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Abstract 

The status of women is intimately connected with their economic situation depending upon the 

opportunity for participation in economic activities. The census data, 2011 shows a vast 

inequality between rural and urban women work participation as urban women associated with 

economic activities is just about half of the rural women. Available pieces of the literature 

revealed how the employment status of women makes them empower, but limited research has 

been conducted on the comparison of women empowerment in the rural-urban area in different 

dimensions. In this perspective, assuming that women’s economic empowerment is dependent on 

work participation, the present study attempts to compare the magnitude of women’s economic 

empowerment in urban India with its rural counterpart, focusing on various dimensions of work 

participation. This study is entirely based on secondary databases collected from the Census of 

India, 2011 and Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) 2019-20. Economic Empowerment Index 

(EEI) of women has been measured with the help of women work participation, literate women 

work share, educational level-wise women work participation, work share by married women 

and job profile wise women work share using the widely adopted normalization technique. The 

result of the study is showing that the rural women are more engaged in the workforce in all the 

selected dimensions. The overall analysis is reflected in EEI, which proves that rural women are 

more economically empowered in comparison with their urban counterparts. 

Keywords: Economic empowerment, Job profile, Normalization technique, Unemployment, 

Rural-urban women, Women’s work participation. 
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Introduction 

Employment is the source of income that ensures the individuals’ economic empowerment. 

Irrespective of gender, being engaged in paid work is the primary step to being empowered. It 

means economic empowerment is the fruit of participation in paid work. Particularly for women, 

when they are associated with paid work, they hold power to make their decisions on their own 

and contribute to their family, which leads them to be more empowered. For a woman, working 

status is a crucial determinant of her empowerment status and economic independence is one of 

the essential factors for overall well-being. Economically independent women with the 

contribution to her family enjoy their rights and hold more power with a high level of self-

confidence and they are more financially stable than those women who are not engaged in the 

workforce. Studies have found that women engaged in economic activity outside of her family 

helps to increase their decision-making power and lead to more control over resources. Another 

study by Van den Broeck&Maertens in 2017 traced out that women’s participation in off-farm 

economic activity increases their income level, which improves their level of happiness. The 

working status also helps to upgrade her socio-economic condition, quality of health, and 

standard of living. Many prominent scholars like Murdock (1949), D’Andrade (1966), Boserup 

(1970), Ember and Ember (1971) established a direct relationship between participation in 

economic activities and up-gradation of status in the society. According to Datta and Sinha 

(1997), female participation in agriculture leads to a higher status. Similarly, D’Andrade in 1966 

stated participation in economic activities makes females enjoy power and hold control over the 

activities of households. Believing on these relevant studies, the present study assumes that 

women’s economic empowerment depends on work participation. 

However, historically it has been proved that in a patriarchal society, women work participation 

is significantly less as compared to their male counterparts, which forces them to be dependent 

either on her father, brother before marriage or on her husband after marriage. Unfortunately, 

India is also not an exception of this faulty system. In the context of inequality, the welfare 

approach in Geography suggested by Smith in 1977 was focused on ‘who gets what, where and 

how?’ the analysis of social well-being concerns itself with problems of inequitable distribution 

across different population categories. Within this framework, analysis of gender disparities is 

located. They addressed towards inter-gender disparity in this country, only 25.51% of women 
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are engaged in the workforce, whereas for men the percentage is more than double i.e. 53.26%. 

Like inter-gender disparity, the intra-gender disparity is also pointing toward the similar 

condition in India. It also has come to light that there is a vast inequality between rural and urban 

women work participation. At the national level, 30.03% of rural women are engaged in 

economic activities. This figure decreased to 15.44% of urban women associated with economic 

activities, about half of the rural women. Urbanisation is often associated with the greater 

independence of women and the erosion of patriarchal power relations and values. In counter-

argument, Bhagat in 2017 stated that Indian cities have failed to achieve the goal of gender 

equality, as patriarchal norms continue to play an essential role in urban social structure. When 

women worldwide are engaged in the debate over their right to equal pay, India needs to keep up 

with the number of women who participate in the workforce. The anomaly in women engaged in 

employment in urban and rural India is also an area that needs to be addressed by policymakers. 

