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Abstract:  Females constitute a critical segment of Bhutan’s working-age population, and their participation is essential for inclusive and sustainable economic growth.  Studies show that economic growth may be accelerated by bringing women into the labour force. Thus, policies stimulating women's employment must be implemented. This study explores women’s participation in Bhutan’s labour market over the past decade, spanning from 2014 to 2024, a period marked by significant social and economic transformation. The research analyses trends in female labour force participation, employment types, and sectoral distribution to understand how women’s roles in the economy have evolved. It further examines variations in labour market participation across different age cohorts—youth, prime-age, and older women. The trends highlight both the resilience and vulnerability of Bhutanese women in the changing labour landscape. While progress in education and policy support has opened new opportunities, structural barriers, such as occupational segregation, unequal access to higher-paying jobs, and social expectations around caregiving continue to influence the pace and quality of women’s economic participation. The study also investigates the relationship between educational attainment and women’s employment outcomes, highlighting how education influences access to formal employment and higher-paying occupations. The findings aim to provide evidence-based insights to inform interventions for promoting gender-responsive economic growth and labour market strategies.
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INTRODUCTION
Over the past decade, Bhutan has undergone significant social and economic transformation, driven by policies aimed at modernizing its economy, expanding access to education, and promoting gender equality. As the country transitions from a predominantly agrarian economy toward one increasingly characterized by growth in the service and industrial sectors, the nature and extent of these changes have had a profound impact on women’s economic engagement and participation in the labour market. Bhutan’s current development plans emphasize generating employment opportunities with quality jobs, strengthening the business and private sector ecosystem, and enhancing access to education and lifelong learning. For women, the expansion of specific sectors and skills enhancement through technical and vocational education and training, as well as lifelong learning, is prioritized to improve economic participation and employment prospects. (RGOB, 2024).
The Rapid Investment in Selected Enterprises (RISE) Program was a flagship initiative in the 11th FYP implemented from 2013 to 2018, aimed at accelerating economic growth and strengthening self-reliance. The priority sectors included tourism, agro-processing, construction, small and cottage industries, manufacturing and mining. Strategies were drawn out to support these sectors by improving infrastructure, simplifying regulations, expanding access to finance, strengthening value chains and addressing bottlenecks (RGoB, 2013). Further, in the 12th FYP implemented from 2018 to 2023, these sectors were supported in achieving macroeconomic stability and accelerating economic diversification to ensure a sustainable transition away from least developed country status (RGoB, 2018). The 11th and 12th FYP have direct implications on the labour market outcomes in the timeframe highlighted in this research paper. 
This research focuses primarily on the female working population, with particular attention to women participating in the labour force. Within this scope, the analysis examines the characteristics, employment patterns, and sectoral distribution of women who are economically active. At the same time, it also explores the situation of women who are outside the labour force, analyzing their demographic, educational, and social profiles to understand the factors influencing non-participation. This dual perspective provides a holistic understanding of women’s economic roles in Bhutan—highlighting both the progress made and the persistent barriers that shape their labour market outcomes.
Females constitute a critical segment of Bhutan’s working-age population, and their participation is essential for inclusive and sustainable economic growth.  Studies show that economic growth may be accelerated by bringing women into the labour force. Thus, policies stimulating women's employment must be implemented (Erdem et al., 2016). Evidence from global and regional studies consistently emphasizes that economies with higher female labour force participation tend to experience faster productivity growth and more equitable income distribution. Moreover, research indicates that gender equality is crucial for a country’s economic growth and should be regarded as a key policy priority. Initiatives that ensure equal opportunities for women, such as enhancing legal rights, access to healthcare, education, financial services, and technology, are not only matters of fairness and human rights but also effective strategies for strengthening overall economic performance. (Bertay et al., 2020)
In Bhutan, as indicated in Table 01, the female labour force participation rate remains higher than the global average of 51.13 percent (The Global Economy, 2024), indicating a relatively strong presence of women in the workforce compared to many other countries. The labour force participation rate is much higher for those at prime and older ages, as indicated in Table 02. However, while the female labour force participation rate followed an upward trend in earlier years, peaking at 65.3 percent in 2021, it dropped sharply to 53.5 percent by 2024, marking a significant decline of nearly 12 percentage points in just three years. This decline may reflect the lingering effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, economic restructuring, and shifting employment patterns across sectors.
