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Summary

Significant changes are taking place in rural life in Bangladesh. Some of these, such as the rise in importance
of non-farm work and the increasing ‘urbanisation’ of rural life, were captured in the 2001 publication ‘Hands
not Land’. In a similar spirit of open inquiry, this study team set out to understand the type and nature of
changes which rural women and girls see as most important to their own lives. 

The response was crystal clear: women and girls are participating in, and indeed driving, many of the changes
in rural areas. On many fronts they are breaking new ground.

More women are working for pay – especially poor women. This work is poorly paid, insecure, and often 
seasonal. It is often work that men do not want to do, and always work that better-off women decline.
Undertaking these ‘bad jobs’ may require breaking social norms, making difficult choices about child care, or
compromising their own health. Examples of these jobs include post-harvest work, road construction, and
domestic service. Despite the distinct disadvantages of the type and nature of work available to poor women
in ‘the swamp’ of low skill and poor returns, it is clear that the opportunity for more women to undertake
more paid work is a positive one. While it is often the wider household which is the primary beneficiary of
working women’s and girl’s wages, individual women also benefit. 

Villagers are getting healthier, infrastructure and communications are fast penetrating all but the most distant
villages, and women and girls are benefiting from these changes. Women spoke of reduced maternal 
mortality and an increase in the acceptance and availability of skilled attendance at birth. Women and girls
quickly take up new transportation options. A profound change for young and adolescent girls has been the
introduction of cash for school and stipend programmes in the education sector. There is a widespread – and
quite new appreciation of the importance of girls’ attendance at school. It is now considered normal – 
essential even – that girls attend secondary school. These girls, empowered by more education than their
mothers or grandmothers dreamed of, represent a powerful ‘ray of hope’ for Bangladesh. However, completion
to Secondary School Certificate (SSC) and Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC) levels is less common, and is
a source of concern.

Improvements in educational and health status and economic changes both have powerful implications for the
cultural and social life of rural women and girls. Women are increasingly visible working in the fields, 
walking in groups to school, aboard public transport, and sometimes even selling in the marketplace. Marriage
patterns are affected by the increasing attendance at school, and expectations for ‘what a girl can do’ have
changed. There is an important caveat to this positive story – there has been an increase in the incidence of
violence against women – particularly young girls. This restricts their livelihoods choices. 

The report concludes with a brief discussion of possible implications of these headlines, and highlights central
issues of concern to DFID as it pursues its goal of putting ‘Women and Girls First’. 
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background
During 2000-2001, a multidisciplinary team carried out an assessment of
rural livelihoods in Bangladesh. This assessment was conducted in a
spirit of open inquiry – asking questions such as: ‘what are life and 
livelihoods like today for men and women in rural Bangladesh?’, ‘how is
life changing?’ and ‘what expectations do you have for your children?’
The findings were published in a book entitled ‘Hands Not Land’, the key
message of which was that it is human capital – ‘a healthy pair of hands’
– that is critical to deriving a livelihood in contemporary Bangladesh.

Men and women however experience change differently. There will be
important differences in access to new opportunities and services. And a
changing context – evolving institutions, improvements in physical 
infrastructure and so on – will have different implications for men and
women. 

This 2004 study was commissioned to support ongoing work to 
implement DFID’s Country Assistance Programme (CAP), boldly titled
‘Women and Girls First’. The CAP includes work streams in economic growth, human development, and rights
and governance. This study aims to provide staff undertaking each CAP work stream with some fresh insights
into the changing lives of women and girls in rural Bangladesh.

1.2 Study approach 
In this study, we sought to provide preliminary answers to the question: ‘what are life and livelihoods like today
for women and girls in rural Bangladesh?’ The fundamental questions explored the changes women and girls
saw happening in their own lives, the changes they expected and what they perceived as the livelihood 
implications of those changes. Rather than building a comprehensive and representational picture of 
livelihoods through a structured exploration, the assessment focused on trends, broad directions of change and
new opportunities and threats that were emerging as a result of the changing rural context. This report 
prioritises the voices and views of women and girls themselves. The study team was supported by a reference
panel of prominent Bangladeshi development thinkers consisting of a women’s rights specialist, a poverty-
policy expert, and a macro-economist. 

In the course of two weeks of field work, we visited 11 villages in rural NW and SE Bangladesh, one Dhaka
slum, and one peri-urban site 45 minutes outside Dhaka. We also convened a session with six female and four
male urban garment workers. Our field discussions were with relatively large groups of people, first with a 
combined group of men and women, and then with sex-segregated groups.1 Every effort was made to ensure
that the groups included a range of women and girls from a variety of social and economic positions. Our 
discussions included very old women, abandoned women, better off women, adolescent girls (in school and
out of school), garment workers, landless agricultural labourers, and women who did not undertake paid work
at all.2

We focussed our efforts on understanding change from a rural perspective, as this emphasis was clearly set
out in the terms of reference, and because the majority of poor people in Bangladesh reside in rural areas.
However, the distinction between what is rural and what is urban in Bangladesh is diminishing quickly, and 
villagers are now closer than ever to urban areas – through migration, improved communication and transport
links, and the increasing penetration of ‘urban’ phenomenon such as consumerism and entertainment. Field
visits were primarily in rural villages, but urban and peri-urban trips provided essential contrast to and 
clarification of the information we gathered in rural areas. 

“Men and women experience change differently”

1 Time constraints meant that we had extensive group discussions, but were not able to pursue intensive individual interviews or house-hold 
questionnaires.

2 Due to the nature of the field work, we were not able to identify precisely which people were technically above or below either nutritional- or 
income-derived poverty lines, but we were able to speak with women and girls representing the spectrum of wealth and poverty in each village, 
slum or peri-urban settlement.  

F o o t n o t e
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1.3 Report Structure
The report begins with a brief look at some of the important changes that have characterised rural Bangladesh
in the last decade and introduces a framework for understanding change from a women and girls’ perspective
(Sections 2 and 3). Sections 4-6 look at the nature and impact of change in three realms: on the economic
front, in the social-cultural context and on the human capital front. Section 7 reflects on the relationships
between these different dimensions of change. The report concludes, in Section 8, with some broad 
conclusions and implications for DFID Bangladesh. 

