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Changing Dynamics in Rural India

India’s rural economy has seen a significant rise in Female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR), driven by
complex economic, social, and policy factors. This report examines whether this increase represents meaningful
employment or remains largely informal and unpaid. Structural shifts, including migration patterns and COVID-
19-induced reverse migration, have reshaped household roles, often increasing women'’s agricultural and home-
based work. Government welfare schemes, such as cash transfers and employment programs, have created new
income opportunities. Based on surveys of 2,381 women across four northern states, the report explores the effects
of male migration, asset ownership, and welfare schemes on rural women'’s labor dynamics.

The survey employed a structured sampling approach in rural areas of Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, and
Jharkhand, selecting eight districts based on proximity to urban centers and a high prevalence of agricultural
work.

Within each district, 50 polling booths were randomly chosen, and voter lists, processed using OCR, identified
married women aged 25-45. From each booth, 48 women were sampled, with replacements provided for non-
responses, totaling 2,381 respondents. The sample population is poorer than the Indian population on average.
This demographic group was chosen for study because an increased female labour force participation rate (FLFPR)
has been observed among this group.

The methodology balanced targeted district selection with representativeness of the demographic group, enabling
a focused analysis of female labor force participation and consumption patterns influenced by government
schemes. Unlike other surveys, these estimates come from direct reporting from a random sample of married
working age female respondents rather than from indirect reporting or household rosters. It is, in this sense, more
credible than many data sources that have been used for estimation of FLFPR.

Financial need as the primary driver of Rural Female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR).

One of the report’s key findings is the predominance of financial need as the primary driver of women’s workforce
participation, with 96% of respondents engaging in paid work citing it as the principal motivation. This participation
is characterised by short-term and sporadic employment patterns. Approximately 75% of working women in the
survey had been employed for less than six months in the past year.

The report also underscores the shift in employment types, with casual labor dominating women’s paid work.
Among those currently employed, 76% are engaged in casual labor. Simultaneously, there has been a significant
increase in unpaid work, particularly among women who report not working for pay. Notably, 57% of such women
assist inunpaid agricultural activities, signifying a transition towards self-employment and household-based labor.
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Barriers to women'’s participation in the paid workforce remain deeply rooted in gender norms and domestic
responsibilities. Among women who desire to work but are not employed, 55% cite household and childcare duties
as key constraints. Additionally, 41% of respondents identify the lack of job opportunities as a significant barrier,
reflecting the limited availability of formal or stable employment options in rural areas.

Impact of Migration on FLFPR: Rise in paid work for women with migrant husbands; higher paid and
unpaid work among women with return migrant husbands.

The impact of migration on women’s workforce participation is a critical finding. Among respondents, 94.7%
reported that their husbands were engaged in paid work, with the largest share employed in skilled agriculture
and fishery (44%), followed by crafts and related trades (16%). Migration introduces significant variation: of the
2,255 respondents answering migration questions, 31.2% (704) had husbands who had migrated, and 41.2% of
these migrants (289) had returned to the village, highlighting both extensive out-migration and a high sensitivity
to economic shocks.

Women with migrant husbands are more likely to work for pay, with 42% of them engaged in paid work compared
to 33% of those whose husbands reside in the same village. Despite receiving remittances—reported by 98% of
women whose husbands worked outside their village—42% of these women still engage in paid work, indicating
that remittances do not discourage labor force participation. Women with migrant husbands often bear dual
responsibilities, managing traditional household duties alongside economic roles.

The pandemic-induced reverse migration significantly influenced women's workforce participation. Among
households where husbands returned due to the pandemic, 74% of women engaged in paid work and 920% in
unpaid work. For those whose husbands returned due to illness, these figures dropped to 52% and 67%,
respectively. However, when husbands returned due to low wages (a strategic decision rather than an economic
shock), only 21% of women engaged in paid work.

Return migration was also associated with increased unpaid work among women, as many shifted from casual
labor to assisting in agricultural and household-based activities. The structural shifts in FLFPR are influenced by
macroeconomic changes, including urban job losses during COVID-19. This demonstrates that economic shocks
lead to heightened participation in both paid and unpaid work, while strategic returns result in significantly lower
workforce engagement.