Correspondingly, the female unemployment rate rose during the pandemic, as women were disproportionately affected by job losses in sectors such as hospitality, retail, and education, industries where female employment is typically concentrated. Due to social distancing measures, such sectors led to greater employment losses for females, exacerbated by child care responsibilities impacting working mothers (Alon et al, 2020). Compared to men, the pandemic saw more women losing employment and disruptions to work due to increased care responsibilities (ILO, 2021 & Carli, 2020). Although this rate has stabilized over the last two years, recovery remains uneven.
Overall, the trends highlight both the resilience and vulnerability of Bhutanese women in the changing labour landscape. While progress in education and policy support has opened new opportunities, structural barriers, such as occupational segregation, unequal access to higher-paying jobs, and social expectations around caregiving continue to influence the pace and quality of women’s economic participation.
This research seeks to explore women’s participation in Bhutan’s labour market from 2014 to 2024, and examine the factors that have influenced these changes. The objective of this research is to: analyze trends in women’s labour market participation in Bhutan between 2014 and 2024, including labour force participation rates, employment types, and sectoral distribution; examine differences in labour market participation across age cohorts (youth, prime-age, and older women) over the study period; assess the relationship between educational attainment and women’s employment outcomes within each age group; and evaluate the extent to which labour market transitions among women reflect progress toward gender equality and inclusive economic participation.
Table 01: Female working age proportion, labour force participation rate, and employment rate from 2014 to 2024 
     	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Proportion of Female working-age population to men	52.0%	52.7%	52.4%	52.2%	51.4%	51.1%	52.1%	51.3%	51.9%	47.6%	47.6%
Female Labour Force Participation Rate	54.8%	55.9%	53.6%	59.9%	55.5%	61.2%	63.5%	65.3%	53.5%	56.8%	53.5%
Female Unemployment Rate	3.5%	3.1%	2.3%	3.6%	4.2%	3.3%	6.0%	6.1%	7.9%	4.5%	4.2%

Table 02: Female working age proportion, labour force participation rate, and employment rate by age cohort from 2014 to 2024 
Female Working age population (proportion %)	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Youth (15-24)	29.0%	27.9%	27.5%	29.4%	27.0%	26.1%	25.8%	25.4%	23.5%	26.3%	25.8%
Prime (25-54)	61.0%	59.9%	62.6%	62.2%	62.1%	62.8%	64.0%	63.9%	65.8%	63.9%	64.3%
Older (55-64)	10.1%	12.1%	9.9%	8.4%	11.0%	11.1%	10.2%	10.8%	10.7%	9.8%	9.9%
Female Labour Force Participation Rate	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Youth (15-24)	28.4%	31.0%	29.1%	35.1%	24.8%	27.2%	28.3%	28.3%	28.2%	31.3%	29.0%
Prime (25-54)	70.3%	75.4%	70.0%	74.8%	72.1%	78.0%	81.3%	83.4%	67.1%	71.9%	67.8%
Older (55-64)	65.8%	41.8%	56.6%	69.6%	65.4%	72.4%	74.3%	76.4%	57.5%	56.9%	52.9%
Female Unemployment Rate	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Youth (15-24)	10.0%	12.7%	11.0%	13.2%	16.1%	13.8%	25.4%	24.6%	32.8%	18.3%	21.8%
Prime (25-54)	3.0%	1.8%	1.1%	2.1%	3.3%	2.5%	4.5%	4.9%	5.7%	2.8%	1.9%
Older (55-64)	0.1%	0.2%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.8%	0.9%	0.0%	0.4%


RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This study is based on secondary data obtained from the Bhutan Labour Force Survey (LFS), conducted by the National Statistical Bureau (NSB), annually till 2022 and on a quarterly basis from 2023. The data used for 2023 and 2024 represents the Quarter 4 data for each year. The LFS is the country’s primary source of labour market information and is designed to provide nationally representative estimates of employment, unemployment, and labour force participation. It follows internationally recognized guidelines, including definitions and classifications recommended by the International Labour Organization (ILO), ensuring comparability across years and with international standards.
For this research, LFS data spanning the years 2014 to 2024 were utilized to generate all findings. The survey employs a stratified random sampling design, covering both urban and rural areas across all Dzongkhags (districts). Data is collected through structured household interviews, capturing demographic characteristics, educational attainment, employment status, occupation, industry, and other labour market indicators.
