
Women’s access to decent work  
in Sri Lanka: Addressing  
context-specific barriers.

Authors   Abdelkrim Araar | Nisha Arunatilake| Lakmini Fernando  
| Sunimalee Madurawala | Kimuthu Kiringoda |Himani Vithanage

Date   February 2024

Working Paper   2024-03

PEP Working Paper Series	  
ISSN 2709-7331



 

Women’s access to decent work in Sri Lanka:  
Addressing context-specific barriers 

Abstract  
Sri Lanka has set a noteworthy precedent in the region by making significant strides toward 
achieving gender equality in education and healthcare. However, this progress has not been 
mirrored in the increased participation of women in the labor force. Female labor force 
participation remains relatively low compared to emerging market peers and even some low-
income developing countries within the region. Using a mixed-methods approach, this study 
explores the impact of context-specific barriers—economic, legal, socio-cultural, and 
infrastructural—on women’s access to decent work in Sri Lanka.  
 
According to our research, women in Sri Lanka are more likely than men to experience limited 
access to well-paying jobs. The results also show there are differences in the factors influencing 
women's access to quality employment and their engagement in the labor force. A high 
percentage of employment in agriculture and high district-level unemployment rates are key 
factors limiting women's access to decent job. This is mostly due to the poor quality of jobs 
available in these districts, which lowers women's labor force participation. Such a situation 
underscores the importance of creating high-quality jobs. Additionally, higher education levels 
play a crucial role in this context, as they make it easier to find respectable employment and 
increase the likelihood of securing better-quality, reasonable work. 
 
Our findings align with existing literature showing that married or previously married women are 
less inclined to participate in the labor market compared to their single counterparts. However, 
married women exhibit improved access to decent work, attributed to their enhanced social 
networks. General labor market conditions also play a role; women in districts with high 
unemployment or a significant share of agricultural employment are more likely to participate 
in the labor market but have limited access to decent work. 
 
Qualitative analysis underscores the constitutional recognition of gender equality in Sri Lanka 
but reveals biases in legislation against women. Additionally, despite the presence of gender 
egalitarian laws, their poor design and implementation render them ineffective. Traditional 
gender roles that burden women with household and caregiving responsibilities hinder their 
access to decent work and limit their involvement in leadership roles and unions. The absence 
of quality daycare facilities and reliable transportation further constrains women's options to 
reduce their caregiving burdens. In conclusion, a comprehensive policy approach is necessary 
to address the multi-faceted barriers preventing women from accessing decent work in Sri 
Lanka, beyond simply increasing labor force participation. 
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I.  Introduction 
The documented rise in female labor force participation (FLFP) rates in 

industrialized nations—which can be attributed to factors such as improved education, 

decreased overall fertility rates, and development—has not yielded comparable results 

in emerging nations (Klasen, 2019). Furthermore, gender segregation in the workplace 

has continued despite improvements in women’s access to education (Borrowman & 

Klasen, 2020). In a similar vein, it is considerably more disheartening for women to find 

good careers. Low-quality jobs with fewer hours worked, unpaid or contributing family 

work, and less social protection are more common among women (Gindling & 

Newhouse, 2016; Lo Bue et al., 2022). Increasingly, evidence shows that women's access 

to decent work may be impacted by context-specific variables that restrict job 

development and impede fair access (Borrowman & Klasen, 2020). 

Sri Lanka has set a noteworthy precedent in the region by making significant 

strides toward achieving gender equality in education and healthcare. Despite these 

advances, this progress has not been mirrored in the increased participation of women 

in the labor force. The FLFP rate remains relatively low compared to emerging market 

peers and even some low-income developing countries within the region. Indeed, over 

the past several decades, the rate has fluctuated between 30% and 35%. The disparity 

between educational and healthcare achievements and labor force participation 

underlines a crucial gap: the need for inclusive growth and harnessing the potential of 

the emerging labor force through access to quality job opportunities.  

In this context, Sri Lanka serves as an intriguing case study to uncover the genuine 

barriers that hinder women's access to the labor force and decent employment. This 

paper investigates these barriers, focusing on how context-specific constraints affect 

women's engagement in decent work in Sri Lanka. We focus on four primary categories 

of impediments: legal, societal, infrastructure, and economic. Employing a mixed-

methods strategy, the study uses data from the 2019 Household Income and 

Expenditure Survey (HIES) and the 2018 National Labour Force Survey (LFS). A Heckman 

probit model is applied to evaluate the relationship between socio-economic 

determinants and women's access to good jobs. These findings are further 
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complemented with a qualitative study to assess how legal, social, and cultural factors 

influence women’s access to decent work. 