The pieces of the literature revealed how the employment status of women makes them 

empower, but limited research has been conducted on the comparison of women empowerment 

in the rural-urban area in different dimensions. However, from the last couple of PLFS surveys it 

has been found that the urban women’s unemployment rate is higher as compared to its rural 

counterpart. In other words, employment among rural women is high and the gap of employment 

rate between rural-urban women is high. From this perspective, in the study, an attempt has been 

made to compare the magnitude of women’s work participation in urban India with its rural 

counterpart based on their literacy status, education level and marital status. Besides, a section 

has been added on women’s work participation in different job profiles to understand better the 

quality of work they are engaged with. Apart from this, to analyse the economic empowerment 

of women in both rural and urban areas five major components have been taken into 

consideration i.e., women work participation, women work participation based on literacy status, 

educational level-wise women work share, married women work participation and working 

women and their profile of the job. 

Thus, the study has been divided into seven sections and in each section, a comparative analysis 

of rural and urban women workforce at the national level as well as state-level has been 

portrayed. In the first part, the women work participation rate has been analysed. The second part 

deals with the women work share based on literacy, which means the proportion of literate 

women engaged in economic activity out of total literate women. The third part is devoted to 
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analysing educational level-wise women work participation. In the fourth section, the impact of 

marital status has been assessed by measuring the share of married women workers out of total 

married women in rural and urban India. The fifth part attempts to figure out the work shared by 

women engaged in the different profiles of jobs. In the sixth part, the overall economic 

empowerment of rural and urban women has been explained. The current scenario of rural and 

urban women workshare has been analysed in the seventh section. The last section concludes 

with an overview of the study. 

Database and methodology 

This study is quantitative in nature and entirely based on secondary databases. All the relevant 

data has been collected from the different series of Census of India 2011. Based on the collected 

database, relevant statistical techniques have been applied for the empirical result. Work 

Participation Rate (WPR) of women has been measured applying the formula used in the census 

2011. 

 

Like WPR, the other fields i.e. literate women work share out of total literate women, 

educational level-wise women work participation, work share by married women out of total 

married women and work share by women in different job profiles also have been calculated 

using the formula mentioned above. Besides these, the Economic Empowerment Index (EEI) of 

women has been measured with the help of the variables mentioned above. EEI is the composite 

score of the normalised values of the five variables.  

Women work participation scenario in rural and urban India 

In an international comparison of the work participation rate of urban women in 38 countries 

made by Collyer and Langlois, India was fourth from the bottom; the rates were much higher in 

USA, countries of Western Europe, Japan and other developed countries. According to the Press 

Trust of India (PTI), the WPR of women in urban India is significantly lower and needs 

improvement. The present study also reveals a vast difference between rural and urban women’s 

work participation rates in India. The proportion of women engaged in the workforce is double in 

rural India than the urban. Reddy in 1979 also extracts similar results that rural female activity 

rates are significantly higher in all parts of India except in Punjab and the extent of inter-state 

variation is wider in the case of rural female activity than that of urban female activity rates. The 
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reasons behind urban-rural differences in female activity rates identified by him are differences 

in the occupational pattern, variation in the educational requirements for entry into jobs and 

disparities in income levels. Engagement in economic activity is one of the prime criteria for 

becoming empowered. Sinha in 1971 has found that the opportunities of higher wages in urban 

areas are a responsible factor for the lower participation of urban women. He stated that the 

relatively high wages offered to male workers in most activities in urban areas might reduce the 

economic pressure on women’s work. The census data in this study points towards the more 

economic empowerment of rural women than the urban one, which means in India, rural 

women’s work participation is higher than that of urban women. At the national level, 30.03% of 

rural women are engaged in the workforce and in urban it is only 15.44%, about half of the rural. 

Except for Delhi and Chandigarh, all the states and UTs have recorded the same result at the 

national level, i.e. women living in urban areas are proportionally less engaged in economic 

activity as compared to rural counterparts. However, the magnitude of women’s work 

participation differs among the states. There are eighteen states/UTs for rural and urban where 

the work share is higher than the national level for the respective categories. 