The study extracted and compiled relevant variables from each year’s dataset to analyze trends and transitions in women’s labour market participation. The sample was disaggregated into three age cohorts: youth (15–24 years), prime-age (25–54 years), and older women (55 years and above), to explore age-specific patterns. Educational attainment and area background were also examined as key variables to assess their relationship with employment and wage outcomes.
Data analysis involved both descriptive and inferential statistical methods. Descriptive analysis, including numbers, percentages, and rates, was used to identify trends over time. Cross-tabulations were performed to compare participation rates and employment characteristics across age and education groups. Where relevant, statistical tests were conducted, and p-values were used to assess the statistical significance of the regression results.
The use of the LFS offers several advantages for this research. It provides a large, nationally representative sample covering both urban and rural populations across all Dzongkhags, with a stratified random sampling design that captures variations across regions, age groups, and socio-economic backgrounds. Its consistent data collection methods, including standardized questionnaires, internationally recognized definitions, and uniform field procedures, ensure reliable longitudinal analysis by minimizing measurement bias and allowing observed changes to be attributed to actual labour market dynamics. The dataset contains detailed variables on sex, age, employment status, occupation, industry, primary wage, and educational attainment, enabling a multi-dimensional examination of women’s participation and disaggregation by age cohort and education level. Moreover, the availability of annual data from 2014 to 2024 facilitates robust trend analysis over a decade, capturing both gradual structural shifts and short-term fluctuations arising from economic shocks, policy changes, or societal transformations, thereby strengthening the study’s ability to identify underlying patterns and influencing factors.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Result and Discussion 
1. The growth of the service sector has a positive impact on female employment 
As highlighted in Table 03, while the agriculture sector continues to be the main sector for employment, with almost half of the female workforce engaged in it, the rapid growth of the service sector has played a pivotal role in generating employment opportunities for young women entering the labour market. Over the past decade, there has been a significant structural shift in female employment patterns. The proportion of female youth employed in the agriculture sector declined sharply from 61.8 percent in 2014 to just 6.6 percent in 2022, reflecting a major transition from traditional, subsistence-based work to more diversified forms of employment. Correspondingly, there has been a notable increase in female participation in the service and industry sectors, driven by expanding opportunities in areas such as education, healthcare, retail, hospitality, and manufacturing. As economies grow, structural change usually involves a move from agriculture to industry and services. Because agricultural work is often informal and unpaid, this shift allows more women to enter formal, paid jobs (Mishra et al.,2024). The expansion of the service sector has not only absorbed a larger share of the female workforce but has also created more stable and higher-value employment opportunities for educated women entering the labour market and for those in their prime working age. The sector also generates more than two-thirds of global GDP, contributing highly to a country’s economic development and offering more opportunities for women to participate in the workforce (Elliot, 2024). This trend indicates a positive shift towards modernization and gender inclusion in the labour market, although continued efforts are needed to ensure equitable access, skill development, and career advancement for women in these emerging fields. According to a World Bank and WTO report, women’s employment in the service sector increased from 44 percent in 2000 to 59 percent in 2021, surpassing men’s 45%, with particularly strong gains in middle-income countries. The sector provides substantial opportunities for women and young people, especially in remote and entrepreneurial work, although challenges such as informal employment and persistent gender gaps remain. Tourism, in particular, is identified as a key avenue for women’s economic empowerment (Siampani, 2024).
Women’s participation in the workforce was significantly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic in 2019. The economic disruptions caused by the pandemic led to widespread job losses, particularly in the agriculture and industry sectors, where many women were employed. By 2022, the service sector emerged as a key source of employment recovery, absorbing a large proportion of those, especially young women, who had lost their jobs during the crisis. This shift highlights the service sector’s resilience and its capacity to provide flexible employment opportunities during times of economic uncertainty.
By 2023, the economy showed clear signs of recovery, with women gradually re-entering the agriculture and industry sectors as economic activities resumed and demand rebounded. Employment patterns also began returning to pre-pandemic levels, with the service sector stabilizing and reflecting a more balanced distribution of female employment across all sectors. This post-pandemic recovery underscores the adaptability of the female workforce and the importance of diversified sectoral opportunities in sustaining women’s employment resilience.
