continue working 

 

Her ambition is to continue her studies and her research and to become a consultant in the 

university.  

 

8.1.7 Narrative Seven 

She is a female from the Eastern province from a minority community. She wanted to teach even 

before her marriage because it was culturally appropriate and leaves time for the family. 

 

She had her mother support in the first four years to care for the child. When the mother went to 

Colombo she had to manage alone. She could not afford a nanny. But since the child was in 

school she could manage. 

 

Later when she had another child and their finances improved with her husband in a good job, 

they could afford to hire a nanny. But they were very unsatisfactory. She will not give up her job 
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but she gives tuition to enhance her income. She likes her work so despite her burdens at home 

she will continue her teaching job. 

 

8.1.8 Narrative Eight 

She is a nurse, her husband a sales manager. They have two children of 10 years and six years. 

Her mother-in-law lives with them and looks after the children. Her husband does the cooking. 

She also had support from her parents who live next door. She could not have continued to work 

without their parents‘ support. 

 

Her job of nursing mental patients was very stressful. She says every woman must work. She is 

very stressed but is happy because she was well supported. She is very thankful for her 

husband‘s support. He values her work and understands her stress. 

 

8.1.9 Narrative Nine 

She has a high-profile job in a bank. When she had a marriage proposal to an air force officer her 

father wanted her to leave this job and take up teaching as being more convenient after marriage. 

But her mother-in-law opposed this since she maintained that the marriage was approved 

because of her bank job. Her husband too approved of her job. 

 

After she had children, she had a stressful life with no domestic help no help from her mother-in-

law. She had a long day but had to take on the burden of work at home. Her husband came only 

at weekends. 

 

She had support from her mother who lived close by and sends her meals and looks after the 

child. Her husband gives her Rs 20,000 a month and expects her to manage with her salary. ―I 

don‘t know his salary and he does not know mine.‖ He used to give me gifts but not anymore‖. 

He attends his office functions at weekends. ―He does not take me –I don‘t know why but he 

boasts about my job.‖ 

 

Her expectations from marriage was a job that gave her pocket money, not to build a career, but 

to be supported by a strong dependable husband. Her expectations and the reality are poles apart 

―like the earth and sky‖. ―Earlier I cried a lot but now I am resigned. My job satisfaction helps 

me to keep going.  

 

8.1.10 Narrative Ten 

She is from a minority community and worked as a media researcher in government. Her 

husband works in the harbour. They have 2 children. Now her children are teenagers but when 
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they were small, she had domestic help. Now her husband supports her in cleaning washing and 

ironing, picks up children from school. 

 

She has to continue her job but says she has very hostile working conditions. She had to take 

leave often for crises in the family that she lost her bonus. She has been overlooked for 

promotion which she perceives as discriminatory because she is from a minority community. 

 

She has no job satisfaction. In her home she is strict with the children. They compare their home 

with that of their aunt who is a non-working mother. She likes to be one herself but she is 

compelled to work for financial reasons, debt repayment being the primary one. 

 

She describes her quality of life to the ―elephant who draws the logs in the perahera, - the big 

people follow comfortably‖ –that she says describes her quality of life. 

 

 

8.1.11 Narrative Eleven 

She is a teacher; her husband is an engineer and they have a 1 year old child. She lives with her 

mother-in-law. 

 

She has post graduate qualifications and worked in a research company before marriage. She 

liked her work but because she had to travel her father wanted her to take up teaching as a better 

job for a married female. She began with a dislike for teaching but became resigned to it later. 

She likes to study further but she cannot because of her child. She says ―my husband is studying 

for his MSc and has no time to help. I too want to study but I have to forego my expectations.‖ 

 

―Life is very monotonous but I will never give up my job because that gives me independence 

and spending money of my own.‖ ―I gave up my job to please my father and married to please 

him too. She says‖ women can do any job but are restrained by male family members and 

cultural taboos.‖ 

 

8.2 Cluster B: Females who engaged in work before marriage but gave up after marriage 

 

8.2.1 Narrative One 

She began her career as assistant manager of a company, but later changed to teaching science in 

a government school, since her parents believed this to be an easy job to combine with family 

care. She enjoyed her work and had no intention of quitting. Official refusal to grant her transfer 

to be close to her autistic son compelled her to quit. She has another child to care for. Her story 
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reveals she has given up more than just a job.  She had good standing with her peers and pupils, a 

high level of self-worth, a sense of mission. ―I felt life had a meaning and a purpose‖. She did 

not accept that she had to give up work she loved to care for home and children exclusively but 

was convinced she could do both. Her stress, perhaps contributed by her loss of work at her job, 

was taxing her so that she ―constantly lost her temper which affected the children‖ –I see my 

husband enjoying his job going out with friends, traveling &getting promotions. He likes to 

introduce me to his friends as someone he is proud of because of her sacrifice in giving up her 

job.‖ She liked to dress well and interact with friends, had a sense of achievement, got 

acknowledgement of the work she did,-…‖My children do not regard me as educated because I 

do not have a job. I have knowledge that is useless‖ This very negative attitude could arise from 

the suppression of initiative as a consequence of the monotony of housework as compared with 

the richness of their work experience-this was the case with those who found satisfaction in their 

job. 

 

She repents of the necessity to quit her job, says her stress tells on her children.  Now she plans 

her day to look after her autistic son which in itself was stressful. She envies her husband who 

she says ―finishes his recreation and his conversations with friends and comes home late‖. ―We 

have very little interaction at home‖ She says she ―likes to go back to work because then she can 

provide trained care for my son. My husband does not interact with my son he leaves it all to 

me‖. She came out with a statement ―I wish I had not married but associated with him as a 

friend. Marriage brings too much responsibility‖. To what extent her loss of the job and along 

with it her self-worth, sense of achievement contributed to or was a prime cause of the deep 

groove of unhappiness that runs throughout her narrative is not measurable. Undoubtedly her 

son‘s autism could be an abiding cause of distress. Her husband‘s treating her son with 

indifference could be a condition of escapism from something unpleasant in the family. Would 

her job have granted her some reprieve from attending to her son all day as her husband appears 

to have found an escape in his job? Her husband ―had a hard road to the top so he will go all out 

to keep it and to improve‖ but ―I had an equally hard journey to get my job. But whereas he was 

rewarded in his ability to keep progressing and getting fulfilment through his job, my job 

crumbled and with it my life too‖ 

 

8.2.2 Narrative Two 

She was educated up to advanced level and thereafter joined a company as a skilled worker. She 

married a fellow employee and has one child. She had to leave at her pregnancy because in her 

job she had to lift packages. After the birth of her child she was called back but could not join 

since by then she was left to care for the child without any support from husband or family. Her 

father who was a trader educated his only daughter along with her brothers. He died after her 

OL. Her brothers died in the war but got no compensation. She supplemented her husband‘s 

income from construction work with sewing garments. But everything collapsed when her 
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husband fell down while building a house and was disabled. He cannot work. Now they depend 

solely on Samurdhi allowance. Her machine broke so she cannot sew. They can never have 3 

meals a day. ―We eat rice with one curry during the day and bread with left over curry for 

dinner.‖ Her daughter is good in her studies. She cries when she does not have the technology for 

on-line lessons. 

 

She is keen to start up her home business. She began making LED bulbs with Rs 50,000 loan 

from Samurdhi. She has no way of selling them-she is looking for outlets. She cannot go out for 

a job because her disabled husband needs care. Her only option is to engage in a home business 

for which she does not appear to get substantial assistance from authorities. 

 

8.2.3 Narrative Three 

She had only OL qualifications and was a skilled worker before her marriage. One would expect 

her to be glad to give up her tedious job. But several factors in her married life have left her 

regretting leaving her job. An uncooperative husband – Samurdhi Officer who even refused to 

reveal his salary ―buys only what he likes-does not give her spending money. She depends on a 

small allowance from her father. She had expectations of studying to become a lawyer. She has 

creative talents –writes poems in her spare time. But she never had the space to blossom out on 

her personal skills. 

 

She maintains that she could have lifted her family to a higher economic standard if she could 

have obtained a suitable job or even stayed on in what she had. She had no issues of child care 

because her parents were ready to help her in both housework and childcare. It was her 

husband‘s attitude towards females working after marriage that had crushed any expectations she 

had. Her only redeeming feature was her parents support both in family care and financially. 

 

Marriage had robbed her of life‘s fulfilment of developing her skills at work of continuing her 

education which her enlightened parents had started. She says her parents are saddened by her 

present life with a husband who believed in keeping the wife at home with no thought for her 

needs material or psychological.  A steady job she says could lift her up from the unfulfilling life 

she leads and at the same time lift the household economy provided the children with their 

school needs and given them the facilities to lift themselves to a higher standard of life someday. 

Females in this cluster had for the most part experienced fulfilment and satisfaction in their jobs 

whether they were low level jobs or high-status professional jobs. Their investment in education 

even at middle levels had expectations of assuring them a quality of life in a marriage and with a 

family to which they could contribute substantially. Education was to empower them to stand tall 

in any situation in later life.  An independent income was the least of the benefits, but over and 

above this was the space to unfold their personalities enhance their self—worth, opportunity to 

update knowledge and to make a positive contribution to society. When they were deprived of all 
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these for reasons which are untenable in an enlightened society, society is left with dissatisfied 

mothers and wives who may not be the best mentors for growing children. Parents of whatever 

income class-those at lower income levels more so- were equipping their daughters to make good 

marriages and to be able to hold their own in that marriage. Fathers in particular strained their 

finances to educate their daughters. In the narratives studied, fathers were said to be unhappy 

about the loss of economic and social advantages that a working wife could have brought to 

families that were in need. Instead of which they had to submit to traditional husbands who 

insisted on stay-at-home wives. 

 

Females bemoaned the lack of facilities to care for children of working mothers, provision for 

part-time or home-based work for young mothers, the facility of re-joining the workforce when 

children were older-― I am looking for a job now that my children are older‖, ― giving up my job 

has made me a very unhappy woman and this affects my family life as well‖. Lack of modalities 

to resume work when household commitments were eased has left a productive workforce out of 

economic production while also producing a set of females who are leading unhappy lives.  

 

8.2.4 Narrative Four 

She worked in a company as an unskilled worker, her husband was a driver, thy had two 

children. After the first child her husband decided that she should give up her job- she generally 

gives in to her husband. They have a very frugal life because the finances are limited. She likes 

to do a job because then she can have a better home and less deprivation.  

As an alternative she likes to find some work she do at home. She is conscious of her role as a 

mother as also her responsibility to her old parents. But when one income is not sufficient the 

female should chip in to enhance the household economy. 

 

She feels unhappy but also realizes her limitations as a woman. 

 

8.2.5 Narrative Five 

She worked as a teacher before her marriage and continued for some time. She left her job to go 

abroad with her husband but leave was not granted so she gave up her job to look after the home 

while he was abroad. She lived with her mother-in-law till her husband returned. After his return 

they moved to his home in Colombo. Her husband a lawyer comes home only at weekends.  

 

She has 6 grown up children. She says she brought them up to practice reading, they did not like 

watching TV. Now they are ready to go out to work.  

 

Her life has been one tedious round of housework and child care. In her conversation she does 

not sound unhappy. But at the end she became emotional about her quality of life. ―Oh yes, my 
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husband gives me the money to spend but that sum is not enough even for food for the children. I 

have to scrape the bottom. But I don‘t complain because it will only end in argument which 

becomes very unpleasant. 

 

8.2.6 Narrative Six 

 A Tamil female from Batticaloa, she was a teacher in IT before marriage. She has a degree in 

software engineering. She likes teaching and had a great deal of job satisfaction. Her quitting her 

job at marriage was because it was her husband‘s wish.  

 

She does not like staying at home. She could have combined housework with family care 

because she had a good income. But she had to give in to her husband and also her cultural 

dictates. Her ambition had been to teach in a university. Her quality of life is one of resignation 

to her culture and her husband‘s wishes. 

 

8.2.7 Narrative Seven 

She was an electrical engineer before her marriage and continued after her marriage even after 

she had her child. Her parents were with her and looked after the home-front. Unfortunately, 

both her parents fell ill and needed care as well as care for the child. This double burden led her 

to give up her job. She had very little support in her job. As a young mother she did not get any 

concessions not even nursing breaks for her child. They made it difficult for her to work, kept 

loading her with work. It could have been a means of discouraging her from staying on. She did 

leave ultimately. But bemoans her wasted education. 

 

8.2.8 Narrative Eight 

She worked before marriage at sewing garments but had to give up after both her mother and 

father fell ill. Her husband was a driver so his income was not sufficient. She wanted to take up 

beedi-wrapping but could not because of the children. 

 

After her father died her mother went abroad. Her brother joined the army and ―my sister 

married well, so she needed no support. Her husband has no time to help. She has no choice but 

to look after her children as a full-time occupation with no time to engage in any home-based 

industry. Says I will go for a job when the children are a little older. 

 

8.2.9 Narrative Nine 

She was a pharmacist before marriage while her husband worked as a specimen collector in a 

university. She enjoyed her work when she used her training and her knowledge to have an 
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income of her own. She savoured the social interaction at work. At marriage her husband insisted 

that she quit her job.  

 

Life changed suddenly and drastically for her when she was not ready for it. She had to carry the 

entire burden of housework and child care when her daughter was born. Her husband helps with 

taking the daughter to school and washing up after dinner. 

 

But she has no spending money, no power to decide even the menu for food. He does the 

marketing buys groceries without consulting her. 

 

She used to give lunch for her husband to take to his office but when he criticized her cooking 

with his friends, she stopped it. She gets a small allowance from her father for her personal 

needs. 

Says ―he insisted on my giving up my job but failed to provide. She wanted to follow a course of 

studies but her husband refused to pay for it. 

 

As for quality of life she bemoans her fate ―I have no social life and no recreation. It is such a 

change from my office days when I had friends and colleagues. I have resigned myself to a very 

unhappy marriage but I try to put up with it for the sake of my daughter.‖ 

 

8.3 Cluster C: Females who continued to work after marriage but left after sometime 

 

8.3.1 Narrative One 

With a BSc degree she worked in management in a bank when her now teenaged children were 

young. She had successfully combined work and family but left the job to go abroad with her 

surgeon husband. Their high (joint) income had enabled them to hire care-givers for the children. 

Her delay in obtaining the visa led her to engage in teaching for a while. 

 

An understanding husband a busy surgeon had no time to help her, but his positive caring 

attitude and being open-minded about her using her education to work in a formal sector job had 

contributed greatly to the quality of her life and that of the children. He boosted her self-worth, 

respected her educational skills, her experience in the bank. He left the management of money 

and the household in her hands made decisions together and most important encouraged her to 

take up part=time work as counsellor after they returned from overseas. She felt fully 

empowered and satisfied with her family life.  
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8.3.2 Narrative Two 

Another very different narrative but one with a positive outcome for the family was of a female 

brought up in a highly restrictive culture for women, but the engagement of females in her family 

in careers had a distinct advantage in forging her life in a career in management in a big firm. 

Her husband, a businessman was very supportive of her work recognizing her worth as a 

successful working wife. 

 

She left her job to go abroad and re-joined as a management trainer. A very enterprising female 

she went to the US to train in caring for her autistic son. While her professional care was helping 

him, she recognized the need for her presence with him at home.  She was certainly not prepared 

to tie herself to housework but launched out on a home-based enterprise –a food production 

industry- which she runs very successfully from her home. 

 

8.3.3 Narrative Three 

Placed in a very different environment she carried on her high-status job in the bank until at the 

birth of the first child her husband-a marine engineer- insisted on her leaving the job. Her protest 

resulted in a veiled threat from her husband who said ―We were brought up by my mother not by 

outsiders. Either you leave your job or I will leave mine‖, was the ultimatum to which she had to 

submit. Her resentment was his inability to provide even a house of their own. She lived in a 

rented house in a room with her in laws whereas in her job she had access to loans to build a 

house. 

 

8.3.4 Narrative Four 

She left her job to go abroad and re-joined as a management trainer. A very enterprising female 

she went to the US to train in caring for her autistic son. While her professional care was helping 

him she recognized the need for her presence with him at home.  She was certainly not prepared 

to tie herself to housework but launched out on a home-based enterprise –a food production 

industry- which she runs very successfully from her home. 

 

8.4 Cluster D: Females who never worked. 

 

8.4.1 Narrative One 

A female who has AL qualifications but never worked in a job. Her husband is a driver. She 

could not think of working because her husband was abroad when the children were small. She 

had to single-handedly look after the home and the child. Her mother helped her for a while but 

she had to be with my sister whose husband joined the army. 
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They have 3 children who are now studying-one has been selected to the university.  She is 

happy she was there for the children, but now they are older she likes to do a job. But her 

husband does not like it. ―I could have helped my children more if I had a job. But it had to be 

with my husband‘s consent. When you are married you have to submit to his wishes.‖ But 

―women can do responsible jobs if they are permitted‖ she says. 

