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LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION IN RURAL 
BIHAR: A THIRTY-YEAR PERSPECTIVE 

BASED ON VILLAGE SURVEYS

Janine Rodgers*

The publication of the 66th Round of the National Sample Survey (NSS) employment and 
unemployment data has ignited a debate on the labour force participation of women in India. 
By international standards, the Indian female labour force participation rates have constantly 
been extremely low, but the latest round of NSS data showed a significant decrease in these 
rates between the years 2004-05 and 2009-10. Among Indian states, Bihar was ranked at the 
bottom, with an abysmal labour force participation rate of 7.2 per cent (for both the Usual 
Principal Status and Current Daily Status) among rural women (Government of India, NSSO, 
2011). For people used to travelling through villages, these results are surprising. The aim 
of this paper is not to discuss the strengths or shortcomings of the NSS, but to present the 
findings of a survey conducted in rural Bihar in 2009-10, that is, during the period when 
the NSS enquiry was being conducted in the field. The resultant picture shows a somewhat 
different reality from the one presented by NSSO.

This paper focuses on the economic activity and the work status of men, women and 
children in rural Bihar. It uses data from surveys carried out in 36 villages under the research 
programme, Aiming at Inclusive Development in Bihar—The Dynamics of Change over Thirty 
Years (1980–2010) and the Emerging Policy Framework—of the Institute for Human Development 
(IHD—Institute for Human Development, 2011), New Delhi. The villages had been originally 
surveyed by researchers from the A.N. Sinha Institute, Patna, and the International Labour 
Organisation in 1981 (Prasad, et al., 1988).1 The same villages were resurveyed by IHD in 
1998-2000 (Sharma, et al., 2001), and again in 2009-11.

A distinction has been made between the concepts of narrow labour force participation, 
on the one hand, which comprises the following work statuses: employer, own account worker/
self-employed, regular wage worker/salaried, casual wage worker and attached labourer, and 
wide labour force participation, on the other hand, which includes the above-mentioned five 
categories plus unpaid family worker, unemployed and beggar. Categories like household 
(domestic) worker, student, pensioner/too old to work, rentier and disabled are excluded from 
both measures. A further distinction was made between primary and secondary occupations, 
as people may work under different statuses while performing either the same type of activity 
(that is, a small farmer may work on his own land and also do agricultural wage work for a big 
landlord) or different activities (for example, own cultivation undertaken as a self-employed 
person and earth work done as a casual wage worker).

The first section of the paper is devoted to the labour force participation of adults aged 15 
to 59 years; the second section is devoted to the participation of children aged 6 to 14 years; 
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the third section identifies some significant correlations between labour force participation 
and several selected village variables; the fourth section examines the work status of workers; 
and the concluding section assesses the changes that have occurred over the last 30 years. 

I. LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION OF MEN AND WOMEN 
AGED 15 TO 59 YEARS

Overall, the labour force participation rates are high: 94 per cent of the men and 64 per cent 
of the women aged 15 to 59 years belong to the labour force under the wide definition of 
labour force participation. The rates fall to 81 per cent and 37 per cent, respectively, under 
the narrow definition. The gap between the narrow and wide definition rates is much higher 
for women (27 per cent) than for men (13 per cent). The unpaid family worker category 
(where women are over-represented) accounts for most of the gap. Open unemployment is 
negligible (less than 1 per cent among both men and women). In a rural context characterised 
by widespread poverty, the poor cannot afford to be unemployed. However, it should be 
stressed that participation rates are not an indication of the workers’ level of economic activity 
and that under-employment and seasonal unemployment remain pervasive in rural Bihar. 

Table 1
Labour Force Participation of Workers Aged 15-59 Years (in per cent), 2009-10

Narrow Definition* Wide Definition**
Primary 
Activity

Secondary 
Activity

 Economic-
ally Active

Primary 
Activity

Secondary 
Activity

Economically 
Active

Men 78 41 81 86 65 94
Women 14 28 37 20 56 64

Notes:	 *Narrow	definition	=	employer,	own	account	worker/self-employed,	regular	wage	worker/salaried,	casual	
wage	worker	and	attached	labourer.	**Wide	definition	=	the	above	five	categories	+	unpaid	family	worker,	
unemployed	and	beggar.

Source:	Bihar	Project	on	Inclusive	Development,	Household	Survey	2009-10,	IHD,	New	Delhi.

A second remark concerns primary and secondary activities. The vast majority of adult 
male workers (86 per cent under the wide definition) are engaged in a primary economic 
activity and 65 per cent perform more than one type of work. In the case of women, only 
a small minority (20 per cent) declare their participation in a primary economic activity 
because a majority of them consider domestic work as their primary occupation and are, 
therefore, not included in the labour force. However, 56 per cent of the women have been 
found to be engaged in a secondary economic activity.

1.	 Labour	Force	Participation,	Wide	Definition,	by	Age	Group

The participation of workers in economic activities varies with their age. A breakdown of the 
labour force into small age groups enables us to capture the impact of the life-cycle on the 
labour force participation of both men and women (see Graph 1 and Table A1 in the Annex).

The peak of participation for men (98 per cent) is recorded in the 30-49 year age group, 
while the peak for women (77 per cent) is recorded later, in the 50-59 year age group. The 
lower rates registered among young men under the narrow definition can be explained in 
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terms of education and the difficulties they face in finding employment outside agriculture. 
As mentioned above, there are few unemployed but young men in the age group of 15-24 
years account for 59 per cent of them. The lower participation rates among young women 
aged 15-24 years can be essentially explained in terms of marriage and maternity, and the 
social restrictions imposed on the mobility of young brides. As their children grow up, 
women become more economically active.