Table 03: Female workforce in key sectors (%) by age cohort from 2014 to 2024 
Female Youth Workforce	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Agriculture (primary)	61.8%	63.5%	57.7%	44.4%	47.0%	43.3%	38.6%	39.7%	6.6%	35.0%	38.5%
Industry (secondary)	10.8%	8.8%	8.5%	13.7%	17.8%	18.5%	17.0%	18.3%	4.1%	15.8%	18.5%
Service (tertiary)	27.4%	27.7%	33.8%	41.9%	35.1%	38.1%	44.5%	42.0%	89.3%	49.3%	43.1%
Female Prime Workforce	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Agriculture (primary)	49.7%	51.9%	53.1%	47.1%	47.5%	44.7%	43.4%	42.4%	28.1%	38.6%	38.2%
Industry (secondary)	11.0%	9.8%	9.0%	12.9%	12.4%	15.4%	14.9%	15.7%	11.4%	14.9%	17.0%
Service (tertiary)	39.3%	38.2%	37.9%	40.1%	40.1%	39.9%	41.6%	41.9%	60.4%	46.5%	44.8%
Female Older Workforce	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Agriculture (primary)	78.5%	79.8%	75.6%	78.0%	80.2%	77.0%	77.9%	74.7%	51.0%	69.1%	76.0%
Industry (secondary)	5.6%	3.4%	7.5%	5.9%	5.4%	7.2%	7.4%	7.6%	4.6%	6.5%	7.1%
Service (tertiary)	15.9%	16.8%	16.8%	16.1%	14.3%	15.8%	14.8%	17.7%	44.4%	24.4%	17.0%


2. Private sector development is critical for job creation for women 
Private businesses have long been one of the key enterprises of employment for the female workforce. Over the past decade, the proportion of women engaged in private businesses has increased significantly, by nearly 10 percent, reflecting women’s growing participation in entrepreneurship and private-sector employment. This upward trend demonstrates not only the diversification of women’s economic roles but also their increasing confidence and capability in contributing to business growth and innovation. Development of the private sector plays a key role in strengthening the business environment and generating employment, providing women with greater opportunities to engage in formal, paid work (World Bank, 2024). 
As highlighted in Table 06, besides a large proportion engaged in agriculture, the key economic sectors generating employment for the female workforce include Wholesale and Retail Trade; Accommodation and Food Service Activities; Health and Social Work Activities; and Education. These sectors collectively account for a significant share of women’s employment, reflecting both traditional and emerging areas of economic participation.
The concentration of female employment in these sectors can be attributed to their relatively high demand for service-oriented and interpersonal skills, as well as the growing accessibility of job opportunities that align with women’s diverse roles and responsibilities. Moreover, these sectors have contributed positively to the rise in female employment across various occupational categories, such as managers, professionals, service and sales workers, and craft and related workers, as illustrated in Table 05. This trend reflects women’s increasing representation not only in traditional service roles but also in more skilled and managerial positions, indicating gradual progress toward a more gender-inclusive labour market.
The rise in female participation within private businesses can be attributed to several factors, including improved access to education and skills training, enabling policies promoting women’s economic empowerment, and the expansion of service-oriented industries that offer more inclusive employment opportunities. This shift signals a positive transformation in the labour market, where women are progressively moving beyond traditional roles and establishing a stronger presence in the formal and entrepreneurial sectors.
The Gender, Private Sector Development and Entrepreneurship brief notes that micro, small, and medium enterprises account for about 90 percent of total employment, making private-sector expansion a key pathway for women to access paid work and economic empowerment. The brief also argues that women’s participation in the private sector, as workers or entrepreneurs, can strengthen their independence and decision-making power. However, this potential is not automatically realized, as women often face barriers such as limited access to finance, informality, legal restrictions, and discriminatory social norms. Therefore, private-sector development must be accompanied by gender-responsive policies to ensure women benefit fully (International Training Centre of the ILO, n.d.).