 

8.4.2 Narrative Two 

She has AL and a Diploma. But she did not work before marriage. When she could enter the 

university, her brothers in Australia proposed a marriage gave her a good dowry. She married a 

store manager. She has 3 children and her father-in-law lives with them.  

 

She has a very supportive husband and a father-in-law who looks after the children when she 

goes out with her husband.  When her own mother refused to help it was her husband and father-

in-law who carried part of her burden. 

 

She had had a happy marriage and now that the children are older ―I like to do a job. She had 

applied for a job, meanwhile she teaches religion on a voluntary basis. 

 

8.5 Cluster E: Females who stopped work after marriage but resumed later. 

 

8.5.1 Narrative One 

An educated female who worked in research before her marriage and later in a job that dealt with 

bomb victims. She stopped when she got pregnant of her own volition because her work was not 

good for the baby. She gave up work which gave her job satisfaction. Her husband was 

supportive of her work with child care.  

 

She got a maid and opted for flexi-time work. After her second child the maid left and her 

husband studying for his MSc had no time to help. She left working at this point; says ―One of us 

had to leave and there was no question as to who that would be. 

 

She resumed work when she went with her husband to Hong Kong. On her return after 10 years, 

she wanted to work but could not get a suitable job. She did not have to work because their 

financial situation was good. She has her own bank account from which she can draw at will, 

moreover they discuss finances and family matters and take decisions together. 
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Over all her life is happy and fulfilling. Her relationship with her husband is very good and 

caring. Her sound financial situation and her independence in managing money adds to her 

contentment.  

 

8.5.2 Narrative Two 

She was working as a nurse when a marriage was proposed to an air force officer. Prior to her 

marriage her father-in-law urged her to quit her job that it was not suitable to run a family. She 

pleaded with him to give her time to complete her internship. By a strange quirk of fate three 

days before the wedding her father-in-law got a heart and was hospitalized in the hospital in 

which she worked. 

 

In the hospital he realized the value of her job when he got special care and was healed. After 

that she continued working. Her husband was abroad often so she had to take on two roles. She 

had to take her maid and her baby to the hospital to nurse the baby.  

 

She gave up her job when she had to abroad with her husband but never gave up hope of re-

joining.  10 years later she re-joined when her husband became disabled after an injury. He was 

not used to housework but she says‖ I used my own training to train him and he picked up and 

liked his role. Her job was in demand so she re-joined and she is now working. 

 

8.5.3 Narrative Three- Stopped working and is now unemployed 

She had worked in a garment factory where she rose from helper to tailor. Her husband worked 

in a paper company. Her job helped to bring up her children and to settle bad debts. She had a 

hard life but her sisters who lived close by helped her. Her mother returned from her job abroad 

so she was a help and support in her double burden of work because her husband came only at 

week- ends. 

 

She left the job after a problem with her employer, she did not get her termination benefits either. 

She is now in dire straits living on donations and government handouts. Her son is trying to join 

the army. She is going for interviews in garment factories looking for some job. Her husband 

hires a trishaw and that is the only income they have. 

 

8.5.4 Narrative: Female who re-joined many times 

She and her husband were both IT workers in Dubai. She left the job and returned home when 

she became pregnant. After one and a half years she re-joined the same company but, worked 

from Sri Lanka. 
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After her second child she left again for 3 months and left because she could not cope with child 

care. 

 

After one year she re-joined as a manager working from home. She cooked food with child 

hanging on a sling bag. Her shoulders ached after a while. It was so stressful that she left the job. 

She re-joined on a lower pay. Altogether she had experienced seven such fluctuations.  

She has to work because her husband retired from Dubai and is going to start a business. So his 

income being uncertain she has to keep her job. They start work at 1 pm in Dubai so she has time 

to cook. With all those difficult conditions she keeps working because she does not want to lose 

her job. 

 

8.5.5 Narratives of Married Men 

8.5.5.1 Narrative One 

A college principal, his wife is not working outside the home, he did not like her doing so and 

added ―she did not like to work‖. They could manage the household economy on his income so 

there was no economic need either. His role was to do the marketing which he does on weekends 

and holidays. He was satisfied that his wife could provide ―food nutrition and affection to the 

two children‖. He did not touch on how she managed all that during the time he was out at work 

nor did he touch on a role in the home for himself. He lists the advantages of a non-working 

wife. 

 

―I was able to study and obtain a degree‖ 

―I had more social interaction because she was with the children.‖ 

―I engaged in social service work because I had free time‖. 

He declared, ―All my family aims are satisfied because my wife stayed at home‖ 

―WE have a happy family life‖ 

 

The son and daughter are both educated and abroad-this was another satisfactory achievement 

for the family. He is now free to pursue his religious activities. He presumes his wife is equally 

satisfied with the children‘s achievements which he recognizes as fulfilling her role. 

 

On the subject of FLFP, he believes it will increase in the future but adds ―this is enough. The 

department has too many females already‖ 

 

8.5.5.2 Narrative Two 

He is a lecturer in engineering in a government institute. His wife works as an assistant 

accountant in a private firm and they have a 7-month-old child. He does not mind his wife 
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working but he is concerned about her conditions of work. He feels she is exploited by her 

superiors and wants her to move to another firm. He likes that she makes use of her skills and 

professional qualifications. 

 

They manage child care because he has flexible work hours and helps out even in cooking. His 

wife, he feels is a better manager of finances but their income is pooled and she has a plan for 

spending which he accepts. 

 

8.5.5.3 Narrative Three 

He is a medical doctor and lives with his wife, three children and his parents. His wife who was a 

library assistant before her marriage chose to leave at marriage. The economy is not affected 

because they would have had to spend on domestic staff if she continued to work. He is happy 

she is at home because as a busy doctor ―I am relieved of family obligations. He is satisfied with 

his wife‘s management of the home. She manages about 40% of the family income. ―There is 

peace and efficiency in the home so I am happy‖ But he adds ―when she has too much work she 

gets stressed and loses her temper but I cannot help her because of the nature of my profession.‖ 

 

8.5.5.4 Narrative Four 

He works in a government job and lives with his wife mother-in-law and their son and daughter. 

His wife had worked before marriage but gave up at marriage. The decision was made by both 

but now that they depend on his income alone, he would like if his wife could get a job. She likes 

to work but since the home will be neglected, she has not thought of starting work. She has the 

care of children so he is happy she is not at work. 

 

8.5.5.5 Narrative Five 

He is in a government job that entails long working hours and travel outstation. His wife is a 

nurse at the ICU. She is on call and has night shifts. When children were ―small they had hardly 

any cooked food and only bare meals of rice, a piece of chicken and dhal‖. His job being 

stressful he says ―I get angry with the children, but my wife remonstrates with me to be patient. I 

agree and sometimes try to calm down‖. This tension had an effect on the children. He relates 

how his small son said on a rare occasion when he saw the father ―Some man comes home at 

midnight and leaves early in the morning we never get to see our father‖. They are now 

teenagers, of 18 and 15 years. He has begun to reflect on their family life. He Says; 

  

―We are trapped in our jobs and we have confined our children to the home and destroyed their 

childhood. Now they are teenagers they do not have the life we had as children with our mother 

at home caring for us. I am rarely at home and then I like to watch TV without being disturbed. 
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My wife complains that with so much work in the house I watch TV. I believe there is something 

in what she says but then from my point of view I believe my behaviour is correct. I am a busy 

person.‖  

 

With this philosophical statement, he seemed contented to carry on regardless. ―The children are 

now estranged and talks to us only when they want something‖. 

 

8.5.5.6 Narrative Six 

An IT worker in an airline with his wife in IT as well working in another airline. He left his wife 

in Sri Lanka and went to Australia. Thereafter returned to Sri Lanka built a house had one child. 

He works alone but selects slots that give him time to be with the child. His wife does both the 

housework and her airline job. She has support from her siblings. He is not aware of any 

problems his wife had working from home with housework and child care. When she is unwell, 

he helps in childcare and even in cooking. Beyond that he is not aware of problems his wife 

encountered working from home. She has not complained. 

 

―Their economy is good. He gives an allowance to his wife for food and other expenses. He 

believes a wife‘s role is important for home and children. But he likes to be free to focus on his 

job.‖ 

 

8.5.5.7 Narrative Seven 

He is from a high-income family, has a wife and 2 children. He holds a job in senior 

management in the private sector. His wife worked for a time and liked her job. She was 

compelled to drop out because there was no one to care for the children.  Her central focus is on 

the children. He gives a monthly allowance which she manages. She says she likes housework. 

He believes a wife‘s role is important for an efficient home. ―Children need their mother not 

outsiders to care for them‖. He helps in housework when he can but admits that this is not often. 

His remuneration is good so there is no need for his wife to work. He says division of labour in 

the household is a social concept, but he is ready to endorse it. 
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1 Introduction 

 

This literature review focuses on eleven studies carried out by various researchers on the subject 

of female labour force participation (FLFP) in Sri Lanka. Out of a considerable number of 

studies carried out on this subject, 24 were identified and examined. The review, however, was 

limited to eleven research papers that were considered most relevant to the focus of the Marga 

study. The selection was limited to research carried out since 2006.Other criteria considered 

were a mix of authors and the use of different methodologies and tools. The primary source of 

data for all the eleven studies is the Labour Force Surveys carried out by the Department of 

Census and Statistics. 

 

Sri Lanka's social development indicators relative to South Asia are very high. A high rate of 

literacy has been achieved and girls are outperforming boys in the field of education. With the 

opening of the economy in 1977 and consequent global integration, women were able to gain 

increased access to economic opportunities. After the conclusion of the 27-year long armed 

conflict in 2009, the economy grew at a steady 4% rate till recent years, and job opportunities 

were available. The population is declining slowly, and with it, the dependency ratio is 

increasing. Women have a high life expectancy of 76 years, and they have steadily claimed their 

rights and entitlements. Despite this positive environment, women continued to be treated 

unequally and discriminated against at times, in subtle ways. 

 

Sri Lanka has one of the lowest female labour force participation rates (FLFPR- 33.55%; Labour 

Force Survey, 1
st
' Quarter, 2020) in South Asia. Sri Lanka has the 14

th
-largest gender gap in 

labour force participation (LFP) globally.  In 2010, female labour force participation (FLFP) was 

41% but declined to the current 33.5%. There is a significant pool of unutilised human resources 

despite the country experiencing a declining trend in its Working Age Population. 

 

In the context of Sri Lanka, where the social and economic conditions that facilitate the 

participation of women are present, the low FLFPR is difficult to understand. With 

independence, Sri Lankan policymakers introduced a social policy package of free health and 

education services and subsidised food, which dramatically improved women's quality of life, 

compared to the other countries of South Asia. Researchers have studied the issue and come up 

with different theories to explain the phenomenon. Trends, policies, constraints and push factors 

that affect the participation of women in childbearing ages in the labour force are of particular 

interest.  

 

Common hypotheses put forward by researchers are given below: 

 Household roles and responsibilities, which fall disproportionately on women, and the 

associated socio-physical constraints on women's mobility, 
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 A human capital mismatch, whereby women are not acquiring the proper skills demanded 

by job markets, and  

 Gender discrimination in job search, hiring, and promotion processes. 

 

Recent studies have focused on the time spent by women on unpaid work, largely due to social 

norms, which is increasingly recognised as a critical determinant of participation in paid work. 

However, there is inadequate understanding about women's time use in Sri Lanka and how it 

impacts their decision to enter the labour market. Some of the studies reviewed in this paper shed 

more light on the subject. 

 

2 List of Research Studies Reviewed 

 

Eleven research studies dealing with the female labour force participation (FLFP) in Sri Lanka 

have been selected for this review; one study was carried out in 2006, others from 2009 and the 

latest in 2021. This wide time span captures the adoption of different methodologies to 

understand better the research questions posed by Sri Lanka's low and stagnating FLFP. 

 

Of the eleven studies/articles selected, three are journal articles from the year 2006.One study, in 

2018, is focused on the North, while the rest span a period of ten years and include a few 

sponsored by international agencies such as the ILO and World Bank. All these studies have 

been conducted by well-known scholars researching in the field of FLFP.  The studies are listed 

in chronological order.  

 

1. Gunawardena, D. (2006). Exploring Gender Wage Gaps in Sri Lanka: A Quantile 

Regression Approach. PMMA Network Session Paper, 1–36. 

2. Madurawala, D.S P. (2009). Labour Force Participation of Women in Childbearing Ages, 

Sri Lanka.Sri Lanka Journal of Population Studies - SLJP, 11, 1–38. 

3. Disanayake,K. (2011). Low Workforce Participation of Educated Female and Role of 

Work Organisations in Post-war Sri Lanka.IDE Discussion Paper No.37, 1-31. 

4. Gunatilaka, R. (2013). To work or not to work? Factors holding women back from 

market work in Sri Lanka. IDE Discussion Paper No.37, 1-31. 

5. Ranaraja,S., Hassandeen,S, Gunatilaka,R., (2016).Factors affecting women's labour force 

participation in Sri Lanka. International Labour Organization, ILO Country Office for 

Sri Lanka and the Maldives. 

6. Madurawala, S. (2017). Labour Force Participation by Women and Inclusive Growth. 

South Asia Economic Journal.18(2), 214–229 

7. Gunatilaka, R.,&Vithanagama, R. (2018). Women's Labour Force Participation in the 

North of Sri Lanka.(Original work published 2018) 

8. Samarakoon, S. J. M. N. G., &Mayadunne, G. (2018). An exploratory study on low  
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labour force participation of women in Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka Journal of Social Sciences. 

9. Ranawaka, D. N. (2019). Gender Choice of Paid and Unpaid Work in Sri Lanka: Issue of 

Female Labour Force participation revisited.Asia Convening 2019 – Vietnam, 1–19. 

 

10. Solotaroff, J. L. (2020). Getting to work: unlocking women's potential in Sri Lanka's 

labor force. Washington, D.C: The World Bank. 

11. Siyama, M. A. F., & Samaraweera, G. R. S. R. C. (2021). Breaking the Shell: Labour 

Force Participation among Married Women by Ethnic Sub Groups in Sri Lanka. Sri 

Lanka Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities.1(1), 1 

 

3  Methodology Adopted in the Research Studies 

 

Most research papers use secondary data from the Department of Census and Statistics (DCS) 

particularly the Labour Force Surveys (LFS) and the Household Income and Expenditure 

Surveys (HIES). Except for the earlier surveys which excluded the Northern Province, others 

covered the entire country. The papers that have been reviewed have either used a mix of both 

secondary and primary data or a single source of either primary or secondary. These are set out 

in detail below. 

3.1 Common data sources and tools adopted in the studies 

 

Mixed Data - Gunatilaka (2013), Gunatilakaet al. (2021),Ranaraja et al. (2016), Madurawala 

(2019), Samarakoon & Mayadunne (2018),and Solotaroff et al. (2020) use secondary data as 

well as data generated by themselves (primary data) gathered through sample surveys or case 

studies on different categories of women based on marital status, having children below 5 years, 

income status of the household, women who quit employment at marriage and later on the arrival 

of the child. The sample has included a number of employers whose views have been obtained. 

All researchers have resorted to literature reviews on the subject either to anchor their own work 

or to afford a studied context to the research. 

 

 Five authors have generated their own primary data. One study used 46 interviews while 

another study included a sample of 500 households. 

 Six studies have used econometrics and statistical tools for the analysis of data.  

 All studies resort to data from the Department of Census and Statistics (DCS), 

particularly labour force surveys (LFS). Some have used also Household Income and 

Expenditure Surveys. 

 

Gunawardena (2006) has analysed changes in gender wage gaps throughout the wage 

distribution in Sri Lanka using individual data from the Quarterly Labour Force Surveys (QLFS) 

and a quantile regression approach for the 1996 and 2004 periods. 
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Madurawala, (2009) has used QLFS to, examine trends and features in female labour force 

participation rates. 

 

The study by Disanayake, (2011) has been based solely on secondary data. Sri Lanka's HDI, 

LFP, education gains and unemployment trends are examined with data from the reports of the 

LFS and projections on population growth, education, employment, unemployment and under-

employment. 

 

The study by Gunatilaka (2013) is based on secondary data that uses unit-level data from the 

DCS Labour Force Surveys of 1996-2008 and the Household Income and Expenditure Survey of 

2009/2010 for the econometric analysis.  