This helps us adjudicate recent debates on what explains increases in FLFPR. It is true that return from migration
is associated with unpaid work, but it is also associated with paid work. During periods of economic distress, entry
into paid and unpaid labour are both reasonable methods to increase household income. Thus, while inclusion of
some forms of unpaid work in FLFPR may explain its growth, we also observe a concomitant rise in paid work -
further increasing FLFPR. We suggest that understanding macroeconomic shocks and movement of populations
is an underappreciated driver of FLFPR.



Changing Dynamics in Rural India

Welfare schemes have enhanced rural quality of life and transfers are meeting basic needs for the poor;
concentrated use by wealthier households.

The role of welfare schemes in shaping rural livelihoods is notable. The data reveal that households allocate cash
transfers and income differently based on their levels of wealth, reflecting variations in financial constraints and
available options. To understand this phenomenon, we constructed “asset scores” from the assets owned by the
household. For poorer households with low asset scores, cash inflows—whether small transfers or incremental
income—are predominantly used to meet basic necessities, extending beyond food to cover essential consumption
needs from education to electricity/water costs to loan repayment. As wealth increases, households concentrate
their marginal consumption from cash transfers on food expenditure. We conjecture that this is because the
amounts given are too small to be relevant for educational expenditure for more well-off households and because
other basic needs are largely met from existing funds.

We suggest that the relatively universalistic nature of direct benefit transfers (DBTs) and other in-kind schemes
has consequences for patterns of consumption. While the benefit transfers do allow poorer households to address
a portfolio of financial needs and debts, consistent with existing literature, such diversification is missing from the
most well-off households. More investigationis required to understand the relative macroeconomic consequences
of more universalistic and less targeted (to the poor) benefits.

The primary use of Self-Help Group (SHG) loans have been for household consumption, health expenses,
and starting businesses.

A notable portion of the sample (37%) is involved in SHGs, with the majority having received loans. The primary
use of these loans is for household consumption, followed by health expenses, starting businesses, and agricultural
costs. The relatively low allocation for education suggests that direct benefit transfers (DBTs) may be effectively
addressing educational needs.
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In recent years, India’s rural economy has witnessed a notable uptick in Female Labour Force Participation Rate
(FLFPR), challenging long-standing assumptions regardingwomen’s roles in agriculture and other informal sectors.
Understanding this trend is critical, as rural women’s engagement in the workforce is often influenced by a complex
interplay of economic, social, and policy-driven factors. At the empirical level, it becomes essential to determine
whether this surge in female participation translates into meaningful, gainful employment or whether it remains
largely unpaid or undercompensated work.

Moreover, a range of structural forces are reshaping rural India’s economic landscape. Migration patterns, both
intra- and inter-state, have altered household compositions and gender roles, affecting who remains behind to
tend to agricultural and allied activities. The COVID-19 pandemic has further intensified these dynamics, with
lockdowns and urban job losses prompting many workers to return to their villages, thus potentially shifting the
pattern of farm and home-based work for women. Concurrently, the Indian government’s increased spending on
rural welfare schemes—ranging from employment guarantee programs to skill development initiatives—has
opened new avenues for income generation and may have played a pivotal role in pulling more women into the
productive economy.

To examine these dynamics more closely, our report draws upon primary rapid surveys conducted in four key
northernIndian states—Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, and Jharkhand. Across eight districts, we gathered
data from a sample of 2,381 married women between the ages of 25 and 45, over a period of one month. We focus
on this group because recent data shows growing labour force participation rates among young and middle-aged
married women. Furthermore, this is a social group that has been a significant focus of cash transfers by both the
central and various state governments. Our aim behind this targeted approach is to zoom in and add a bottom-up
approach to better understand the aggregate numbers we observe.

Our key contributions in this report are:

01. We examine how the migration of male household members—whether prompted by employment
opportunities in urban areas or shaped by pandemic-induced return migrations—has reconfigured
the dynamics of women'’s work in rural areas.

02. By connecting asset ownership with women'’s labour force participation, we investigate how a
household'’s asset base correlates with the nature of women’s engagement in paid and unpaid
activities.

03. We capture how various welfare schemes targeted towards rural areas have impacted the
consumption patterns of the household: What have been the primary benefits? What have the
cash transfers been primarily used towards?

