


Understanding the impediments faced by farm women while participating in off-farm activities in the Cooch Behar district of West Bengal, India 

ABSTRACT
Women contribute immensely to both farm and non-farm activities, taking active roles in crop production, livestock management, ensuring household food security, and supporting overall family well-being. Yet, despite their vital involvement, they continue to face several barriers that limit their efficiency and keep their efforts underappreciated. This research was carried out across four villages in the Cooch Behar district of West Bengal, where 120 farm women were randomly selected as participants. The study aimed to identify and assess the various constraints these women face while engaging in off-farm activities. The study assessed four main types of constraints—external, socio-psychological, domestic, and personal—through sixteen indicators measured on a three-point severity scale. To analyse the data, the Friedman two-way ANOVA by ranks was applied, and the findings were further confirmed using both asymptotic and Monte Carlo significance testing at a 99% confidence level. The findings revealed that external constraints had the highest mean rank (3.16), followed by socio-psychological (2.46), domestic (2.44), and personal constraints (1.94). Key issues included working under unfavourable conditions, secondary status in decision-making, unavoidable social barriers to accessing extension services, poor economic conditions, lack of technical knowledge, and limited access to credit. The findings highlight the importance of focused interventions, including skill development initiatives, better rural infrastructure, gender-responsive extension services, the creation of women’s farmer producer organisations (FPOs), and supportive policies to boost women’s involvement in off-farm activities. Strengthening these areas can promote economic empowerment of farm women and contribute to sustainable rural development.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The involvement of women in both farm and non-farm sectors is crucial, as they form nearly 80% of the workforce in agriculture and livestock management (Banik et al., 2023). Their contributions go far beyond agriculture, as they play indispensable roles in ensuring household food security, child and elder care, and managing domestic chores. Despite these essential duties, farm women remain largely invisible, underpaid, and undervalued. According to Chayel et al. (2013), farm women make substantial contributions to agricultural production, participating in all stages of farming, from soil preparation to postharvest processing. Their daily tasks include sowing, weeding, watering, animal husbandry, food processing, harvesting, and threshing. Furthermore, these women often take up wage labour in both agricultural and non-agricultural sectors to ensure the economic stability and food security of their families.
[bookmark: _GoBack]However, the challenges faced by farm women are compounded by their dual workload in both the farm and the home. In addition to performing strenuous agricultural tasks, they are responsible for household chores, childcare, and the care of elderly family members. These responsibilities can be overwhelming, and despite their significant contributions, farm women often do not receive the recognition or support they deserve. Farm women face multiple barriers in both agricultural and non-agricultural settings, where their contributions often remain undervalued and unrecognised (Guha et al., 2025; Das et al., 2021). Social, cultural, and economic constraints contribute significantly to the marginalisation of women in rural communities. In many rural areas, decision-making power in households and farms is predominantly held by men, restricting women’s ability to influence agricultural practices or even household matters. This power imbalance further limits their capacity to take active roles in shaping farming decisions or accessing relevant resources, such as agricultural extension services. As highlighted by Hassan et al. (2019), gendered norms in society often prevent women from fully participating in or benefiting from these services, which restricts their potential in agricultural development.
Economically, farm women face numerous hurdles that diminish their financial independence and ability to improve farming practices. They grapple with low income, limited access to credit, and insufficient infrastructure, such as poor transportation networks, lack of market access, and unreliable electricity supply (Tiwari & Singh, 2021). These systemic issues hinder farm women’s ability to modernise agricultural methods or even explore new economic opportunities. Moreover, poor communication infrastructure and limited access to technological training further isolate them from modern agricultural innovations, which are essential for increasing farm productivity. Thakur et al. (2020) note that the absence of training and exposure to technological advancements further limits their potential to enhance productivity.
Additionally, physical and social factors such as inadequate education, advanced age, and health problems make farming particularly challenging for women, especially in rural areas. These factors, compounded by the demanding nature of agricultural work and household responsibilities, place additional physical strain on women, decreasing their productivity and overall well-being (Das & Yadav, 2018). The physical toll of managing both farm and domestic duties can lead to exhaustion, which, in turn, reduces their efficiency and capability. The lack of recognition for the contributions of farm women, coupled with insufficient rewards for their labour, perpetuates a cycle of underdevelopment. This undermines their potential and limits the overall advancement of agriculture. Despite their significant role, the failure to recognise and support farm women’s labour keeps them trapped in a cycle of poverty and underachievement. This research aims to highlight the various constraints faced by farm women in both farm and off-farm activities, providing a comprehensive understanding of how these challenges affect their empowerment and productivity.
Ultimately, the study seeks to inform policy initiatives that advocate for gender equality and empower farm women to take more active roles in agricultural development and household welfare. By addressing these constraints, policies can help unlock the untapped potential of farm women, leading to more sustainable agricultural practices and better overall economic conditions in rural areas.
3. Materials and Methods
This research was conducted in the Cooch Behar district of West Bengal, where participants were randomly selected from four villages: Maheshbathan, Gopalpur, Chandamari, and Patpisu. A total of thirty farm women were chosen from each of these villages. The study employed an ex-post facto research design to explore the key challenges faced by these women, categorised into four main areas: socio-psychological, personal, domestic, and external constraints. To assess these challenges, sixteen representative statements were compiled across these categories and evaluated using a three-point severity scale— “most severe,” “severe,” and “least severe”—with assigned weights of 3, 2, and 1, respectively. These constraints were initially identified through a pilot survey conducted in the region, coupled with an extensive review of relevant literature.
To identify the most significant barriers, the study employed the Friedman two-way ANOVA by ranks test, which was executed using SPSS software. This test allowed for a comparative analysis of variations across the identified conditions. By applying this statistical method, the study sought to pinpoint the most critical constraint among the four categories of challenges faced by farm women in the Cooch Behar district.