 

The main data source for the analysis by Madurawala, (2017) is the HIES data produced by the 

DCS of Sri Lanka. 

 

Quantitative analysis in the study by Samarakoon & Mayadunne (2018) has been based on data 

from the 2014 LFS and 2012/13 HIES of the DCS. Qualitative data has been collected from 

interviews with labour market experts. The qualitative data was collected through in-depth 

interviews with individual labour market experts. 

 

Solotaroff et al. (2020), used primary data as well as existing national-level survey data from Sri 

Lanka 2006–10 LFSs and the 2009–10 HIESs. 

 

Siyama and Samaraweera (2021) has focused on a quantitative   approach, using numerical 

measurements. Secondary data were used from the annual Sri Lanka LFS 2018, including 14, 

533 married females. Four Binary Logistic Regression models were derived for female labour 

force participation among ethnic subgroups. The population for this study is married females in 

the working-age population; all married females of age 15 years and above in the country.  

 

3.2 Specific Methodologies adopted in the studies 

 

1. The study by Gunawardena (2006), uses the Machado and Mata (2005) method which 

has also been used to explore the existence of glass ceilings and floors in Europe 

(Arulampalam et al., 2005) and in transition economies (Ganguli &Terell, 2005). 

Although it has been used to explore the nature of the public-private wage premium in 

developing countries (Hyder & Reilly, 2005), it has not been applied in the context of 

gender wage gaps in developing countries. This paper examines whether the Sri Lankan 

labour market is characterised by 'sticky floors' and/or 'glass ceilings', using quantile 
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regression analysis. The analysis is conducted separately for the public and private 

sectors. 

 

Quantile regression techniques are used to control for individual characteristics, and 

quantile regression decomposition methods are used to analyse the size and components 

of the gaps over the entire conditional wage distribution. 

 

In order to decompose the differences in the raw wage distribution into differences in the 

coefficients (returns) and differences in attributes (characteristics), the Oaxaca and 

Blinder decomposition and the Machado & Mata decompositions are applied. 

 

2. Madurawala, (2009) has conducted a survey which includes 46 female employees from 

two government departments and one private institution, who had at least one child less 

than ten years of age. The survey was conducted through a self-administrated 

questionnaire covering four main areas: personal information; working environment; 

child care, and policy suggestions at an institutional and national level to improve the 

status of working mothers. 

 

Six case studies of mothers who discontinued employment by their choice are included. 

In-depth interviews were held with ten HR Managers/Administrative Officers of private 

and government institutions across manufacturing and service sectors, in order to analyse 

the demand side of the female labour market. 

 

3. The study by Disanayake, (2011) contains discussion on economic and social factors and 

other variables such asorganisational and management issues are used to explain trends in 

female labour force participation. The paper concludes with citations of cases of female 

graduate employees. 

 

4. In particular, the study by Gunatilaka (2013) looks at the extent to which differences in 

individual characteristics and household characteristics, socio-economic class, and 

familial responsibilities are associated with whether women work for pay or not. It also 

adds to the econometric literature on women's labour force participation in Sri Lanka by 

looking at the impact of broader employment and unemployment outcomes on 

discouraging participation. It appears that this is the first time that this issue has been 

studied in Sri Lanka based on a representative sample survey. The econometric analysis 

also decomposes the likelihood of participation into contributing factors, in order to 

inform the process of prioritising and targeting policies. 

 

5. The report by Ranaraja, et al.(2016)contains two major sections. 
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Section 1 – Ranaraja, S.: The study is based on a literature review of both published and 

unpublished key material (during the time frame 2009-2014 and 2000-2009, and any 

significant unpublished material, including seminar and workshop papers) to identify 

constraints on labour demand affecting the Labour Force Participation of women. 

 

Based on the likely constraints identified in the literature, Key Person Interviews (35 

employers) were carried out of employers in the formal private sector to ascertain the 

views of employers on the identified constraints and experiences. Due to the difficulties 

of obtaining access, the employers/representatives who have been interviewed are those 

who agreed to participate in the study and some known to the researcher; it is therefore 

not a survey of a representative sample of employers in Sri Lanka. 

 

Section 11 – Gunatilaka, R.: The main objective of the study is to examine the factors 

associated with women's labour force participation, The study is based on information 

from a survey of 500 married women and their husbands in three districts in western Sri 

Lanka (Colombo, Kalutara and Ratnapura – covering the peri-urban, rural and plantation 

sectors) that elicited detailed information about the wife's activity choices and 

preferences, her perceptions about gender roles and household chores, besides the 

demographic information. The Time Diary Schedule method was used for collecting 

information about time use. 

 

Firstly, the study investigates the reasons why women choose the activities they do 

engage in, by directly soliciting their opinions and perceptions about the following: (a) 

their activity choices and preferences; (b) the barriers they face in participating in the 

labour market and in finding and maintaining jobs; and, (c) the kind of work 

arrangements, facilities and support systems that they believe are necessary for them to 

be able to go out to work.  

 

Secondly, it quantifies the time spent by both partners on different categories of paid and 

unpaid work and then sees the extent to which time spent on household maintenance and 

care work influences the probability of participation in the LF. 

 

The small size of the sample meant that very few of the marginal effects of the 

explanatory variables turned out to be statistically significant when using econometric 

analysis. 

 

6. The study by Madurawala, (2017) focuses on Inclusive growth, which is measured using 

the idea of a social opportunity function, which is similar to a social welfare function. Ali 

& Son (2007) propose a methodology to measure growth inclusiveness in terms of 

increasing the social opportunity function which depends on two factors: (i) average 
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opportunities available to the population and (ii) how opportunities are shared or 

distributed among the population. The social opportunity curve is constructed in a way to 

give greater weight to the opportunities enjoyed by the poor (the poorer a person is, the 

greater the weight will be). 

 

7. The probability of women's participation in the workforce was estimated separately for 

the subsamples of women-headed and male-headed households, in the study by 

Gunatilaka & Vithanagama (2018) using an econometric model. The analysis uses data 

collected through a household survey conducted in the poorer divisions of the five 

districts in the Northern Province (Vavuniya, Kilinochchi, Mannar, Jaffna and Mullativu) 

during the latter half of 2015. The survey covered 3,021 households headed by women 

and 1,004 women in households headed by men. The dependent variable is defined first. 

The analysis focuses on the relationships between the probability of workforce 

participation and six groups of characteristics that are most pertinent to the Sri Lankan 

context. The expected wage is taken into account. 

 

8. The study by Samarakoon & Mayadunne (2018) focuses on 'stay at home women' of 

prime working-age i.e. between 25-54 yrs. who are not disqualified from work but opt 

not to work.  

 

For the quantitative analysis, variables representing the supply side and demand side 

characteristics faced by the women were identified, based on the theoretical framework 

of labour force participation choice and the findings from related literature. The 

qualitative part of the study sought to triangulate the findings from the quantitative 

analysis and obtain information that did not emerge from the quantitative analysis. 

 

9. Identifying the persons not in the labour force is one issue tackled by the study by 

Ranawaka D. N. (2019). Low female LFPR is mainly addressed through exploring the 

impact of sociological, household characteristics of an individual. Different models of 

paid and unpaid work are reviewed and the econometric model is resorted to for the 

analysis. The main research question is addressed by looking at the following questions: 

 

1.  Is there a significant gendered segregation among paid and unpaid work? 

2.  What are the predominant micro-level, sociological characteristics that determine 

unpaid work prevalent among women? 

3.  Is there a significant impact of unpaid work on labour force participation in Sri 

Lanka? 

4.  What are the salient sociological characteristics that constrain women from 

entering the labour force in Sri Lanka? 
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10. Solotaroff et al. (2020), has conducted their study using nationally representative 

secondary survey data—as well as primary qualitative and quantitative research. They 

have conducted two studies; the first in 2012–13, focused on the years leading up to the 

end of the Sri Lankan Civil War (2006–09), and the later study compares the earlier 

findings to data from the years following the civil war (2010–15). The earlier report 

sought to unpack the social processes underlying these gender differences. Both studies 

test three hypotheses that would explain gender gaps in labour market outcomes:  

 

(1)  household roles and responsibilities, which fall disproportionately on women, and the 

associated socio-physical constrains on women's mobility;  

(2) a human capital mismatch, whereby women are not acquiring the proper skills 

demanded by job markets; and  

(3) Gender discrimination in job search, hiring, and promotion processes. 

 

Multivariate analysis of the secondary data found support for all three hypotheses. 

 

The primary research for the report was conducted in 2012 in select industry sectors in 

the Badulla, Gampaha, and Trincomalee districts in lower-central, western, and eastern 

Sri Lanka covering household members and employers. Industry sectors were selected to 

include a mix of "new" and traditional drivers of the economy: information and 

communication technology (ICT), tea estates, tourism, the garment sector, and 

commercial agriculture. The primary research (particularly the qualitative data) helps 

explain employer preferences. 

 

The analysis of secondary and primary data together adds value to existing labour studies 

of Sri Lanka by using the additional lenses of gender norms, identity, and agency (the 

ability to make decisions as well as take advantage of opportunities). 

 

This updated report analyses more recent national survey data (2011–15 LFS and 2012–

13 HIES) and sheds light on whether and how labour force patterns have changed for 

women over the past decade and also presents findings from the qualitative and 

quantitative primary data more comprehensively than the previous study. 

 

11. As per Siyama, &Samaraweera (2021), the economically active populace at present 

(labour force) is typically recognised as the addition of the "employed" and 

"unemployed" populace.  

 

Only the married spouses living with husbands are selected for the sample to observe the 

family context where the labour supply decisions are jointly taken based on the 

Household Model of Labour Supply.       
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Ethnicity is categorised as Sinhalese, Sri Lankan and Indian Tamil, and Moor; other 

ethnic groups are dropped due to insufficient cases and Sinhalese is considered as the 

base category.  

 

4 Findings 

 

The principal findings of all the research studies are listed below, categorised under several 

themes that run throughout the eleven studies, for easy comparison and reference. The most 

common findings are those themes that have the most entries and the uncommon findings are 

those themes that have fewer entries. 

4.1 Demographic Characteristics of the Individual 

Age - In terms of age, the likelihood of participation increases with age, but at a diminishing rate. 

In the case of married women, their age at the birth of the first child is significant for LFP.  

Widowhood-is significantly associated with a decline in the probability of participation relative 

to being single. The following have a negative impact on LFP -Marriage (27%), widowhood (25 

%) and being of the Islamic Moor ethno-religious (17%), category (Gunatilaka, 2013).  

As per a study by Gunatilaka (2013), being disabled is associated with a 42% reduction in the 

probability of single men's participation and with a 20% reduction in participation by single 

women.  

 

Ranawaka (2019) indicates that compared to men, being a woman discourages paid work by 

45% and encourages unpaid work by52%. Hence there indeed exists a gender segregation or 

preference for paid and unpaid work.  

 

Women's LFP is also critical to help the country cope with its now rising dependency ratio: the 

demographic transition now underway suggests that the population older than age 60 will double 

in the next quarter century (Solotaroff et al., 2020). 

 

Solotaroff et al. (2020) also indicates that the loss of a positive association between LFP and the 

presence of elderly household support is likely another explanation for young women's declining 

LFP rates, signalling an even more urgent need for child care support from outside the 

household. 

 

War widows and female heads of households, many of whom reside in the conflict-affected 

Northeast, appear to have become increasingly vulnerable in labour markets since the civil war. 

Though not the case in 2009, since 2011 they have become significantly less likely than other 

women to become paid employees (Solotaroff et al., 2020). 
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Female overseas migrant returnees, like war widows and women heads of household, are another 

target group who would greatly benefit from efforts to enhance their use of microfinance, 

complementary business development training, and land titling reforms to help build women's 

assets for use as collateral or other economic leverage (Solotaroff et al., 2020). 

 

The share of employed males in the household in the North was the most powerful predictor of 

labour force participation for both women headed and women in a male-headed family. The 

analysis showed that characteristics relating to male family members are of overwhelming 

importance to women's participation, as well as the differences between the two groups 

(Gunatilaka & Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

4.2 Marital and Family Status 

The analysis concluded that full-time homemakers did not undertake paid work as they liked 

being homemakers, had always wanted it, had by and large not worked before, or had wanted to 

look after their children themselves for best possible care (Ranarajaet et al. 2016). 

Work-life balance seemed to be a bigger factor for women workers at middle-level and above 

(Ranarajaet et al. 2016). 

As per Dissanayake (2011),with the evolution of nuclear families, higher educational and 

professional prospects for children become more likely; females with high educational levels 

enjoy better marriage prospects while those bent on a career can afford to be selective and not be 

in a hurry. 

 

Some studies have shown (Madurawala, 2009) that marital fertility has decreased mainly due to 

the increase in accumulated household wealth; exposure of women to more years in education is 

another contributing factor. 

 

Madurawala (2009) also states, that women workers are compelled to work harder because of the 

issues of the triple burden (productive activities, reproductive activities and social reproductive 

activities). 

 

A majority of the females in the skilled and semi-skilled category enter the job market seeking 

short-term employment as their intention is to collect some money for their marriage 

(Madurawala, 2009)  

 

Ranawaka, (2019) indicates that, being married increases the probability of being in unpaid work 

by 24%, the highest effect in the categorical variable marital status in the observed dataset. 
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The indications are that household care work is indeed a hindrance for women to enter the labour 

force participation in Sri Lanka (Ranawaka, 2019). 

 

Social norms governing women's responsibilities for child care, elder care, and house work that 

inhibit women from joining labour markets, obtaining employment, and closing gender wage 

gaps—have become more entrenched since the end of the civil war (Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

Marriage penalises women in labour markets (lowering their odds of LFP by 4.4 %), whereas for 

men it provides an 11% in their odds of LFP (Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

 

The presence of children younger than age five in the household now has the greatest-ever 

association with lower chances of LFP for Sri Lankan women, whereas it has never had any 

significant effect on men. Among women from households with children, 40%stated that 

housework and child care lead to their nonparticipation-(Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

 

The study confirms the persistent influence of gendered social norms, beliefs, and behaviours on 

labour market outcomes for women, expanding LFP gaps. These norms—which permeate the 

attitudes and beliefs of employers as well as workers, their families, and their communities—

play out in various forms of statistical and institutional discrimination, (Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

 

Getting married is associated with 11% points lower odds of LFP for urban women and10.3 

%points higher odds for men—a gap of more than 21% points, (Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

 

In the North, the share of women heading their households participating in the workforce was 20 

percentage points higher than for women in male-headed households (Gunatilaka & 

Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

Women heading their households in the North were disadvantaged relative to women in male-

headed households along almost all of the dimensions explored in the analysis. A bigger share of 

women heading their households also received cash or direct transfers, (Gunatilaka & 

Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

While workforce participation rates of women in male-headed households in the North were 

sensitive to age, women heading their households were probably forced through circumstance to 

participate in the labour force regardless of how old or how young they were - (Gunatilaka & 

Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

In the North having a child below 5 years appears to be a significant constraint holding women 

heads back from participation. In contrast, an increase in the share of all members in the 

household has a significant and positive effect on the participation of women in male-headed 
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households whereas the effect is negative but smaller and not significant for women heading 

their households (Gunatilaka & Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

4.3 Education Status 

Starting below 40% LFP after primary, there is a steady increase in LFP with secondary, GCE 

O/L, GCE A/L and degree, with a degree it reaches almost 80%. For men, LFP with Primary is at 

70% and culminates at degree level at 80%+ (Gunatilaka & Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

Women educated up to secondary level are significantly less likely to participate in the 

workforce than those with primary education; Women with GCE O/L are also less likely to 

participate than primary-educated women. Having a degree has the single largest effect on 

participation, suggesting that university education increases the probability of participation by 45 

% (Gunatilaka & Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

As per Samarakoon, &Mayadunne, (2018), quantitative analysis alone does not fully explain 

why upper secondary dropouts opt to stay at home. The reservation wage of these dropouts is 

high, but their hard and soft skills do not match that wage. 

 

The most influential factor that encourages the workforce to enter the labour market is the 

individual's exposure to tertiary level education. Clearly, education is not a barrier that restricts 

women from entering labour markets in Sri Lanka. Having a degree reduces the decision of not 

entering the labour force by 58%, (Ranawaka, 2019).  

 

Education up to GCE O/L is associated with a larger decline in participation of women heads in 

the North but the result is not significant (Gunatilaka & Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

Also concerning is the stubborn, decade-old trend that women who leave school after completing 

O-levels have significantly lower LFP odds than women of all other levels of education—

including women with no schooling at all (Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

4.4 Economic Status (incomes) 

In economically better-off households, single women, and to a lesser extent, single men, appear 

to be significantly under less pressure to work. In contrast, married women in economically 

better-off households are more likely to work (Gunatilaka, 2013). 