11
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1.1 Empirical trends in FLFPR

The empirical trends in Female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR) in India reflect a complex interplay of
socio-economic factors and regional disparities. From 2010 to 2018, the FLFPR witnessed a notable decline,
dropping from 25.85% to 17.5%, reflecting underlying challenges in women’s economic participation.? However,
FLFPR saw a dramatic increase between 2017-18 and 2022-23. The national rural FLFPR rose from 24.6% to
41.5% (~69% growth), while the urban FLFPR increased modestly from 20.4% to 25.4% (~25% growth).® This
surge in women's employment has been concentrated primarily in agricultural activities, with agriculture
accounting for an estimated 80% of the increase, as per the Asian Development Bank.* These trends highlight the
need for a closer examination of the rural labor landscape and the forces driving these changes.

A key feature of this rise has been a 15 percentage point increase in self-employment in agriculture between
2017-18 and 2022-23.> While this growth appears promising at first glance, it is partly explained by changes in
survey methodologies and largely reflects a shift toward informal employment. Women have increasingly taken
onrolesasunpaidhelpersorown-accountworkersinagriculture, with smallerincreases observedin manufacturing
and services. This shift has coincided with a decline in casual labor participation and a reduction in the share of
rural women in regular salaried jobs, which dropped from 13.4% to 10.3%. These patterns indicate that the rise in
participation has not translated into improved job quality or formal employment opportunities.

While this rise in FLPR may appear promising at a first glance, a closer examination reveals a more complex
interplay of factors—ranging from changing employment patterns and migration to regional disparities, socio-
cultural norms, government schemes, and the quality of work available.

1.2 Reasons for the increase in FLFPR

While we may observe sectoral shifts and changes in the type of work that have accompanied the rise in female
labor force participation, identifying the underlying causes is more complex. Broadly, two key trends emerge in
explaining this increase.

One explanation attributes the rise to the impact of government schemes on rural consumption and well-being.
According to this perspective, improved economic conditions in rural areas have encouraged more women to join
the workforce. Enhanced quality of life—through better healthcare, reduced time spent on chores like fetching
water, increased disposable income from cash transfers, and access to food grains—has enabled more women to
work. From a theoretical perspective this would be quite surprising, as we expect that cash transfers would only
increase the reservation wage of women considering entering the labour market. Schemes specifically aimed at
promoting women'’s entrepreneurship, such as the National Rural Livelihood Mission, which provides loans and
encourages participation in self-help groups, are also seen as contributors to this trend. Schemes such as Jan Dhan
have seen significant uptake among women, with nearly 56 per cent of Jan Dhan account holders (2015-2024)
being women and two-thirds of these accounts being in rural and semi-urban areas, according to estimates by the
Department of Economic Affairs.¢

Alternatively, the rise in female labor force participation may be attributed to economic distress caused by the

12



Changing Dynamics in Rural India

pandemic, rather than increased prosperity as a result of government schemes. The pandemic-induced loss of
non-agricultural jobs in urban areas led to reverse migration, forcing many to return to agricultural work. Reverse
migration may also offer an explanation of why the rise in female labour force participation has been characterised
in particular by greater self-employment. Prior to 2017, many women were moving out of agriculture, contributing
to the decline in rural female labor force participation.

However, starting in 2018, women began re-entering the workforce, predominantly as unpaid family workers.”
This accompanies the trend of men who were cultivators returning to agriculture. This, coupled with severe
income losses, is believed to have driven the increase in self-employment among women.? Research by Ishaan
Bansal and Kanika Mahajan (2021) found that during the pandemic-related lockdowns in India, women’s
employment increased in households facing sharp income shocks. However, this rise was temporary, as women'’s
employment declined once household incomes improved. This highlights that women’s labor often serves as a
safety net for poorer households during periods of financial distress.

While the Period Labour Force Survey indicates arise in female labor force participation since 2020, it is important
to note a caveat. The PLFS recognises unpaid work as a category of self employment. Prior to this, the National
Sample Survey Office conducted the Employment and Unemployment Surveys, which did not capture unpaid
work as broadly as the PLFS.? The rise in the percentage of women in the labour force might be attributed to this
change in measurement. Our survey seeks to disentangle these measurement issues.