2. The Context

2.1 Rural Bangladesh is changing fast 
Powerful external economic forces, including those of globalisation and the expansion of physical 
infrastructure are driving the changes in rural Bangladesh – especially roads and bridges, rural electrification
and the growth of marketing outlets. These forces are creating a rural landscape that is increasingly ‘urban’ in
character and have radically transformed rural life.

The livelihoods of rural people are in a state of constant flux. New livelihood opportunities are emerging, often
in the non-farm sector. The numbers of small shops, tailoring and other craft enterprises, rickshaw pullers, petty
traders in villages and local bazaar centres have grown substantially. Remittances now form a critical part of
the rural economy. However, change is happening faster in some places than in others and for some people
more than for others. There is a continuum rather than a divide – from areas where traditional views and
images of rural life still hold true, to areas where a more ‘modern’ way of life is taking hold. 

2.2 People experience change differently 
These changes affect people differently. Some people have been able to embrace change – those with some
access to capital, labour and markets have been able to take up the new opportunities. Others have fared less
well. For many of the poor their primary asset remains their labour – a healthy pair of hands is critical to their
livelihoods. But whether they are engaged in agricultural labouring or in the non-farm sector they continue to
be marginalised from the development process. 

But what about women and girls? How have they fared? 

3. A framework for understanding change 

The framework we use to understand the impact of change on women and girls emerged from the field work
(Figure 1).  

Economic dimensions

Social�cultural
dimensions

Human capital 
dimensions

Women:
� Adolescents 
� Wives
� Mothers
� Mothers in law
� Widows

“The livelihoods of rural people are in a state of constant flux�”

Figure 1  A framework for understanding change
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At the centre of the framework are women and girls themselves – it is their opinions and observations that lie
at the heart of this study. The central box reminds us that women and girls do not share a single identity. Their
ability to take advantage of new opportunities and the impact of change on them is strongly influenced by 
factors such as the stage they are at in their life cycle and their social position. This is a critical determinant of
their authority and autonomy, their preferences, their household status and the livelihood options open to them.
A determining moment comes with marriage, motherhood and the quality of the relationships with new 
husbands and in-laws.3 Female-headed households, whether de jure (widowed, divorced or abandoned) or de
facto (where the man is absent from the home for periods of time), often struggle to achieve authority and 
status and access opportunities.

The changes that women and girls spoke about fall broadly into the three categories highlighted in Figure 1:

� Change on the economic front (mainly in the form of new income earning and livelihood options)
� Change on the social-cultural front 
� Change in human capital 

These three categories are by no means inclusive of all the changes that are important to women and girls in
Bangladesh, but they are reflective of their most prominent interests and concerns. 

Change in one dimension obviously has an impact on and implications for other elements of women’s and girls’
livelihoods. These relationships (sometime positive and sometimes not) are represented by the arrows in the
framework. An example of this dynamic is the emergence of garment and other factory work for women and
girls – it is, at first look, an economic phenomenon relating to wages and spending power. However, a second
look shows that the ascendancy of garment work also has profound social effects (more women in public
places, women exerting more influence in the household) and human capital effects (some increased health
risks, possible implications for quality of children’s care).

4. Economic dimensions of change 
Bluntly speaking, women have always worked hard in Bangladesh, as they have in every country. What is 
relatively new is the growing number of rural and urban women who are undertaking paid work, particularly
paid work outside the home.  

4.1 Women are undertaking more paid work 
Perhaps the most prominent change that women and girls spoke about was their increased participation in the
labour market. They spoke about new opportunities in urban areas, in rural towns and within the village. 

These findings are reflected in macro level statistics. The participation of women in the employed labour force
has been increasing in absolute and in relative terms. According to official labour force surveys, the female
share of incremental increase in the labour force was 23% between 1983-84 and 1989, rising to 48% between
1989 and 1995-96 and rising again to 72% between 1995-96 and 1999-00.4 The female labour force growth
has been fastest in the urban sector – fuelled by the rural to urban migration of large numbers of rural women
looking for formal employment with a regular wage and more secure workers' rights. In Bangladesh the three
main sources of economic growth have been international remittances, ready made garment (RMG) exports
and crop production, and women are active in each of these sectors (although their participation has not always
been highlighted).5

”Women are key players in the labour market� and are therefore key actors in the
wider economy”  
The participation of women in the RMG sector is well known. The RMG sector employs 1.8 million people, of
which 80% are women.6 These workers work long hours and receive a low hourly wage. What is less widely
known is the role that women have played in crop production. The sight of women working in the fields is
increasingly common. They are taking on new tasks (such as harvesting operations) and are also meeting the
rising demand for agricultural labour generated by the introduction of new – often more labour intensive – crops
(such as horticultural crops).

3 Lawson-MacDowall 2001 Gender briefing for DFIDB. Volume 1: Key Gender Issues in Bangladesh.
4 Mahmud, S. 2003. ‘Is Bangladesh experiencing the ‘feminization’ of the labour force?’ Unpublished report, Bangladesh Institute of Development 

Studies.
5 Osmani et al, 2003. ‘Macroeconomics of Poverty Reduction: The Case of Bangladesh’.Paper prepared for the UNDP regional project on the macro

economics of poverty reduction. 
6 Bangladesh Garments Manufacturers and Exporters Association 2002, cited in N. Khundker (2002). ‘Globalisation, Competitiveness and Job 

Quality in the Garment Industries in Bangladesh’, in ‘Bangladesh: Economic and Social Challenges’, UPL Dhaka.

F o o t n o t e



Also not well documented, is the contribution of women to the remittance economy. Women working in the
urban sector talked of how they sent some of their earnings back to rural areas – money that was often invest-
ed in sibling’s education, a contribution to dowry or used for household consumption. The precise extent to
which women are participating in international migration is not known, but they do participate. Remittances
keep the rural economy ticking. They create demand for goods and services in the rural economy and often
represent the most significant injection of financial capital into villages.

4.2 What kind of work are rural women doing?

Women in both rural and urban areas are undoubtedly undertaking more paid work, and most would like to
have more opportunities to work. But paid work for women in rural areas is limited – especially work of the more
desirable types, which generally require more education, pay better, and are considered ‘respectable’. Figure
2 represents some of the most common types of paid work undertaken by women in rural areas, and reflects
women’s own descriptions of that work. 