 

Across income quintiles, the share of stay-at-home women in the poorest income quintile is low, 

but the incidence of stay at home women turn out to be highest in the poorest quintile 

(Samarakoon, & Mayadunne, 2018).  
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The poorest and least-educated women, regardless of residential status, are falling further behind 

higher-educated and wealthier women in LFP chances and access to higher-skill, higher-wage 

jobs according to the quantitative analysis (Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

 

The wealthier the household in the North, the less likely it was that a woman heading her 

household would engage in paid work. This suggests that economic distress likely drives women 

heads from poor households to take up paid work. The income effect of receiving transfer 

income appears to significantly obviate the necessity of the woman heading her household going 

out to work (by about 13 percentage points) (Gunatilaka & Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

Access to all forms of productive capital other than landholding associated with a greater 

likelihood that women in male-headed households participate, compared to female heads 

(Gunatilaka and Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

The significant contribution of human capital and other assets to the probability of participation 

suggests space for policy intervention (Gunatilaka & Vithanagama, 2021). 

4.5 Ethnicity 

Moors have the lowest LFP and the Up-country Tamils have the highest with more than 50%; 

Ceylon Tamils, Sinhalese and others come next. Among all men, the differences are not 

significant (Gunatilaka, 2013).  

 

Among the ethno-religious characteristics, Islamic Moor women, whether married, single or 

heads of households are, on average, 18% less likely to participate in the workforce than 

Sinhalese Buddhists (Gunatilaka, 2013).  

 

Sri Lankan Moor women tend to have the lowest FLFP rates of 17% in 2009 and 15%in 

2015(Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

4.6 Religion 

 

Muslims have the lowest FLFP. Hindus have the highest rate and then Buddhists and Christians. 

Among Hindu women, FLFP is high as the majority of plantation women are Hindus. Among 

men of all religions, the difference is minimal (Gunatilaka, 2013). 

 

4.7 Sectoral and Provincial Location 

 

The plantations have the highest FLFP while the urban sector has the lowest. There is little 

significant difference in participation rates across provinces, other than for the Central Province 

and Uva which are higher due to plantations (Gunatilaka, 2013). 
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Women on the estates are 20% more likely to participate than women in urban areas for reasons 

discussed (Gunatilaka, 2013). 

 

Residence in Central, Eastern and North Western Provinces for married women, and those 

residing in all provinces outside the Western Province, for female heads of households, acts as a 

constraint (Gunatilaka, 2013). 

 

The high inequalities of rural and estate poverty as a comparison to urban residential areas (DCS, 

2017) could be the reason why there's a 20% less probability of rural and estate residents not 

entering the labour force(Ranawaka, 2019). 

 

In tea plantations, over 99% of the tea pluckers are women and 56% of the workforce are 

women, while in rubber, it is 49% (Samarkoon & Mayadunne, 2018). 

 

LFP rates have fallen most among women who work in the estate sector (that is, tea plantation 

and other plantation estates on the island) by nearly 10 percentage points between 2006 and 2015  

(Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

 

Indian Tamil women in the estates continue to attain the highest FLFP rates (58% in 2009 and 

50% in 2015) of all ethnic groups in Sri Lanka, including the Sinhala majority (Solotaroff et al, 

2020). 

 

Women in the estate sector, despite having lower unemployment and higher LFP than other 

women, have been losing ground in LFP: their LFP rates have declined by nearly 10 percentage 

points since 2006. They face not only the greatest gender wage gaps across residential areas but 

significant hurdles in upward job mobility as well (Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

 

Women's workforce participation in Sri Lanka's Northern Province is even lower (25 percent in 

2016). Workforce participation for women in the north was low during and even before the 

conflict began in 1983(Gunatilaka & Vithanagama, 2021). 

 

4.8 Occupational Segregation 

 

Women dominate the agriculture, manufacturing and services sectors over men. In trade, hotels 

and restaurants men dominate (Gunatilaka, 2013). 

 

Women are segregated horizontally and also vertically. In Sri Lanka, in general, and in the 

selected enterprises where key person interviews were conducted for the study, there was some 
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degree of segregation, and more significantly, this was considered "normal" and hence not 

unacceptable (Ranaraja et al., 2016). 

 

Occupational segregation is the single most significant barrier to FLFP and such barriers appear 

to be socio-cultural norms imposed on women in the labour market by not only society, family 

and ethnic groups, but also by women themselves (Ranaraja et al.,2016).  

 

Educational and occupational streaming continues to create a skills mismatch between women's 

human capital attainment and market demand for their paidlabor. Men have retained their 

advantage in obtaining high-skill jobs eventhough more women are now attending university 

(Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

4.9 Share in Employment by Major Occupation Category 

The proportion of women in the professional category far exceeds men, likely due to female 

dominance in the health and education sector (Gunatilaka, 2013). 

 

4.10 Share in employment by Status 

The proportion of employed women, who are public employees, is slightly more than that of 

men. The proportion of women and men employed in the private sector has declined over the 

years, whereas the proportion of self-employed men and women appears to have risen somewhat 

(Gunatilaka, 2013). 

 

4.11 Gender Discrimination 

No formal discrimination is detectable, but in fact men are preferred for some jobs as they can 

work long hours and do fieldwork/training extensively (Ranaraja,et al., 2013). 

 

Gender-based discrimination is not an institutional policy of employers but in practice there is 

positive (in favour of a particular gender) as well as negative discrimination based on perceived 

characteristics of males and females (Madurawala, 2009). 

 

When university-educated women secure jobs at any level, they still receive lower pay and lower 

returns to higher education than men do (Solotaroff et al., 2020). 

 

Using Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition models confirm the strong presence of gender 

discrimination that impedes women's entry into the labor force and reduces their wages 

(Solotaroff et al., 2020). 
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Findings from the primary field research uncover gender-biased values and norms held by 

employers that play out in their decisions about hiring, promotions, and salary (Solotaroff et al., 

2020). 

4.12 Inequality of Wages 

As per Solotaroff et al., 2020), wage disparities are shrinking between the sexes over the recent 

years. Most authors subscribe to this view. 

 

There is evidence of a sticky floor in both public and private sectors in Sri Lanka, and little 

evidence to support the existence of a glass ceiling in either of the sectors (Gunawardena, 2006). 

4.13 Employment and Unemployment 

 

The majority of employed men and women are educated up to secondary level, the proportion is 

much higher for men. The share of women educated up to and beyond the GCE Advanced 

Levels in employment exceeds the share of similarly educated men who have jobs (Gunatilaka, 

2013). 

 

From 1996/97-2003/04 the highest unemployed group is females in the agricultural sector and 

has not changed during this period (Dissanayake, 2011) 

 

The fact that girls aged 15–16 years have the highest unemployment rates in Sri Lanka 

(according to 2015 LFS data) is unprecedented and is cause for great concern—primarily 

because it signals climbing dropout rates among girls around O-levels (and, it follows, declining 

rates of high school completion among girls). This concerning trend may reflect an increasing 

need among the poorest households for as many family members as possible to generate 

income—even at the expense of their education (Solotaroff et al, 2020). 

 

The downward shift in the opportunity curve implies that women across all expenditure levels 

experience a decrease in opportunities to access the labour force. This is attributable to rising 

household incomes and /or the high cost of child care and housekeeping relative to expected 

earnings. There is a tendency of deteriorating average opportunities available for women to 

access the labour force and women are more disadvantaged than men (Madurawala,2017). 

4.14 Flexible work/ Employer facilities 

Special arrangements to encourage women into the labour force would not be effective without 

changing the socio-cultural barriers that prevented women from doing so (Ranaraja et al. 2016). 

Providing women with safe and comfortable transportation to jobs or job training programs 

would help increase social acceptance of their travel outside the household to access job 

opportunities (Solotaroff et al, 2020). 
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4.15 Variables representing the demand side of the labour market. 

As the shares of total workers at the district level employed in the manufacturing sector 

increases, relative to the share of workers in agriculture, women are significantly less likely to 

enter market work. It is the same with the share of the services sector, but its impact is half of 

that in manufacturing. 

 

5 Conclusions 

Taking into account the above research studies and their findings, the following conclusions 

could be drawn.  

 

For the last 20 years FLFP has been stagnant and in fact, is reducing slightly in the plantation 

sector and among married middle-income families. Several factors influencing FLFP are given 

below.  

 

The foremost is the social norms that place a high value on the mother's care for children and the 

elderly. The emphasis on the mother's role may be due to the paucity of reliable and affordable 

child care and elderly care facilities. One commercial bank is providing nursery and day-care 

facilities on the premises and it had made a difference for young employed mothers. One study 

reveals that these norms are even self-imposed by women themselves without realising it, and 

not only imposed by society. 

 

The second is the mismatch between skills plus education gained by women and labour market 

demand. Even when women are graduates or of a higher educational level, males appear to be 

more in demand due to their particular skills even if lower educationally. 

 

Thirdly, gender discrimination to some extent is another factor that affects FLFP. There is no 

policy-based discrimination of women as such, but there is discrimination due to women 

concentrating on their care for the family which makes them less willing to go for extensive 

training or working extra hours or even undertaking prolonged fieldwork. Some employers also 

consider it is their obligation to provide maternity leave and such benefits to women employees. 

There is also occupational segregation – jobs in the health sector, in education (caring oriented) 

and in the apparel industry are deemed suitable for women whereas technical jobs are considered 

male jobs. This forms a part of the social norms. 

 

The poorest and the least educated, independent of the location, are falling back with regard to 

FLFP. 

 

Wage differences for men and women are narrowing and may not pose a big obstacle in entering 

the labour market. 
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6 Recommendations 

 

Sri Lanka's female labour force participation has been stagnant at around 35% for the last two 

decades. However, due to the demographic transitions experienced in Sri Lanka, with a fall in 

fertility rates, there is an acute need for a larger workforce if the economy is to maintain a 

reasonably high rate of growth. The research reviewed in general lead to the following 

recommendations. 

 

Firstly, encouragement and implementation of family-friendly policies that encourage a more 

equitable sharing of the burden of care and household chores between males and females are 

needed. Secondly, policies that enable more flexible work arrangements such as part-time work, 

and work online are also needed.  

 

The research findings underscore the need to differentiate among women of diverse age, 

educational, ethnic, regional, and family backgrounds. A disaggregated analysis is imperative so 

that program and policy responses can be customised to effectively address the different needs of 

different groups. 

 

Investment in skills training beyond secondary education is critical for both women and men. 

School leavers or dropouts at GCEO/L, both boys and girls are unemployed for many years and 

may indicate severe levels of poverty. It is most important to provide technical education and 

skills to this group as a remedy to reduce unemployment. 

 

Evidence related to infrastructure services suggests that a reduction in the time spent on unpaid 

work brought about by improved amenities may be needed to allow a woman to engage in paid 

work. Improving infrastructure and support systems such as childcare and nursery facilities 

would help as an incentive for women to enter employment. Safe and reliable transport and 

efficient law enforcement as well as providing crèche and child care facilities that can ensure a 

quality childcare service are needed. 

 

Revisions to labour market institutions and labour legislation are needed. Sri Lanka has been 

very slow to revise labour laws. Current laws (from British times) appear to originate from a 

perceived paternalistic duty to "protect" women rather than assisting them to enter the labour 

market. Create a policy and legislative environment that supports part-time work and night work 

 

Revisiting organisational strategies and practices especially human resources is called for to cater 

to the needs of the younger workforce and fashion non-traditional work organisations. 
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1 Introduction and Overview 

 

Sri Lanka has the lower rate of female participation compared to countries with very high human 

development status and the rate has stagnated around 35%, whereas it ranged between 60% and 

70% in countries with very high development (VHHD) status. It is among the fastest growing 

economies in the world and had annual average growth rate of 5.3% during the period 1990-

2000, 5.6% during 2000-2010 and 7.0% for the most recent period 2010-2014. However, for Sri 

Lanka‘s progress to the category of VHHD status six issues are fundamentally important for its 

capability to achieve during the next decade: 1) government revenue and the capability for the 

provision of public services, 2) the value system and norms of equity and justice for distribution 

of income and caring services, 3) educational attainment and the capacity for improved education 

system, 4) higher participation rates of males and females in the labour market, 5) improved 

system of urbanization and migration, and 6) desirable state of equilibrium producing stability 

and contentment (Gunatilleke, 2020).  

 

Despite Sri Lanka‘s long standing economic growth and human development achievements there 

is a gap to reach VHHD status and higher per capita income
2
. The achievements are in the areas 

of high levels of female education, good health facilities and low fertility rates as a lower –

middle-income country with the average economic growth of more than 6 percent annually over 

the past three decades. The Labour force participation of women age 15 years and older were 

33.6 percent and 34.5 percent for 2018 and 2019, compared with –73 percent for the same age 

groups of men for both years (Department of Census and Statistics 2019). In contrast, labour 

force participation rates for women aged 15 years and older in upper middle income countries 

such as Malaysia and Thailand were  63 percent (compared with 80 percent for same age group 

of men) and 49 percent (compared with 78 percent for same age group of men) respectively in 

2015 (Solotaroff et.al. 2017).  

 

The higher female labour participation rate averaging over 70% has been considered as one of 

the major factors in economic development and to reach very high human development (VHHD) 

status. The persistence in low labour force participation rates for women over the last three 

                                                 
2
According to the annual Human Development Report published by the United Nations Development Programme in 

2020 out of 189 countries listed 66 countries have reached very high human development status. The selected 

indicators for measuring human development are: 1) life expectancy at birth, 2) expected years of schooling, 3) 

mean years of schooling and 4) Gross National Income per capita. These indicators are used to create: 1) a health 

index, 2) an education index and 3) an income index. The inequality was considered as a value above 0.800 is 

classified as very high. This human development index has limitations measuring other dimensions of human 

development such as inequality and participation in governance. Sri Lanka also has the 14
th

 largest gender gap in 

labour force participation globally.  
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decades shows significant challenges to the country‘s economic growth and creating 

employments, attracting investment in the private sector, and the direction to become an upper-

middle income country with the VHHD status. Therefore, the increase of the rate of female 

labour participation by 15 percentage points, from 35% to 50%, will add about one million 

workers annually to the labour market each year (Solotaroff et.al. 2017). This target appears to 

be a big challenge under the conditions of types of employments can be created, wage disparities 

between the women and men, sharing household roles and responsibilities, mismatch of skills 

acquired and demanded in the labour market, and other social factors influencing female labor 

supply. A well-coordinated programme for developing human resources is needed to meet the 

skills requirement of the country in coming years and reforms are proposed to support the 

envisaged development in the country (Institutes of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka 2015). 

 

The current development strategies in Sri Lanka envisage developing the country by improving 

agriculture, industries and the services through modernization, new technologies and also 

requires a highly skilled workforce. Many industries adopting new technologies and automation 

require skilled workers. Some countries have allowed to bring foreign workers, both skilled and 

unskilled categories because of the labour shortage. With the slow growth of population and the 

aging population in developed countries as well as in developing countries some policy actions 

were taken for better utilization of existing labour resources and drawing non-participating 

women workers to the labour market to mitigate negative impacts from reducing the working age 

population. In developing countries like Sri Lanka economic growth will generate new 

employments and the access to productive jobs with adequate remuneration and social protection 

can reduce poverty, inequality and vulnerability.  

 

Both within the developed and developing countries there are variations in female labour force 

participation than male labour participation and these variations can be explained by a wide 

variety of demographic, economic and social factors. Female labour participation is also 

considered as the outcomes of economic growth and the nature of development process. It is 

argued that some women who are not in the labour market without the required skills and 

training will join the labour market as a coping mechanism in response to poverty and low 

incomes. Therefore, such groups of women must have access to quality education and training to 

improve their employment outcomes. 

 

The countries with VHHD status have attained both higher economic growth and high rate of 

female labor participation (FLFP), particularly in the Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD) countries at different periods of time by industrialization, commercial 

agriculture, opening up to foreign investors and setting up export-oriented industries and 

services. What has been much discussed recently is also the consequences of their development 

paths including the actions taken to maintain higher rate of female labour participation despite 

the aging population, low fertility and the increasing demand for highly skilled workforce 
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required by more knowledge based economies and new technologies. This problem is also called 

the labour shortage and studied with the intention to develop policies to increase female labour 

participation in near future. It may not be possible to emulate the path of economic growth in 

each country which has already achieved VHHD status under   different conditions of the 

economy and society. 