13
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2.1 Sampling

The survey adopted a structured sampling approach, targeting rural areas in four northern Indian states: Uttar
Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, and Jharkhand. Eight districts (2 in each state) were selected based on two key
factors: 1) Adjoining districts that were in proximity to a major city; 2) Largely rural districts in which the 2011
Census estimated that approximately 70% of the working population was engaged in agriculture. Looking at the
literature, we felt that these districts would simultaneously capture married women in agricultural context with
sufficient variation in the economic environment due to the proximity to urban areas and pressures for migration.

Within each district, 50 polling booths were randomly selected across all Assembly Constituencies (ACs). Voter
lists, extracted using Optical Character Recognition (OCR) algorithms, provided details such as name, relative’s
name, gender, and age. This ensured accurate identification of women of the age group of interest. From each of
the polling booth level voter lists, 48 married women aged between 25 and 45 were sampled. To account for non-
responses, enumerators were provided with three replacement samples for each of the 12 respondents per polling
booth. In total, the survey covered 2,381 women.

It is important to note that this approach is targeted in the sense that 8 districts were chosen for study according
to specific factors, but the study is representative of married women aged 25-45 within the study areas. This

combination of targeted areas, and representation within selected areas, allows us to focus on the mechanisms
driving female labour force participation and patterns of consumption resulting from government schemes.

2.2 Survey Design

The survey was designed to investigate key aspects of women'’s labour force participation, household decision-
making, and the impact of welfare schemes. It was structured into three main sections:

Labour force This section focused on women’s employment status and that of their husbands,

participation including whether the husbands worked locally (in the same village or district).
Welfare Questions explored the benefits of welfare schemes, including how cash
schemes transfers were used and their impact on household consumption patterns.
Self-Help

Group (SHG) Respondents were asked about their involvement in SHGs, and benefits from it.
participation

15
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2.3 Sample Characteristics

In addition, demographic data, such as social category, education levels, and asset ownership, was collected to
provide richer insights into the respondents’ socio-economic backgrounds.

e Highest education: 70% of the women sampled reported their highest level of education as 8th Class or less.

Less than Class 5
Class 5 Pass
Class 8 Pass

Class 10 Pass
Class 12 Pass

Graduate

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0%

Figure 1: Highest education level reported (Sample: 2381)

e Social category: About 50% of the respondents identified as OBC, 23% as ST, and 20% as SC.

OBC

ST

SC

General

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0%

Figure 2: Social category reported (Sample: 2381)

e Religion: 90% of those surveyed follow Hinduism, while 6% follow Islam.

16
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e Asset profile: Over 60% of the households have bicycle, motorised two-wheeler and electric fan at home

Electric
Fan

Motorised

Two-
wheeler

Bicycle
Television
Air Cooler

Tractor

Washing
Machine 4.7%

Car/Four-
wheeler for 2.8%
private use

Laptop/
Computer 2.6%

None of

the above 1.6%

0.0% 25.0% 50.0% 75.0% 100.0%

Figure 3: Asset ownership (Sample: 2381)

Based on this data, we created an asset wealth index by taking each of these 10 household assets and generating
asingle value with mean O and variance 1 using a 2-parameter item response model. Hence, the value of O roughly
corresponds to the average wealth in the population in the index and approximately 95% of the population has a
value between 2 and -2. This is later used to understand the wealth effect on indicators of interest.

17
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3.1 Understanding Rural Female Labour Force Participation

3.1.1 Causes explaining increase in FLFPR

No, never worked
Yes, currently working

No, previously worked 2.5%

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0% 80.0%

Figure 4: Ever worked for pay, wage on a farm, industry, or enterprise/household business? (Sample: 2381)

Overall, in our sample, drawn from eight districts, 34% of surveyed women (802 respondents) are currently
engaged in paid work. Meanwhile, 64% (1520 respondents) have never worked for pay, and an additional 2.5%
previously engaged in paid work but are no longer doing so. This reflects a common finding in the literature, the
stickiness of entry and exit from the labour market. Higher labour force participation rates need to reflect re-entry
into the labour market, it may also represent a slowing of exit from the labour market.