We find that in Sri Lanka, as in many other developing nations, women are more 

likely than men to have access to decent jobs. Factors such as education and household 

composition (i.e., having higher educational levels, being literate in English, and having 

either older women or male formal workers) greatly enhance access to decent 

employment. The traditional division of roles, where men are more involved in the labor 

market and women in home responsibilities, contributes to this disparity, explaining the 

limited access women have to decent employment. In contrast, high district-level 

unemployment rates and agricultural employment rates significantly reduce women’s 

participation in decent work, highlighting the importance of creating quality jobs to 

improve women’s access to decent work. Given the higher proportion of women’s 

employment in agriculture (LFS, 2018), these results are discouraging. They reaffirm the 

need for structural reforms to expand employment opportunities in more productive 

sectors.  

According to the qualitative research, women’s access to decent work has been 

significantly hampered by traditional conceptions of gender roles and inefficiencies in 

law enforcement, despite the constitution’s acknowledgment of equal treatment for men 

and women. Due to these obstacles, women have been unable to hold positions of 

authority in labor unions and decision-making bodies, limiting their ability to influence 

policymaking. Similarly, women’s access to respectable employment has been hampered 

by deficits in physical infrastructure, particularly in the areas of childcare facilities and 

public transportation. By removing these obstacles, Sri Lankan labor markets may 

become more inclusive and women’s access to good jobs may be improved. 

This paper makes three significant contributions to the existing literature. First, it 

assesses the context-specific influences on women’s access to decent work using 

quantitative and qualitative information. This allows the identification of causal factors 

that are usually not captured in quantitative labor market data but are instrumental in 

hindering women’s participation in decent work. Second, the analysis employs a 

customized version of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) definition of decent 
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work, based on available data. The indicators used in this study include full-time work in 

the formal sector, wage adequacy, and working normal work hours. These indicators 

encompass all four dimensions of quality work as defined by Hovhannisyan et al. (2022): 

income adequacy, access to benefits, employment stability, and adequate work 

conditions. Notably, Hovhannisyan et al. (2022) emphasize the rarity of studies that use 

multiple indicators to measure the quality of work. Last, the study delineates the 

differences between factors that affect labor force participation and those that contribute 

to the attainment of decent work. 

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 defines decent work and 

provides a theoretical and empirical stance on women’s access to it. Section 3 presents 

gender patterns of employment in Sri Lanka. Section 4 describes the analytical 

framework, and Section 5 provides a comprehensive discussion on the research findings. 

Section 6 concludes and offers policy recommendations.  

 
 
 
 
 

II.  Literature Review  

2.1 Decent Work 
Decent work goes beyond the simple definition of “job” and involves more 

comprehensive measures of job and employment quality (Burchell et al., 2014). 

According to the ILO, the goal is to improve “opportunities for women and men to obtain 

decent and productive work, in conditions of freedom, equality, security and human 

dignity” (ILO, 1999). As the concept of decent work is multi-faceted, there is no definite 

measure for it. The literature defines decent work using many proxy measures (Floro & 

Meurs, 2009): non-vulnerable employment (NV), which is employment excluding 

contributing family workers and own-account workers, and full-time-formal employment, 

a subset of NV and including wage and salaried workers/employers. In Sri Lanka, a formal 

employment workplace is a registered organization that maintains formal written 

accounts and has more than 10 regular employees. Formal workplaces register their 
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workers with the Employee Provident Fund (EPF) and the Employee Trust Fund (ETF), 

which provide retirement and other benefits to workers.  

Ghai (2003) explains the use of indicators to assess four different features of 

decent work: 1) employment—access to any type of employment; 2) social protection— 

adequacy in work opportunities, remuneration, work safety, healthy working conditions, 

and access to social security; 3) worker’s rights—securing fundamental rights of workers 

such as freedom of association, non-discrimination at work, absence of forced labor, and 

absence of child labor; and 4) social dialogue—workers’ right to present their views and 

engage in discussions to negotiate work-related matters. However, finding adequate 

indicators to measure all these different aspects is challenging.   

 
 
 

 

2.2 Decent Work for Women in Sri Lanka 
This section provides an overview of the legal, socio-cultural, and infrastructural 

factors that affect access to decent work for women in Sri Lanka.  