Table 04: Female workforce in key enterprises (%) from 2014 to 2024 
Enterprises	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Government	7.4%	7.5%	7.6%	8.4%	8.4%	8.9%	10.2%	11.4%	13.0%	10.0%	11.7%
Public/Govt. Companies	2.3%	2.3%	2.5%	2.9%	2.7%	2.6%	2.4%	3.1%	4.2%	3.2%	3.2%
Private Companies	5.9%	3.0%	1.2%	3.6%	3.1%	3.2%	2.3%	1.5%	1.7%	2.1%	2.0%
Armed Forces	0.4%	0.3%	0.4%	0.4%	0.3%	0.3%	0.3%	0.4%	0.6%	0.4%	0.4%
Agri. Farming	66.2%	65.7%	67.4%	59.3%	63.2%	61.7%	58.9%	57.7%	53.0%	52.2%	55.0%
Private Business	17.6%	21.1%	20.5%	24.9%	21.9%	22.6%	25.6%	25.3%	27.0%	31.7%	27.4%
NGO/INGO/CSO	0.2%	0.1%	0.3%	0.4%	0.4%	0.6%	0.3%	0.8%	0.4%	0.3%	0.3%

Table 05: Female workforce in major occupation category (%) from 2014 to 2024 
Major occupation category	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Legislators, Senior Officials and Managers	0.9%	0.8%	1.7%	2.6%	1.9%	2.9%	2.8%	3.3%	4.7%	12.5%	12.6%
Professionals	6.9%	6.2%	5.3%	5.7%	4.9%	6.4%	5.0%	5.2%	7.9%	6.3%	6.7%
Technicians and Associate Professionals	2.2%	2.5%	2.4%	3.3%	3.3%	2.9%	3.3%	3.4%	3.8%	2.3%	4.1%
Clerical Support Workers	2.8%	2.3%	1.9%	3.1%	2.3%	2.5%	2.8%	2.6%	3.2%	4.4%	4.1%
Services and Sales Workers	11.2%	11.7%	14.0%	14.1%	13.9%	11.9%	13.9%	13.5%	16.1%	10.3%	7.5%
Skilled Agricultural and Forestry Workers	66.1%	65.7%	67.4%	59.3%	63.1%	61.6%	58.7%	57.6%	53.0%	52.0%	54.6%
Craft and Related Workers	6.3%	7.2%	4.6%	2.8%	7.0%	8.6%	9.8%	9.0%	7.1%	7.4%	6.1%
Plant and Machine Operators	0.4%	0.2%	0.3%	4.8%	0.2%	0.2%	0.2%	0.2%	0.3%	0.6%	0.4%
Elementary Occupations	2.8%	3.1%	2.2%	3.8%	3.4%	2.9%	3.5%	4.0%	3.8%	4.2%	3.8%
Armed Forces	0.3%	0.3%	0.1%	0.4%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	1.3%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%

Table 06: Female workforce in economic activities (%) from 2014 to 2024 
Economic Activities	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Agriculture and Forestry	66.1%	65.7%	67.4%	70.9%	63.2%	61.7%	58.8%	57.8%	53.3%	52.3%	55.1%
Mining and Quarrying	0.3%	0.1%	0.1%	0.2%	0.1%	0.1%	0.2%	0.3%	0.2%	0.4%	0.2%
Manufacturing	7.4%	7.9%	5.1%	5.6%	8.0%	9.6%	11.0%	9.3%	7.9%	8.5%	7.0%
Electricity and Gas Supply	0.4%	0.4%	0.3%	0.2%	0.6%	0.7%	0.6%	0.7%	0.9%	0.7%	1.0%
Water Supply, Sewerage and Waste Management	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%
Construction	0.4%	0.6%	0.7%	1.7%	1.3%	1.6%	1.3%	1.5%	1.3%	1.0%	1.1%
Wholesale & Retail Trade; Repair of Motor Vehicles	10.2%	10.1%	10.7%	6.7%	9.7%	9.1%	9.9%	11.3%	12.2%	12.4%	11.8%
Transportation and Storage	0.3%	0.3%	0.2%	0.2%	0.3%	0.3%	0.3%	0.3%	0.4%	0.3%	0.4%
Accommodation  and Food Service Activities	3.7%	2.6%	3.9%	4.9%	3.7%	4.3%	4.6%	3.6%	5.1%	7.7%	7.1%
Information and Communication	0.3%	0.4%	0.4%	1.2%	0.6%	0.6%	0.6%	0.6%	0.6%	0.5%	1.0%
Financial and Insurance Activities	0.7%	0.5%	0.6%	0.6%	0.8%	0.8%	0.9%	0.9%	1.4%	1.2%	1.2%
Real Estate Activities	0.7%	0.3%	0.6%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.5%	0.4%	0.5%	0.3%
Professional, Scientific and Technical Activities	0.1%	0.1%	0.1%	0.2%	0.3%	0.2%	0.2%	0.2%	0.5%	0.5%	0.4%
Administrative and Support Service Activities	0.4%	0.3%	0.5%	0.9%	0.7%	0.6%	0.3%	0.2%	0.4%	0.4%	0.4%
Public Administration and Defence	5.0%	3.8%	3.6%	2.1%	3.7%	3.2%	3.4%	3.8%	5.3%	4.2%	3.8%
Education	2.3%	3.4%	3.6%	2.2%	3.8%	4.3%	4.2%	4.8%	5.6%	5.8%	5.8%