2.	 Labour	Force	Participation	by	Caste

Labour force participation tends to be lower at the higher levels of the social hierarchy (see 
Graph 2 and Table A1). The highest participation of men is recorded among the Scheduled 
Tribes (STs) (100 per cent) and the lowest among the Forward Castes (FCs) (89 per cent). 
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Labour	Force	Participation	(wide	definition)	by	Age-group
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Graph 2
Labour	Force	Participation	(Wide	Definition)	Aged	15-59	by	Caste

Note:	 SC	=	Scheduled	Castes,	ST	=	Scheduled	Tribes,	OBCI	=	Other	Backward	Castes	I,	OBCII	=	OBC	II,	
FC	=	Forward	Castes,	LM	=	Lower	Caste	Muslims,	UM	=	Upper	Caste	Muslims.

Lower Caste Muslim men show the same level of participation as OBC II men, and Upper 
Caste Muslim men are more active than Forward Caste men.

The same pattern is found among women but is much more amplified, as social norms 
are more stringent for women than for men in a patriarchal society such as that of rural 
Bihar. The difference between the highest and lowest participation rates of men is only 10 
percentage points (as per the wide definition), while the corresponding difference reaches 
59 percentage points among women. 
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Forward Caste women exhibit the lowest labour force participation rates under both the 
narrow and wide definitions (10 per cent and 29 per cent, respectively). Only 20 per cent of 
OBC II women belong to the labour force under the narrow definition, but their participation 
jumps to 65 per cent under the wide definition. Sharecroppers, small/medium peasants and 
livestock owners dominate the OBC II category, and their women are very active on their 
own land and in the care of cattle as self-employed or unpaid family workers. Muslim 
women occupy an intermediate position and are more economically active than Forward 
Caste and OBC II women. 

3.	 Labour	Force	Participation	by	Class

The surveyed households have been divided into the following five classes: agricultural 
labouring households not cultivating any land (AL1), agricultural labouring households 
cultivating some land that may be either rented or owned (AL2), small/medium peasants 
(SM), big farmers/landlords (BFLd), and non- agricultural households (NA).

The general tendency is that the higher the caste, the lower is the labour force participation 
rate (see Graph 3 and Table A1). Class is a much stronger determinant of women’s participation 
than of men’s participation. The difference between the highest and lowest participation rates 
of men is 6 percentage points, while the corresponding figure for women is 53 percentage 
points. Class and caste are highly correlated and the effect of caste and class on labour force 
participation rates is similar but caste remains a stronger determinant in Bihar.
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Graph 3
Labour	Force	Participation	(wide	definition)	Aged	15-59	by	Class

Note:	 AL1	=	Agriculture	labouring	households	not	cultivating,	AL2	=	Agriculture	labouring	household	renting	
or	owning	land,	SMF	=	Small/medium	farmer,	BFLd	=	Big	farmer/landlord,	NA	=	Non-agricultural	
household.

Among men, the participation of agricultural labourers and small and medium peasants 
is high (94-96 per cent). The slightly lower rates among large farmers/landlords and non-
agricultural households (90-91 per cent) is due to their lower participation in the 15-25 
age group. Older male workers from all classes participate more or less at the same level 
(95-99 per cent). 

Female agricultural labourers exhibit the highest participation rates (81-84 per cent), 
and participation drops with class, falling to 40 per cent among women from large farm and 
landlord households. The lowest participation (31 per cent) is recorded for women from 
non-agricultural households. The highest number of unpaid family workers is found among 
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small/medium peasants, wherein women’s participation jumps from 17 per cent as per the 
narrow definition to 71 per cent as per the wider definition. 

There is less variation in the labour force participation rates by class among men than 
among women. The determinants of female labour force participation are multiple—while 
some tend to influence the demand for female labour, others tend to act on the supply of 
female labour and the multiple forces at play may pull in opposite directions, offset each 
other and change over time. 

The puzzle of the low female labour force participation rates reported by NSS in 
contrast to the evidence presented above raises several methodological questions. The 
first one concerns the measurement of women activities. Women tend to perform multiple 
tasks, often simultaneously and in a fragmented manner, which makes it difficult to include 
them under the two-category classification of primary and secondary activities. Time-use 
surveys invariably report women’s activities more accurately than other sample surveys 
(Dev, 2004). Furthermore, the frontier between domestic and economic activities may be 
blurred, especially in an agrarian setting. A second question refers to the social norms and 
whether higher caste women actually report the work they do. 

II. LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION OF CHILDREN AGED 6 TO 14 YEARS

Under the narrow definition of labour force participation, 8 per cent of the boys and 6 per 
cent of the girls work, and the corresponding rates under the wide definition increase to 30 
per cent and 19 per cent, respectively. The proportion of working children increases with 
age. In the age group of 6 to 9 years, 21 per cent of the boys and 12 per cent of the girls 
work under the wide definition of participation, while in the age group of 10-14 years, the 
corresponding proportion increases to 49 per cent and 31 per cent, respectively. Children 
are likely to work mainly as unpaid family labourers. A higher proportion of boys than girls 
participate in economic activities, as girls are more likely to help with domestic chores and 
in looking after siblings.

