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THE LIFT LINE

A woman weighs the cost of every journey to work in ways a man rarely does, and until the city stops charging

her that hidden tax, her education will keep outrunning her employment.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

India’s female labour-force participation, especially in cities, remains low even as girls now match or outpace
boys in schooling. The reasons are structural and urban: unsafe streets and transport, long and unreliable
commutes, an unshared burden of care work, and workplaces and city layouts that were never designed with
women in mind. For GS1 this is a question of gender and urbanisation; for GS3 it is a question of employment

and the economy foregoing half its potential workforce.
GS Paper 1: the role of women, social empowerment, and the problems associated with urbanisation.
GS Paper 3: employment, growth and development, and the economic cost of low workforce participation.

For Prelims, track female labour-force participation trends in the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) and
note that female participation in India has historically been low and heavily rural, with urban rates lagging
further. For Mains, argue that raising urban female employment requires redesigning cities and transport for

safety and mobility, and that childcare support alone, while necessary, is not sufficient.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

For years the puzzle has been framed as a paradox (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/paradox/): as Indian families grew
richer and daughters better educated, women’s participation in paid work did not rise in step and at times fell.

Recent survey data show some improvement, driven largely by rural and self-employed work, while salaried
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urban employment for women remains stubbornly limited. Education is clearly not the binding constraint;

something in the enVirOUWmJQEWQHI%& ujiyari.com - Free Daily Current Affairs for UPSC & State PCS

That something is largely the city itself. A young woman deciding whether to take up a job in an urban centre
must reckon with whether she can reach it safely after dark, whether public transport runs where she needs it,
whether harassment on the street or in the workplace is likely, and whether the unpaid labour of running a
household still falls almost entirely on her. Each of these is a barrier that a male worker seldom faces to the

same degree, and together they quietly price many women out of the paid economy.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

Four structural barriers, not one

The standard policy response, more creches and childcare, addresses only one part of the problem. In truth at

least four barriers operate together, and treating any one alone leaves the others intact.

BARRIER HOW IT LOWERS WOMEN’S URBAN EMPLOYMENT

Safety Unsafe streets and public spaces restrict when and where women can work
Mobility Sparse, unreliable and unsafe transport lengthens and limits the feasible commute
Care burden Disproportionate (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/disproportionate/) unpaid domestic and care work leaves

little time for paid work

Hostile Workplaces and city layouts built without women’s needs in mind deter participation

design

Cities are gendered infrastructure

Urban space is not neutral. Poorly lit streets, transport designed around a male commuter’s routine, a lack of
public toilets and safe waiting areas, all encode assumptions that push women to the margins of the labour
market. When a city fails on safety and mobility, it withdraws economic opportunity from women without ever

naming a policy to do so.

The economic stake

Low female participation is not only an equity failure but a growth failure. An economy that cannot draw
educated women into productive work forfeits output, tax revenue and the demographic dividend (https://ujiyar

i.com/terms/demographic-dividend/) it hopes to reap.
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HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Read urban female employment as an outcome of infrastructure, not just of attitudes. The transferable rule:
participation rises when the full cost of working, including the cost of getting there safely and the cost of
unshared care, falls, and cities are the terrain on which most of that cost is set. The right question is not only

“do women want to work” but “has the city been built so that they can.”

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Rising female education -> women seek paid work -> city imposes hidden costs: unsafe
streets + poor transport + care burden + hostile design -> feasible jobs shrink -> low
urban female participation -> lost output and demographic dividend -> fix: gender-
responsive planning + safe transport + shared care + inclusive workplaces ->

participation rises

WAY FORWARD

o Plan cities for safety. Design well-lit streets, safe public spaces, functional toilets and secure

transit stops, and treat women’s safety audits as a routine input to urban planning.

o Build gender-responsive transport. Make public transport frequent, affordable, well-
connected and safe, since mobility is the precondition (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/precondition/) for

reaching a job at all.

3 Redistribute the care burden. Combine accessible childcare and eldercare with policies,

including paternity provisions and flexible work, that stop treating care as women’s work alone.

o Reform the workplace. Enforce anti-harassment law, support flexible and hybrid arrangements,

and design offices and industrial zones with women workers in mind.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has repeatedly asked about women’s participation in the workforce, the causes of low female labour-
force participation, and gender-sensitive urban planning. This editorial links those themes to the everyday

reality of the Indian city.

Practice question: “Low female labour-force participation in urban India is as much a failure of city
planning and transport as of social attitudes.” Examine, and suggest gender-responsive interventions. (250

words, 15 marks)

Sources: The Indian Express (https://indianexpress.com/), PLES, Ministry of Statistics and Programme

Implementation (https://www.mospi.gov.in/)
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