Health and Social Work Activities	1.0%	1.2%	1.3%	0.8%	1.5%	1.5%	2.5%	3.3%	3.3%	1.6%	2.4%
Arts, Entertainment and Recreation	0.4%	0.4%	0.3%	0.7%	0.4%	0.6%	0.3%	0.2%	0.4%	0.9%	0.3%
Other Service Activities	0.2%	0.7%	0.4%	0.9%	0.5%	0.4%	0.5%	0.2%	0.7%	0.8%	0.5%
Activities of Households as Employers	0.3%	1.1%	0.2%	0.1%	0.4%	0.2%	0.4%	0.3%	0.0%	0.1%	0.0%
Activities of Extraterritorial Organizations and Bodies	0.0%	0.0%	0.0%	0.1%	0.2%	0.1%	0.1%	0.3%	0.2%	0.1%	0.2%


3. Access to education has a positive impact on women in the labour force 
The Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan (2008) guarantees free education for all citizens up to the tenth standard, ensuring equal access to learning opportunities regardless of gender, socio-economic status, or location. This constitutional right, outlined in Article 9, Section 16, underpins Bhutan’s commitment to inclusive and equitable education as a driver of national development. Further complemented by the National Health Policy (2011), which emphasizes access to comprehensive reproductive health services, including modern contraceptives, counselling, and awareness programs for adolescents and youth. These policies have had a significant impact on both access to education and completion of education for the female population. 
The ‘No Cut-Off Policy’, which was introduced in 2019 by the Ministry of Education, to ensure that every student completing Class X would have the opportunity to continue their education, either in Class XI (higher secondary) or in Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) institutes, has had a positive impact on females completing higher levels of education. 
As shown in Table 07, the proportion of female youth with no education has significantly decreased to 2.1 percent in 2024. The proportion of female youth with bachelor's degrees has increased from 5.7 percent in 2014 to 14.2 percent in 2024. The impact of education policy is also evident among the prime working-age population, with a significant increase in the number of females attaining secondary and higher education. However, this trend is less pronounced among older women, indicating a clear positive effect of the policy on the younger generation. 
Education plays a transformative role for females entering the labour force, serving as a key enabler for access to better employment opportunities and higher-paying jobs. Many countries show a positive relationship between educational attainment and female labour force participation, with women with secondary education or higher likely to join the labour force, particularly if appropriate jobs with higher wages are available (Verick, 2025). This aligns with the above findings, as educated women are better positioned to participate in the service and industry sectors, which demand higher levels of skills and qualifications. By acquiring relevant education and skills, women can more effectively meet the demands of these growing sectors, improving their employment prospects and contributing to a more skilled and inclusive workforce. Formal education and vocational training are also crucial in enhancing women’s livelihoods by enabling access to better-paying employment opportunities and strengthening their bargaining power within the household (Asri et al, 2024). 