The children under review are of school-going age. In 2009, the Indian Parliament passed 
a bill to provide universal, free and compulsory education for all children aged 6–14 years 

Table 2 
Labour Force Participation of Children and School Attendance (per cent)

Narrow Definition Wide Definition
Boys Girls Boys Girls

Not enrolled in school
6-9 years 10 17 50 37
10-14 years 59 29 81 61
Attending school but not regularly
6-9 years 2 2 13 8
10-14 years 15 12 55 35
Attending school regularly
6-9 years < 1 < 1 6.9 2.8
10-14 years 6.3 5.7 42.9 22.6
Source:	Bihar	Project	on	Inclusive	Development,	Household	Survey,	IHD,	2009-10.
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and in Bihar, several schemes to support school attendance, such as distribution of mid-
day meals and school uniforms, among the under-privileged students, were implemented. 
Enrolment has since increased significantly and is relatively high for both boys and girls, 
at 89 per cent and 85 per cent, respectively, yet 11 per cent of the boys and 15 per cent of 
the girls still do not go to school at all. However, as the proportion of working children is 
higher than that of children not going to school, it implies that some children work while 
being enrolled at school. These children work outside school hours or drop out of school 
temporarily during the peak agricultural seasons. Overall, 16 per cent of the boys and girls 
are enrolled but do not attend school regularly. Table 2 indicates the labour force participation 
rate of children in relation to their school attendance.

1.	 Labour	Force	Participation	of	Children	by	Caste

As expected, the labour force participation of children decreases as we go up the social 
hierarchy (see Graph 4 and Table A2). The highest participation (as per the wide definition) 
is found among Scheduled Tribes (STs) for boys (36 per cent) and OBC I for girls (24 per 
cent), while the lowest participation is recorded among Forward Castes (FCs) for both 
boys and girls (at less than 1 per cent for both). For all castes, the boys’ participation is 
higher than that of girls and the highest gap is found among Scheduled Tribes (STs) (at 20 
percentage points). These findings can perhaps be explained by the fact that ST women have 
the highest female labour participation rate (88 per cent) and their daughters are called upon 
to help with the domestic chores and the care of the family more often than girls belonging 
to the other categories. 

Under the narrow definition of labour force participation, OBC II girls are more engaged 
in economic activities than boys contrary to what has been observed in the other castes. Girls 
are also more likely to miss school than boys, as education might be perceived by people in 
the OBC II category as a stronger priority for boys while girls are called upon to contribute 
to the economic activities of the household.

In all the castes, the proportion of children not attending school regularly is significant, 
ranging between one-fifth and one-third of the boys, and between one-fifth and almost half 

Graph 4
Labour	Force	Participation	(Children	aged	6-14	by	caste)
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of the girls. Boys and girls from the FCs are more regular in attending school while those 
belonging to the SCs and Muslim castes are less regular in doing so than the others. This 
is likely to affect the educational achievement of the latter children. 

2.	 Labour	Force	Participation	of	Children	by	Class

The labour force participation rate of children decreases as the economic status of the 
household increases (see Graph 5 and Table A2). Under the narrow definition, lower labour 
force participation rates were registered for boys and girls belonging to the FCs (at less than 
1 per cent). The highest rates were observed among boys and girls belonging to agricultural 
labouring households that were not cultivating at 17 per cent and 13 per cent, respectively. 
In the agricultural labouring households with land, girls exhibit higher participation rates 
than boys. In all the other classes, boys work more than girls. 

Under the wide definition, the highest participation of children is found among agricultural 
labouring households with land, in the case of both boys and girls, at 37 per cent and 31 
per cent, respectively. These households cannot afford to hire help and, therefore, rely on 
unpaid family workers, children as well as adults. In all classes, boys are expected to help 
in economic activities more than girls. Even among large farmer/landlord families, 21 per 
cent of the boys are economically active.

III. LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION AND VILLAGE VARIABLES

The 36 villages surveyed are not homogeneous in terms of size, level of development, 
incidence of migration, and caste and class composition. All these dimensions affect the 
level of labour force participation of their populations. Some correlations between village 
level characteristics and labour force participation rates of men and women are given in 
Table 3 (the significant correlations are shown in bold).
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Graph 5
Labour Force Participation (Children aged 6-14 by class)

Note: AL1 = Agriculture labouring households not cultivating, AL2 = Agriculture labouring household 
renting or owning land, SMF = Small/medium farmer, LFLd = Large farmer/landlord, NA = 
Non-agricultural household.
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Table 3 
Correlations between Labour Force Participation and Various Village Variables

Men LFPR (narrow) Women LFPR (narrow)
Short-term migrants (up to three months) r = + 0.407* r = + 0.556**
Long-term migrants (more than three months) r = + 0,840** r = + 0. 510**
% of agricultural labouring households r = + 0.373* r = + 0.724**
% increase in population, 1981-2001 r = + 0.303 r = + 0.343*
% of Above the Poverty Line (APL) households r = - 0.318 r = - 0.395*
Literacy rate (among population in 
the age group 15-59 years)

r = - 0.680** r = - 0.758**

Notes:	 *Spearman	correlation	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(bilateral).	**	Spearman	correlation	significant	at	the	
0.01	level	(bilateral).

Source: Computed	 from	 IHD	data	 (Bihar	 Project	 on	 Inclusive	Development,	Household	 and	Village	Surveys,	
2009-10,	and	Census,	2001.

