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In this issue...
 
The India Human Development Survey (IHDS) continues to engage and inspire researchers throughout
the world because of the vast array of data it offers through its spectrum of education, health, economy,
family, and gender modules for both urban and rural samples across the country. In this issue of the
IHDS newsletter, we showcase the inaugural data brief based on IHDS research, brought out by the
National Data Innovation Centre (NDIC), which has been set up by the National Council of Applied
Economic Research (NCAER) with its consortium partners, University of Maryland and University of
Michigan.   

India’s rapid transformation has led to a growing demand from researchers and policymakers for high-
quality and policy-relevant data. Changing socio-economic conditions also necessitate rethinking of the
kind of data that are collected, as also ways in which they are collated and made accessible to users. In
this context, NDIC is envisaged as a national centre of innovation and excellence in data collection for
building research capacity to strengthen India’s data innovation system to meet 21st century challenges.

The NDIC data brief highlights the key factors that account for the declining female work participation
rate in rural India. The statistics show that much of this decline is located among poor and less educated
women. However, when women are presented with greater work opportunities through an improved
transportation infrastructure or better implementation of welfare programmes like MGNREGA, they take
advantage of these opportunities.  
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Supply or Demand:
What Accounts for Declining Female
Work Participation Rate in Rural India?
Sonalde Desai, Neerad Deshmukh, Bijay Chouhan

The past three decades have seen the advent of major transformations in the Indian
economy. While the economy has achieved average growth rates of 5–9 per cent, education
has risen sharply for both men and women, fertility rates have declined, and infrastructure
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facilities, particularly access to electricity, cooking gas and piped water, have improved. All
these factors are expected to reduce the demand for women’s time spent in domestic
chores and increase their opportunities for paid work. Paradoxically, however, the
National Sample Surveys document a substantial decline in women’s Work Participation
Rates (WPRs), particularly for rural women. 

Competing Explanations:
 
Two sets of explanations have been offered: (1) Rising household income reduces the
reliance on women’s income and with rising education, women prefer to invest their time
in their children’s education; (2) Jobs for women have declined. 

A research brief by newly set up NCAER-National Data innovation Centre (NDIC), using
both NSSO and IHDS data suggests that the decline may be due to lack of work
opportunities rather than voluntary withdrawal. 

Key results highlighted in this brief are:

1. Decline in women’s work
participation is located mainly
among poor households

2. Decline in women’s work
participation has taken place mostly
among women with less than
primary education



Source: IHDS I & II Source: NSSO 61st and 68th Rounds

But Public Policies Have a Role to Play: Women Take Advantage of Expanding
Work Opportunities

3. Road construction leads to
increased non-farm work for women ​
Roads provide opportunities to travel to

nearby villages and towns for work. The

IHDS surveys find that the construction of

either a kutcha or a pucca road increases

the odds of women’s participation in non-

farm work by 1.5 and 1.4 times, respectively

(presented above based on Lei et al. 2017)

Men were also seen to benefit from road

construction but women’s gains were

higher. These analyses control for caste,

education, family income, and other

background factors.

4. Introduction of MGNREGS increased
women’s participation in wage work in
villages with strong implementation of
the scheme
IHDS data show that in villages where

NREGA was implemented more vigorously,

there is greater increase in women’s

participation in wage work. This

difference-in-difference analysis (Desai

2018) holds background characteristics

such as age, education, caste/religion, land

ownership and state of residence constant.

https://ihds.umd.edu/sites/ihds.umd.edu/files/publications/papers/Lei Village Infrastructure and Women%27s Work.pdf
https://ihds.umd.edu/sites/ihds.umd.edu/files/MGNREGA %26 Women%27s Econ Empowerment_Oct 2018.pdf


Source: Lei et al. 2017 based on IHDS I & II Source:  Desai 2018 based on IHDS I & II

Conclusion
The declining WPR for rural women appears to be associated with crowding of women in
agriculture where land fragmentation has led to a reduction in both the size of farms as
well as the demand for labour, be it household members or agricultural labourers. Hence,
in order to reap the gender dividend, India needs to focus on augmenting women’s
economic participation by not only facilitating creation of new jobs for women but also
offering them greater access to existing jobs.

Full Data Brief Here

Sonalde Desai is a Senior Fellow at NCAER with a joint appointment as
Professor of Sociology at the University of Maryland. She directs the NCAER-
National Data Innovation Centre (NDIC), a newly established Centre by NCAER
with its consortium partners, University of Maryland and University of Michigan.
She is an internationally known demographer whose work deals primarily with
human development in developing countries with a particular focus on gender
and class inequalities. While most of her research focuses on India, she has
also undertaken comparative studies across South Asia, Latin America and Sub-
Saharan Africa. At present, Sonalde Desai is leading the India Human

Development Survey (IHDS), India’s only nationally representative panel study with interviews in 2004–
05 and 2011–12. The next wave of IHDS is planned for 2019-20. The IHDS is used by over 9,000 users
worldwide and has led to nearly 500 papers and dissertations. Desai is a member of the editorial
committee of Population and Development Review and has served on the editorial advisory boards of
many Indian and international journals. At present, she chairs the International Outreach Committee of
the Population Association of America.  
She has published articles in a wide range of Indian and international sociology and demography journals
and is a frequent contributor to The Hindu.

Neerad Deshmukh is a Research Associate. His areas of interest include labour
economics and studying informal industries. He is passionate about pursuing
interdisciplinary research in social sciences. At NCAER he is working at the
National Data Innovation Centre assisting in literature review, questionnaire
development and data analysis. He has completed his MA in Development
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Innovation Centre. His interest area includes advanced data and IT technologies.
He has an experience of around 15 years in applying information technology to
processes and systems. An IT professional with considerable experience in
managing and analysis of high volume of primary/ secondary dataset, he has
been associated with many national/international think-tanks and institutes as IT
and Data Consultant.
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About IHDSAbout IHDS

The India Human Development Survey (IHDS) is a nationally representative, multi-topic survey of 41,554
households in 1503 villages and 971 urban neighbourhoods across India. The first round of interviews

was completed in 2004-05; data are publicly available through ICPSR. A second round of IHDS re-
interviewed most of these households in 2011-12 (N=42,152) and data for the same can be found here.

IHDS has been jointly organised by researchers from the University of Maryland and the National Council
of Applied Economic Research (NCAER), New Delhi. Funding for the second round of this survey is
provided by the National Institutes of Health, grants R01HD041455 and R01HD061048. Additional

funding is provided by The Ford Foundation, IDRC and DFID.
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