Where,
N = total number of subjects, respondents, or groups considered in the study
n = number of treatments or the broad categories of constraints
ΣR₁² = The sum of the squared row rank totals for each row.
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1 External Constraints Faced by Farm Women
The analysis of the constraints faced by farm women in the Cooch Behar district of West Bengal reveals that external factors are the most significant barriers impacting their daily lives and livelihoods, as reflected by a Friedman mean rank of 3.16. This score indicates that the challenges stemming from external factors hold the greatest weight in determining the difficulties these women experience. The data is further elaborated in Table 1, which categorizes the five primary sub-constraints according to their severity. The most pressing issue faced by farm women is "working under unfavorable conditions," with the highest mean score of 2.1667. This factor includes harsh weather conditions, inadequate safety measures, and physically strenuous tasks, all of which are commonplace in the daily routines of farm women. Such unfavorable working conditions not only reduce their productivity but also elevate the risk of health problems. These health issues often act as significant impediments to their full participation in agricultural production. Studies by Saha and Das (2019) highlight similar concerns, where poor working conditions were noted as one of the primary reasons for the underutilization of farm women’s potential in agricultural activities. The adverse effects of climate change and the physically demanding nature of agriculture can severely restrict women’s ability to work effectively, which directly correlates with reduced economic outcomes for rural households. 
The second most significant constraint identified is "poor economic conditions," which holds a mean score of 2.0500. This reflects the unstable and limited financial resources within farm households, which are compounded by inconsistent incomes. Farm women, who often lack financial independence, face severe challenges in managing the day-to-day expenses of their families. The financial vulnerability of farm households exacerbates their struggle to cope with seasonal economic fluctuations and makes it difficult to recover from unexpected financial shocks. As noted by Banik et al. (2023), financial instability, particularly among women in agriculture, significantly limits their ability to improve their economic conditions and participate fully in income-generating activities. Without reliable financial resources, women are often caught in a cycle of poverty, struggling to break free despite their significant contributions to the farm and non-farm sectors. 
The third major issue impacting farm women is "poor communication network," with a mean score of 1.9250. This score highlights the severe digital and informational divide in rural areas. A lack of reliable communication infrastructure severely limits the ability of farm women to access vital market information, government support programs, and expert agricultural advice. According to Thakur et al. (2020), rural areas, especially in the absence of modern infrastructure, often experience a disconnect from the rapidly advancing technological tools that could significantly improve farming practices and access to information. The inability to stay informed about market trends or benefit from governmental support mechanisms further hampers their productivity, making them vulnerable to economic instability. Closely following are "poor access to credit facilities" and "lack of infrastructure," with mean scores of 1.9247 and 1.8833, respectively. These constraints reflect the limited access farm women have to financial services, which restricts their ability to invest in advanced tools, modern technologies, or better farming practices. This lack of financial support is a fundamental barrier to improving agricultural output and ensuring long-term sustainability. As identified by Pradhan and Kiran (2020), farm women are often excluded from credit schemes, which further marginalizes their economic empowerment. Similarly, the absence of infrastructure—such as roads, storage facilities, and transportation—creates significant barriers to accessing markets and distributing goods. Poor infrastructure means that even when farm women produce goods, they struggle to sell them at fair prices due to logistical challenges. 
In conclusion, external factors such as poor working conditions, unstable finances, limited access to credit, and inadequate infrastructure significantly hinder farm women’s productivity and empowerment in the Cooch Behar district. Improving these areas—especially work conditions, financial stability, communication, and infrastructure—can greatly enhance their livelihoods. Kumar and Sharma (2019) highlight the importance of addressing these external constraints, suggesting that such interventions will not only uplift farm women but also promote rural development and gender equality.
3.2 Socio-psychological constraints faced by farm women	