1. Proportion of Male Migrants

The correlation between labour force participation rates and the proportion of male 
migrants is significant and positive. Villages with a high proportion of migrants tend to 
have high labour force participation rates among both sexes. The correlation between 
men’s participation and the proportion of migrants is stronger in the case of long-term 
migration (that is, migration for more than three months in a year). Male migrants get 
more or supplementary employment outside the village but access to secure and quality 
employment depends on the duration of migration. The correlation between women’s 
participation and the proportion of migrants is also positive and significant. The fact that 
the correlation is significant for women supports the hypothesis that the work-load of 
women who are left behind increases when men migrate (Datta and Rustagi, 2010). The 
correlation is more pronounced in the case of short-term migration because long-term 
migrants have access to more regular and better-paid jobs, which may induce an income 
effect that affects female labour force participation.

2. Proportion of Agricultural Labouring Households

The correlation between labour force participation rates and the proportion of agricultural 
households is significant and positive. This is not surprising since labour force participation 
is higher among agricultural labouring households. The effect is stronger on women’s 
participation than on men’s. When men migrate for employment outside the village, the 
demand for female labour (and perhaps child labour) is likely to increase within the village.

3. Percentage Increase of the Village Population between 1991 and 2001

The correlation between labour force participation rates and the increase of the village 
population is positive but only significant for women. The increase in population density 
would appear to weigh more on women’s activities than on men’s activities. The correlation 
is even stronger between the female labour force participation as per the wide definition and 
an increase in the village population (r = 0.465**). 
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4. Percentage of Above the Poverty Line Households2

The APL indicator can be considered as a proxy for village wealth. The correlation between 
labour force participation rates and the percentage of APL households is significant but 
the sign is negative. This means that better-off villages show relatively lower labour force 
participation rates. This is because they may be endowed with more productive and labour-
saving assets, and better-off farmers can also afford to hire labour from neighbouring villages.

5.	 Literacy	Rate

The correlation between labour force participation rates and literacy rate is strong and 
negative. It means that a high literacy rate is associated with lower labour force participation. 
The literacy rate goes hand in hand with social and economic hierarchies. We have seen 
that labour force participation drops as the social and/or economic status of the households 
increases. This tendency is valid for both sexes but much stronger in the case of women. 

IV. WORK STATUSES

The examination of work statuses helps in evaluating the degree of security or precariousness 
of workers. Over 98 per cent of the activities undertaken by men and women fall within the 
following six categories: self-employment, regular wage or salaried employment, casual 
wage employment, unpaid family work, domestic work or education. Since the remaining 
statuses—attached workers, unemployed, pensioners or too old to work, beggars and the 
disabled—constitute only 1.7 per cent of the primary activities of those aged 15 to 59 years, 
we shall ignore them in the following analysis. 

1.	 Work	Status	of	Workers	Aged	15-59	Years	by	Sex

Among men, the main occupations are as follows (see Graphs 6 and 7, and Table A3): 
l Primary activity: Casual wage worker (35.4 per cent), regular wage worker (21.5 per 

cent), self-employed (21.2 per cent), student (11.8 per cent), and unpaid family worker 
(7 per cent).

l  Secondary activity: Unpaid family worker (35.7 per cent), casual wage labour (31.4 per 
cent), self-employed (28.5 per cent), and domestic work (2.8 per cent).

Among women, the main occupations are as follows (see Graphs 8 and 9, Table A3): 
l Primary activity: Domestic work (71.5 per cent), casual wage worker (9.1 per cent), 

student (8.3 per cent), unpaid family labour (5.7 per cent), and self-employed (3.3 per 
cent).

l Secondary activity: Unpaid family worker (41.9 per cent), casual wage labour (23.3 per 
cent), self-employed (18.3 per cent), domestic work (16 per cent).

The distribution of occupational statuses differs among men and women. As seen above, 
the difference is striking for primary activities wherein the vast majority of women devote 
their time to domestic work while men devote theirs to economic activities. The dominant 
male status is casual wage work. It is also the first economic status for women. Under 
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secondary activities, the occupational pattern of men and women is more similar than in the 
case of primary activities, and the status of unpaid family worker dominates both genders. 
It is more marked among women. 

2.	 Work	Status	of	Workers	by	Caste	(Primary	Activity)

Men (Graph 10 and Table A4)

l The higher the caste, the lesser is the proportion of casual wage work. The two groups 
most represented in this work status are Scheduled Castes (59 per cent) and Lower Caste 
Muslims (58 per cent). It is also high for Upper Muslims. Forward Castes are the least 
represented.

l The proportion of regular wage/salary work is higher at the upper end of the social 
scale, that is, among the Forward Castes (32 per cent), and Upper Caste Muslims (26 
per cent). It is much lower among the Scheduled Castes (13 per cent) and Lower Caste 
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Muslims (12 per cent). The proportion among the Scheduled Tribes (22 per cent) is 
surprising high. However, it must be pointed out that there are two streams of regular 
jobs: those demanding low qualifications (such as chowkidars, drivers, factory workers, 
etc.), and salaried jobs occupied by the educated. Securing a regular job often requires 
the support of social networks. 

l  The category of self-employment exhibits the following social hierarchy: Forward 
Castes (28 per cent), OBC II (28 per cent), OBC I (17 per cent), Scheduled Tribes (16 
per cent), Low caste Muslims (14 per cent), Upper Caste Muslims (13 per cent), and 
Scheduled Castes (11 per cent).

The more secure and less precarious statuses tend to be dominated by the highest castes.