Financial need is a key driver of paid work

Financial need

Employment
opportunities 2.7%
due to SHGs

Other 1.0%

0.0% 25.0% 50.0% 75.0% 100.0%

Figure 5: Reasons for working (Sample: 802)

Our survey results highlight financial need as the main driver of rural women’s workforce participation, with 96%
of those currently working for pay (802 respondents) citing it as the primary reason for taking up paid work.
Consistent with existing research structural changes'® the pandemic triggered the loss of non-agricultural jobs in
urban areas that led to reverse migration, forcing many to depend on agricultural work.!!

19
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Wealth and social category are key drivers that explain increase in paid FLFPR
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Figure 6: Probability of women working for pay compared to asset score

Wealth profile:

The figure above uses a LOESS curve to estimate the relationship between the asset score of the household,
calculated from 10 household assets as described in section 2, and the probability of the sampled female
respondent engaging in paid work. The tick marks at the bottom of the graph denote the sample values of the asset
score. The overall pattern of female labour force participation in India, consistent with other studies, reflects a
“half-U” shape, in which the poorest women enter the labour force for paid work at a very high rate (nearly 50%),
and this rate drops precipitously as women rise above average levels of asset wealth. 46% of women from
households with below-average wealth are engaged in paid work, whereas fewer than 15% of women from the
wealthiest 10% of households in the sample participate in the paid labour force.

Consistent with the finding that FLFPR has grown most significantly in rural areas, this suggests that the striking

increase in FLFPR is likely drawn from the poorer segments of society. It also suggests that the large shift is driven
by structural shifts in the macroeconomic environment.
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64.0%

ST 34.3%

W 1.7%
43.6%

SC 52.9%

[ 3.5%
21.2%
OBC 76.5%
I 2.4%
5.4%
General 91.7%
F 2.9%
0.0% 25.0% 50.0% 75.0% 100.0%
Yes, currently working No, never worked B No, previously worked

Figure 7: Have you ever worked for pay, wage, or piece rate by social category (Sample: 2381)

Social category:

Overall, women belonging to the Scheduled Caste (SC), Scheduled Tribe (ST), and Other Backward Classes (OBC)
tend to have higher employment rates compared to women belonging to the general category.*? Since households
from lower social backgrounds often face greater economic vulnerability, women from these groups are more
likely to enter the workforce to contribute to household income, notwithstanding societal expectations around
gender roles.’® Our survey results reinforce this f inding, with 44% of respondents from the SC and 64% from the
ST currently engaged in work.

3.1.2 Nature of women'’s work

There are indications of short-term and sporadic employment patterns among women:

Less than
1 month

1-3 months

3-6 months

More than
6 months

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0%

Figure 8: Number of days worked (Sample: 802)
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It is common for women to take up paid work to support their families during periods of financial need. In fact,
their participation in economic activities is brief and sporadic, as they exit the workforce once their households’
financial situation improves.'* Our survey results corroborate this trend, with about 75% of those currently
working have been working for under 6 months this year.

Overall, our findings indicate that more than 70% of the women in the sample (1708 of 2381 women) are involved
in paid labour activities or unpaid agriculture work—that directly contribute to their household’s income.

Engaged in
unpaid work

Engaged in
paid work

Does not work
for pay, nor assist in
agriculture work

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0%

Figure 9: Proportion of those engaged in paid work and those assisting in agriculture without pay (Sample: 2381)

Casual labour is prominent amongst those working for pay

Casual labour in agriculture
(piece rate or wage)

Casulabou ot
seiempioedin |11 sex
Self-employed in agriculture 5.1%
Regular wage/salary earning 2.5%

Others | 0.6%

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0% 80.0%

Figure 10: Type of work (Sample: 802)

Casual labor (76%) appears to be the most prevalent kind of work among those currently working for pay or wage.
Casual work typically consists of lower-quality jobs characterised by unpredictable nature and low daily wages.
However, over the last few years, there has been a decline in the share of women engaged in casual labour and a
simultaneous rise in the increase in unpaid helpers and own account workers.*>
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Unpaid work is high among women who report as not working for pay

Yes

No

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0%

Figure 11: Do you help with agriculture work? (Sample: 1579)