Figure 2 Not all work is equal: rural women’s views

When asked what type of work they considered to be more or less desirable, rural women’s and girls’ answers
were influenced by many forces, including rates of pay, number of young children, marriage status, education-
al levels, the range of local opportunities available, and whether the work was outdoors, inside, or within their
own home. Consistency with local social norms was also important – although the idea of what was accept-
able women’s work often changed when a small (but visible) number of women began ‘unconventional’ work.
Opting not to work at all was considered desirable on the one hand, as it suggested that one had a ‘good’ hus-
band who could single-handedly provide for the family. On the other hand, even this position was modified
when more professional jobs were considered, and when even better-off women declared that there was
almost always use for the extra income that they might be able to generate. 

4.3 Why are more women working?

What might be the reasons for the increased participation of women in the labour force?

Poverty is a key factor 
Men's perceptions are generally that women do not need to work outside the home if there is a male income
earner in the household. Men did however also refer to situations where there are male earners, but income is
inadequate to maintain the household. In these circumstances, men’s general opinions are that it is acceptable
for a woman to work to contribute to household income. The important point here is: men (and many women)
justify women's work not for the sake of the woman's personal well-being, but for the well-being of the family.
Thus men view women’s participation in the workforce as supplementary 

– work is not undertaken to enhance women’s capabilities or well being, but to contribute to household income.8
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“Men (and many women) justify women's work not for the sake of the woman's
personal well�being� but for the well�being of the family”

Bad
Work

Preferred
Work

Professional
jobs, health
worker, NGO

worker

“a good job”

Domestic 
labour in other

people’s 
homes, earth

works, food for
work

“survival”

Seasonal 
agricultural

labour – on other
people’s land

“to get by”

Garment work 
or other 

factory work

“to make a better
life” 

Work inside the
home, small

enterprises, part
time employment

“paid work on
selective terms -
‘to live nicely”



This perception partly explains the non-linear relationship between the participation of women in the paid labour
force and socioeconomic status. This can be best described by a U-shaped curve – where paid employment
in the workforce is high for the poorest women – falls to low for those households who can manage on the
income of a male earner – with participation widening at the higher end of the socioeconomic spectrum where
educated and better off women enter formal employment (Figure 3)7. 

Women in the middle of the socioeconomic spectrum are an interesting group. They are less likely to be
involved in paid work and are often not included in NGO programmes. Many of those interviewed during the
fieldwork did express a strong desire for incoming earning and employment opportunities. They want work that
doesn’t impact on the care economy or compromise social and cultural values. The number of women who fall
into this group is significant and their fate is uncertain – some of them are likely to be surviving just above the
poverty line. These women are more constrained by social norms. They are the followers of the status quo,
while poor women are the breakers of the status quo. 

“Poor women are the breakers of the status quo”

Poverty on its own however is not a sufficient explanation for the increase in the number of women entering
the labour market – as poverty rates have fallen slowly over the last decade and rates of severe poverty have
fallen quite significantly. 

There are healthier pairs of hands
One key factor is the existence of a healthier female labour force. Women spoke of the improved health status
of women today compared to women who joined the labour force a decade ago and definitely compared to their
mothers. The Human Poverty Index (HPI) supports this view. The HPI fell from 61% in 1982 to 40% in 1997
and furthermore poverty rates as defined by human poverty fell relatively more quickly than those based on
income or calorie-based measures.8 Both men and women gained from these improvements, but women
gained more as gender disparities in both health and education dimensions narrowed. This macro level picture
was supported vigorously by women who described how:

� They are now less likely to die at childbirth and their children are more likely to survive to adulthood
� They have smaller families and less time is needed to care for children 
� There are more children in school
� Access to water and sanitation have improved
� Their awareness of hygiene and nutrition have improved 
� They have better clothes for women and children and cleaner houses

All of the above translate into an increase into a healthier female workforce with more time on their hands.  

9
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7 The exact shape of the curve is context-specific. In rural areas where poverty rates are highest - such as the northwest – participation of poorest
women is likely to be very high.

8 Rahman, R.  2004. ‘Unemployment and Labour Market Situation in Bangladesh: Linkages with Poverty’, paper presented in the seminar 
on economic growth, unemployment and the labour market, BIDS
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Social norms are changing 
Attributing participation in the labour force solely to poverty ignores the fact that changing social norms are also
opening up space for women's work. Purdah is constantly being renegotiated as women do new things. 

It is generally the poor and poorest women who are breaking socially constructed rules and norms relating to
work outside the home. As economic pressures have increased, the poor have taken up new livelihoods –
migration and employment in the RMG being the most notable examples. But there have been changes 
relating to employment within rural areas too. For example, in Daulatpur, a village in Patia Upazilla in the
District of Chittagong, four adolescent women commuted to the garments factory for work as helpers on a daily
basis. They travelled by bus and returned home at night – on their own. Thus poor women are themselves key 
drivers of change. 

How do men view these changes? The RMG men we interviewed did not express any resentment of the girls
to the research team. Rather, they said that the girls needed to work to ‘contribute to the family’, and their
employment and related mobility was not a problem.  However, a thorough analysis of the risks of women being
‘drivers of social change’ would include a more detailed exploration of the potential for backlash and violence
within the home and in the broader social context.

New opportunities are emerging 
Today’s reality is that rural households are often as likely to be involved in non-agricultural livelihoods as they
are in farming, and increasingly derive their income from multiple sources. The number of small shops in 
villages has increased as have tailoring and other craft enterprises, rickshaw pulling and petty trading in 
villages in local bazaars. 

Women have been able to take advantage of some of these new opportunities. They have moved into new
areas of employment such as participation in the horticultural production activities triggered by the construction
of the Jamuna Bridge and those jobs generated by the establishment and growth of the RMG industry. Micro-
credit has also led to income earning opportunities for women.

As men take advantage of new livelihood opportunities or migrate out of the village, women step in to fill the
gaps. This is particularly the case of agricultural work. This finding is consistent with macro level data which
shows an absolute decline in male employment in agriculture during the second half of 1990s (although of
course this decline may also be due to other factors such as changing cropping patterns and mechanisation).
This apparent ‘feminisation of agriculture’ will have important implications for women – both contributing to their
practical needs (i.e. increased food security) and contributing to enhanced control of, and access to, natural
and other resources). 