Women (Graph 11 and Table A4)

l As already mentioned, domestic work is the dominant work status among women, 
ranging between 58 per cent and 82 per cent. This domination is heaviest among the 
Forward Castes and Scheduled Tribes. It is less so among the Scheduled Castes who 
also undertake some economic activities.

l Casual wage work is mostly performed by Scheduled Caste women (19 per cent), OBC 
I (16 per cent), and Upper Caste Muslims (15 per cent).

l Unpaid family work is more frequent among women belonging to the OBC I category 
(10 per cent), Upper Caste Muslims (7 per cent) and OBC II category (7 per cent).

Graph 10
Men's Work Status 

(primary	activity)	by	Caste

Graph 11
Women's Work Status 
(primary	activity)	by	caste
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Students above the age of 15 years are found among both sexes in all castes. However, 
the proportion of male students is higher than that of female students. The particularly low 
representation of female students among Scheduled Tribes (3 per cent) should be noted.

3.	 Status	of	Workers	in	Their	Primary	Activity	by	Class

Class appears to be a stronger determinant of work status for women than for men. It is 
also a stronger determinant of women’s work status than caste. Within classes, the pattern 
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of work of women is more homogeneous than that of men, as social norms impinge more 
on their work behaviour. The constraints are more stringent for the economically better-
off classes. Among men, employment opportunities are more limited for the agricultural 
labouring category than for other classes.  

Men (Graph 12 and Table A5)

• The self-employed are found in all classes but the lowest proportion is found among 
agricultural labouring households without land.

• Regular wage work/salaried work is more prominent among the non-agricultural households 
and big farmer/landlord households. These are also the best-educated groups with the 
highest proportion of students, and they fill in the higher segment of regular jobs.

• Casual wage work is highest among the men belonging to households without any land.

Graph 12
Men's Work Status 

(primary	activity)	by	class

Graph 13
Women's Work Status 
(primary	activity)	by	class
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Women (Graph 13 and Table A5)

• Casual wage work is almost exclusively found among women from the agricultural 
labouring households (with or without land), at 14 per cent and 26 per cent, respectively. 

• Unpaid family workers are almost exclusively found among small and medium farming 
households (14 per cent) and agricultural households with land (11 per cent). 

• There is a small fringe of female regular workers among non-agricultural households (3 per 
cent) and big farmer/landlord households (2 per cent). The latter occupy government posts 
as teachers, health personnel, anganwadi workers, for which some education is required. 

4. Work Status and Migration

In the course of the year previous to the 2009-10 IHD Survey, half the men aged 15-59 
years migrated for a shorter or longer duration. Some households had more than one 
migrant. Among those migrating for work, 6 per cent migrated for a period of up to three 
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months, 44 per cent migrated for periods ranging between three and eight months, 28 per 
cent migrated for more than eight months, while their spouses and children remained in the 
village, 9 per cent migrated for more than eight months but their families did not reside 
in the village, and 14 per cent were away for more than eight months and unmarried (see 
Graph 14 and Table A6).

The distribution of work statuses between residents and migrants differs and the length 
of migration is associated with different patterns of employment. The following broad trends 
are observed:
• The proportion of self-employed is higher among residents and, to a lesser extent, among 

short-term migrants. Those two categories correspond mainly to the households that 
operate landholdings either as owners or share-croppers. The short- and medium-term 
migrants are mostly circular migrants who come back regularly and contribute to the 
economic activities of the village, particularly peak agricultural seasons.

• Casual work is found among all residential statuses. Its incidence varies between 30 per 
cent and 70 per cent. It is most prominent among short-term and medium-term migrants.

• The incidence of regular employment increases with the duration of migration.

• In the group of migrants away for more than eight months and unmarried, 22 per cent 
are students and 44 per cent are regular workers. As job opportunities are very limited 
or non-existent in the villages outside agriculture, young people, especially those who 
are educated, have to migrate.

V. CHANGES OVER THREE DECADES: 1980-20103

The comparison across the period of three decades is based on the combined primary and 
secondary economic activities of adults aged 15 to 59 years. In order to enable a comparison 

Graph 14
Work Status and Migration 

Men	(aged	15-59)	Primary	Activity

Residents Migrants 1 Migrants 2 Migrants 3 Migrants 4
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Unpaid family work Domestic work Student

Note: Migrants	1	=	Away	 for	 less	 than	3	months,	Migrants	2	=	Away	 for	 a	period	 	 ranging	between	3	 and	
8	months,	Migrants	3	=	Away	 for	more	 than	8	months	but	with	 the	 spouse	and	children	 living	 in	 the	
village,	Migrants	4	=	Away	for	more	than	8	months	and	unmarried.
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with the 1981-83 survey, the analysis is restricted to the sub-sample of 12 villages studied 
in greater depth. The activities of migrants outside the villages are taken into account.

1. Changes in Labour Force Participation (Table A7)

The male labour force participation rate was 94 per cent in 1981-83, and 93 per cent in 
1999-2000, and remained at the same high level (94 per cent) in 2009-10. The corresponding 
rates for women were 56 per cent, 58 per cent, and 67 per cent, respectively. This means 
that women’s participation increased by 11 percentage points, corresponding to an almost 
20 per cent increase over the 30-year period. 

How can this increase in female labour force participation be explained? The determination 
of women’s participation in the labour market is complex as the factors at play are multiple. 
Some tend to increase FLFP while others tend to decrease it. The relative importance of those 
various forces varies with the characteristics of individual households and villages. Some 
factors tend to increase the demand for female labour such as a shortage of male labour (for 
example, due to migration); an increase in agricultural productivity (due to an increase in 
yields and cropping intensity); the introduction of new labour-intensive crops (for example, 
vegetables); and an increase in animal husbandry. Other factors tend to increase the supply 
of female labour, such as survival needs/increase in poverty; a reduction in the gender wage 
differential (which may be an incentive for women to enter the labour market); and changes 
in social norms. A third category of factors tends to decrease the labour force participation 
of women such as life-cycle (child-bearing and care responsibilities); and an income effect 
(for example, an increase in the household’s disposable income due to remittances from 
migrants), as the female labour force participation rate tends to follow a U-shaped curve 
in relation to income.

