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Abstract
Female labour force participation in India has been historically lower than that of males, with evidence of a long term decline. However, Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) data between 2017-18 and 2022-23 indicate a modest revival. Rural and urban FLFPR increased by 12.3 percent and 4.3 percent, respectively, at all India level. This study examines labour market dynamics through a twofold approach. First, a comparative analysis of sectoral employment between Kerala and India is undertaken using secondary data from the Periodic Labour Force Survey and Time Use Survey for the period 2017-18 to 2022-23. The analysis highlights structural shifts across primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors, situating Kerala’s employment trajectory within the national context. Second, a socio-economic assessment of women agricultural workers in Kerala is conducted, focusing on variables such as social group, education, and income levels. The study concluded that there is a reverse structural change in the female workforce to agriculture after 2019-20. It is probably distress-driven. In other words, it can be argued that there is an increasing female labor force participation during the period of COVID in the agriculture sector. But they are not returning to other sectors in the post-COVID period. They were continuing in the low-paid agriculture sector. 
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Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk165372790][bookmark: _Hlk162555538]Agriculture remains the primary source of livelihood for women in developing countries, where they form a significant share of the workforce. According to the official statistics, National Sample Survey [NSS] of 2024-25, women make up 40.3% of total workforce in Indian economy. Majority of the female workforce (76.89) works in rural areas and 12.30% works in urban sector. However, they were underestimated in official data due to difficulties in measuring family farm employment, as they are not paid as hired labor and their work is often viewed as part of household duties.  Despite their large presence in agriculture, they are continue to be over looked and underrecognized for their work. A large number of women have remained as “invisible workers”.  Their underrepresentation points to structural prejudices and obstacles to their involvement (Ghosh and Ghosh,2014;Kumar and Prasanna,2025). 
In the Indian context, a mixed trend of women’s participation in agriculture is can be observed. “After a phase of jobless growth during the 1990s, there was a turnaround in the employment growth in rural India during 2004-05. Abraham (2009) stated it as a “distress-driven employment” or “earnings capacity poor” driven employment. “Irrespective of the income class, the crisis in the agrarian sector has pushed the participation of females into the workforce” (Abraham, 2009). Male out migration has been one of the reasons for the emergence of women into farming (Arun, S,2012). Continued shift of male workforce towards non-agricultural and feminization of agriculture is evident in the 90s. At the same time, they were paid less. While non-agriculture strengthens the base of rural livelihood, it also increases the degree of income inequality (Unni,1996). Social conventions, child care and domestic duties, limited access to education; land ownership and financial resources are the major constraints faced by women farmers in India. In the case of land, women who own land may still lack control over it (Kabeer, 2007;Arun,2015). “Reducing the productivity gap between male and female by helping women overcome production constraints, would increase agricultural output” (Agarwal,2011).
While exploring the pattern of the Female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR), from 2004-05 to 2017-18, there was a declining trend. FLFPR declined by 8 per cent and 7 per cent during 2004-05 to 2011-12 and 2011-12 to 2017-18 respectively. Employment Unemployment Survey, and PLFS show Covid and post Covid periods (2019-20 to 2022-23) shows a slightly increasing pattern of FLFPR by 6.5 per cent in rural and 1.7 per cent in urban India. This rise is attributed by increasing self-employment in rural and urban sectors while the share of workers engaged in regular employment and casual employment is declining. This paper deals with the question of whether it is distress driven growth. Several studies including Goldin (1994), Mammen and Paxson (2000), Fatima and Sultana (2009), Tansel (2002) and Chaudhary and Verick (2014) claim that the female labour force participation rate exhibits  a ‘‘U shaped”pattern. In this framework, women’s participation rate tend to be high in low income countries, decline as countries move into middle income categories, and rise again in high income economies. Mehrotra and Parida (2017) also highlight this trend , noting that countries with percapita GDP in the middles range often record the lowest levels of female labour force participation.  Both Micro and macro level factors play an important role in determining female labour force participation, such as age, level of education, household income, experience and expected market wage. The improved standard of living particularly in rural areas due to rising real wages (or income) could have both a positive and a negative impact on female LFPR ( Mehrotra et al., 2014). Abraham (2013) also states that upward social mobility in Indian patriarchal society in the wake of growing incomes is probably symbolized by women’s withdrawal from paid labour and their confinement to unpaid domestic activities.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Both demand and supply side factors affect the declining trend of LFPR. “From the demand side there is shrinking labour demand in agriculture (which is where women have been historically employed) due to growing mechanization and rising incomes, and on the supply, side increasing enrolment among young girls in primary and secondary education, which together were responsible for the sharp decline of female LFPR in India” (Mehrotra, 2016; Mehrotra & Sinha, 2017). 
Considering the social groups, from 2004-05 to 2011-12 the highest decline in FLFPR is accounted for Scheduled Tribes women, followed by Scheduled Caste and Other Backward Classes. Gender differences in workforce participation are lowest for Scheduled Tribes, followed by Scheduled Caste and highest for Muslims and upper caste categories. Other Backward Classes show more similarity with SC women than with upper caste or Muslims.  This decline cannot be fully explained by an improvement in their economic profiles, it is largely on account of a steep drop in rural areas, which suggests declining opportunities in agriculture (Neetha, 2013). 
This paper explores the gender dimensions of the changing nature of female households in Kerala and all India using the Periodic Labour Force Survey from 2016-2017 to 2022-23.  The determining factors such as sector, education, and household income are analyzed. 
Data & methodology
[bookmark: _Hlk165373384][bookmark: _Hlk165373436]The analysis and results in this paper are based on unit level data available from National Sample Surveys on Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS)  from 2015-16 to 2022-23. A comparative analysis of PLFS 2015-16 and PLFS 2022-23 data are used as the methodology to capture temporal changes and to differentiate the patterns observed at the  all India level from those specific to Kerala. In order to examine the status of women agricultural farmers in Kerala, three key socio economic variable were considered: Social group, education and income level. These variables were significantly influence women’s access to agricultural resources, participation in farming activities, and overall livelihood outcomes. The analysis is taken from both rural and urban workers usually employed, taking into account both principal and subsidiary statuses. A person’s activity level throughout the 365 days leading up to the survey date is referred to their usual principal activity status. It is defined as the activity status on which the person spends a comparatively longer amount of time during one year preceding the date of survey.   A person who have pursued some economic activity for a relatively shorter time (minor time)  during the 365 days preceding the date of survey is called Subsidiary economic activity status. Employment is defined based on principal-cum-subsidiary (usual) status. Based on the Usual status (PS+SS), households are grouped broadly into "farm households" and "non-farm households". The farm sector combines crop and animal production, hunting and related services activities; forestry and logging and fishing and aquaculture. The non-farm sector comprises sectors such as mining and quarrying; manufacturing; electricity, water, etc.; construction; trade, hotels, and restaurants; transport, communication, etc.; and other services. National Industrial Classification (NIC) 2008 Codes are used for the classifications.  