“How much women are able to take advantage of the new 
opportunities depends in large part on where they live“

Not surprisingly, there are clear differences along the rural-urban continuum in terms of the range of 
opportunities open to them. In most villages the new opportunities are often limited to agriculture. More diverse
and abundant opportunities are available closer to roads and in peri-urban and urban areas. Here women who
need it generally have access to employment – albeit of a poorly paid and often arduous nature. It is 
increasingly common for example to see women involved in manual work such as earth digging, road building
and construction. 

The availability of local opportunities to work is one of the most important factors determining whether women
work or not. Both girls and women consistently expressed the desire for more local opportunities, whether a
nearby factory, business opportunities, or piece work that could be done at home. 

Women are accessing new opportunities 

Increasing crop-diversification in a Bogra village generated additional
employment for women. These women are now employed in aquaculture
picking various crops (e.g. chillies) and in post-harvest work. Private invest-
ment in several cold  storage plants in and around a Rajshahi village
increased production of potatoes which, in turn, increased demand for female
labour. Women are accessing some of the new livelihood opportunities.
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Improvements in physical infrastructure are making a difference
Improvements in infrastructure have no doubt been a driving force behind increased migration by both men and
women.  This has obviously led to an increase in women working in urban areas. But a second effect has been
the increase in female employment in rural areas as they take up the jobs either vacated by men or to fill the
gap until remittances arrive. This was conspicuous in a village off the Rajshahi-Nawabganj highway, where
men’s seasonal migration often left women without enough money to run the household. Women then took up
paid work in handicrafts or as domestic workers in order to make ends meet, until their husbands returned.

Women want to ‘make a better life’
Women are also seeking paid employment to, in their words, ‘make a better life’. For these women, work 
outside the home was not a prerequisite to making ends meet, or to lifting the household out of poverty. Like
people almost everywhere, but especially people who are living in a fast-changing society like Bangladesh,
rural women are acutely aware of the goods and services that money can buy. When describing what they
meant by a ‘better life’, women told us that extra money was intended for basics such as better clothes for the
family, and for household improvements. But we also heard (and saw evidence) of relative luxuries such as 
television sets, mobile phones, cosmetics, and furniture. Paying for educational expenses such as private
tuition and exam fees was also a requirement for ‘a better life’, and a common reason to seek paid 
employment.

Thus – in summary – there are a large number of reasons why, apart from demographic factors, women are
increasingly undertaking paid work (Figure 4). Individual women’s decisions to work – or not to work – are 
driven by a combination of factors, including wealth status, skill level, number and age of children, husband’s
income and attitude towards working women, and local norms. Adolescent girls’ decisions about paid 
employment are nearly as complex, but are very much informed by their parents’ preferences. If the working
girls live at home, their parents control the majority of their income. 

As described above, poor women have exploited the opportunities socially made available to them. They have
created an institutional space for work and are waiting for new livelihood opportunities. It remains to be seen
how much further they will go, and how quickly – when will significant numbers of women start operating power
tillers, participating in the harvesting of paddy, or buying and selling in rural markets? Will social expressions
of backlash against working women – in the form of stigma, resentment, harassment or violence – constrain
their progress?

4.4 Poor women, work and the ‘Swamp’
From a poverty perspective, our greatest concern is opportunities for the poor and poorest women – those 
represented by the shaded area in Figure 3. These women tend to come from poor landless households. They
may have never gone to school, or had only limited schooling. Many are widows (girls in Bangladesh tend to
marry much older men), or have been abandoned or mistreated by their husbands. If they are married, their
husbands’ incomes are low and unlikely to improve.  These women are trapped in a swamp – a swamp of poor
labourers with limited options, low mobility, low status and little security. 

Figure 4 Factors influencing women’s decision to work

Woman working for pay

Changing norms

Poverty

More healthy hands

New opportunities

To make a better life

Better Infrastructure
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These women undertake low-wage and arduous employment.

“A day's wage is generally not sufficient to maintain a household of three
even with year-round employment”

The situation is worst for rural women, where a year round female wage does not support more than a family
of two members. Even in urban areas, women often work in the in the informal sector where wages are low,
pay is irregular, and labour rights and working conditions dismal. A large proportion of rural women are likely
to spend all their working lives in a swamp of low skilled, low productivity and low return activities. 

There are a smaller range of options for poor women than for poor men 
The range of options for poor women is less than the range of options for poor men. Both poor men and women
are constrained by low skill levels, but poor men have greater mobility and security. In a relatively remote 
village in Patia in Chittagong, for example, a poor man could go to deeper parts of the neighbouring forest to
collect fuel wood but a woman could not. There is also still a widespread perception that many jobs are 'men's
jobs', and therefore not appropriate for women. It is relatively unusual for a woman with a family of her own to
have access to the range of migration opportunities available to men or to younger women. 

There is little mobility in the lower end of the job market
There are many reasons why there is little mobility for poor women at the lower end of the job market. First,
these women have low bargaining power because their education level is low and they come from poor 
households. These factors (along with high unemployment and underemployment rates and the overall 
persistence of job segregation by sex) keep wages low. Second, because of job segregation, women are not
hired for field operations (particularly harvesting) of major crops. This is the highest paid type of agricultural
work. Third, skill constraints lock in female labour to the lower end of the job market. Some of them will find it
almost impossible to escape their present work status. These are women who are older, have little or no 
education, are single with minor dependents. Fourth, women with little or no assets are also less likely to make
any transition from their present livelihoods pattern. 

“Thus women may now have healthier pairs of hands� but for many women these
hands are helping them more to survive than to thrive”

4.5 The labour market and the changing mix of opportunities
The expansion of the labour market for women and the changing mix of opportunities raises many questions.
Are women doing the same work more or slowly peeping in to men’s domains? Are the options and 
opportunities opening up for poor women the same as those for poor men? If women are participating more in
the lower end of the job market, does it mean that they have less chance of moving upwards?

Women are trapped in a swamp of
low skilled, low productivity and low
return activities.

In a village in Bogra, we saw women earning Tk. 25 a
day from picking chillies. They earned only Tk. 30 a day
from washing and cleaning potatoes. Both these 
activities were done for 8 hours a day and are 
seasonal in nature. Even when women are able to
move to non-agricultural livelihoods, they often take
activities that have lower returns. In a home-based
handicraft industry in a village in Rajshahi for example,
women earn at most Tk. 21 a day from 15 hours of
work. 
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There is a one-way blurring of boundaries 
The pattern of the female labour force across the broad economic sectors of agriculture, industry and services
is starting to resemble that of their male counterparts. The female share in each of these main economic 
sectors increased in various degrees, most in agriculture and least in services. This represents a blurring of
boundaries in the gender division of the employed labour force. 