In Bihar villages, all the above factors are at play to a lesser or greater extent but the 
following two factors seem to have had a more significant impact: i) the high incidence of 
male migration, which induces women to assume more responsibilities and partly substitute 
for male labour while the men are away), and ii) a change in social norms, as it has become 
more acceptable for some women to work outside their home. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that changes in the labour force participation rates could 
be affected by changes in the age structure of the population under consideration, since, as 
seen above, the participation rates differ across age groups. However, since the structure of 
the working-age population remained fairly stable over the 30-year period (see Table A8), 
we can infer that the age structure effect has been weak.

2.	 Changes	in	the	Structure	of	Employment	of	Rural	Households

Graph 15 refers to the wide definition of labour force participation, that is, the primary and 
secondary economic activities of both men and women, which include self-employment, 
wage and salaried regular work, casual work and economic activities performed by unpaid 
family workers. 
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Graph 15
Structure	of	Employment:	All	workers	aged	15-59

Between the 1999-2000 and 2009-11 surveys, the share of self-employment increased 
slightly to 48.9 per cent. Regular employment continued its ascending trend from 9.9 per 
cent to 14.1 per cent. The category of attached labourers continued to decline (nowadays, it 
constitutes only 0.2 per cent of the labour force), and the source of regular employment has 
diversified. Both increases were at the expense of the proportion of casual workers whose 
share decreased to 36.9 per cent. 
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Graph 16
Employment	of	Men	and	Women	2000-2010

Between the 1981-83 and 1999-2000 surveys, there had been some increase in the 
proportion of casual workers (from 41.1 per cent to 43.4 per cent). During this period, there 
had also been an increase in the proportion of the regular employee category from 6.5 per 
cent to 9.9 per cent, reflecting two opposing trends: (i) the decline in attached labour, and 
(ii) the growth of regular wage and salaried jobs which migrants secure outside agriculture. 
Both these increases were at the expense of self-employment, which came down from 52.4 
per cent to 46.7 per cent during the corresponding period. 
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However, the employment of men and women has not followed the same evolution, as 
seen in Graph 16.

Between 2000 and 2010, the most striking change in the structure of men’s employment 
was the increase in the share of regular employment from 13.3 per cent to 19.7 per cent, 
signifying an increase of 6.4 percentage points or 48 per cent. If only primary occupation is 
considered, which is a better reference for measuring the importance of regular employment, 
regular employment nowadays represents 27 per cent of all men’s employment as compared 
to 19.1 per cent in 2000. The source of regular employment is increasingly to be found away 
from the villages and outside agriculture. Since the last decade, migrants have diversified their 
destinations and their sectors of occupation. The proportion of male migrants going to Punjab 
and Haryana for agricultural work has decreased, and the number going to urban centres to 
work in factories or services has increased. 

Over the same period, the structure of women’s employment shows a marked increase 
in self-employment. This is due to the increased involvement of women in agriculture and 
animal husbandry while the men migrate, and to their status of unpaid family workers (which 
represents two thirds of women’s self-employment). Regular employment increased from 1.4 
to 3.6 per cent with some openings in the health and educational sectors, pertaining specially 
to the jobs of teachers, Accredited Social Health Activists (ASHAs) and anganwadi workers, 
among others. The progression of regular employment among women is slow, as there are limited 
opportunities outside agriculture in the villages. The relative decrease in casual employment 
may be partly explained by an income effect. 

VI. CONCLUSION

The rate of labour force participation among men continued at the same high level during the 
30-year period under consideration while women’s participation increased by 11 percentage 
points, signifying an increase of 19.8 per cent. The structure of men’s employment has 
changed faster over time than that of women.

Through migration, men were able to find alternative sources of income and diversify 
their activities away from agriculture. The share of regular employment increased for both 
unqualified and qualified men, mostly at the expense of self-employment. The proportion of 
casual wage work has, however, remained relatively stable, which can be explained by the fact 
that a minimum level of seasonal labour is required in a region where the level of mechanisation 
of agriculture is relatively low and circular migration limits the access of short- and medium-
term migrants to more secure and regular jobs.

The massive migration of male labour has tightened local labour markets and contributed 
to the higher participation of women in the labour force. However, women’s activities have 
remained rooted in agriculture and allied activities in the villages. The share of women’s self-
employment increased at the expense of casual wage work as women from land operating 
families increased their activities and animal husbandry expanded significantly among all classes 
of households. Employment opportunities for women outside agriculture are extremely limited 
in rural Bihar though there have been a few openings in the education and health sectors for 
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better-educated women. Caste appears to be a stronger determinant of female labour force 
participation than class, while class is a stronger determinant of work status than caste.

Child labour is still a concern though school enrolment has increased substantially, 
especially among girls, with the support of government programmes targeting Below the 
Poverty Line (BPL) families, such as mid-day lunches, free books, free school uniforms and 
free bicycles for students who successfully complete class 8 and enrol in class 9.

Notes
1. The villages were selected in accordance with a mix of stratified and random sampling methods.