From the regional pattern of women’s work participation, there is a clear division between south 

and north India in both the cases of rural and urban women. Women’s work participation is 

comparatively lower in northern states than in the southern states of India, and mainly this 

feature is more prominent in urban women’s work participation. The lower WPR in the north 

seems to reflect strong cultural and religious factors and less the socio-economic status concerns, 

which are more robust in the more developed and educated South and West. On the other side, in 

the northeast states, women’s work participation is higher in both the rural and urban areas; 

however, in all cases, rural women’s work participation is greater than its urban counterpart. The 

active involvement of women in northeast India is that in this region, a large section of the total 

population is covered by tribal people and different studies have already discovered that the work 

participation among tribal women is very high. Even some tribal communities follow the 

matriarchal social system in this region, which leads women to engage in the workforce in a 

large number. 

The maximum work share for rural women has been recorded in Nagaland (52.26%) followed by 

Himachal Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Andhra Pradesh and Sikkim; the minimum was in Delhi 

(9.72%) followed by Lakshadweep, Chandigarh and Punjab. On the other side, the highest work 



 

© Association of Academic Researchers and Faculties (AARF) 
A Monthly Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International e-Journal - Included in the International Serial Directories. 

 

Page | 964 

participation for urban women has been noticed in Manipur (33.17%) followed by Mizoram, 

Nagaland and Sikkim; and the lowest was in Jharkhand (10.07%) followed by Bihar, 

Lakshadweep and Delhi. It is a striking fact that in the country’s capital state, i.e. Delhi, only 

10.6% of urban women are engaged in work; however, in this state, the share of the urban 

population is 97.50% and 46.48% of it is female. As per NSSO data, urban women work 

participation in Delhi has been steadily declining for women i.e. 8.8% of urban women above the 

age of 15 years were engaged in economic activity in 2004-05, which decreased to 8% in 2009-

10. 

From another angle, the gap between rural and urban women’s work participation also varies 

from − 1.81 to 30.65%. The negative gap indicates the proportion of urban women’s work share 

is more significant than its rural counterpart, and a positive gap indicates the opposite. At the 

national level, the gap was 14.59%. There were only two UTs, namely Chandigarh and Delhi 

where negative gap has been recorded i.e. -1.81% and − 0.88% respectively. On the other hand, 

the highest positive gap between rural and urban was in Rajasthan (30.65%), which is more than 

double compared to the national level gap. Chhattisgarh, Himachal Pradesh and Nagaland were 

the states where the gap was very high. In Andaman & Nicobar Island the gap was least i.e. 

0.16% and for the states it was in Punjab and Goa. 

Spatial view of women’s engagement in the workforce based on literacy status 

According to Das and Pathak (2012), literacy is an effective tool for empowerment and Tripathy 

and Raha in 2019 considered that literacy is the parameter that reflects women empowerment 

precisely. A person’s literacy helps to learn new skills and acquire knowledge quickly, which 

increases the chance of getting a job. It means there is a positive relationship between literacy 

status and employment opportunities. Thus, literate women with employment make them more 

empowered. Chandna et al. in 1980 found that the literacy rate of the urban population is 

significantly high compared to the rural population in the developing country. In addition to this, 

it is also found that the literacy rate of urban females is much higher than their rural counterparts. 

Generally, for urban women it is easy to engage in any workforce as the literacy rate is higher 

among them than in the rural. However, in India the scenario is quite different. There was a sharp 

decline in the work participation rate of urban women during the transition from illiteracy to 

literacy from 1901 to 1961. At present, there is no change in the situation. As per the 2011 

census database of India, at the national level for urban the share of literate women workforce 
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out of total literate women was only 15.76%, which is very less compared to its rural counterpart 

i.e. 26.04%. In Punjab and three UTs i.e. Chandigarh, Delhi and Andaman & Nicobar Island, the 

percentage share of literate women work participation was higher in urban areas than rural areas. 