The Friedman two-way ANOVA by ranks test, when applied to the socio-psychological constraints, showed a mean rank of 2.46, placing it as the second most prominent factor among the four major categories. Within this category, the most significant sub-constraint was identified as the secondary role that farm women often play in decision-making processes (mean score: 2.0083). This was followed closely by the social barriers they face in accessing information from extension workers, with a mean score of 1.9833. Other critical issues identified were the perception that being a woman makes it harder to perform many tasks (mean score: 1.9800), the influence of a male-dominated society (mean score: 1.9500), and, lastly, illiteracy (mean score: 1.2417).
Despite their substantial contributions to agricultural labour, farm women are frequently relegated to a secondary role in both household and farm-level decision-making. They remain largely excluded from key areas such as market transactions, purchasing inputs, and making investments in the farm. This exclusion stems from deeply ingrained socio-cultural norms that hinder their full participation. The socio-psychological barriers, such as the difficulty in accessing information from male extension workers, reflect these entrenched norms. Women often face mobility restrictions and face challenges when attempting to engage with male professionals in rural settings. These barriers prevent them from gaining access to essential agricultural knowledge and training.
Interestingly, illiteracy, while still a barrier, was ranked lower compared to the other socio-psychological constraints. It seems that women in the research area have developed a resilience and adapted through experiential knowledge, compensating for their lack of formal schooling. This adaptive capacity enables them to continue contributing to agricultural activities despite challenges in accessing written or digital information. The relatively low ranking of illiteracy as a critical constraint suggests that, while formal education is important, practical knowledge and experience have allowed these women to navigate their roles effectively in rural agricultural settings.
3.3 Domestic hindrances faced by farm women
The results from the Friedman two-way ANOVA by rank test for domestic hindrances show that taking care of small children is the most significant obstacle, with a mean rank of 2.44. Following this, the responsibility of caring for elderly parents has a mean rank of 2.1250, while the "lack of time due to domestic work pressure" ranks the lowest at 1.3667.The high rank for childcare duties underscores the immense responsibility women bear in caring for young children, a task that demands constant attention and severely limits their ability to engage in farm and off-farm activities. This ongoing commitment to children creates a significant barrier, as it restricts the time and flexibility required for other economic activities.
The second-ranked responsibility—caring for elderly parents—reveals a common situation in rural households, where women often shoulder the task of caring for aging family members. This multigenerational caregiving duty further reduces their mobility and the ability to manage other tasks effectively, thereby adding to their burden. Interestingly, the "lack of time due to domestic work" was rated as the least severe of the domestic obstacles. This suggests that while domestic chores remain constant, they are often regarded as a routine part of daily life, rather than an extraordinary challenge. In comparison to the care of dependent family members, the impact of domestic work pressures may be perceived as more manageable or less overwhelming.
3.4 Personal constraints faced by farm women
The results of the Friedman two-way ANOVA by ranks test for personal constraints revealed a mean rank of 1.94, indicating variability in how farm women perceived the severity of their personal challenges. Among the factors analyzed, the most pressing issue was a lack of technical knowledge, which received the highest mean score of 2.1250. Followed by health problems (mean score = 1.6167) and concerns related to old age (mean score = 1.3667).The finding that the lack of technical knowledge was perceived as the most severe constraint highlights a significant gap in the training and access to modern farming techniques. This lack of exposure limits farm women's ability to improve their productivity and adopt innovative practices, thus impeding their growth in the agricultural sector.
The statistical analysis, shown in Table 5, yielded a significance value of 0.000 (p < 0.01) with a chi-square statistic of 60.4003 and 3 degrees of freedom, which strongly supports the existence of significant differences among the four types of constraints that farm women face. Additionally, the Monte Carlo test, validated at the 99% confidence level, confirmed the reliability of these results.
These findings are consistent with previous research, including studies by Girade et al. (2012), who also emphasised the challenges faced by women in agriculture, particularly in terms of technical knowledge and health-related issues.
Table 1. Response of farm women on the severity of external factors influencing their participation in off-farm activities (n = 120)
	External factors (Friedman’s mean rank 3.16)
	Response of Farm Women