 

The study focuses on the economic development process and government policies which were 

conducive for the higher participation rate of women in the labour market, particularly the group 

of married women with children. Such conditions can be alternative social arrangements 

available for caring children and elderly, status and rights of women in new employments, and 

the level of security and care for the family and women to combine work and household 

responsibilities. The second question addressed in this study is how sample countries faced the 

challenges for increasing higher female labour force participation as a key policy issue during the 

last three decades in the context of increasing aging population, low fertility rates and demand 

for high skilled workers with new technologies. . The study also examines the role of the 

government policies in each sample country in reducing barriers for women to enter the labour 

force and to reduce the opportunity cost of working and child bearing practices, and what other 

alternative social arrangements and policies are available to further improve the outcomes of 

higher rate of participation. The third question examined is whether female labour force 

participation at the higher levels in the VHHD countries have produced only desirable economic 

and social consequences and if not, what were the undesirable consequences or negative effects 

witnessed in sample countries such as youth problems, low values accorded to family roles to 

look after children and elderly etc. What should be the direction of  Sri Lanka to increase FLFP 

during the next decade and what are the lessons to be learned from sample countries?. 

 

The study paper is organized as follows. In the next section, we describe the procedure of 

selecting sample countries and research methodology. The third section presents the global 

context of the trends of male and female labour force participation in sample countries as 

compared with Sri Lanka. In the fourth section we pay attention to key factors contributed to 

increase rates of female labour participation in sample countries. The fifth section highlights 

negative effects of high rates of participation of women based on the review of studies conducted 

at national and community levels and whether government policies and implementation 

strategies have satisfactorily addressed the key issues. The final section presents the conclusions 

and recommendations of the study. 
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2 Research Methodology 

2.1 A. Sample Country Selection 

 

Six sample countries were selected representing North America (USA), European countries 

(Sweden and Italy as the leaders of industrialization and reached VHHD status in the 1990‘s) and 

the three fast growing Asian economies selected in the Asian region (Japan, Korea and 

Singapore) where FLFP rates ranged between 44% to 71% as VHHD countries during the last 

three decades (1990-2020) compared with the low rate of about 35% of female labour 

participation in Sri Lanka during the same period. These sample countries present a wide variety 

and diversity of conditions and the paths taken to reach the VHHD condition. Sri Lanka has low 

participation of female labour parturition despite relatively high educational levels and also has 

reached high human development status
3
. Sample countries selected for the study represent 

belong to both high income category and VHHD status representing North America (USA), 

European countries (Sweden and Italy) and the three economies in the Asian region (Japan, 

Korea and Singapore). These selected countries are considered as good examples of achieving 

both higher economic development with high per capital income, VHHD status, high female 

labour force participation rates, low unemployment, and low inflation during the last 3 to 4 

decades.  

 

2.2 Methodology 

 

The study is based on the review of the studies conducted in sample countries and Sri Lanka to 

understand the causes for the higher rates in sample countries compared with the lower rate of 

FLFP in Sri Lanka and.  There some conditions conducive for women participation, certain 

attitudes towards and household responsibilities as barriers for non-participation, and work-

related costs increasing with marriage and children. This comparative study will highlight both 

positive and negative aspects of low and high FLFP rates, consequences to the family going out 

of the home to work as compared with a household in which the female is a full-time housewife.  

 

Although the data generated by the census and surveys on the labour force participation of 

women are available in sample countries such data cannot be used for comparison with Sri 

Lankan situation due to the differences in coverage, time periods, and definitions of concepts and 

assumptions. The country case studies as well as the studies undertaken to make comparisons 

between two or more countries in OECD countries are useful for understanding the general 

trends in labor force participation, common problems, and directions and outcomes of labour 

                                                 
3
 It is in the second category of high development with a value of 0.782 and ranked as 72 in the list of  countries. Its 

value has increased from 0.629 in 1990 to 0.783 in 2020 (United Nations Development Programme, Human 

Development Report 2020). 
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supply. However, there is no single comparative study readily available for comparing the 

situation of Sri Lanka with any of the OECD countries selected for this study.  

 

Based on the review literature on female labour participation four categories of studies are 

identified and reviewed covering the following regions and sample countries: 

 

 1)  selected OECD countries including sample countries - Tasseven et. al, (2016). OECD 

report 2017; Ducanes & Abella (2008); Shanbaugh et. al (2017). (Japan); Mancini 

(2017). (Italy); Gonas & Arja (2015) (Sweden); Kawata & Nganuma (2010). (Japan); 

Sundstrom & Frank (1992). (Sweden); Bratti et.al (2004). (Italy); Steinberg and Masato 

(2017). (Japan); Barnett (2008). (the United States); Stone (2015). (the United States), 

Bullard (2014). (United States) 

2) Developing Countries - Verick, (2014) 

3)  Asian and Pacific region countries - Thevenon, (2013); Kinoshita & Guo (2015), and 

ADB (2015) and 

4)  Sri Lankan case studies - Solotaroff et.al. (2017), Gunatillake, (2008, 2013 and 2016) ; 

Madurawala, (2009); Perera (2017); Institute of Policy Studies (2015); Semasinghe 

(2017) and Annual Reports of Sri Lanka labor Force Surveys by the Department of 

census and Statics from 1990 to 2019. 

 

A substantial volume of literature on the theoretical perspectives, and macro and empirical levels 

of analysis is available for OECD countries. These studies were conducted at different time 

periods and have employed various methodologies and databases. They have examined the 

relationship between female labour force participation and major determinants of either low or 

higher rates of female labour participation during different time periods. Some factory 

conditioning participation rates are: 1) stages of economic development (U hypothesis), relations 

with the expansion of secondary and tertiary education, family income, household 

responsibilities, skills requirements, gender wage gaps, and employer preferences. A special case 

study of Sri Lanka is conducted to understand the causes of low rate of female participation as a 

developing country (endnote). 

 

2.3 Definitions of Labour Force Participation Rate 

 

The labour force participation rate is a measure of the percentage of working age population that 

are employed and unemployed or looking for work. Persons are classified as not being in the 

labour force if they are attending an educational institution, engaged in household activities, 

retired, disabled etc. The labour force is composed of the economically active population or 

working age population. The economically active population is the persons who are employed or 
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unemployed 10 or 15 or 25 years of age and over and 25 to 54 years are considered as prime-age 

working population.  

 

The concept of labour force participation in the US divides the population into three groups: 

employed, unemployed, and out of the labour force. The last group also called ―non-participants‖ 

because they are neither working nor searching for work/employments. The rate is a ratio. The 

numerator is the labour force, the sum of all persons employed and unemployed. The 

denominator is the household population over 15 or 25 years of age or older, the total who 

conceivably could be working. At a particular time they are not working and not searching work 

nevertheless ended up working at a job in the next reporting period. There is movement from 

non- participation to employment. 

 

The Department of Census and Statistics in Sri Lanka in its labour force surveys defines the 

labour force composed of the economically active population (employed and unemployed), 10 

years of age and older up to 59 or 64 years as the persons who were employed or unemployed 

(seeking or available for work) during the reference period of the survey and not in the labour 

force include categories of full time students, retired, disabled and not interested in working for 

some reasons like household work. The rate of participation is determined by the selected age 

group like 10 to 59 years or 15 to 59 years etc. 

 

3 Female Labour Force Participation Rates (FLFPR) 

 

3.1 Global Situation 

 

Over the last two decades, the global female labour force participation rate has remained fairly 

stable from 52.2% in 1992 to 51.4% in 2012 for the total female working-age population of 15 

years and above based on International labour Organization (ILO) estimates. Moreover, the gap 

in participation rates of men and women has narrowed from 27.8 percentage points in 1992 to 26 

percentage points in 2012. The participation rate in the age group of 15 to 19 years has decreased 

with rising enrolment in higher education. The global average has been about 50% for the last 35 

years but there are significant differences across countries.  The FLFP rate is lowest on the 

Middle East and North Africa (26%) and in South Asia (35%) and highest in East Asia and 

Pacific (64%) and in Sub Saharan Africa (61%). Despite such regional differences FLFP rates 

are increasing in Latin America and the Middle East while those with higher rates in Europe and 

East Asia and Pacific experienced small declines (ADB 2015).  

 

The female labour participation rate varies across developing countries and regions. The Middle 

East, North Africa and South Asia had the rate of less than 40%. Even within regions overall 
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rates vary and for example in South Asia FLFP rates range from 20% in Pakistan to 80% in 

Nepal due to economic and social factors such as more Nepalese women are engaged in 

subsistence agriculture. Bangladesh has the increasing rate because of growth of readymade 

garment industry and rise in livestock rearing. Despite strong improvement in education and 

social conditions FLPR in Sri Lanka has remained stable, averaging around 33% during the last 

two decades. India also has a lower rate of 27% in 2012 despite increased school enrolment but 

there are few employment opportunities available, particularly in rural areas. 

 

The global gender index measures compare participation rates, educational attainment and 

empowerment of women. The 2012 index covers 135 countries and shows the highest ranking 

countries as Iceland, Finland, Norway and Sweden, all with scores above .80
4
. Most of the 

countries in the Asian region including Sri Lanka have made good progress on health and 

educational outcomes. The gap between men and women on economic participation remains 

quite wide and North America had the best score at.80, Europe with.70 and Asia and the Pacific 

region was in the mid 50‘s (Punnett 2016). Female labour participation is highest in some poor 

counties in Africa and also richest countries in the world. 

 

3.2 Trends in Female Labour Participation 

 

The following table shows different rates of female labour participation in 6 sample countries 

and Sri Lanka between age 15 and 64 years (for details of total labour force participation rates 

and male labour force participation rates see Table 7.1 and 7.2 in Annex 1).  

 

Table 1: Female labour force participation in sample countries (15-64 years) 

Year US Sweden Italy Japan Korea Singapore Sri 

Lanka 

1990 57.5 71.2 44.0 50.1 47.0 50.0 33.1 

1995 58.9 67.3 33.5 50.0 48.4 51.2 31.7 

2000 59.9 67.5 35.8 49.3 48.8 52.0 33.9 

2005 59.3 68.8 38.1 48.4 50.3 52.4 30.9 

2010 58.6 67.1 38.2 48.6 49.6 56.5 31.2 

2015 56.7 68.5 39.8 49.6 51.9 60.4 35.9 

2016 56.8 69.6 40.5 50.4 52.2 60.4 35.9 

2017 57.0 70.2 49.9 51.2 52.7 59.8 36.6 

2018 57.1 70.6 41.1 52.5 52.9 60.2 33.6 

2019 57.4 71.0 44.3 53.3 53.5 61.2 34.5 

 

                                                 
4
 The Middle East and North African region scored .59 overall and this region ranked lowest on participation and 

empowerment. 
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Source: OECD statistics and Sri Lanka labour Force Survey Annual Reports-1990 to 2019. 

Department of Census and Statistics and Ministry of Manpower, Singapore 

 

The female labour force participation rate varies across countries, over time starting with very 

low rates and then increasing, experiencing large increases, experiencing small declines etc. 

Such differences can be seen across economies and differences also reflect the labour market 

opportunities and changes in social norms and values. The timing of the increase or decrease in 

FLFP rates (1990-2019) has varied and Sweden has been maintaining the highest rate of 71.2% 

in 1990 and 71% in 2019.Sri Lanka has the lowest rate (34.5%) and Italy has the lowest (44.3%) 

in sample countries in 2019.In OECD countries participation rates among prime age women 

(aged 25 to 54 years) increased from 54% in 1980 to 71% in 2010
5
.  

 

The determinants of FLFP rates can be due to a number of factors and the analysis is not easy 

since labour market variables vary across sample countries. The aggregate rates in each country 

explains variations due to aging population and low fertility as common factors for decreasing 

the rates. High female participation implies both an improvement of economic and social 

position of women and also a good potential for development due to high rate of labour supply.  

 

Intra-national variations in female employment rates can be greater than the variations between 

countries. For example, in Italy in 2012 female employment rates varied between 27.6 in 

Campania and 61.4% in Emilia Romagna. Urban environment are more supportive to the higher 

employment of women where some industries and services located with mobility and other 

advantages. In some municipalities and federal/provincial governments have some autonomy and 

therefore, such regional level organizations have provided social services such as child care and 

eldercare (Jenson 2017).   

 

3.2.1 Sri Lanka 

 

Up to 1990 information on labour force characteristics such as employment and unemployment 

were collected through the surveys conducted at five year time intervals. The Department of 

Census and Statistics designed a labour force survey as a quarterly basis from 1990 covering the 

                                                 
5
Cross national differences are wide, with female labour participation rate was 70% in the United States and 58% in 

Italy among sample countries There has been a small increase in female labour force participation rates for women 

in most OECD countries over the last 30 years(Thevenon 2013).It is also studied that the gap between the labour 

force participation rate between women and men narrowed due to progress in education and creating more 

employment opportunities suitable for women with the expansion of certain industries and services. The combined 

effect of economic development, increasing education among women, and declining fertility may explain the 

changes in the labour market rates. 
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entire country. Thereafter, till year 2003 North and Eastern Provinces were not covered and from 

2003 to 2010 some districts in the North and Eastern provinces were also not covered. The stage 

stratified sampling procedure was adopted to select sample housing units. Table 2 presents the 

rates of female labour force participation in Sri Lanka from 1990 to 2019. 

 

 

Table 2:  Labour Force Participation rates in Sri Lanka from 1990 to 2019 

 

Year Household 

population 

– 15 years 

and above 

Total labor 

force 

LFPR for 

both males 

and females 

LFPR for 

males 

LFPR for 

females 

1990 11,573,941 6,001,148 51.9 65.3 33.1 

1995 12,736,185 6,106,138 47.9 64.4 31.7 

2000 13,564,660 6,827,312 50.3 67.2 33.9 

2005 16,870,976 8,141,347 48.3 67.1 30.9 

2010 16,861,526 8,107,739 48.1 67.1 31.2 

2015* 15,281,945 8,214,473 53.8 74.7 35.9 

2019* 16,424,016 8,592,010 52.3 73.0 34.5 

 

Source: Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey-Annual Reports – 1990 to 2019, Department of Census 

and Statistics  

 

Since 1990 Sri Lanka‘s labour force has grown by 2 percent a year from 6 million in 1990 to 

8.59 million in 2019. The working age population (15-59 years) will be 13.9 million in 2026 and 

then declines gradually (Department of Census and Statistics, 2019). The data generated by 

Quarterly Labour Force Surveys were used to understand the situation at national level and 

sample surveys have been conducted in some studies to understand the ground situation. 

Semasinghe (2017) identified the involvement of household activities as the major factor and 

other contributing factors are: 1) engagement in studies, 2) sufficient household income to 

preclude the additional income, 3) unfavourable working conditions such as poor transport, and 

4) lack of skills to cope with available employment opportunities. He used a sample of 250 aged 

between 15 to 64 years to identify the reasons for not participating in the labour market The 

sample represents urban areas (100), rural areas (100) and households in estates (50). 

 

A significant feature of the labour force in Sri Lanka is about 56% engaged in wage employment 

but from 75% to 92% in VHHD countries are in wage employment. According to labor force 

participation data in 2019 out of 16.4 million of household population (15 years and above) 

52.3% were employed and others looked for employments. About 48% of the working age 

population were not in the labour force (7.83 million) comprising with 26.3% of males and 
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73.7% of females. About 5.8 million women were not in the labour force and 62.4% were 

engaged in household activities, 15.5% were retired, 14.6% were doing studies and others were 

disabled and unable to do employments. There are other reasons for creating labour shortages 

within the country such as the emigration of skilled and unskilled workers, decreasing the 

number of young people entering the labour force with lower number of births and longer time 

taken in completing secondary and university education and mismatch of skills required in new 

jobs.  

 

3.2.2 The United States of America 

After the Second World War II in the 1950‘s large number of women entered the labour force in 

the United States and reached one of the highest female participation rates among economically 

advanced industrialized countries by offering more generous parental leave programme within a 

period of about 50 years. From 1948 to 1966, the labour force participation rate was relatively 

slow and stable averaging about 59 percent.  After about three decades of increasing upward, the 

labour force participation rate peaked in the first half 2000 at 67.3 percent. The rate increase was 

slower in the 1990‘s than in the 1970‘s and 1980‘s. Many labour force participation studies 

during this period focused on the increasing participation rates of women and households‘ 

choices about how much labour to supply under the conditions of wages and work environments. 

The labour force participation rate increased from 60 percent in1960 to 67% in 1990 and then 

declined to 63% in 2014. It is projected to decline to 62 percent in 2020 (Bullard 2014). 