“Women are replacing men in ‘men’s jobs’� but men 
are not replacing women in ‘women’s jobs’”

A good example of this were women in a peri-urban pocket of Gazipur District who undertake earthwork and
digging. There is no gender gap in terms of differential pay – men and women get the same wages for the same
work. Twenty years ago female employment in digging was not as common as it is now. It is also now common
to see some female agricultural workers conspicuously looking for work along with men in the spot labour 
markets of urban areas such as Savar and Dhaka. 

The starkest blurring of boundaries has taken place in the agricultural sector – although female participation is
still limited to non mechanical operations, the cultivation of minor crops and post harvest operations. Most 
commonly, we encountered situations in which women were taking on agricultural tasks that are now seen as
undesirable by younger men with some education. These men have clear ideas about what types of jobs their
education and status entitles them to, and low-paid agricultural labour is not included in their vision of what is
acceptable. For a household with working men and women, women’s participation in agriculture can free up
time for the adult male who may earn more in the non-agricultural labour market. 

5. Human dimensions of change 

Progress in the reduction of human poverty is visible in most rural areas of Bangladesh. This progress appears
to have benefited women to a greater extent than men, possibly because they were lagging far behind men
(this observation is supported by aggregate trends). Women spoke forcefully about the local manifestation of
macro trends: ‘we are less likely to die in childbirth, our children are more likely to survive into adulthood, we
have sanitary toilets, clean drinking water, more awareness about hygiene and nutrition, better clothes for
women and children, cleaner houses and villages, and smaller families’. Access to primary, secondary, and 
tertiary education has increased for children, particularly for girls. These improvements in human capital are
enjoyed by poor women, though perhaps less relative to the non poor, but certainly more relative to their own
mothers. Thus, women are more likely to have a ‘healthy pair of hands’ than before. 

5.1 Health is improving 
Women and girls were unanimous in their judgement that health and education standards had improved in
recent years. Women were particularly emphatic in making the point that one of the most dramatic changes
was the decline in maternal mortality. A woman in a village near Rajshahi told us that ‘Now there are cures for
all diseases’, and her counterparts in a village in the Southeast reported that ‘We used to just cover someone
with a blanket and leave them in the house to die. Now we know that we can take them to the clinic for 
treatment.’ Many women spoke of relatively recent increases in local knowledge of hygiene and sanitation, and
of improved access to clean water supplies. Interest in – and willingness to pay for – attended deliveries in a
clinic or hospital was extremely common. When asked whether they were supported by their families in 
spending money on hospital or clinic deliveries, several women reported that it was not always easy to 
convince husbands and mothers-in-law of the importance of this substantial expense, but that community
awareness raising campaigns were helpful. 

However, at the same time that women recognised the gains made in health, they were quick to bemoan the
quality and cost of services that are available in rural areas. In areas where there were several possible 
service providers, even the better-off women were critical of the quality of relatively expensive services.
Common complaints were about the illegal sale of expired medicines, being treated rudely by medical staff,
and being required to pay bribes for services that should be free.  Villagers expressed a strong sense of 
frustration about the high cost and low quality of services, but did not appear to have any recourse to 
alternatives.
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5.2 Education is offering a ‘ray of hope’
Along with health, education is a ‘big headline’. There was widespread consensus among girls and women,
from better-off and poorer households, and among different villages, that access to primary school had been
markedly improved through the recently introduced cash for school programme, and that the stipend for girls
in secondary school had increased girls’ enrolment. 

Women and girls enthusiastically welcomed the introduction of the girls’ stipend and many of the poorer girls’
families said that without it they would not be attending school. It was not clear from whether or not the 
government’s intended reduction in child marriages is associated with the introduction of the stipend. What was
clear, however, is that ideas about ‘what girls can do’ are changing quickly. Adolescent girls now move 
regularly outside the house and the bari, are seen in public, use public transportation, and study the same 
subjects as boys. 

Similarly, mothers’ expectations of their daughters’ futures, and girls’ own aspirations are dramatically different
from a generation ago, and even from 5-10 years ago. These aspirations often had economic dimensions.
Many girls who were still enrolled in secondary school expressed the desire for ‘a good job’, but fewer were
sure what a good job might entail. Some mentioned NGO worker or health worker, some mentioned garment
work. The non-economic dimensions of education were more strongly articulated by women who were beyond
school age, particularly by the mothers of school age girls. They spoke of the education’s value in helping a
person to ‘get by in the world’, in being able to sign one’s name, read road signs, and read medicine bottles. 

“There was also a sense that girls needed education more than their parents in
order to maintain personal dignity and status within the community – ‘to speak

nicely’� ‘not to be made a fool of’”

However although the programme is highly valued, girls and their parents reported problems its costs and 
quality. The most common concern was that the size of the stipend was not sufficient to meet the costs 
associated with education – particularly supplementary private tuition. Again and again, stories were 
recounted of girls from the poorest families who dropped out of school in grade nine, just as they should have
been preparing for the grade 10 Secondary School Certificate (SSC). It is at this critical juncture in secondary
school that the need for supplementary private tuition is most apparent, and there was widespread tendency
for girls (and perhaps for boys) to drop out at this stage. While there is inherent value in school attendance for
its own sake, if girls are to have more control over their own lives, more options for the future, and to take
advantage of their education, they need to be provided with the opportunity to complete grades 10 and 12. 

Another limitation of the stipend programme was the confusion that appeared to characterise people’s 
knowledge of their entitlement. Part of this confusion stems from government’s changing rules. Eligibility 
criteria have changed (attendance is no longer enough – girls must also attain certain grades), and the 
programme has been extended from grade 10 to grade 12. These rule changes, and lack of clarity associated
with the programme, have resulted in confusion. In one village, they spoke of their disappointment that the
stipend programme ‘was suspended in 2003’ – when in fact it seemed that no girls had passed the academic
eligibility tests required. 