We specifically asked women who reported that they never worked whether they help out in the agriculture work
of the household. Over 57% of women who are not currently working assist in unpaid agriculture work, reflecting
the shift towards self-employment (particularly unpaid labour).¢

3.1.3 Barriers to women'’s paid workforce participation

Over half our respondents desire to do paid work

Yes

No

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0%

Figure 12: Desire for paid work (Sample: 1520)

23



Changing Dynamics in Rural India

However, domestic responsibilities is one of the key reasons why women are unable to pursue paid work

Could not leave home due
to childcare /HH

Lack of job opportunities
No financial need 1.8%
Health related reasons 1.3%

Others | 0.7%

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0%

Figure 13: Reasons for not working despite desire to work (Sample: 838)

Gender norms and the associated expectations around childcare and household responsibilities are significant
barriers preventing women from taking up paid work, even when they wish to do so. Approximately 55% of women
currently out of the workforce cite these duties as the primary reason for not entering paid employment.

3.2 Migration and impact of FLFPR

We sought to understand how the pandemic impacted migration, and how this in turn impacted women'’s labour
force participation and the type of work they are engaged in. We also attempted to capture broader household
dynamics, investigating migration among respondents’ husbands.

3.2.1 Migration, remittances and impact on FLFPR
A majority of respondents’ husbands are employed in agriculture

Among respondents, 94.7% reported that their husbands are engaged in paid work. The largest share of
employment is in skilled agriculture and fishery (44%), followed by crafts and related trades (16%).

Migration and return: Sensitivity to economic shocks

We selected our sample for great economic variation, which in turn picked up significant variation in whether the
husbands of our primary respondents have migrated. Of the 2255 respondents who answered our battery of
migration questions, 704 (31.2%) had a husband that had migrated at some point. Of these 704 migrant husbands,
289 (41.2%) were back in the village. This suggests both significant out-migration from rural contexts but also
extreme sensitivity to economic shocks, given the rate of return back to the village.

24
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The receipt of remittances does not seem to discourage women from working

Rural women often tend to bear more responsibilities when their husbands migrate, as they take on paid work
alongside traditional household responsibilities.'” This is observed particularly in cases where migrant husbands
are engaged in casual, low-paying jobs.
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Figure 14: Whether husband sends remittances and the woman works for pay (Sample: 2322)

Approximately 98% of women whose husbands work outside their village or district reported that they receive

remittances. Of that, despite receiving remittances from their migrant husbands, 42% of the women continue to
work.

Women whose husbands are migrants are more likely to work
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Figure 15: Women working for pay if husband is migrant or resident (Sample: 2255)

Our findings reveal that a higher percentage of women with migrant husbands work for pay compared to those
whose husbands reside in the same village or district. About 42% of those whose husbands are migrants engage in
paid work, as opposed to 33% who work for pay with their husbands residing in the same village. Despite the

outmigration of men in search of better employment opportunities and a shift away from agriculture,*® the need
for women to work remains high.
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3.2.2 Reverse migration and impact on FLFPR

Reverse migration of husband was reported by 16% of the women

Yes

No

0.0% 25.0% 50.0% 75.0% 100.0%

Figure 16: Resident husbands: Have they previously migrated? (Sample: 1840)

Among women with husbands who reside in the same village, 16% reported that their husbands had previously
migrated but are now working in the same village or district. The pandemic-induced loss of non-agricultural jobs in

urban areas may have triggered reverse migration, pushing many to return to agricultural work, and this may have
long-run implications.
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Figure 17: [Right side] Percentage of women doing unpaid agricultural work by reason of return by husband
[Left side] Percentage of women working for pay by reason of return by husband (Sample: 289)

There is an increase in both paid and unpaid work that reflects the need to supplement the household income, as
aresult of financial stress caused by the pandemic. This also suggests the structural shiftin FLFPR is likely a factor
of macroeconomic shifts between rural and urban areas over the past 5 years. The international consumption
shock created by COVID certainly had effects on the availability of urban jobs with sufficient wages, and this likely
had knock-on effects in terms of FLFPR for paid work and unpaid work.