Table 07: Female workforce by educational qualification (%) for different age cohorts from 2014 to 2024 
Youth	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
No education	11.8%	12.3%	12.0%	7.6%	6.1%	4.9%	3.2%	2.2%	2.5%	1.8%	2.1%
Middle Secondary	31.4%	29.1%	30.3%	31.6%	33.3%	33.3%	29.4%	28.6%	27.7%	27.3%	30.6%
Higher Secondary	28.6%	26.4%	32.3%	37.5%	34.9%	29.9%	38.3%	39.1%	39.6%	41.4%	38.7%
Bachelors Degree	5.7%	4.3%	4.9%	7.2%	7.2%	23.7%	23.8%	31.1%	18.6%	9.9%	14.2%
											
Prime	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
No education	63.0%	62.5%	62.7%	53.5%	55.3%	47.9%	41.1%	40.4%	41.5%	36.9%	40.9%
Middle Secondary	8.7%	8.6%	8.2%	10.5%	10.2%	10.3%	11.7%	11.8%	13.1%	14.9%	14.9%
Higher Secondary	6.2%	5.9%	6.9%	9.0%	7.5%	8.1%	10.3%	11.2%	10.7%	12.6%	16.2%
Bachelors Degree	4.7%	4.6%	3.6%	6.0%	5.9%	7.4%	8.5%	8.7%	10.0%	8.1%	6.4%
											
Older	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
No education	98.3%	96.5%	94.2%	91.5%	93.6%	89.1%	85.1%	86.4%	85.2%	79.7%	86.8%
Middle Secondary	0.2%	0.3%	0.4%	0.9%	0.6%	0.7%	1.3%	0.8%	2.2%	1.8%	1.4%
Higher Secondary	0.1%	0.1%	1.0%	0.5%	0.2%	0.3%	0.6%	0.4%	0.3%	0.9%	0.5%
Bachelors Degree	0.1%	0.6%	1.0%	0.1%	0.5%	0.6%	0.3%	0.9%	0.5%	0.5%	1.0%


4. Higher education and employment sector/ location influence better-paying jobs for women 
The impact of gender on monthly primary wages is evident, as shown in Table 08. Women consistently earn less than men across all education levels, indicating a persistent gender wage gap in the labour market.  Access to better job opportunities remains unevenly distributed between men and women, with women in most developing countries earning less, even where the gender gap in labour force participation is lower (Verick, 2025). Interestingly, the gap is significantly wider among individuals with a university degree. As per the LFS 2024 data, the median monthly income from the primary job for individuals without a university degree was Nu. 15,000, compared to Nu. 42,000 for those with a university degree. This substantial difference underscores the significant returns to higher education in Bhutan’s labour market. Furthermore, the LFS 2024 data reveal a gender median wage gap of approximately Nu. 8,000 among those without a university degree and about Nu. 5,000 among those with a university degree. The narrower gap among degree holders suggests that higher education may contribute to reducing gender disparities in earnings, likely by providing women with access to better-paying, formal sector jobs and reducing occupational segregation. 
Although education enhances overall earning potential, differences in work experience, occupational segregation, and potential gender biases in hiring and promotion practices can contribute to wage disparity. Despite the wage discrepancies, among the female workforce, factors such as area of work, level of education, and sector of engagement have a notable influence on primary wages, as indicated in Table 09. Although women in rural areas are more likely to be in employment due to agricultural work, women working in urban areas tend to earn higher wages compared to those employed in rural areas (Ananian & Dellaferrera, 2024).  This is likely due to better access to formal employment opportunities, higher living costs, and greater demand for skilled labour in urban economies. Similarly, females with a university degree earn significantly more than those with lower levels of education, reflecting the value of higher education in securing better-paying and more stable jobs. In terms of sectoral differences, women employed in the service sector receive higher wages compared to those working in the industry or agriculture sectors, which may be attributed to the higher skill requirements, professional opportunities, and productivity levels associated with service-related occupations. These patterns collectively highlight the importance of education, urban employment, and sectoral diversification in improving female wage outcomes.
Table 08: Effect of gender on monthly primary wage in Ngultrum (Nu.) from 2014 to 2024 
Simple Linear Regression of Primary Wages by gender	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Effect of Gender (Female = 1) on monthly Primary Wages 	-1955.75
***	-1687.02
***	-3336.10
***	-3698.01
***	-2937.82
***	-3552.77
***	-4379.33
***	-4638.51
***	-2959.45
***	-5592.95
***	-7485.73
***
Effect of Gender (Female = 1) on monthly Primary Wages among those with a university degree	-6019.77
***	-515.37
***	-5129.14
***	-7639.19
***	-3974.13
***	-8682.08
***	-5116.31
***	-7633.63
***	-4457.98
***	-608.29
***	-18049.28
***

Table 09: Effect of key predictors on monthly primary wage for females in Ngultrum (Nu.) from 2014 to 2024 
Multi-Linear Regression of Primary Wages on Key Predictors (Female Sample)	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Urban area	1980.98
***	420.95
***	1682.30
***	2882.36
***	3970.52
***	3545.31
***	1772.79
***	1851.56
***	3129.88
***	4959.20
***	4168.87
***
University Degree	5916.93
***	6279.56
***	646.37
*	7560.81
***	6898.87
***	8986.35
***	10930.31***	10035.25***	8155.63
***	30663.68
***	13647.5
***
Service Sector	4882.03
***	10120.16
***	13023.35
***	8681.16
***	7780.87
***	9704.47
***	10187.81
***	11537.53
***	11826.96
***	12367.04
***	12509.5
***

Note: 
*** 	p < 0.01 → highly significant; 
**	p < 0.05 → statistically significant; 
* 	p < 0.10 → marginally significant; 
no *	p ≥ 0.10 → not statistically significant

5. Higher education is key to remaining in the labour force
A significant proportion of young females who are not part of the labour force can be attributed to their current participation in education. Over the past decade, this group has averaged around 84 percent, with 86.6 percent in 2014 and 76.4 percent in 2024 of youth females outside the labour force because they were still enrolled in the education system. This trend highlights a positive shift in females staying and completing their education and entering the labour force at a later age.