	
	Most Severe
	Severe
	Least severe
	Mean Score
	Overall Rank

	Working under unfavourable conditions
	30(25.0%)
	80(66.7%)
	10(8.3%)
	2.1667
	1st   

	Poor economic conditions
	22(18.3%)
	82(68.3%)
	16(13.3%)
	2.0500
	2nd 

	Poor communication network
	13(10.8%)
	85(70.8%)
	22(18.3%)
	1.9250
	3rd  

	[bookmark: _Hlk206161279]Poor access to credit facilities
	10(8.3%)
	91(75.8%)
	19(15.8%)
	1.9247
	4th 

	Lack of Infrastructure (Power supply, Market etc)
	5(4.2%)
	96(80.0%)
	19(15.8%)
	1.8833
	5th 



Table 2. Response of farm women on the severity of socio-psychological factors affecting their participation in off-farm activities (n = 120)
	Socio-Pyschological Factors (Friedman mean rank 2.46)
	Response of Farm Women


	
	Most Severe
	Severe
	Least severe
	Mean Score
	Overall Rank

	Unavoidable social barriers in accessing information from extension workers
	1(0.8%)
	116(96.7%)
	3(2.5%)
	1.9833
	2nd  

	Being women its difficult to perform many of the work
	3(2.5%)
	116(96.7%)
	1(0.8%)
	1.9800
	3rd 

	[bookmark: _Hlk206173619]Secondary status in decision making
	119(99.2%)
	1(0.8%)
	0
	2.0083
	1st  

	Male dominated society
	9(7.5%)
	96(80%)
	15(12.5%)
	1.9500
	4th  

	Illiteracy
	11(9.2%)
	7(5.8%)
	102(85%)
	[bookmark: _Hlk206251226]1.2417
	5th  



Table 3. Response of farm women on the severity of domestic hindrance factors affecting their participation in off-farm activities (n = 120)
	[bookmark: _Hlk205989882]Domestic hindrances (Friedman mean rank 2.44)
	RESPONSE OF FARM WOMEN

	
	Most Severe
	Severe
	Least severe
	Mean Score
	Overall Rank

	Small children need to take care
	7(5.8%)
	58(48.3%)
	55(45.8%)
	2.2667
	1st   

	Caring for elderly parents
	7(5.8%)
	53(44.2%)
	60(50.0%)
	1.6000
	2nd 

	Lack of time due to the pressure of domestic work
	42(35.0%)
	68(56.7%)
	10(8.3%)
	1.5583
	3rd  



Table 4: Response of farm women on the severity of personal factors influencing their participation in off-farm activities (n = 120)
	[bookmark: _Hlk205988935]Personal Problems (Friedman mean rank 1.94)
	Response of farm women

	
	Most Severe
	Severe
	Least severe
	Mean Score
	Overall Rank

	Lack of technical knowledge
	28(23.3%)
	79(65.8%)
	13(10.8%)
	2.1250
	1st   

	Health problem
	9(7.5%)
	56(46.7%)
	55(45.8%)
	1.6167
	2nd 

	Old age
	6(5.0%)
	32(26.7%)
	82(68.3%)
	1.3667
	3rd  



Table 5:  Test statistics of the Friedman Test
	
	
	n=120

	Chi-Square
	
	60.403

	Df
	
	3

	Asymp. Sig.
	
	.000

	Monte Carlo Sig.
	Sig.
	.000

	99% Confidence Interval
	Lower bound
	.000

	
	Upper bound
	.000



4.  CONCLUSION
The study identified external and socio-psychological constraints as the primary barriers to farm women's participation in off-farm activities. These challenges include limited decision-making power, restricted access to extension services, poor working conditions, and lack of technical knowledge. To overcome these obstacles, targeted interventions such as skill-building programs, better infrastructure, gender-sensitive support services, and the promotion of Women Farmer Producer Organizations (WFPOs) are essential. These measures can enhance women’s economic independence and foster more inclusive rural development.
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