 

Thevenon (2013) used the female employment rate of prime aged women between 25 to 54 years 

from 1980 to 2010 and found that the female employment rate of this age group increased from 

60 percent in 1980 to 70% in 2010. The shift of employment to the services sector has increased 

women‘s job opportunities during this period. Ortiz-Ospina and Tzvetkova (2017) studied the 

labour force participation of women in 4 categories of single never married, married women, 

divorced, widowed and separated and other in the USA from 1955 to 2005 and found that the 

rate of female labour participation in all categories have increased substantially. As of 2014, 

nearly six in ten women aged 16 and older worked outside the home, compared with 34% in 

1950 and 43.3% in 1970. Among all states, Alaska had the highest rate of 68% and others had 

different rates ranging from 60% to 55%.  

 

3.2.3 Sweden 

Among European countries Sweden had the highest female labour participation rate in the 

1980‘s and 1990‘s. It is argued that the Swedish tax policies and family policies have been 

crucial for Sweden‘s unique pattern of development. The female labour force participation in 

Sweden was about 50% in 1970 and then increased annually to reach 60% in 1980 and then 

reached the higher percentage of 66% in 2019.  During the period from 1980 to 2019 Sweden has 
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combined the highest female labour force participation rate with the highest fertility rate next to 

Ireland in European countries. The employment rate in 2020 differed between men and women, 

for men it was 69.8%, and for women it was 64.5%. This shows that women reached almost the 

same employment levels and restructuring the public sector and welfare state were contributing 

factor to increase female labour force participation. 

 

3.2.4 Italy 

Italy‘s labour force participation rate of 51% was considered as the third lowest among OECD 

countries in 2017 with the gap of 20 percentage points between men and women. However, there 

were several legislative changes in the divorce and abortion laws, reform of family law, 

protective employment legislation and public child care to encourage supply of women labour. 

The female labour force participation rate of 51% in 2017 in Italy was the third lowest in OECD 

countries and the gap between men and women‘s participation was at 20 percentage points, 

among the largest in higher income categories. About one-third of Italian working women works 

part-time compared to 8% of men against the OECD average of 20% in 2017. However, there 

has been significant progress in gender equality in terms of protective employment legislation 

and introduction of public childcare. Gender gaps in secondary and tertiary education have been 

reduced and educational attainment among women was 8 percentages higher than men for 

tertiary education. The female labour force participation rate was increased from 25% in 1971 to 

26.7% in 1981, 37.6% in 2001 to 41.8% in 2011 (Mancini 2017). The rate was 41.3% in 2019. 

 

3.2.5 Japan 

Japan achieved its high economic growth from 1952 to 1973 and continue its economic growth 

rate as one of the largest industrialized countries. The FLFPR was 51% in 1968 in Japan and it 

was declined from 1971 to 1989 and increased again to 48.4% in 2005. The youngest group of 

15 to 24 years and oldest 65 years and above age groups have been on an upward trend since the 

mid 1970‘s. The increase in the age group of 26 to 34 years was more than 16 percentages from 

1985 to 2005. And 10 percentage points in the period 1992-2005. The participation rate of those 

in the age 65 years and above has declined from 15% to 13% from 1985 to 2005 and from 17% 

to 13% in the period 1992-2005.  In 2000 the prime age female labour force participation rate 

was 66.5%, below the OECD average and it increased to 76.3 in 2016 (Shambaugh et.al., 2017).  

 

3.2.6 South Korea 

South Korea‘s   achievement to the level of industrialized economies was recent occurring from 

the early 1980‘s. It had very low women‘s labour force participation until the 1960‘s and it 

increased rapidly with the export-oriented policy. The participation rate among women over 15 

years old increased by 23 percent between 1960 and 2002 and young girls from rural areas were 
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the majority of labour force in light manufacturing, textiles, garments, electronics industries 

established in export processing zones in big cities during the 1960‘s. The economy shifted from 

female dominated manufacturing activities to heavy manufacturing in the 1970‘s. Many Korean 

women lost jobs but the education provided growing economic opportunities for women. The 

Korean economy shifted to knowledge-based industries and service industries. After 1987 the 

labour unions supported women employments and in the 1990‘smore women received university 

education and found jobs.  And large companies still have very low percentage of female 

mangers. The country had one of the highest investment ratios in the 1970‘s to 2005 and research 

and development expenditure also increased at about 2.5% of GDP and had the highest number 

research and development workers in Asia. This resulted in labour productivity increase 

averaging about 4.6% annually (Ducanes and Abella 2008). 

 

3.2.7 Singapore 

Singapore achieved its high development after its independence in 1965 after opening up to 

foreign investors and it has grown at an annual rate of 8 percent over the last 4 decades. There 

has been a substantial increase in the labour force participation in the 1980 and 1990 decades. 

Singapore introduced several policies such as the creation of the Skills Development Fund to 

provide funds for the training, encouraged housewives to do part-time jobs and much of the 

labour force growth was due to increased numbers of married women, older workers and foreign 

workers. However, overall female labour force participation has been about 50 percent from 

1980 to 2004 while male labour participation has been about 80 percent during this period. 

Singapore also relies on migrant workers and as of 2000 migrant workers were estimated to 

comprise 29% of total labour force. In 2007 there were about 670,000 non-resident workers of 

which 90,000 are skilled workers and 580,000 lower skilled workers (Ducanes and Abella 2008: 

27).According to statistics from the Ministry of Manpower the female labour participate rate has 

been about 60% from 2013 to 2018 and the average rate of male labour force participation has 

been about 62% during the same period (Ministry of Manpower 2020). 

 

4 Factors Contributing to Higher Rates of Female Labour Force 

Participation 

 

The literate review shows a large number of common factors to explain differences in FLFP 

rates-- GDP growth rate, family income, fertility rate, female education, level of urbanization, 

employer preferences, household responsibilities held by women, flexibility of working hours, 

the system of family taxation, support given to the families in the form of childcare subsidies, 

paid parental leave, availability of safe accommodation and transportation to work, and inability 

to find work after a break. 
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Micro level factors have been analysed in some empirical studies: 1) the number of women who 

have never participated in the labour market, 2) left workplace due to various reasons such as 

marriage, having children, ill health, and work place difficulties, 3) more responsibilities in 

household activities such as childcare, food preparation, helping with children education, upkeep 

of houses, looking after the elderly and the disabled members of the family. Studies have shown 

on average women have less time for paid work due to child bearing and care. Women also start 

work with less knowledge in technical and vocational fields compared to males and engage in 

activities where wages are lower. Therefore, women have less human capital and less access to 

credit (education, skills and assets like land). However, education gap is narrowing in recent 

years, in many countries and also labour-intensive jobs are created in specific industries such as 

garments and electronics. The increase in labour force participation has led to low fertility and 

also higher level of education tends to delay the age of marriage and childbearing. Although the 

level of education helps to find better jobs but there must be suitable conditions to continue to 

work and perform household responsibilities. On average women spend twice as much time on 

household work and child care and allocation of time for career development is limited. There 

are no flexible work arrangements in some countries and also to engage in part-time work. A 

women will not work if it is difficult to balance work and family obligations with locational 

disadvantages to reduce high commuting costs. 

 

Although female labour force participation has increased in most countries, there are 

nevertheless substantial differences among the countries. These differences are due to a variety 

of factors ranging from economic and social factors to government policies. It is highlighted that 

socio-economic factors affect the decision and ability of women to engage in the labour market. 

The number of factors identified in studies are: 1) government laws and policies to encourage 

women participation in the labour market, 2) level of economic development in the country and 

demand for labour, 3. Educational attainment of women and the appropriate skills available, 4) 

Social norms influencing marriage, fertility, and women‘s role outside the household, 5)access to 

credit and other inputs to start new business activities, 6)household and spouse characteristics 

and sharing responsibilities, and 7) institutional setting such as laws, protection schemes etc. 

 

4.1 Government Laws and Policies Supporting a Career with Caring Responsibilities 

The role of government of government and its capability to mobilize resources for public 

spending has been considered as one of the six issues important for reaching high economic 

development, VHHD status and the high rate of female participation (Gunatilleke 2020:7). It is 

argued that government policies support the reconciliation of work and family life. The 

relationship between different policy measurers have been analysed in sample countries, and 

variations in the influence across different countries.   
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4.1.1 Effects of multiple roles 

There has been some research studies on both positive and negative effects of multiple roles 

played by women as mother, housewife and employee and it was assumed that the multiple roles 

(non-traditional) played by women may report high levels of depression, anxiety, and work-

family conflict.  Barnett (2008) reviewed the empirical literature on multiple roles of women 

over the 50-year period from 1950 to 2000 in the US and the quality of one‘s role experience was 

a more significant predictor of health and well-being outcomes. The key research findings are 

multiple roles are beneficial than harmful as reflected in mental health, physical health, and 

relationship health. Some benefits are added such as income, social support, opportunities to 

experience success, expanded frame of reference, and increased self-complexity. However, this 

may change when a woman has to care an elderly and ailing parent or when the job is not 

satisfied or when the person is the victim of discrimination or harassment. The empirical 

literature does not support the negative effect of work-family conflict (Barnett, 2008: 83). 

 

4.1.2 Family friendly policies including child care services 

Policies with formal childcare have a significant effect of paid leave and other family benefits 

are also important. The growing enrolment of children in childcare has enhanced female 

employment. Increasing public spending for paid maternal and parental leave tends to raise the 

incidence of full-time employment. The provision of childcare services increases participation in 

countries with comparatively paid leave or high degree of employment protection.  

 

Thevonen (2013) did an econometric analysis of the determinants of female labour participation 

for 18 OECD countries using the aggregate labour force participation rates of women aged 25 to 

54 years from 1980 to 2007 (Italy, Korea, Japan and the United States were 4 countries studied 

out of 18 countries selected for this study). This study found that the higher female employment 

rates are related to changes in tax rates, in leave policies, and provisions of formal child care 

services to working parents with children not yet three years old. Such policy changes were 

considered as main drivers of female labour force participation. In particular, the coverage of 

child care services was found to have a greater effect of women‘s participation in the countries 

with relatively high degree of employment protection. The findings also suggest that the effect of 

childcare services on female employments stronger in the presence of other measures supporting 

working mothers like paid parental leave. 

 

Two broad groups of indicators relating to the labour market and family friendly policies are 

considered as explanatory variables by Thevenon (2013). Variations in jobs and labour market 

characteristics are represented by the share of employment in the services, the proportion of part-

time jobs, percentage of employment in the public sector, the strictness of employment 

protection legislation and total unemployment rates. Policies which aim to help parents reconcile 

work and family commitments are: 1) paid leave, 2) public spending and duration of leave, 3) 
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childcare services for children under 3 years, 4) public spending on training and enrolment rates, 

5) public spending on other family benefits and 6) financial incentives to work including tax 

incentives for families to have two earners. The government spending is calculated per child. The 

female labour force participation was considered as a function of employment structure, supply 

side of labour and institutional characteristics
6
.   

 

The findings of statistical analysis include the growth of employment in the services sector and 

the rising incidence of part-time work had a positive effect on female labour force participation. 

The expansion of the services sectors is related to the increase of full-time jobs. The contribution 

of the public sector to FLFPR is partly related to the development of employment protection 

measures. Public employment and part-time work largely contributed to increase women 

participation in the labour market. The study concluded that the growth of employment in the 

services, public employment and available part-time work have positive effect on the rate of 

female labour supply. Government policies have encouraged two-earner families as working 

parents to cope with their family commitments. The analysis has considered family policy related 

to child care, parental leave and cash benefits to increase participation of women.  

 

Gonas & Tyrkko (2015) analysed changes in the development of women‘s role as labour force in 

Sweden over a 40-year period from the 1960‘s to 2015 from the restructuring of industries and 

employment outcomes changes. Government policies helped to increase women labour supply. 

One of the variables analysed in this study is working and family conditions as a result of 

changing structure of organizations, particularly in large industries
7
. The indicators of different 

outcomes were level of comfort, insecurity, expectations, demands, control and social support. 

The welfare system in Sweden included separate taxation of spouses, the parental leave 

programme, and the availability of subsidized childcare and flexible working hours. These 

conditions have facilitated the increasing women participation in the labour market. The 

combination of these different policies have reduced the cost of having children while at the 

same time creating the working environment to continue work after child birth to gain full 

employment benefits. All income taxes can normally discourage work and some taxes can result 

in second earners‘ facing a greater disincentive. 

 

Mancini (2017) notes that the female labour force participation in Italy was the third lowest 

(51%) in OECD countries with a gap of 20 percentage points between men and women. The 

government policies on divorce and family law, the introduction of public child care and 

educational attainment contributed to maintain the current rates
8
.  In 2003 it was estimated that 

                                                 
6
 These variables were used in the regression analysis. The model was estimated by the method of two stage least 

squares. 
7
 A regression analysis was done using three variables selected to represent family conditions: 1) main responsibility 

for family support, 2) most demanding domestic work and 3) high physical effort in unpaid work. 
8
 Some studies conducted in Italy have paid attention to the role of childcare policies and gender wage gaps. In 

March 2000 the European Council in Lisbon adopted a ten year strategy to make the European counties as 
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42% of women in Italy aged between 14 to 64 years were in employment showing that less than 

one in two women participates in the labour force. One of the main reasons often advocated was 

that it was difficult for women to combine child rearing and household responsibilities and many 

women withdrew from the labour force due to child bearing and other household responsibilities.  

Under its Basic Plan on Low Birth and Aging Society in Italy in 2006 banned age discrimination 

and provided the conditions for extending the retirement age. These plans to ease the entry and 

re-entry of women into the labour force by increasing the number of public childcare centres, 

easing the conditions for childcare leave, allowing shorter working hours for parents with infants 

and re-employment after childbirth and to expand scope of Employment Equality plan which set 

out a quota for women employees. 

 

A range of Japanese policies in the 1980‘s and 1990‘s included child care, tax reduction for 

dependent spouses contributed to increase female labour force participation (Steinberg & 

Nakane, 2017; Kinoshita & Guo, 2015; Shambaugh et. Al, 2017; Kawata & Naganuma, 2010; 

and Ducanes & Abella, 2008). In 1985 the government of Japan enacted the Equal Employment 

Opportunity Law which expanded employment opportunities for women and the law prohibited 

discrimination between sexes on the provisions of education and training and age limits. The law 

also extended maternity leave to prevent women‘s separation from work due to childbirth. In 

1991, the Child Care Leave Law was enacted as another measure to prevent female workers 

leaving employment. Enterprises also conducted flexible female employment administration to 

further utilize and attract female employment.  

 

4.1.3 Policies related to labour productivity, skills development and automation 

Japan also introduced the Law Securing Personnel in smaller firms which assisted to firms for 

labour saving investments such as new technologies and equipment purchase for small 

enterprises. This policy led to increase fixed capital formation and increased factory automation, 

and increase in labour productivity. The government supported research and development by 

increasing the number of research workers. From 1985 to 1992 the female labour force 

participation rate increased from 48% to 50%, by 2 percentage points meaning that 3.1 million 

women have been added to the labour force during this period. Public Insurance System for Long 

Term Care was effective with a positive effect on female labour supply in households with 

members who need long term care, increasing the number of days worked from 40% to 60%. 

Policies implemented to increase female labour force participation combined with increasing 

educational attainment increased the participation of age group 25-34 years (the prime 

childbearing years) and this group had more than half total births in Japan each year. Policy 

towards the employment of the disabled and legally requires to fill with some disabled workers 

after training in business establishments. As of 2003, of the estimated 1.5 million with 

                                                                                                                                                             
competitive economies and one of the strategies was to increase female labour participation rates to at least 60% by 

2010. 
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disabilities of working age, 52% or 780 thousand were employed, provided new facilities, more 

supervision and additional training and those not fulfilling quota requirements paid the levy 

(Shambaugh et.al. 2017 and Kinoshita and Guo 2015). 

 

The enterprises in Japan needed skilled workers and they hired retired workers and increasing the 

retirement age from 60 to 65. Government enacted the law concerning the stabilization of Aged 

Workers‘ employment with employment security and introduced a system of employments 

between ages 60 and 65. As a result the participation rate in the age group 60 to 64 increased. 

The government encouraged people who are unemployed and also not in the labour force 

including women, the disabled, and new graduates to join or re-join the workforce.  The Japanese 

government also increased subsidies for day care programs and mandated longer hours for its 

public day-care centres. In 1998, the government introduced the Public Insurance System for 

Long-Term Care to reduce the burden on family members, especially women who need long-

term care. The system helped family carers who are skilled.  