The three largest reasons given for returning to the village from migration were: COVID, iliness/health issues, and

that the wage as a migrant was too low. We view the first two of these to be economic shocks to the household that
require its members to make up lost income, while the final category represents a strategic economic decision and
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not an unexpected shock to income. This distinction is relevant for whether women take up paid work. Among
households where husbands returned due to the pandemic, 74% of women reported being engaged in paid work,
while 90% participated in unpaid work. In cases of return due to illness, 52% of women engaged in paid work, and
67% in unpaid work. However, when husbands returned due to a strategic decision, only 21% of women took up
paid work.

Further, if one examines the proportion of unpaid work among women, we find that the wives of returning migrants
take up unpaid work at much higher rates than wives of migrants or those with husbands who never migrated.

Among households where the husband returned from migration, 51% of women are in paid work, compared to just
29% where the husband never migrated. Meanwhile, 31% of women married to returned migrants and 40% of
women with husbands who never migrated are engaged in unpaid labour. Overall, nearly 85% of women contribute
to household income through paid or unpaid work.

3.3 Impact of welfare schemes on rural livelihoods

3.3.1 Schemes impact across states

We sought to study the uptake of different schemes across all four states and identified the primary benefits of
each scheme in each state, in order to understand how this may impact female labour force participation and
consumption. We also focused on cash transfer schemes, examining their impact on recipients and the main use of
the cash provided.

PDS Ration

Health Card
(Ayushman
Bharat)

Toilet (SBM)

Housing
(e.g. PMAY)

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0%

Figure 18: Top four schemes (Sample: 2381)

Our findings also indicate that in-kind transfers are more common than cash transfers across all states. Existing
literature highlights that previously Indians have preferred receiving government benefits in the form of in-kind
transfers rather than cash.19 A possible reason for this preference is that in-kind transfers are less affected by
market fluctuations, providing security against changing price levels.
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3.3.2 Primary benefit of schemes

Our survey also aimed to identify the primary benefits the respondents experienced as a result of government
schemes.

Improvement in
quality of life

More time for
economic activity

Time for family

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0%

Figure 19: Top 3 primary benefits from schemes (Sample: 2359)

Most commonly reported improvement as a result of welfare schemes was an enhanced quality of life

Overall, almost 59% of respondents cite the improved quality of life as the main benefit of schemes, while 19%
reportincreasedtimeforeconomicactivity. Thisfindingunderscorestherole of schemesin promoting consumption
and income-generating activities.

3.3.3 Impact of cash transfers

Increased HH
food consumption

Increased HH
non-food consumption
(electricity, etc.)

Major/minor
household repairs
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Figure 20: Cash transfer utilisation by states (Sample: 1805)

Cash schemes are also highly prevalent, with 77% of households benefitting from cash transferred by either a
state government or the centre. These are relatively universal and typically impose low levels of conditionality,
that is, cash is often given as a function of government-verified social attributes rather than hard-to-monitor
behaviours by the household. From a theoretical perspective, it is often argued that imposing strong conditions on
cash receipts denies households the ability to use cash where they most need to use it.
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Our findings reflect sophisticated expenditure patterns of household cash benefits. Overall, 44% of households
primarily spend the money on increased food consumption. Another 31% mostly spend on non-food consumption
(e.g., electricity, water), savings, or loan repayments, while 14 per cent primarily spend on house repair.

3.3.4 Relationship between asset score and utilisation of cash transfers

The data suggest that households at different points along the asset score spectrum allocate cash transfers and
incometodistinct needs and priorities. This variation reflects both the intensity of financial constraints experienced
by poorer households and the more diversified options available to wealthier ones.

Among the 10% of the wealthiest households, 52% primarily spend on food consumption, and under 20% mainly
spend on non-food consumption, savings, or loan repayments. Among the remaining households, 43% primarily
spend on food consumption, and 32% mainly spend on non-food consumption, savings, or loan repayments —
suggesting far more diverse expenditure patterns among the less well-off sections of society.
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Figure 21: Wealth by DBT usage (multiple response) (Sample: 2381)
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Basic necessities dominate among poorer households

For households with very low asset scores, a significant share of any financial inflow—be it a small cash transfer or
incremental income—is likely channelled into meeting basic consumption needs, even beyond food. This includes
other essentials like payment for water and electricity. The poor are also more likely to use incremental funds on
school fees and education. This is because either the fees are low enough for most well off households to not
require assistance in this regard or because the amounts being given cannot cover the costs of more expensive
private schools more likely to be availed by the well-off. Finally, the poor are more likely to have accrued debts, and
we find that they are more likely to use cash transfer for loan repayment.