Result and Discussion
labour market dynamics: Kerala and all India level 2017-18 to 2022-23
[bookmark: _Hlk165376504]The following table analyses the labour market dynamics of Kerala and India during 2017-18 to 2022-23. The table highlights the changes in employment pattern, male and female labour force participation, and the structure of shifts taking place in the workforce over the five year period. 

Table 1: Percentage of Usually Working Persons by Industry of Work 

	
	[bookmark: _Hlk155640511]Year
	Sex
	Region
	Agriculture
	Mining & quarrying
	Manufacture
	Electricity
	Construction
	Trade, Hotel& restaurants
	Transport, Storage & communication
	Other services

	2015-16
	M
	India
	41.7
	0.4
	10.5
	0.7
	13
	14
	7
	2.6

	
	
	Kerala
	21.9
	0.4
	9.7
	0.5
	18.8
	18.8
	14.9
	3.8

	
	F

	India
	60.1
	0.2
	10.8
	0.3
	5.2
	5.9
	1.1
	1

	
	
	Kerala
	20.7
	0.1
	17.5
	0.5
	3.6
	10.8
	4.2
	5.1

	2021-22
	M

	India

	  38.08       
	0.41      
	11.75       
	0.72      
	15.57
	14.73
	7.53
	11.2


	
	
	Kerala
	 20.42        
	 0.22       
	 9.75
	 0.57      
	 23.61 
	18.10
	11.97
	15.34

	
	F
	India
	 62.87        
	 0.12      
	 11.16             
	 0.17       
	5.02 
	5.90
	1.16
	13.59

	
	
	Kerala
	29.39      
	0.0
	11.74       
	0.67      
	12.03  
	11.22
	2.95
	32.0

	2022-23
	M
	India
	37.11
	0.42
	11.55
	0.72
	17.27
	14.81
	7.42
	10.7

	
	
	Kerala
	21.05
	0.49
	10.74
	0.6
	21.89
	20.20
	10.93
	14.1

	
	F
	India
	64.25
	0.07
	11.14
	0.16
	3.98
	6.19
	1.18
	13.03

	
	
	Kerala
	38.58
	0.00
	11.21
	0.39
	3.52
	12.93
	2.85
	30.51


Source: author’s construction using PLFS 
*values in percentages
*working person is defined as  principal cum subsidiary status
* NIC 2008 is used