2.  For the methodology to calculate Above the Poverty Line, see Government of India, 2009.

3. Changes refer to a sub-sample of the same 12 villages studied in depth during the years 1981-83, 1999-
2000 and 2009-10.
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ANNEXES
Table A1 

Labour Force Participation Rates of Men and Women (per cent)
Men Women

Narrow Definition Wide Definition Narrow Definition Wide Definition
Age Groups (Years) 1ry 2ry Total 1ry 2ry Total 1ry 2ry Total 1ry 2ry Total
15-19 40 20 48 49 62 82 8 16 22 12 47 52
20-24 70 25 75 83 59 92 9 19 26 12 45 52
25-29 83 32 85 93 61 96 12 28 37 16 54 62
30-49 92 51 93 98 67 98 18 35 46 25 62 72
50-59 95 70 96 97 78 97 16 33 43 27 66 77
60-64 90 70 92 95 80 95 14 24 34 28 55 67
> 65 53 41 57 58 48 63 12 11 18 16 25 34
Total 15-59 78 41 81 86 65 94 14 28 37 20 56 64
Labour Force Participation Rates by Caste (15-59 years)
Scheduled Castes (SCs) 85 60 89 88 75 95 24 52 68 28 72 84
Scheduled Tribes (STs) 83 50 90 91 77 100 16 41 47 19 79 88
OBC I 84 44 87 90 64 96 25 37 51 36 63 76
OBC II 71 34 74 84 70 94 7 16 20 14 60 65
Forward Castes (FCs) 70 24 72 81 50 90 4 7 10 4 25 29
Lower Caste Muslims 86 52 88 88 70 94 12 41 50 17 66 74
Upper Caste Muslims 82 31 85 85 51 92 20 20 37 27 47 65
Total 78 41 81 86 65 94 14 28 37 20 56 64
Labour Force Participation Rates by Class (15-59 years)
Agricultural labourer 
not cultivating

92 68 94 92 72 96 28 59 78 29 68 84

Agricultural labourer 
cultivating

80 50 86 86 75 94 22 40 52 33 76 82

Small/medium farmers 72 31 75 85 73 96 6 13 17 19 65 71
Large farmers/landlords 68 28 70 81 65 91 3 8 11 5 35 40
Non-agricultural 
households

81 12 83 84 20 90 7 12 19 9 23 31

Total 78 41 81 86 65 94 14 28 37 20 56 64
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Table A2 
Labour	Force	Participation	of	Children	(6-14	Years)	by	Caste	and	Class	(per	cent)

Boys Girls
LFPR Narrow LFPR Wide LFPR Narrow LFPR Wide

By Caste

Scheduled Castes (SCs) 15 35 11 23
Scheduled Tribes (STs) 14 36 7 17
OBC I 9 35 8 24
OBC II 3 28 5 19
Forward Castes (FCs) < 1 16 < 1 5
Lower Caste Muslims 12 35 8 21
Upper Caste Muslims 12 32 5 15
Total 8 30 6 19
By Class
Agricultural labouring not cultivating 17 33 13 22
Agricultural labouring cultivating 8 37 10 31
Small/medium farmer 4 33 2 19
Large farmer/landlord < 1 21 1 8
Non-agricultural 4.9 18 2 8
Total 8 30 6 19

Source: IHD,	Bihar	Project	on	Inclusive	Development,	Household	Survey,	2009-10.

Table A3 
Status	of	Workers	Aged	15-59	Years	by	Sex	(per	cent)

Status Men Women

Primary 
Activity

Secondary 
Activity

Primary 
Activity

Secondary 
Activity

Labour Force Participation—Narrow Definition

Employer 0.5 0.2 0.2 0

Own account worker/self-employed 20.7 28.3 3.1 18.3

Regular wage/salary 21 0.5 1.4 0.1

Casual wage labour 35.4 31.4 9.1 23.3

Attached labour 0.5 0 0 0

Labour Force Participation—Wide Definition

Unpaid family labour 7.0 35.7 5.7 41.9

Unemployed 0.7 0.7 0.1 0.1

Beggar 0.1 0 0 0

Not Included in the Labour Force

Domestic work 1.1 2.8 71.5 16.0

Student 11.8 0.3 8.3 0.2

Retired/pensioner/ too old 0.1 0.1 0.1 0

Rentier 0 0 0 0

Disabled 1.3 0.1 0.5 0.1

Total 100 100 100 100

Source:	IHD,	Bihar	Project	on	Inclusive	Development,	Household	Survey,	2009-10.
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Table A4 
Status	of	Workers	Aged	15-59	Years	by	Caste	(per	cent)—	Primary	Activity

Status Scheduled 
Castes

Scheduled 
Tribes

OBC I OBC II Forward 
Castes

Low 
Muslims

Upper 
Muslims

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Labour Force Participation—Narrow Definition

Employer 0.1 0 0 0 0.4 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.8 0.1 1.1 0.7 1.1 0

Own 
account

11.8 2.2 16.7 6.0 16.7 6.2 28.8 2.9 27.8 1.3 13.2 2.7 12.4 4.1

Regular 
wage/salary

13.4 2.3 21.8 1.5 20.4 0.8 20.7 1.2 32.4 1.9 12.4 0.8 26.6 0.7

Casual wage 59.1 19.1 44.9 7.5 45.6 17.6 20.9 2.5 9.0 0.6 58.2 7.7 41.2 15.6

Attached 
labour

0.4 0 0 0 1.7 0 0.1 0 0 0 0.6 0 0.6 0

Labour Force Participation—Wide Definition

Unpaid 
family 
worker

2.8 4.1 7.7 3.0 5.2 11.0 12.6 7.3 8.7 0.5 2.4 5.0 2.8 6.8

Unemployed 0.3 0 0 0 0.2 0.3 0.8 0.1 2.0 0 0 0 0 0

Beggar 0 0 0 0 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.1 0 0.1 0.2 0 0