Women were quick to bemoan
the quality and cost of 
services that are available in
rural areas

Although villagers were near-unanimous in
their judgement that health and education 
status had improved significantly, they were
quick to bemoan the high cost and/or low
quality of most available services. Corruption,
disrespect for clients, and poor quality of staff
were all common complaints about the health
service. Similarly, the universal recognition
that private tuition is required to pass 
secondary school exams is an indictment of a
failure of schools to provide a quality service. 



15

Breaking New Ground:Livelihood Choices� Opportunities and Tradeoffs for Women and Girls in Rural Bangladesh

6. Social-cultural dimensions of change 

6.1 Poor women are at the vanguard of rapid social and cultural change
In addition to messages about changes in the economic dimensions of women’s lives, and powerful messages
about recent changes in access to health and education, women spoke of important social and cultural
changes to their lives in recent years. 

“Social norms have evolved� are continuing to evolve� and are doing so quickly “

Cultural change is happening in both urban and rural areas of Bangladesh, but it is taking place at an 
accelerated pace in the urban areas. Several rural women said that ‘of course I can go to the bazaar in the city;
no one will see me there’.

Poor women, particularly those from female-headed households, tend to be less constrained by social norms
of what is acceptable women’s work. Hence, they can (and must) participate in the labour force more readily
than some better-off married women. They have access to public domains such as construction sites and road
sides. They can take up outside wage work in the village, migrate to urban areas or even penetrate into ‘male’
jobs (shops, construction, low paid agricultural work, and even some transport work). These women are the
breakers of norms in society, helping to blur the distinction between men’s work and reduce sex segregation in
the labour market9.

As noted in Section 5, wider access to education has significantly changed public ideas about what ‘girls can
do’, the space they can move in, and their own aspirations. Some core aspirations, however, remain the same
for mothers and their daughters. ‘A good marriage’ was considered by all a pre-requisite to happiness – but for
many girls and their mothers, a good marriage was no longer considered enough. Mothers spoke of the need
for economic opportunities for their daughters after finishing school. ‘After completing their education, they can
no longer sit idle, at home’, said one woman. In a survey of young garment workers in Dhaka, young women
themselves reported that the two most important benefits to working – often at relative low pay and for long
hours – were the opportunity to contribute to their families’ well being and to be less of a burden on their 
families.10

6.2 Transport and mobility is improving 
Women’s and girls’ mobility is a classic case of just how flexible purdah can be. Rural ideas of the 
appropriateness for women of different modes of transport, distances travelled, and types of journeys 
undertaken are changing. Most women we spoke to had taken buses to the local town or city, most often to

seek medical treatment or to visit relatives.

“Women reported being accompanied by male relatives on the first 
visit to a new place ‘because we do not know the way’, but being 

happy to travel with female friends on subsequent journeys” 

Women who had some extra money would take rickshaw vans from the village to the main road to catch the
bus (easier than walking and more consistent with maintaining purdah), and poorer women and girls walked to
the bus stops. 

Although the overwhelming picture is of increasing mobility and visibility for women and girls, there is an 
important caveat to this story. Women and particularly adolescent girls spoke of deteriorations in personal
security and safety. This undoubtedly limits livelihoods options and choices (e.g. access to markets, wage
employment and common property resources such as water bodies and forests). 

9 There are likely to be social costs for the poor women who are breaking these norms. Costs may come in the form of increased exposure to 
criminal or sexual violence when moving outside the home; increased gender violence within the home; or other forms of backlash. The relatively 
public nature of the field work did not allow this research team to explore sensitive issues such as the relationship between changing male and 
female identities and gender violence, and further work is needed to understand this dynamic.

10N Kabeer and S Mahmud 2003 ‘Globalisation, gender and poverty: Bangladesh women workers in export and local markets’. Journal of 
International Development, 15, 1-17.

F o o t n o t e
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6.3 Women are more visible in the bazaar
Some aspects of culture are more resistant to change, and are more likely to change first in cities before rural
areas. Women and girls were engaged in education and many ‘new’ aspects of economic life at village level,
but no one in the 11 study villages would consider trading in a marketplace. However, in a visit to an urban
slum, we found large numbers of women selling in the bazaar, many in business for themselves and some 
collaborating with male relatives. These women were not necessarily poor or destitute, as one might expect in
a situation where a taboo (at least for rural areas) was being broken. One woman had been trading in the
bazaar since being abandoned by her husband for 20 years, vending vegetables from a basket in a corner of
the market. Several other women were engaged in more prosperous market businesses, including selling 
groceries and saris. 

6.4 There is universal concern about dowry
Although dowry is illegal in Bangladesh, it is alive and well – to the point that the issue invariably came up in
village discussions, and was the source of universal worry. 

“When one discussion in a village was cut short� several women came rushing up as
we left� crying ‘Dowry – number one problem!’”

There is widespread agreement that the size of dowry demands are increasing.The increasing burden of dowry
is without question leading to financial pressures on girls and their families; some girls claimed to be saving
towards their own dowries, many families cited dowry as a major use of micro credit loans, and increasingly
educated girls are seen to require ‘better’ (and more expensive) husbands. Villagers reported that a 
generation ago, dowry was more of a symbolic exchange between families, and the actual size of a dowry was
not likely to be a major financial transaction. They expressed concern that today, dowry has taken on a 
relatively new financial and social emphasis that was unheard of 20 years ago. There are also bound to be 
significant psychological impacts on girls, who are constantly exposed to their parents’ talk of the pressure of
finding money for a dowry, and the seemingly public knowledge of each dowry transaction in the village. 

On the ‘receiving’ side, dowry may provide a temporary boom for young men and their families, and it may be
that as young men increasingly take advantage of non-farm opportunities, they use one or more dowries to
establish small businesses11. 

Women’s public participation in
the marketplace

Almost all women in rural areas – both poor and
non poor – dismissed the possibility of 
participation in the bazaar outright. One NGO
programme to create a ‘women’s corner’ in a
Rajshahi area bazaar failed due to lack of 
interest.  Women in urban areas, however, are
actively trading in the bazaar. A better 
understanding of the non-economic reasons 
driving women’s participation in the service 
sector should help policy makers create a more
enabling environment for livelihood alternatives
for poor women.

11It was difficult to tell from the field work what is driving the increase in dowry costs or how common it is to use dowries as business investments or
for men to marry several times in order to secure several dowries. Additional research and analysis focused on the role of dowry on women’s 
economic, physical and social status could provide valuable insights.