[bookmark: _Hlk165377619]Between 2017-18 to 2022-23 female worker participation in agriculture and allied sectors has risen at both national and state levels. Compared to the national average, Kerala has it smaller workforce in agriculture, while a large proportion is employed in service sector. we can see an increase in female worker participation in agriculture and allied sector for a quinquennial period during 2015-16 to 2021-22 in Kerala by 8.6 per cent and 9 per cent for a single period 2021-22 to 2022-23. 
[bookmark: _Hlk165378300]The percentage of women employed in the manufacturing sector has decreased to 1.32 percent nationwide and 2.5 percent in Kerala. In the construction sector also female work participation has been decreasing for both Kerala and All India by 7.9 and 1.05 percent. The service sector combines Trade, Hotels & restaurants, Transport, Storage & Communication and Other services. There is a decline of female workforce by 5 percent and  9 per cent in all India and Kerala over these periods. 
The higher participation of female workers in low wage agriculture and allied sectors other than service sector indicates distress driven employment growth. Because quality of employment is very low in these sector. In the previous periods from 2004-05 to 2015-16, the large number of women employed in Kerala are in education and public health, which was a positive indicator 
The increase in rural female participation rate in 2019-20, has been to some extent in agriculture, given the hike in National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) employment but is found in other non-agricultural (Economic review 2022).
Table 1 shows Percentage of Usually Working Persons by Industry of Work . The pattern of male employees work participation shows, a decline in agriculture and allied sectors at all India and state level during 2015-16 to 2022-23. Unlike the decline in India (4.6 per cent), it was only a small decline (0.85 per cent) in Kerala. The increase in the share of male worker participation in the manufacturing sector at all India and Kerala, is similar at 1 per cent. There is a rise in male workforce participation in the construction sector by 4 per cent and 3.2 per cent during 2015-16 and 2022-23 for all India and Kerala. Transport, Storage & communication shows almost same male workforce at all India during this period; whilst Kerala had a 4 percent fall. Male workers' involvement in other services increased by 10 per cent from 2015-16 to 2022-23, compared to 8 percent in India.
[bookmark: _Hlk165380027]Women agricultural workforce in Kerala
Women form a significant part of Kerala’s agricultural workforce, contributing extremely to faming and allied activities. Despite their crucial role socio economic conditions shaped by factors such as social group, educational attainments, and income levels remained uneven for them. Examining these dimensions provides a clearer understanding of inequalities, resource access and economic challenges faced by women farmers. The present section aims to analyses current status of women in Kerala’s agriculture using PLFS 2022-23 data. 

Sector wise classification of farm and non-farm activities
[bookmark: _Hlk165380152]The table indicates that although women's employment in agriculture and allied activities has increased recently, the majority of women's employment is in non-farm pursuits in both rural and urban areas.  
Table 2: Sector wise classification of farm and non-farm activities (%)

	[bookmark: RANGE!A2][bookmark: _Hlk210081149]Sector
	Rural
	 
	Urban
	 

	
	Male
	Female
	Male
	Female

	Farm
	28.3
	46.5
	12.1
	26.8

	Non-farm 
	71.6
	53.5
	87.9
	73.1


Source: author’s construction using PLFS 2022-23

The table indicates that although women's employment in agriculture and allied activities has increased recently, the majority of women's employment is in non-farm pursuits in both rural and urban areas. 
[bookmark: _Hlk210119723]The farm sector combines crop and animal production,hunting and reated services activities; forestry and logging and fishing and aquaculture.The non-farm sector comprises sectors such as mining and quarrying; manufacturing; electricity, water, etc.; construction; trade, hotels, and restaurants; transport, communication, etc.; and other services.  
 Self-employment in the agriculture sector often refers to cultivators, whereas agricultural laborers are the main category of casual labour. Therefore, working for yourself in the agricultural industry is a more privileged job. However, this is unclear in the non-farm sector. In the non-farm sector, self-employment has a more nuanced meaning and frequently refers to extremely small businesses that might barely be making ends meet. 
[bookmark: _Hlk210081410]

Table 3: FLFPR across status in employment (%)
	Employment status
	Farm
	Non-farm

	Self-employed
	61.25
	38.75

	Regular salaried/wage
	1.23
	98.77

	Casual wage labourer
	68.06
	31.94


Source: author’s construction using PLFS 2022-23
Table 3 shows employment categorization of Female worker participation. The bulk of female farm workers, as indicated by the table, are casual wage workers and self-employed. There are very few regular wage/salary women workers in agriculture.