Except for these, in all the states/UTs proportion of literate women engaged in the workforce was 

greater in rural areas than its urban counterpart. At the national level and in most states/UTs the 

proportion of literate rural women is more involved in different economic activities than the 

urban. Even in Delhi, only 11.78% of urban literate women are in the workforce, which is less 

than the national level. 

The regional disparity is sparkling in that in Western and Northern India literate urban women 

work participation is low compared to Southern and North-Eastern parts. This is because most of 

the patriarchal societies in the North and North-West purdah (veil) system are still practised 

which perpetuates women’s dependency and curtails their freedom. Among the states, literate 

women’s work share varies from 9.10 to 56.80% for the rural; and for urban it was 9.12 to 

36.60%. The maximum work participation of literate women in the rural area has been recorded 

in Nagaland followed by Himachal Pradesh and Mizoram. More than half of rural literate women 

are engaged in economic activities in all three states. Manipur is at the top of the list for urban, 

followed by Mizoram, Nagaland and Sikkim. On the other side lowest work share in rural has 

been found in Delhi followed by Punjab and Chandigarh. In urban minimum work share by 

literate women has been recorded in Jharkhand along with Bihar, Rajasthan and Gujarat. From 

another angle of view, the gap between rural and urban women work share based on literacy 

status was 10.28% at the national level. Himachal Pradesh and Nagaland have positioned in the 

upper part of the list of literate women work participation for both the rural and urban as the 

schooling revolution has raised the literacy status in general and women in particular in 

Himachal Pradesh, however the gap has been recorded highest in these states i.e. 29.22% and 

27.43% respectively. Chhattisgarh, Maharashtra, Rajasthan and Uttarakhand are the states where 

the gap is more than double the national average. In Daman & Diu, Goa and Jammu & Kashmir 

the gap was very low. On the other side, in some states, a negative gap has been recorded where 

a higher proportion of literate women are engaged in the workforce in urban compared to their 

rural counterparts. Andaman & Nicobar Island, Punjab, Delhi and Chandigarh have fallen in this 

category. Because of higher mechanization in agriculture and limited growth of the non-

agricultural sector in Punjab, it is difficult to get employment, especially for rural women. In 
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Delhi, the opportunity is higher for urban women as there are many IT sectors, startups, and 

private sectors where they can find a job based on their education and skills. 

Educational level-wise women work share in India 

Neoclassical theory predicts that increases in women’s education should usually lead to a rise in 

women’s labour force participation rate. A higher level of education makes people more 

productive, so their potential earnings rise, creating a greater incentive to join the labour force 

and substitute employment for leisure or home labour. It means educational level positively 

influences the work participation rate. In contrast to other BRIICs or OECD countries, education 

and incomes negatively correlate with female labour participation in India. The high educational 

requirements for employment in the non-domestic services restrict the employment opportunities 

of the majority of females who have low or no education. From this point of view, this section 

has measured the educational level-wise women’s work share in rural and urban areas. The result 

reveals that in India at the national level, positive relation of the workforce exists with the 

educational level in rural and urban areas. It means the proportion of work share increase with 

the respective higher educational level. A similar result has been observed in most states at the 

national level. 

Differences in the occupational pattern, variation in the educational requirements for entry into 

jobs, and differences in income levels appear to be responsible for urban-rural differences in 

female activity rates. As of the census 2011, the proportion of women who have the below matric 

level and secondary level educational background is more engaged in the workforce in rural 

India, about more than double compared to urban women. Like the national level, in all the states 

of the country percentage share of female work participation is higher in the rural region for 

these two educational levels. In other words, there are none of the states in India where the share 

of below matric and secondary level educated women workforce is higher in the urban region. 

For rural, Nagaland has recorded maximum women work share for both the educational level. 

The highest work participation for urban women has been noticed in Mizoram for the below 

matric category; however, it is Manipur for the secondary level. Not only have these states, but 

also in most of the north-east states of India the women work participation rate with these 

educational qualifications is much higher for both the rural and urban compared to other parts of 

the country. On the other side in the capital of the country i.e. Delhi the work share is lowest for 

both the rural and urban regions, i.e. less than 10%. From another angle of view, in Himachal 
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Pradesh the gap of rural-urban women’s work participation was high for below matric and matric 

level, i.e. 34.21% and 36.07% respectively. In most south and western Indian states, the gap is 

higher for both the level of education compared to other parts of the country. 