F o o t n o t e
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6.5 Cultural differences are important
Although Bangladesh is predominantly Bengali and Muslim, there are distinct religious and ethnic minorities
scattered throughout the country. We clustered our field visits in the southeast of the country, and the 
northwest. The northwest was selected because its economy is still agriculture-based, and the southeast was
selected because of its high rates of migration and its reputation for cultural conservatism – factors which we
thought might impact significantly on women’s lives. In fact, we found that the main ‘headlines’ women 
reported in both regions we visited were broadly similar.  

There are however likely to be important cultural differences just below the ‘headlines’.  One example is the
different challenges and opportunities faced by poor Hindu women. On the one hand, in one of the villages
(although not all) we visited between Chittagong and Cox’s Bazaar, Hindu men and women earned a lower
daily agricultural wage than their Muslim neighbours.12 On the other hand, destitute Hindu widows were able
to sell pan and snacks door to door, whereas Muslim widows sold chira (flattened rice) only from their homes.

7. Relationships between dimensions of change

We have established that women and girls are affected by, and taking part, in changes on many fronts. But
these changes cannot be considered in isolation from each other. A change in one element of a person’s 
livelihood will usually have knock on effects on other parts of their livelihood. Women and girls identified many
examples of positive and reinforcing knock-on effects:

� Improvements in health lead to more healthy hands available for work
� Improvements in infrastructure allow for greater access to more rewarding, non-agricultural jobs beyond the

village
� Access to education stretches social boundaries and establishes new norms
� Access to education delays the age of marriage

There may also be a time lag between change in one area and a related change in another. The most 
important example of this is the improvements in educational status of girls which will, in the future, provide
them with skills that enable them to take up new economic opportunities. 

“But it is also true that change can and often does come at a cost “

Relationships between changes in the economic, social-cultural and human capital realms may not necessar-
ily be positive or reinforcing of each other. Increased mobility for example has, in some cases, been cited as
one of the reasons for the increasing concerns women have over their own personal security. Women who take
on paid work will suffer from additional work burdens, may face increased health risks and difficult decisions
on child care. Although the benefits of women’s wages invariably accrue to the household, the costs of
women’s work are almost always internalised by the working women herself.

12In several places, daily meals constitute about 30% of the total cash value of daily agriculture wages. Hindu dietary restrictions do not allow them
to eat from Muslim kitchens, and Muslim landlords do not pay extra cash in lieu of food. 

F o o t n o t e

Absorbing the costs of additional work

Tekibari village is located 35 km from Dhaka, just 5 
minutes off the main Gazipur road. Until a few years ago, the main 
activity of the households was puffed rice-making, with both men and
women working within the homestead. However the establishment of
two factories nearby means this livelihood strategy is no longer 
profitable for many. Earth digging has replaced puffed rice making as
the major economic activity. The work is hard and arduous – men and
women work side by side from 7am to 5pm. Women are uncomfortable
and embarrassed at working in close proximity to men, particularly when
lifting the earth onto men’s heads. Times are even harder during the wet
season however, when digging work is not available and households
drop meals to cope. Only a few children in the village attend school –
many of the older children taking on the burden of looking after the
younger siblings whilst their mothers and fathers work.  What can be
done to mitigate the worst aspects of women working in difficult 
conditions?’
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Despite these associated costs, women’s views were that more paid work for women is generally a good thing. 

“women’s views were that more paid work for women is generally a good thing”

It is likely to lead to increased household income, and has demonstrated important psychosocial benefits for
women.  

Figure 4 illustrates the range of possible outcomes at the household level of women working. Whilst it is clear
that households with female earners will have more income, it is less clear how, and under what circumstances,
this income translates into improved household well being and, more specifically, the well being of women and
girls. This is where intra-household decision making processes will come into play – determining who and what
the money is spent on. Does the extra income benefit all those in the household (through for example more
food on the table and money to fund health care costs) or are these benefits captured by certain members of
the household – such as male members or children.

Outcomes

Understanding intra-household relations is essential if we are to assess the social and economic implications
of the increasing number of women in the labour force and understand how women’s work might contribute to
empowering women and girls, improving their access to assets and services and enhancing their well being –
the goals at the centre of DFID's CAP.

8.  Conclusions 

The views and voices of Bangladeshi women and girls were the foundation of this study, and their daily 
experiences and hopes for the future drive our conclusions. This section summarises the most important
changes, draws out some principles to inform donor actions and presents a set of questions to guide decisions
on how to move forwards with an agenda for supporting change for women and girls. 

8.1 Breaking new ground
Significant changes are taking place in rural life in Bangladesh and women and girls are participating in, and
indeed driving, these changes. 

13 N. Kabeer. 2000. ‘The Power to Choose: Bangladeshi Women and Labour Market Choices in London and Dhaka’, Verso: London 

F o o t n o t e

Figure 4 Will women working bring about improvement in well being of 
women and girls?

More work for poor
women 
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household level 
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hold well being 

Improvement in well
being of women and

girls   
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”On many fronts� women and girls are breaking new ground”

Women and girls are quick to take advantage of the opportunities generated by improvements in infrastructure
and communications. They are increasingly visible working in the fields, walking in groups to school, aboard
public transport, and sometimes even selling in the marketplace. There is an important caveat to this positive
story – there has been an increase in the incidence of violence against women – particularly young girls. This
restricts their livelihoods choices. 

More women are working for pay – especially poor women. This work is poorly paid, insecure, and often 
seasonal. Undertaking these ‘bad jobs’ may require breaking social norms, making difficult choices about child
care, or compromising their own health. Despite the distinct disadvantages of the type of work available to poor
women, it is clear that the opportunity for more women to undertake more paid work is a positive one. 

It is now considered normal – essential even – that girls attend secondary school. Marriage patterns are 
affected by the increasing attendance at school, and expectations for ‘what a girl can do’ have changed. Girls,
empowered by more education than their mothers or grandmothers dreamed of, represent a powerful ‘ray of
hope’ for Bangladesh. Change is affecting groups of women differently.

”The starkest difference emerged between those poorer women stuck 
in the swamp and the younger educated women and girls”

These two groups have varying prospects and face different challenges. 