Social group of workers in Farm sector
Table 3 shows employment categorization of Female worker participation. The bulk of female farm workers, as indicated by the table, are casual wage workers and self-employed. There are very few regular wage/salary women workers in agriculture.
Table 4 Social group of workers in Farm sector (%)

	Social group
	Male
	Female

	Scheduled Tribe
	30.3
	49.6

	Scheduled Caste
	19.9
	40.2

	Other Backward Class
	17.8
	39.5

	Others
	28.6
	35.2


Source: author’s construction using PLFS 2022-23

Table 4 shows the social group of female workers in the agriculture sector. We have mentioned that, considering the social groups, from 2004-05 to 2011-12 the highest decline in FLFPR is accounted for Scheduled Tribes women, followed by Scheduled Caste and Other Backward Classes (Neetha 2013). But during 2022-23, there is a reversed shift to agriculture by the female and majority of this women workers belong to Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribe communities.

Education of female workers in agriculture 
The U- -hypothesis is seen as the relationship between educational attainment and women’s FLFPR or between income and women’s LFPR in several studies (Goldin 1994; Mammen and Paxson 2000; Tansel 2002; Choudhary and Verick 2014). It illustrates how women with more education have a better chance of locating work and whilst higher home income frequently discourages women from entering labour market. LFPR initially decreases as educational attainment increases. But, over time highly educated women reenter the workforce. This forms a U shape, where the low and high levels of education have high FLFPR with a flat middle section for the moderately educated females (Chattopadhyay and Chowdhury,2022).





Figure 1:  Agricultural workers by education




Source: author’s construction using PLFS 2022-23

Figure 1 shows, the conventional U shape does not apply to agricultural activities. Because highly educated are turning to non-farm activities.  Even though we can see some highly educated individuals are going back to agriculture, there are very few persons who pursue technical education in agriculture. More women working in agriculture can be seen as illiterate. We can conclude that as higher education attains there is a tendency to adopt non-farm employment.  
Income distribution of female workers in agriculture
Table 5 shows the income distribution of the workers. Usual monthly consumption Expenditure is taken as the proxy for income. Income is grouped into five quintiles starting from lower income quintiles to higher income quintiles.
Table 5: Employment participation rate (usual +subsidiary status) by expenditure quintile (%) of Female Agricultural workforce

	
	Agriculture
	Mining & quarrying
	Manufacture
	Electricity
	Construction
	Trade, Hotel& restaurants
	Transport, Storage & communication
	Other services

	Poorest 
	50.43
	0.0
	11.02
	0.63
	5.92
	9.79
	0.61
	21.61

	Poor
	 44.85      
	0.0
	 11.07       
	 0.26     
	 4.44
	11.91
	4.33
	23.15

	Midddle
	40.64
	0.0
	13.98
	0.0
	2.18
	15.18
	4.56
	26.43

	Upper middle
	31.33
	0.0
	12.48
	0.93
	2.34
	14.71
	2.5
	35.71

	rich
	21.52
	0.0
	7.47
	0.13
	2.01
	13.92
	5.6
	49.36


Source: author’s construction using PLFS 

Data is classified into five income groups such as – poorest, poor, middle, upper middle and rich income categories. The lowest expenditure quintile group (poorest) depends more heavily on agriculture and allied sectors than higher quintile groups, and higher quintile groups depend largely on employment in the non-farm.  Subsequent to the agricultural sector, the largest number of people are employed in the services sector in the lower quintile group. People in the higher expenditure quintile also heavily depend on the service sector. 


Conclusion 
By analyzing the trends and patterns of female labourforce, it is argued that there is a reverse structural change in the female workforce to agriculture after 2019-20.  From during 2004-05 to 2015-16 FLFPR declined by 24.9. But we can see a sharp increase in female worker participation in agriculture and allied sector for a quinquennial period during 2015-16 to 2021-22 in Kerala by 8.6 per cent and 9 per cent for a single period 2021-22 to 2022-23. It is probably distress driven. In other words, it can be argued that there is an increasing female labourforce participation during the period of Covid to the agriculture sector. But they are not returning to other sectors in the post Covid period. They were continuing in the low paid agriculture sector. Although women shift into the agricultural sector, there is a large gender gap in wages in Kerala. The majority of women workers belong to scheduled castes and scheduled tribe communities. The majority of illiterate women are employed in the farm sector. It can be concluded that, as higher education attaining there is a tendency to adopt non-farm employment. The lowest expenditure quintile group depends more heavily on agriculture and allied sectors than higher quintile groups, and employment among the non-farm sector is higher among higher quintile groups. 
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Male	
Illiterate	Primary	Middle	Secondary	Higher Secondary	Diploma	Graduation and above	58.4	41.4	22.2	18.399999999999999	9.6	10	7.2	Female	
Illiterate	Primary	Middle	Secondary	Higher Secondary	Diploma	Graduation and above	75.88	55.04	53.63	35.44	34.64	22.74	9.86	