However, to better understand the characteristics of those who are not participating in the labour force for other reasons, Table 10 focuses exclusively on females who are not in the labour force, excluding those in education. When compared by education level, a clear pattern emerges: females with higher levels of education, particularly those holding university degrees, are more likely to enter and remain active in the labour force.  Literature also reveals that having a secondary or college education increases the probability of working in a regular job, while women with only a primary school education are less likely to be regularly employed (Cazes & Verick, 2013). This suggests that education not only enhances employability but also strengthens labour force attachment among women. Conversely, those with lower education levels tend to face greater barriers to labour market entry, such as limited job opportunities, lack of skills, or social and cultural constraints, which may discourage participation. Therefore, this underscores the critical role of education in shaping female labour force participation, suggesting that policies aimed at expanding access to higher education for women could have long-term positive effects on their labour market entry and engagement.
Table 10: Females who are in the labour force (excluding those in education) from 2014 to 2024
Female not in labour force (excluding those in education)	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Youth (15-24)	7337	5076	9487	7453	9090	5349	4923	3677	7018	11225	11193
Prime (25-54)	45538	38426	50037	39455	38697	29995	25819	22723	47702	44308	52920
Older (55-64)	9099	19063	11677	7453	8711	6862	5971	5732	10265	10529	12040
Female with a university degree not in labour force (excluding those in education)	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024
Youth (15-24)	598	280	764	534	793	460	597	444	673	581	1054
Prime (25-54)	731	712	892	1458	1490	1625	1685	1377	2939	1857	1744
Older (55-64)	13	40	99	24	50	134	64	52	42	134	236


 
CONCLUSION AND LIMITATIONS
Female employment in Bhutan has undergone a significant structural transformation over the past decade. Although agriculture continues to employ the largest share of women, the rapid expansion of the service sector has created new labour market opportunities, particularly for young women and those with higher levels of education. Female youth employment in agriculture has declined sharply, reflecting a shift away from subsistence activities toward more diversified jobs in services and industry, including education, healthcare, retail, hospitality, and manufacturing. By 2023, women were re-entering multiple sectors as overall economic activity strengthened, indicating a more balanced sectoral distribution of female employment and increasing adaptability within the female labour force.
The growth of private business and entrepreneurship has also been a key contributor to rising female employment. Over the past decade, women’s participation in private enterprises increased by nearly 10%, with strong representation in retail trade, accommodation, food services, education, and healthcare. This expansion has facilitated women’s entry into skilled, managerial, and professional occupations. Education plays a central role in this transition: constitutional guarantees of free schooling have contributed to higher female educational attainment, particularly among younger cohorts. Higher levels of education correlate with improved labour market outcomes, as women with secondary or tertiary qualifications are more likely to obtain formal, better-paid positions in the service sector. Although wage disparities between men and women persist, evidence indicates that the gap narrows among university-educated women, suggesting that education strengthens both earnings potential and labour market attachment. Urban women employed in service-related occupations tend to earn the highest wages, demonstrating the importance of skills, location, and sectoral diversification in improving women’s economic outcomes.
The findings presented in this research are primarily based on Labour Force Survey (LFS) data, with a focus on macro-level labour market indicators. While the LFS offers robust national-level statistics, deeper analysis of disaggregated data across demographic sub-groups and cross-sectoral categories would yield more nuanced insights into gendered labour market dynamics. Moreover, examining the relationship between women’s employment and key economic indicators, such as GDP growth, sectoral productivity, and structural transformation, could help clarify the contribution of female labour to broader economic performance. Such an analytical approach would provide a more comprehensive understanding of women’s economic roles over time, extending beyond the conclusions drawn in this study. Additionally, expanding the analysis to a longer time horizon, beyond the current ten-year window, would strengthen the evidence base and further support the research findings.
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