This provides evidence of the consumption benefits from cash transfers and loans to poorer and lower middle

class households. These households report using money from these transfers on a variety of basic needs and debts,
and in ways that would be difficult to manage with high levels of conditionality imposed on cash transfers or loans.

Limited effectiveness of small transfers among the well-off
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Figure 22: Wealth by DBT usage (most used) (Sample: 2381)

As we move up the asset score scale, households have greater access to non-essential goods and services. For
instance, investing in education (such as paying school fees for higher-quality or more expensive schooling) or
making larger improvements to the home may require substantial funds. In these contexts, very small cash
transfers do not significantly impact the ability to invest in higher-cost items like quality education, as the transfer
amount remains insufficient to bridge the gap to more expensive investments. In this scenario, we find that the
more well-off primarily allocate the additional money from cash transfers for food consumption. This has major
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implications for how the targeting of cash transfers affects different sectors of the economy and economic growth
overall.

3.4 Impact of Self Help Groups

Self Help Groups (SHGs) play a notable role in enhancing awareness and promoting socio-economic development
among rural women. In particular, these organisations support rural women from economically disadvantaged
households in developing skills, increasing savings and initiating entrepreneurial ventures.

Yes

No
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Figure 23: Self Help Group membership (Sample: 2381)

According to our findings, more than 62% of the respondents are not members of SHGs. Factors including gender
norms, limited local capacity, poor finance and organisation management and the inability to effectively target the
most vulnerable sections can limit rural women'’s participation in SHGs.?° Recognising the value of SHGs, the
government is leading the Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana - National Rural Livelihoods Mission (DAY-NRLM), to
encourage women across rural India to join SHGs. The Programme is being implemented to increase their incomes
and enhance their quality of life, aiming to uplift them from poverty in a sustainable manner.?!

SHG loans taken
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Figure 24: SHG loan taken by state (Sample: 887)
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Easy access to credit and improvement in standard of living are one of the assured benefits to members of SHGs.?2
Among those who are members of SHGs, 78% claim to have received a loan, showing high efficacy of SHGs in
creating access to microfinance and fostering financial inclusion. Initiatives like the Self-Help Group Bank Linkage
Programme (SHG-BLP) have played a pivotal role in enhancing access to credit by enabling SHGs to secure loans
from formal financial institutions.?®

SHG loan use patterns
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Figure 25: SHG loan used for by state (Sample: 695)

Overall, household consumption (34%) is the most reported usage of SHG loans, underscoring the role of SHGs as
a financial safety net for low-income households. Health expense accounts for the second largest category for
loan usage (22%), highlighting the significant burden of healthcare costs as an out-of-pocket expenditure,
particularly for low-income households.?* Interestingly, we also observe a relatively low use for education (3%),
which could point to the success of DBTs that have been provided for education specifically.
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This report investigates the evolving dynamics of Female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR) in rural India,
focusing on four northern states—Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, and Jharkhand. It underscores the
complexity of women'’s workforce participation, shaped by financial necessity, migration patterns, and welfare
schemes.

Key findings highlight that financial need drives women’s workforce entry, with 96% of working women citing this
as their motivation. Employment patterns are often short-term, with 75% of workers engaged for less than six
months annually. Casual labor dominates, while unpaid agricultural work remains widespread, particularly among
women not engaged in paid jobs. Migration significantly impacts participation, with women in households with
migrant husbands more likely to work, while reverse migration during the pandemic shifted many women into
unpaid labor.

Welfare schemes like PM-KISAN and Jal Jeevan Mission have alleviated household pressures, but their impact on
sustainable economic empowerment remains uneven. Cash transfer utilisation varies by socio-economic strata,
reflecting the diverse priorities of rural households.

Future research could explore the long-term impacts of welfare schemes on women’s economic mobility, regional

disparities in participation, and strategies to transition women into stable, formal employment. Addressing these
gaps can help create inclusive, sustainable livelihoods for rural women.
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