The poorest women and those older than school age are stuck. They take advantage of every economic 
opportunity and are using healthy pairs of hands to improve their own and their families’ chances of survival.
Their willingness to engage in activities that (initially) contravene social norms and to carve a niche in new 
markets is pioneering. However, this engagement in paid work for mere survival is unlikely for these women to
translate into a situation where they are engaging in paid work to thrive, or to move far out of poverty. In 
general, these poor women are mired in a swamp of low-pay, low-return, low-skill and often seasonal work. 

The dramatic increase in the number of girls participating in secondary school education is bound to have a
dramatic effect on Bangladeshi society and, given the chance, will enable large numbers of young women to
participate in the formal economy. The psychological effects in communities and within girls themselves of girls’
increasing mobility, skill levels, and analytical capacity was evident in all our village visits. As more girls 
participate in, and (critically) complete their secondary school education, there will be increased demand for
jobs and opportunities represented in the upper rungs of Figure 2. Yet there is a real danger that opportunities
for the girls and young women representing this ‘ray of hope’ are limited, if the private sector does not 
generate jobs, if the education system does not prepare them adequately, and particularly if efforts are not
undertaken to ensure that women are provided with the opportunity to engage in ‘men’s work’. 

8.2 Implications for donors
How can donors support women and girls who are breaking new ground?

Plan ahead
Donors need to reflect carefully on the emerging trends and plan ahead. The critical question is what needs to
be done now to lay the foundations for 10 years time, when there will be large numbers of educated women in
the labour force. What can be done to broaden the opportunities available to women especially in the trade and
service sectors? There is a role for donors in working with government and the private sector to improve the
participation of women in these important aspects of the economy. They also need to monitor carefully the
changing structure of the labour force and assess what this implies for male employment. 

Define a niche 
Donors can do little to change the reality that in any society – rich or poor – poor and uneducated women will
undertake the least rewarding jobs. Donors also cannot themselves generate the massive growth in the private
sector that would provide sufficient numbers of better opportunities for young educated women. However 
external actors – in particular donor agencies – can do much to influence the quality of work available to poor
women, and the number of better jobs available to the ‘rays of hope’.

“Donors should seek maximise the positive changes and minimise the hard edges” 
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One of the most prominent fieldwork findings was the dramatic improvements in human capital – with 
improvements in both health and educational status. Donors must understand and build on these positive
changes. Efforts to support poor girls who gain access to secondary school education but then drop out before
critical exams, could be scaled up by supporting the stipend system. Creative thinking is needed on how to deal
with the increasing insecurity and violence faced by young women. And action can be taken to ensure that
greater numbers of existing ‘good’ jobs are available for appropriately skilled young women graduates. Efforts
of this kind represent an attempt to recognise realities and maximise the positive aspects of important change. 

But what about the swamp? It is discouraging to think of large numbers of women toiling away, often putting
their health at risk and compromising their social status. But the fact remains that their increasing ability to earn 
even a small amount of money improves their lives. Earth works, road construction, and domestic service are
examples of the kind of work to which poor women need continued access if they are to have a livelihood.
Wishing that these sectors would disappear, or ‘protecting’ women from participating in this kind of work is not
an option. The worst aspects of life for these women could be tempered by NGO, private sector, government
and donor efforts to improve health and safety standards, to ensure equal pay for equal work, to offer crèche
facilities and to enforce and expand quota programmes that favour women and girls. 

8.3 Some programming decisions for DFID 
In developing a strategy to support women and girls, DFID needs to address a number of key questions: 

Development outcomes 
What are the most important development outcomes from a women and girls perspective and how do these
different outcomes relate to one another? 

This is a complex issue – women and girls spoke off the tradeoffs in terms of different dimensions of change:
household income will improve by engaging in hard labour, but individual women’s health may suffer as a
result; girls will benefit on many levels from increased access to education, but may be disappointed when
faced with the narrow range of ‘good jobs’ available to them after completing high school. In some cases of
course there will be positive synergies between different outcomes. 

DFID must therefore be clear about what constitutes a successful result for women and girls. There will be a
need to prioritise a small number of outcomes (hopefully mutually reinforcing) and this will require ‘letting go’
of others. For example is the agenda one of increasing women’s rights, improving human development, 
tackling extreme gender poverty or improving food security? And what are the tradeoffs inherent in working
towards these outcomes. 

Strategy and entry points 
Once there is consensus on outcomes, the range of interventions and options for DFID will become clearer.
Mobilising to deliver enhanced food security for women and girls for example will require a different set of
actions to mobilising to support the development of human capital.  

Target groups 
One of the most striking messages of this study is the different prospects faced by different groups of women
and girls. We have noted the differences between the poorest women and the rays of hope. But there are also
issues on whether we should be working to support the women in the middle, those perhaps living just above
the poverty level, who find it difficult to break social norms and enter the workforce and may represent 
tomorrow’s poor. Supporting these groups will require different types of action – the key message is we need
to work across the spectrum to ensure a better future for all women and girls. 

Time horizons
There are related decisions to be made about the time horizon on which DFID makes its commitments.
Investments in mitigating the worst aspects of the swamp will have a bigger short- and medium-term effect on
the largest numbers of poor women. Interventions that will build on positive changes and increase 
opportunities for the comparatively better-off girls in secondary school are longer term, and will probably have
less impact on extreme poverty. Another option would be to increase access by children from the poorest
households to education – so that in the future they do not follow their mothers into the swamp.
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Partners
The final set of decisions concerns who DFID should work with to support positive change for women and girls.
The study suggests that DFID should continue to work with the government in areas of human capital 
development. But they may want to consider being more focused in their agenda – choosing to focus on the
improving the effectives of the stipend programme for instance. There are also a new set of partnerships DFID
should consider such as working with the private sector to improve women’s access to employment 
opportunities and with civil society and trade unions to improve the working conditions of the poorest women.
One thing is clear seeking single sector entry points and/or working with single institutions (whether a
Government Department or an NGO) does not reflect the realities of the livelihoods of women and girls and will
not generate the big livelihood gains that will deliver the scaling up of poverty reduction.

8.4 Next steps 
Inter-office explorations of these questions may be the starting point of a series of debates – and maybe be
guided by the development of a matrix along the lines illustrated in Figure 6. This will provide some clarity about
the nature of the choices to be made, and how DFID resources can be best used to serve ‘Women and Girls
First’.  

Figure 6 Framework to guide next steps
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