The high unemployment rate among educated women in urban and rural areas also suggests that 

many women would like to work if suitable jobs are available. The proportion of graduated 

women of rural India is more engaged in the workforce than the graduated urban women. As per 

the 2011 census, 33.92% of graduated rural women have been recorded as employed at the 

national level, whereas it was only 28.62% in urban. Only six states/UTs namely Punjab, 

Chandigarh, Delhi, Arunachal Pradesh, Dadra & Nagar Haveli, Kerala, and Puducherry had a 

higher proportion of graduated urban women are involved in economic activities as compared to 

their rural counterparts. However, in the rest of the states/UTs the scenario is the opposite. In 

Mizoram, the majority of graduated women from rural and urban are engaged in the workforce, 

i.e. 71.65% and 64.25%. All the north-eastern states have recorded higher women workforce of 

this educational level. However, in Delhi the proportion of graduated working women in urban is 

only 27.54%. 

It has been noticed that women from rural areas are more involved in economic activities until 

graduation. When it comes to the technical and postgraduate levels, urban women access more 

working opportunities than their rural counterparts. Because of that, in the field of technical 

diplomas and technical degrees or postgraduate urban women’s work share is higher at the 

national level and in most states. 

Work participation scenario of married women 

The marital status of women is an essential factor for analysing women’s work participation. 

Many studies have found that husband’s income leads to the withdrawal of women from the 

labour force through a household income effect. There is a lower probability of women being in 

the labour force when their household income is higher apart from their earnings. Indian society 

mainly follows the patriarchal system, where men are the principal earning members. As a result, 

married women entirely depends on their husband and don’t have the decision-making power of 

the family. In most cases, they feel powerless and experience domestic violence. NFHS-4 

database reveals that more than 30% of married women have had faced domestic violence 

committed by their husbands. In most cases, they prefer to be silent about the violence happening 

to them and not take any legal action as they are not economically independent. Generally, 
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married women engaged in the different paid workforce are more empowered and can make their 

own decisions. She can also contribute to the household’s expenditure, which leads to better 

education for their children and her family’s economic well-being. This financial empowerment 

gives her the strength to raise their voice against the violence that happens to them. It means that 

married women’s decision-making power reduces domestic violence. Thus, women need to be 

economically independent even after marriage. However, in India the scenario is quite different; 

particularly for urban women it is very disappointing. At the national level, only 20.29% of 

married urban women are involved in economic activities as per the 2011 census. Though the 

proportion of married women work participation in rural was satisfactory. About half of the rural 

women (48.08%) were engaged in the workforce even after marriage, which was more than 

double compared to their urban counterparts. Among the states of India, Chandigarh was the 

single state where the urban married women’s work share (21.33%) was higher compared to 

rural (20.30%). The maximum married women workforce for rural has been recorded in 

Nagaland (84.58%) followed by Chhattisgarh, Arunachal Pradesh and Rajasthan. On the other 

side for urban, Manipur ranked top holding 48.76% of married women in the workforce. It 

means none of the states/UTs where half of its urban married women were involved in economic 

activities. However, for rural there were seventeen states/UTs where the proportion of married 

working women was more than half of its total married women. In Delhi, the married women 

work participation was lowest for rural and urban i.e. 14.08% and 13.67% respectively. It also 

has come to light that in more than 60% of states of the country, the proportion of married 

women engaged in economic activity in the rural area is more than double that of its urban 

counterparts. 