Not Included in the Labour Force

Domestic 
work

1.4 64.5 0 77.6 1.0 58.3 0.9 75.6 1.1 1.3 76.2 0.6 66.7

Student 9.1 6.9 9.0 3.0 8.5 5.4 14.2 9.7 16.6 8.5 6.4 11.9 4.8

Retired 0 0.1 0 0 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0 0 0 0

Rentier 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Disabled 1.7 0.8 0 1.5 0.7 0.3 0.8 0.5 1.5 0.3 2.1 0.3 2.8 1.4

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source:	IHD,	Bihar	Project	on	Inclusive	Development,	Household	Survey,	2009-10.
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Table A5 
Status	of	Workers	Aged	15-59	Years	by	Class	(per	cent)—	Primary	Activity

Status Agricultural 
Labouring 

Household Not 
Cultivating

Agricultural 
Labouring 
Cultivating

Small/Medium 
Farmer

Large Farmer/ 
Landlord

Non-
agricultural 
Household

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Labour Force Participation—Narrow Definition 

Employer 0.1 0.2 0.6 0 0.4 0.2 1.0 0 0.2 0.5

Self-employed 4.4 1.8 20.0 7.3 27.8 4.0 31.0 0.6 19.2 2.5

Regular wage 13.8 0.8 13.3 0.6 20.8 1.1 27.0 2.4 36.7 2.6

Casual wage 72.5 25.5 45.0 13.7 22.6 0.5 8.7 0.4 24.0 1.5

Attached labour 0.7 0 1.2 0 0 0 0.2 0 0.6 0

Labour Force Participation—Narrow Definition

Unpaid family 
worker

0.6 0.2 5.0 11.0 12.5 13.5 11.4 1.9 3.0 0.8

Unemployed 0.1 0 0.6 0 0.5 0.2 1.7 0 0.3 0.3

Beggar 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.3 0.3

Not Included in the Labour Force

Domestic worker 1.4 67.6 1.4 58.5 0.6 71.0 1.1 82.3 0.8 80.2

Student 5.1 3.2 10.8 8.0 14.1 9.4 16.7 12.2 12.9 10.1

Pensioner/too old 0 0 0 0.1 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.3

Rentier 0 0 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Disabled 1.3 0.7 2.0 0.7 0.6 0.3 1.1 0.3 1.9 0.8

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: IHD, Bihar Project on Inclusive Development, Household Survey, 2009-10.

Table A6 
Primary	Work	Status	of	Male	Workers	Aged	15	to	59	Years	 
According	to	Migration	Status,	Excluding	Students	(per	cent)

Non-migrant Migrant Men with Spouse 
Resident in the Village

Away for 
more than 8 
months and 
unmarried

Away for up 
to 3 months

Away between 3 
and 8 months

Away for more 
than 8 months

Narrow Definition of Labour Force Participation
Employer 0.9 0.6 0.3 0 0.3
Own account/self-employed 36.5 20.6 3.0 7.5 5.8
Regular wage 13.4 10.6 25.9 51.9 54.7
Casual wage 30.1 62.5 69.8 39.0 35.7
Attached labour 0.6 0 0.1 0.9 0.9
Wide Definition of Labour Force Participation
Unpaid family worker 13.4 5.0 0.7 0.3 1.2
Unemployed 1.1 0.6 0.2 0 1.2
Beggar 0.1 0 0 0 0

Source:	IHD,	Bihar	Project	on	Inclusive	Development,	Household	Survey	2009-10
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Table A7 
Changes	in	Labour	Force	Participation	between	1981-83	and	2009-10	in	Twelve	Villages

1981-83 1999-2000 2009-10

Labour Force Participation (Primary + Secondary Activity, Wide Definition)

Men 93.8 93.1 93.8

Women 55.5 58.3 66.5

Structure of Employment

Men Women All Men Women All Men Women All

Self-employment - - 52.44 46 48.5 46.7 44.09 60.1 48.92

Regular wage/salary - - 6.52 13.3 1.4 9.9 18.69 3.6 14.13

Casual work - - 41.04 40.6 50.2 43.4 37.21 36.3 36.93

Note: Changes	over	 time	are	 calculated	 for	 a	 sub-sample	of	12	villages	 studied	 in	depth	 and	not	 for	 the	36	
villages.	

Source:	IHD,	Bihar	Project	on	Inclusive	Development,	Household	Survey,	2009-10;	“The	Dynamics	of	Poverty,	
Employment	and	Human	Development	in	Bihar”,	IHD,	Delhi,	2002.

Table A8
Structure	of	the	population	of	working	age	(15	and	above),	12	villages

Age –Groups (Years) Men Women

1981-83 2009-10 1981-83 2009-10

15-24 29.9 30.6 32.65 28.8

25-39 32.8 31.7 31.6 32.30

40-59 24 26.6 23 27.1

60+ 13.2 11.5 12.7 11.7

Total 100 100 100 100

Source:	2009-10	=	IHD,	Bihar	Project	on	Inclusive	Development,	Household	Survey	2009-10;	1981-83	=	Database	
of	ANSISS/ILO	project	on	“The	Dynamics	of	Employment	and	Poverty	in	Bihar”.
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