 

Singapore‘s investment to GDP ratios is one if the highest in Asia from its independence in 1965 

and gross fixed capital formation has averaged an annual growth rate of about 8 percent from 

1965 to 2005. It charges a levy for the employment of low skilled workers to encourage 

investments in automation and labour productivity has increased at the rate of about 5 percent 

during this period. The number of research and development workers and expenditure as a % of 

GDP increased. It raised mandatory retirement age from 55 to 60 years in 1993 and resulted in 

the participation of workers from 48% in 1993 to 54% in 2005. The retirement age was further 

increased to 62 years in 2000 (Ducanes & Abella 2008: 24-27). 

 

Singapore introduced various policies to help the unemployed and those not in the labour force 

to obtain gainful employment, including the creation of Skills Development Fund to provide for 

training needs and also encouraged housewives to enter the workforce. The Ministry of 

Manpower actively encourage companies to make available part-time work program for 

housewives and retirees. Much of the labour force increased after the 1990‘s was due to 

increased number of married women, older workers and migrant workers. The work permits 

extended to domestic workers. There was substantial increase in the labour force participation of 

women compared to its level in the 1980‘s and continued to about 50% in 2004. If one looks at 

the breakdown of the female labour force participation by age group there has been an increase 

in all age groups except the youngest and oldest groups. Increasing enrolment in post-secondary 

education and increasing share of the aging population are two reasons for higher participation 

(Ducanes & Abella: 27). 

 

It is necessary to look at the composition of government expenditures for the provisions of 

educational services, social protection, child care, and other forms of assistance to encourage 

women to enter the labour force, quantity and quality of employment and the issue of 
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underemployment of skilled female labour force. The two factors directly influencing women to 

undertake employments are: 1) having children, and 2) a decision of a subsequent birth. In Japan 

and Korea the common issues identified are related to: 1) wage gap of 25% to 30% lower than 

male participation, 2) low fertility rates, and 3) gender gap in tertiary school enrolment. There 

was a disruption in the career progression of women around the time of marriage and child 

bearing. 

 

4.1.4 Tax system and health insurance 

Conversely high tax rates on second earner discourage participation in the labour market. The 

analysis provided evidence of variations in the influence of policy characteristics on participation 

of women in different types of societies. The provision of childcare services for the under 3 years 

is essential to raise full-time employment among women in all countries and it is a response to 

financial incentives to work, the tax rate to the second earner and adjustments to working hours 

(Thevonen, 2013).  

 

Thomas & O‘Reilly (2016) examines the impact of tax and benefit systems on the incentives for 

second earners to enter formal employment in OECD countries. Some tax policies provide 

incentives or disincentives from a range of policies including the choice of family-based tax 

system (where the family is taxed as a single unit on total family income) rather than individual-

based- taxation using tax credits and allowances. It is suggested to combine individual-based 

taxation with family-based taxes to provide incentives for the second earner.  

 

Singapore government in 1987 introduced a new economic policy which included tax incentives 

for having a third and fourth child and child care subsidies for the first three children of working 

mothers and selection of Housing Development Board flats for three child families in 2004. In 

2000, the government introduced the Baby Bonus Policy which gave cash gifts for the second 

and third child including maternity leave and infant care subsidies in 2007.  

 

The health insurances generally offered for the entire family, so that only one spouse with a job 

is enough to provide the coverage for the entire family. The coverage is determined by labour 

supply decisions of secondary earners in the family. The effects of husband‘s health insurance on 

the labour supply decisions of their wives and some studies confirm that wives whose husbands 

do not have health insurance are much more likely to work and husband‘s health insurance can 

influence the decreasing labour force participation of women and wives are more likely to 

choose jobs with health insurance if their husbands are not covered.   
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4.1.5 Government policies to support for care givers 

With the aging population it is required to have substantial inputs of unpaid family caregivers in 

terms of help, companionship, assistance in getting out etc. Otherwise, the government or 

community or community-based organizations (voluntary/charitable) have to provide formal 

support or families or have to pay for such services. Those who are employed with children and 

dependent relatives, particularly women have negative impacts on health, stress, employment 

and income. One of the effects is the reduced opportunity to work and women who provide 20 or 

more hours per week for care giving may reduce 25% of income. Family caregivers are heavily 

involved in providing care for dependent relatives. Both institutions and home provide services 

and effective institutions and policies can reduce the burden care on women shoulders and 

supporting programmes for caregivers encourage women to engage in part-time or full-time 

work. Financial support facilities are tax credits and employment friendly facilities. A mix of 

federal, provincial and local level programmes were to support caregivers such as provision of 

home care services.  

 

Barnett (2008) studied the history of multiple roles played by women In the United States and 

found more and more women are combining-full-time employment with marriage and children. 

Women take short maternity leave and the majority return to work after having a child before 

their child‘s first birth day. This is because it was possible to place their children in some kind of 

childcare arrangements. Stone (2015) examined the factors affecting the future of family care 

giving in the United States and a number of demographic, social and other factors affect the 

demand for family care and the nature of care. The increase of the elderly population over age of 

65 years and predicted one fifth of the US population-89 million individuals- will be elderly and 

4% will be over 85 years or older. The study concludes that the demand for family care will 

increase and also a decline in the availability of traditional care providers, particularly women. 

Policy changes in the public and private sector are necessary. 

 

Sweden is one of the OECD countries with the highest rate of female labour participation. 

Sundstorm & Stafford (1992) analysed the role of public policy for Sweden‘s combination of 

high female labour participation and high level of fertility in the 1980‘s and early 1990‘s. The 

tax and family policies were presented in this analysis.  The conclusion was that policies 

stimulated both fertility and women‘s paid work by reducing the costs of having children while 

requiring parents to be employed to get full benefits. 

 

Kinoshita and Guo (2015) argued that Japan and Korea face the challenge of aging population 

although FLFP has been on a rising trend. FLFP in both countries skewed towards non-regular 

employment despite women‘s high education levels.  What conditions helped Japan and Korea to 

increase regular employments? The main findings were, child cash allowances tend to reduce the 

proportion of regular employment in Japan and Korea, the gender wage gap discourages more 

non-regular employment, a greater proportion of regular female employment is associated with 
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high fertility and there is a need for more public funding on childcare for age 6-11 in Japan and 

Korea to help women continue to work.  

 

4.2 Educational Attainment 

Educational attainment is measured by the average number of years spent in education but each 

additional year in education appears to lower the chances of working full time and this related to 

an income effect. Higher education gives access to jobs with higher hourly wage rates and helps 

one partner to work on part-time. One of the factors contributed to increase female labour 

participation is educational attainment of women to engage in the expansion of the service 

sector, the increase in part-time employment opportunities and public sector employment which 

boosted female labour force participation in sample countries. From supply side education has an 

important impact on individual‘s decision to participate in the labour force. The less educated 

women in poor countries are likely to participate in subsistence activities and informal 

employment while women with a high school education may be able to afford to stay out of the 

labour force. Once women have more than a secondary education, higher wages encourage 

women to join the labour force, if skills are matching the labour demand.  

 

In Singapore about 19% of total female labour force aged 15 years and over completed diploma 

and professional qualification and 41% completed degrees and above qualifications in June 2020 

(Ministry of Manpower 2020). This is a good example to show higher rate of educational 

attainment of employed women in Singapore compared to Sri Lanka with about 18% of higher 

education qualifications. Between 25 to 44 year age group of females the employment rate in 

Singapore varied from 90% to 80% indicating the majority of educated women were employed 

and 64.3% were married women according to the report prepared by the Ministry of Manpower 

in June 2020on Labour Force participation. According to the findings of Labour Force Survey in 

2019 in Sri Lanka only 31.6% of employed female population had General Certificate of 

Education (Advanced Level) and above qualifications. Although Sri Lanka had long been a 

country with high educational attainment in developing countries it has now fallen behind 

comparator countries like Singapore with respect to tertiary education. The average number of 

STEM graduates (subjects of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics in OECD 

countries were 30% and Italy had almost 40% and 15% in Japan. 

 

In Sri Lanka both gross and net enrolment have gone up steadily from 2002 2019. The 

proportion of those who completed GCE (OL) examinations rose from 30 to 35 percent, with 

higher increases for females and but only 20% will move to higher education after GCE (OL). 

Total enrolment of 20-24 year olds in higher education is about 18 percent compared to a middle 

–income country average of about 30percent (Dundar et.al 2017: 42). In a labour market subject 

to rapid changes, two types of skill constraints called skills shortages and mismatches are noted 

in this study: 1) employers do not find enough skilled labour to meet their needs and 2) industries 
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with high technologies complain that the quality of training provided to TVET graduates is 

inadequate. 

 

4.3 Stages of Economic Development 

The economic development is considered as the prime driver in increasing female labour force 

participation. The relationship between women‘s labour force participation and economic 

development has been found to follow a U shaped pattern according to Goldin‘s explanation in 

1990.The U shaped relationship is due to the increasing choices for women to participate in the 

labour market as income rises.  Female labour force participation is high at earlier stages of 

economic development, when women work as family workers on the farm family and then the 

economic development with the increased production moving into enterprises, factories and 

offices. This reduces women participation as wage workers. As women‘s education levels rise 

and job opportunities become attractive female labour participation increases. As countries 

continue to develop, the education levels of women improve and they find more attractive jobs. 

Changes in labour demand with the emergence of new production activities and different 

working conditions have contributed to increase female labour force participation. Some studies 

have focused on the role of government policies for international comparisons of the impact of 

family-friendly policies on female labour force participation (Thevone 2013, Sundstrom and 

Stafford 1992, Stone 2015, Barnett 2008 and Bratti et.al 2004). 

 

In some countries the gap between male and female labour force participation has narrowed due 

to the progress in education, declining fertility and employment opportunities in new economic 

activities such as garment industries and expansion of health care services. It is hypothesized that 

female labour participation rate is high where women are engaged in subsistence agriculture 

activities and with improved education levels and low fertility rates women join the labour force 

in response to growing demand in the services sector. It is also argued that FLFPR is relatively 

high at earlier stages of economic development in traditional agriculture and commercial 

agriculture allows some women to leave the labour market. The combined effect of economic 

development, education among women, and declining fertility are considered as three key factors 

explaining the increase and decrease of FLFP. It is also noted the declining of male labour force 

participation is due to changes in some economic activities.  

 

In industrialized countries these participation patterns were accompanied by technical changes 

and women have responded to such changes. As development proceeded women‘s labour supply 

decisions become more responsive to their wages and labour market opportunities than cultural 

barriers and stigmas. Women‘s jobs have become careers than a mean to earn income and also 

the earlier response to husband‘s income declined. The labour force participation trends from 

1880 to 1990 in the US found that women devoted more time to schooling and brought down the 

participation rate of younger individuals with postponement of work to later ages. This situation 

can be explained by unemployment rates of age groups (16-19, 20-24, 25-34, 35-54 and above 

55 years). The changes in women‘s employment were driven by the choices made by married 
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women in OECD countries compared with the situation before the 1960‘s. For example, in 1963 

41 percent of married women worked full time compared with60 percent in 1997. And the share 

of not working outside the home fell from 43 percent to 19 percent. Changes in employment of 

married women were similar in the US, European countries, Canada and Australia. In these 

countries, the employment of married women created dual career couples while the employment 

of married mothers forms dual carrier families. 

 

The immigration has an impact on the labour force participation of women in OECD countries 

and women immigrants have a high rate of labour force participation. Numerous research studies 

have examined the labour market outcomes of immigrant women,-their occupations and 

incomes. There are also important differences between men and women in various religious 

groups in terms of working full-time jobs. 

 

4.4  Outsourcing and Relocating of Industries. 

In order to minimize costs and increase in wages Japanese firms resorted to locating their new 

plants or relocating their old ones to the countryside and overseas. The government passed the 

Local Employment Development Promotion law in 198 to motivate firms to transfer production 

to local regions with high unemployment rates. The law provided subsidies to firms creating new 

or additional establishment in designated areas and also started factories in lower wage countries 

in South Asia and also in China. Offshore production capacity was increased by 40% by 

multinational companies and has shifted the labour demand in Japan towards higher skilled 

workers. To increase population monetary incentives of families with more children and gave 

families a grant of 5000 yen a month for each child of pre-school age and 10,000 a month for a 

third child. This policy had little impact. (Ducanes & Abella 2008). 

 

4.5 Demographic Changes and Labor Shortage. 

Demographic transitions are changing the structure of the population and the slow growth rate of 

working age population. The aging population and the slow rate of increasing working age 

population are the negative impacts of population changes. Economic development requires not 

only the supply of skilled workers but also need non-participating people including women to 

join the labour market. There are problems of creating jobs in the formal sector with shortage of 

skilled workers and the high cost of providing social protection. The country needs to find the 

measures to increase labour force participation by training, skills development to meet the 

demand of skilled workers to support the envisaged economic development in the country. 

OECD countries introduced policies that increase the labour force participation of women, 

unemployed and under employed workers. 
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A good example is Japan and it is facing the problems of aging population, low fertility rate, 

decline in the working age population of 15 to 64 years, and the projected working age 

population to be 86 million 2000 to 57 million in 2050. This indicates a labour shortage. The 

advances into new business areas and increasing services sector prefer younger workers. The big 

companies offer higher wages, more benefits and better prospects but there is a shortage of 

skilled workers. The total fertility rate in Japan was 3.4% in 1981 and them declined to 1.9 births 

per women in 1998 and it was 2.4 in 2011. The declining fertility rate has slowed population 

growth and the fewer numbers entered the workforce. The proportion of female workers aged 40 

years and above has increased  from 12.9% in 2002 to 18.6% in 2013. Also female youth 

population (15 to 24 years) has declined from 8.1% in 2002 to 4.6% in 2013. The proportion of 

population under 15 years has declined from 35% in 1981 to 25% in 2012 while the proportion 

of 60 years and above has increased from 7 percent to 12 percent over the same period. 

According to the population projections the working age population of persons aged 15-59 years 

is projected to decline from 62% in 2015 to 59% in 2030. The average annual growth of the 

working age population has decreased from 1.8 percent in the 1992 to 2002 period, to 1.1 percent 

the 2002 to 2012 period. The emigration of large number worker for employment abroad has 

reduced the supply of workers. The number left for foreign employment increased from 203,773 

in 2002 to 282,331 in 2012. 

 

4.5.1 Immigrant workers 

Korea also accepted migrant workers encouraging specific categories of skilled workers given 

the same rights as local workers. Immigration Act allowed seven categories, professors, language 

instructors, researchers, technology instructors, entertainment workers etc., granting multiple 

entry visas, and allowed the head office to bring workers for training in regional offices. 

 

The old age population is increasing and major cause of labour supply is the lack of workers 

willing to take skilled and unskilled jobs in small manufacturing and construction. It was 

estimated that manufacturing industries require about 150,000 and about 50,000 are needed in 

construction. Japan welcomed skilled workers, especially professionals and those in technology 

sectors and not taking unskilled foreign workers. In 2000 there were about 709,000 workers, 

about 1% of the workforce and 22% professional and technology workers and people with 

Japanese descent were 33% and illegal workers (33%) and 54,ooo foreign trainees in 2005. Japan 

allowed 1000 Filipinos and Indonesian nurses and caregivers for a specified period in 2007. 

 

Singapore relies on foreign workers and 29% of total labour force was foreign workers in 2000. 

About 670,000 were non-resident workers in 2006 of which 90,000 were skilled workers and 

580,000 lower skilled workers and the entry of the second group was discouraged like Japan. 

Singapore offers through the Ministry of Manpower, different types of work passes for foreign 

workers of different skills, professionals, mangers, executives and from 2007 offered the 
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Personalized Employment pass for those who earned at least S$30,000 in the previous year. The 

qualifications and experiences were evaluated to offer different passes and permits. Singapore is 

a small city state with the threats of punishment of illegal entry and stay are more effective. 

Singapore in the 1990‘s made investments in neighbouring Indonesia and Malaysia to attract 

cheap labour and transfer more labour-intensive industries abroad. Singapore has been the third 

largest investor in Malaysia after Japan and Taiwan and there was a rapid increase in foreign 

investment from 1990 to 2005. 

 

Foreign workers comprised a fourth of its labour force in Singapore in 2008 and there was a 

demand for skilled and semi-skilled workers in the service sectors and among production 

workers in small and medium enterprises. The fertility rate has been low. The old age 

dependency ration is expected to increase from 12 percent to 56 percent from 2007 to 2050. The 

working age population is declining from 3.2 million in to 2.9 million and the population of 

those 65 and above is expected to increase from 390,000 to 1.6 million in 2050.  