Economic empowerment index (EEI) of rural-urban women in India 

In this section, the Economic Empowerment Index (EEI) of women for rural and urban areas in 

each state/UTs has been discussed. As already mentioned, higher index values indicate greater 

economic empowerment of women and vice versa. From the output of the index, it is clear that 

rural women are more economically empowered and independent at the national level than their 

urban counterparts. The EEI score for women in rural India is 0.37, much higher than in urban 

India scored 0.23. This result might be the outcome of NREGA and several studies have 

emphasized the importance of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) in 

raising female labour force participation and wage equality. It was enacted in 2005 and 
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guarantees 100 days of work per year, for a minimum salary fixed by the state (same for men and 

women), for all rural households willing to do unskilled manual labour with quotas for women. 

According to existing literature, this programme has significantly impacted rural employment, 

increasing both public and private employment and casual wages. Abraham in 2013 also argues 

that the rising incomes of Indian households have enabled Indian women to withdraw from the 

labour market. Later on, Klasen and Pieters in 2015 have confirmed that rising levels of 

household income play an important role in declining rates of women’s labour force 

participation. 

Conclusions 

In the contemporary world of globalization and liberalization, economic empowerment is the 

foremost pillar to be independent. Financial independence make the people to enjoy their rights 

properly and to play an important role in the decision making within and outside households 

which is very important to live with dignity and honour. Financial independence would come 

through engagement in paid work. Unfortunately, women’s workforce participation in India is 

less even after seven decades of independence. Particularly for urban women the work 

participation is not satisfactory. It is a concerning issue that the proportion of women are less 

engaged in the workforce in urban even after the greater job opportunities and availability of 

higher remuneration compared to rural areas. A similar scenario has also been experienced for 

literate women. Although literacy enriches the women to be engaged in the workforce, little 

share of urban literate women has been found in economic activity in most of the states/UTs of 

the country. On the other side, the participation of rural literate women in different paid work 

fields is much higher than the urban counterpart. Similar reflection has appeared in the analysis 

of women’s attainment of educational level in work participation. Excluding 

technical/professional degree holders, for the rest of the educated women with different levels 

work participation in the urban area is lesser than the rural area in most of the states/UTs of the 

country. In this regard, states should focus on the workforce of literate women in urban areas, 

whether they face discrimination to get a job or limited job opportunities in the different sectors 

because of their gender. If this is the case, the administration should take proper actions because 

jobs should be given based on education and skills, not gender. In many cases, even after being 

educated, they become unemployed because of a lack of suitable job opportunities. It is not about 

their preferences or choices; it’s about the discrimination and inequality they usually face in the 
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workplace. From this point of view, the central government should also introduce national 

policies and laws to ensure a friendly working environment for women and should widely 

promote it. Non-government organizations like NGOs can come forward for women’s rights in 

the workplace and drive awareness programmes. 

In the patriarchal society, domestic violence against women and suppression of their voice is 

frequently flashed in the news. It is essential to be independent to raise her voice against the 

violence that happens to them and can bear her own life even after divorce/separation to get rid 

of this situation. The study has explored that the participation in the workforce of urban married 

women is significantly less, though most of the states/UTs married rural women work share is 

satisfactory. In addition to these, another striking feature found in the study is that the share of 

rural women workers is associated with high profile and mid-profile jobs compared to the urban 

working women. Lastly, the overall analysis is reflected in EEI, which proves that rural women 

are more economically empowered than their urban counterparts. It means rural women are more 

independent, can make their own decisions, and are more self-confident. 

All the inferences have been drawn here based on the Census data of 2011, which was conducted 

almost more than a decade ago. Due to the contemporary situation of World and particularly in 

India, census supposed to be collected in 2021 for collecting ground-level data has not been 

possible yet. So, the study is restricted to 2011 census data. To strengthen the backdated data, the 

Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) 2019-20 database published by the Ministry of Statistics 

& Programme Implementation of India has been used here and that too is available only for 

giving trace of LFPR, WPR and UR. But, the striking feature is that there is no difference 

between the two time periods data about the women work participation scenario in urban and 

rural India. With the data limitation, the future prospects of that study is that with the upcoming 

census the present scenario can be analysed in comparison with the past scenario. Again, it is 

expected that, urban women work participation would not be exceeding than rural counterpart as 

during COVID 19 pandemic urban areas were more exposed to the threat than the rural areas and 

urban working women suffered a lot becoming jobless. 
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