 

5 Negative Effects of Higher Female Labour Participation 

The studies in developing countries including Sri Lanka (ADB 2015 and Solotaroff et.al 2017) 

found that there are major factors discouraging women to become entrepreneurs and holding 

senior positions in the private sector because of less access to credit, ownership of land and 

assets, inheritance law and use of property as collateral in obtaining loans and less investment in 

education of their daughters by parents. Women take decisions in joining the labour markets 

based on: 1) opportunity cost of working and social cost (housework, child care and forgone 

leisure), 2) other household income sources available, 4) hiring practices, 5) security and location 

of jobs, 6) wages offered, 7) gender wage gaps,  8) level of poverty situation and 9) easy access 

to informal work, self- employment and home based work.  

 

The higher rate of female labour market participation has been economically justified in terms of 

contribution to increased production and economic growth, women‘s independence and gender 

equality. Household is generally the basic unit of decision making to supply labour depend on 

the composition of household, marital status, the husband and wife‘s occupations and income, 

and also other factors such as the number of children, and the age of the youngest child. 

Numerous studies have analysed the extent to which labour market situations are conducive to 

women‘s labour force participation such as wage rates, wage gap between men and women, level 

of education, financial incentives, type of occupation, workplace characteristics, child care 

expenses, reliable transport, tax concessions etc. It is argued that welfare state policies are crucial 

for increasing female labour force participation in developed countries. However, the actual 

impact of these welfare policies have been disputed.  
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The International Labour Office in 2019 published a report and it identified a number of negative 

impacts from high female labour force participation: 1) women are concentrated in low-paying 

jobs in high income categories, 2) the growth of wage employment in total female employment 

has not reduced average wage gaps as expected, 3) gender gap in time spent in unpaid care work 

would not be closed until 2228 or take 209 years, 4) women will tend to have occupations and 

sectors that involve more routine tasks, 5) higher tax burden in workers with lower earnings have 

a negative effect on female employment outcomes, 6) violence and harassment in the workplace 

can affect certain groups of women than others, and 7) higher percentage of women with a 

university degree are either unemployed or outside the labour force (41.5 percent) compared with 

men in a similar situation (17.2 percent). 

 

5.1 Gender Gap in the Share of Time Spent in Unpaid Care Work 

Unpaid care work is the main reason why women are outside the labour force. Across the world, 

606 million working age women perform unpaid care work on a fulltime basis (21.7 percent) 

compared 41 million men (1.5 percent). The distribution of unpaid care work between men and 

women in the household influences women‘s levels and types of engagement in the labour 

market because the bulk of care giving for children, older persons, persons with disabilities and 

household chores are women responsibilities (International Labour Office, 2019:36). The 

imbalance of work within the household has been the issue considered in welfare policies in 

OECD countries, particularly in Nordic countries. Despite a number of positive impacts from 

such policies   

 

Lane and Jordansson (2020) argue that although Sweden is considered as a welfare state which 

supported gender equality but the foundation upon which this identity as a welfare state has 

gradually been eroded and shifted towards individualistic approach to take family decisions 

(neoliberalism).The analysis of the Swedish Tax Deduction for Domestic Services (RUT), a 

reform enacted in 2017 (first proposed in 1993 but Parliament enacted in 2007) that permits 

qualified households to purchase cleaning, maintenance and laundry services at a tax-subsidized 

rate. Domestic services have been priced as a solution to gender equality problem. In families 

where RUT services are used, the demand on men‘s participation in household work diminished 

as they resisted caring activities. A far better alternative should be to encourage for men to take 

increased responsibility for unpaid work at home. The impact of this policy is stated as ―gender 

equality promoted when one woman performing household and care work is replaced by a 

poorer, immigrant variation of herself, and some issues are related to who will perform care 

work and why some are considered for more suitable than others and why men should not take 

responsibility for unpaid care and household work‖ (Lane and Jordansson 2020:14) 

 

The most important gender inequality issues are the unequal sharing of jobs, the gender wage 

gap and violence against women. The gender employment gap becomes larger in the category of 
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low skilled jobs. The female labour participation is over-represented in the segment of low-paid 

and non-regular employment in Japan and Korea. What would increase the proportion of regular 

employment in overall rate compared with Nordic countries where regular employments are 

well-represented?.  

 

In Japan and Korea, the undesirable effects are the wage gap, 25% to 30% lower than male 

participation, low fertility rates, and gender gap in tertiary school enrolment compared to Nordic 

countries. There was a disruption in the career progression of women around the time of 

marriage and child bearing and women drop out. 

 

5.2 Gender Segregated Jobs 

Another issue in Japan is under representation of women in legislative and managerial positions, 

lowest percentage of women on boards of listed companies, low enrolment in tertiary education 

among women lower than men in terms of employment status, and women earn less than men. 

The undesirable consequences of employed women based on empirical evidences depend on the 

quality of jobs, opportunities for career development, earnings (a well-known gender wage gap), 

and experience gained in less productive jobs. Employment segregation by gender is also an 

issue. 

 

Yamaguchi (2019) argues that despite high number of women have obtained graduate and other 

professional qualifications there are gender segregated tracks in the rate of promotion of women 

to managerial positions. In Japan there is a managerial track (sogo shoku) and a dead- end 

clerical track (ippan shoku). This track system is strongly associated with gender. Many women 

do not pursue sogo shoku jobs because they require regular overtime hours, need long working 

hours and extended work hours for women are incompatible with Japanese family roles after 

marriage. Compared to the US women are underrepresented in certain professions and also 

gender wage gap disparities exist. 

 

6 Conclusions and Recommendations 

The paths taken by these 6 sample economies toward industrialization are similar with industrial 

sector development stimulated by direct foreign investment directed towards exports. What has 

been discussed recently, is that as a consequence of their different development paths, all six 

economies have faced and will continue to face: 1) the problem of labour shortage with 

decreasing working age population, 2) require significant increase of more skilled and educated 

workers in the labour force with more knowledge-based economies, particularly in specific 

industry sectors, and 3) low fertility rate and aging population. All sample countries have 

responded to the above issues of labour force participation successfully with a revision of 

government policies and new programmes. All countries (US, Sweden, Italy, Japan, Korea and 



183 

 

Singapore) have already implemented various responses to the possible declining rate of female 

labour participation at different times, and some are anticipating future problems.  

 

6.1 What Lessons can be learned from Sample Countries? 

Several aspects of the subject theme of female labour participation have been studied extensively 

with secondary and primary data. The higher female labour force participation contributes to 

economic growth by increasing labour supply by women in the labour force. This has become a 

policy issue in many countries. Despite the problems of increasing aging population and low 

fertility rates the FLFP rate has been increasing in many OECD countries over the past decades 

and also migrant population was increasing. It is argued that governments in many OECD 

countries are considering to use underutilized female labour force by providing incentives and 

alternatives to choose work for both unmarried and married women. The government policies 

can play a role in reducing barriers to entry and eliminating discriminatory gaps to reduce the 

opportunity cost of working and child rearing practices.  

Several measures have been proposed in the studies conducted during different time periods in 

sampling countries in order to increase or stabilize the rate of female labour force participation: 

 

1. locating export-oriented firms with female specific jobs for those who have not been 

previously worked and prefer to work in manufacturing industries with the reduction of 

labour cost, 

2. policies designed to ease the migration process and give access to better jobs, social 

norms about acceptable jobs and the study of impacts of remittances,  

3. sector specific skills and vocational training to access new opportunities and transfer to 

new occupations, with training and attractive jobs available to improve employment 

outcomes,  

4. employment quota for women (Korea has employment quotas based on gender),  

5. information on job opportunities, helping women bargain for better working conditions or 

wages through career counselling (US has job-matching services for reducing job 

research expenses),  

6. safe and reliable transport systems and adequate security for girls,  

7. increasing flexibility at work such as those afforded by mandatory parent/maternity leave 

policies in European countries,  

8. women are provided child care or reasonable costs of child care, maternity leave, flexible 

work arrangements and job retention, expansion of parental leave and child care by law, 

9. more equitable distribution of domestic responsibilities between males and females, and 

10. provided more employment and education opportunities, increased higher enrolment rates 

in all levels of education and encouraged the presence of women in professional and 

technical work. 
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Economic development requires to not only the supply of skilled workers but also need non-

participating people including women to be attracted to the labour market. On the one hand there 

are problems of creating jobs in the formal sector with shortage of skilled workers and on the 

other the government has no adequate funds to provide tertiary education and the high cost of 

providing social protection for women. The country needs to find the measures to increase labour 

force participation by training and skills development to meet the demand of skilled workers in 

order to support the envisaged economic development in the country. OECD countries developed 

policies that increased the labour force participation of women of both unemployed and under 

employed workers. 

 

Both World Bank (2017) and ADB (2015) have prepared two special reports to look into the 

complex and varied causes behind the issue of lower female labour force participation. These 

reports show that the low labour force participation of women is closely related to the supply 

side in terms how women allocate time between household responsibilities and employments 

irrespective of educational and socio-economic conditions. The policy makers need to focus on 

the specific reasons behind the gap of intended and actual participation of women.  

 

6.2 What are the recommended policies and how they will be implemented? 

 

ADB study in 2015 recommends some indicative policy options that can be considered  in  

developing countries including Sri Lanka to increase female labour force participation: 1) locate 

export oriented firms with female specific jobs, 2) reduce gender based wage differences, 3) the 

migration process to access better jobs, 4) skills and vocational training to access new job 

opportunities and provide vocational training, 5) employment quotas for women, 6) information 

on available employment resources and job matching, 7) reduce women‘s mobility barriers with 

improved transport, 8) equal access to jobs, and 9) parental leave, child care and flexible work 

arrangements like European countries for improving work-life balance. 

 

World Bank report in 2017 prepared by Jennifer Solotaroff et.al is intended for policy makers, 

employment program practitioners in the government, the private sector, donors, NGOs, 

academia and research institutes to undertake additional studies to identify relevant policy 

measures. Economic analysis in the study focuses on gender gaps in LFP, employment and 

earnings and household time constraints and developed three hypotheses and tested related to: 1) 

household role and responsibilities, 1) human capital mismatch and 3) gender discrimination in 

job search, hiring and promotion. It recommends to reduce barriers to women‘s participation in 

paid work particularly lack of child care services and socio-physical constraints on women‘s 

mobility. The support in this area will require: 1) shifting some child and elder care 

responsibilities away from women who seek outside work, 2) ensuring women‘s safe travel to 

and from places of work, 4) promoting more home based income-generating opportunities for 
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women, 5) change attitudes toward women working outside the household, especially after 

marriage –part-time work, maternity leave, technical vocational training, credit etc. to start self-

employments,6)improved access to child care services,7) improved public transportation, and 8) 

housing in the vicinity of workplaces. The second recommendation is to support for girl‘s career 

identification and development early in the life cycle and role models of balancing work with 

marriage and raising children. The third priority area is to improve job orientation skills and 

expand provision of job matching services to respond to employer needs. The final 

recommendation is to ensure gender equity in labor legislation to create better working 

environments and increase women‘s share of employments in emerging sectors. 

 

The Institute of policy studies (2015) calls for a revamping of the existing social protection 

system because 60% currently find employment in the informal sector and a quarter of the 

population set to be over 60 years by 2030. Although rural agriculture reliant population is 

decreasing it continues to be an important sector of employments. The study has identified 4 

policy priority areas: 1) better information and better coordination, 2) better planning and 

effective career guidance, 3) provide information about skills demands and a multitude of public 

and private training providers in the TVET sector available and the information on the quality 

and relevance of the course offered by these different institutes and the relevance of available 

course to job seekers. The second priority is improving skills and productivity of workers and 

training is central to improve productivity. The third is to encourage participation of females, 

youth and elderly. Females are prime care givers for children and elderly and household 

responsibilities and improve public assistance for childcare similar developed countries. Final 

one is to provide social protection and paid leave for mothers. 

 

6.3 Conclusion 

 

The role of the Sri Lankan government and its capability to mobilize both human and financial 

resources appear to be a critical issue, particularly for tertiary education, vocational and technical 

training, and types of social protection and other public services provided by sample countries. 

The government expenditure as a percentage of GDP for such activities is low in Sri Lanka 

compared to sample countries. On the other hand, it is also a difficult task for the government 

unlike Scandinavian countries to have a high proportion of public social expenditure for social 

protection schemes benefiting women such as child care services, elderly care etc.   

 

Sri Lanka does not have to travel in the direction of the structures of employment and economic 

activity as have evolved in the VHHD countries. The participation of females in the labour force 

depends on conditions of participation, alternative social arrangements are available, status and 

rights of women in new employments and security and care for the family. It is also highlighted 

that there are highly undesirable non-economic consequences witnessed in VHHD countries 
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despite high rates of female labour force participation such as youth unemployment, domestic 

violence and high rate of divorce/separation, and absence of community arrangements for child 

care and elderly care services. 

 

A necessary condition of Sri Lanka‘s attainment of the VHHD level would be the rapid 

expansion of enrolment in tertiary education to reach at least a gross enrolment of 50% by 2025 

and 75% by 2035. This would require a long-term tertiary education plan covering a span of 

about two decades. It would need to identify the financial and human resources, the involvement 

of public and private sector as proper institutional arrangements etc. (Gunatilleke 2020:14). The 

next option to consider is that Sri Lanka cannot follow the path of high level of regular wage 

employments and social welfare policies and social protection schemes like sample countries 

because of lack of financial resources including a good tax system. Sri Lankan women are 

heavily involved in small scale non-agricultural activities and self- employments and such 

activities can be initially supported with training and credit facilities. The government has 

limited capacity to mobilize resources and allocate them to competing demands for increasing 

highly educated workforce on the one hand and the provision of social protection and welfare 

services of its low-income categories, disabled and aging population. 
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7 Appendix 1 

 

Table 7.1: Total labour force participation in sample countries 

 

Year US Sweden Italy Japan Korea  Singapore Sri 

Lanka 

1990 66.5 74.4 59.5 63.4 60.0  51.9 

1995 66.6 70.5 47.6 63.4 61.9  47.9 

2000 67.1 70.9 48.5 62.4 61.2  50.3 

2005 66.0 72.0 49.1 60.4 62.2  48.3 

2010 64.7 70.5 48.2 59.6 61.1  48.1 

2015 62.7 72.0 49.0 59.6 62.8 67.0 53.8 

2016 62.8 72.1 49.5 60.0 62.9 68.3 53.8 

2017 62.9 72.7 49.8 60.5 63.2 67.7 54.1 

2018 62.9 72.9 49.9 61.5 63.1  51.8 

2019 63.1 73.3 49.9 62.0 63.3  52.3 

 

Source: OECD statistics 

 

 

Table 7.2: Male labour force participation in sample countries 

 

Year US Sweden Italy Japan Korea  Singapore Sri 

Lanka 

1990 76.4 77.6 75.1 77.4 74.0  65.0 

1995 75.0 73.7 62.8 77.6 76.4  64.4 

2000 74.8 74.3 62.2 76.4 74.4  67.2 

2005 73.3 75.2 60.9 73.3 74.8  67.1 

2010 71.2 73.8 58.1 71.6 73.2  67.1 

2015 69.1 74.4 58.9 70.3 74.1 76.7 74.7 

2016 69.2 74.4 59.3 70.4 74.0 76.2 75.1 

2017 69.1 75.1 59.4 70.5 74.1 76.0 74.5 

2018 69.1 75.2 59.4 71.2 73.7  73.0 

2019 69.2 75.5 59.2 71.4 73.5  73.0 

 

Source: OECD statistics 

 

 

 

 



188 

 

 

Final Note 

With regard to the lower rate of female labour participation in Sri Lanka and possible causes for 

such lower participation of women in the labour market there are large number of studies 

completed in recent years (Solotaroff et.al. 2017, Gunatilleke 2013 and 2016, Madurawala 

2016). A separate study is undertaken by the Marga Institute to provide more details of country 

studies covering different themes in FLFP including trends of female labour participation from 

1990 to 2020, demographic changes over time, macro- economic changes in the economy from 

traditional agriculture dominated economy to the transition of the economy with the increasing 

shares of industry and services sectors. The country study also focuses on female labour 

participation rates in different age groups, differences in urban, rural areas and estates sector and 

female employments in different economic sector activities such as construction, transport, trade 

and banking, insurance and real estate which have become important contributors to economic 

growth and employment generation in recent years. Solotaroff et.al. 2017 with the support of 

World Bank formulated three hypotheses that would explain gender gaps in labour market 

outcomes, namely, household responsibilities which fall disproportionately on women, a human 

capital mismatch, whereby women are not acquiring the proper skills demanded by job markets 

and gender discrimination in job research, hiring, and promotion process.  
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