2.2.1 Legal Environment  

The constitution of Sri Lanka ensures that no person is discriminated based on 

sex. The Women’s Charter, which was formally adopted in 1993, recognizes the right of 

men and women to equally engage in economic activities for financial gain. The Charter 

also ensures the right to equal wages, equal access to vocational training, and land 

ownership, which are imperative for inclusive labor markets (National Committee on 

Women, 1993). Sri Lanka is also in the process of ratifying the UN Convention on 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) (UN CEDAW, 2017).  

Despite these measures, the legislation still treats men and women differently. It 

implicitly puts the burden of household responsibility and childcare on women. 

Currently, mothers with small children (under two years of age) are required to obtain 

permission to migrate for work, a requirement not imposed on fathers (UN CEDAW, 

2017). While such regulation attempts to protect family interests, they perpetuate the 
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stereotype of mothers as primary caregivers (Hassendeen & Ranaraja, 2016). The law 

indirectly suggests that women are expected to leave their jobs upon marriage, 

encouraging this outcome.  The EPF Act No. 15 of 1958, which establishes a contributory 

scheme for old-age benefits, includes a special provision that allows women to withdraw 

their EPF balance upon marriage if they leave employment within three months of the 

wedding. This benefit is not extended to men. 

Regarding costs of hiring female workers, current legislation requires employers 

to provide special safeguards for women, increasing costs for employers and affecting 

the demand for female workers. For example, employers are responsible for providing 

84 days of paid maternity leave to female workers. However, according to the ILO, 

maternity benefits should be paid through a statutory social insurance system or through 

public funds (Hassendeen & Ranaraja, 2016). Employers are also required to employ a 

warden for women assigned to night work (Government of Sri Lanka (GOSL), 1956). 

These requirements, which can be traced to the past when women were not as educated 

or empowered as men, contribute to higher employment costs for women. 

In the context of equal remuneration and working hours for women, no specific 

legal provisions enforce equal pay for equal work between genders. The Sri Lankan 

Constitution does advocate for equality before the law (GOSL, 1978), yet some legal 

measures offer unequal opportunities for women in terms of remuneration and working 

time. For example, the legislation indirectly restricts female workers’ changes to earn 

additional income through overtime work and night work. The Shop and Office 

Employees Act of 1954 (Shop and Office Act) (GOSL, 1954) restricts female employees 

from working overtime beyond 9 hours per day, unlike their male counterparts who can 

work up to 12 hours of overtime per week. The act also limits women’s working hours to 

8 p.m., except in the hospitality sector, where women can work until 10 p.m. under 

specific conditions (GOSL, 1954). The Factories Ordinance of 1942 (Factories Ordinance) 

allows women in the manufacturing sector to do night work but only for a maximum of 

10 days per month (GOSL, 1942).   

When considering working conditions and leave days for women, the labor 

legislation does not explicitly treat men and women differently. However, the poor 
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implementation of some legislation is less favorable for women. The absence of a 

maximum number of hours per week for non-executive workers challenges women’s 

work-life balance. Sri Lanka’s labor law does not have specific provisions for part-time 

work when defining worker benefits and working conditions. Major labor acts (e.g., 

Wages Board Ordinance No. 27 of 1941, the Shop and Office Act, and Factories 

Ordinance) have no guidelines on minimum work hours to qualify as a full-time 

employee. Consequently, even a part-time employee can be categorized as full time, 

entitled to the same number of holidays and rest hours (Yapa et al., 2022), which 

increases employers' costs and hinders the provision of part-time opportunities that 

might be more suitable for women (World Bank, 2019). 

Regarding legal protection against sexual harassment in the workplace, the ILO 

identifies it as a discriminatory practice that forces women out of the workplace (UN 

Women, 2019). The existing labor laws in Sri Lanka do not directly address sexual 

harassment in the workplace (GOSL, 1978; UN CEDAW, 2017), but other laws offer 

indirect protection. The Penal Code (Amendment) Act No. 22 of 1995 criminalizes sexual 

harassment, yet pursing criminal offenses involves lengthy court proceedings and a 

higher burden of proof. The Industrial Disputes Act No. 43 of 1950 (Industrial Disputes 

Act) allows victims to seek redress under civil law for sexual harassment (GOSL, 1950), 

but this only applies to private-sector employees.  

Reporting of sexual harassment in Sri Lanka remains low. A study by UN Women 

Sri Lanka reveals that most victims fail to make formal complaints as this involves re-

experiencing the traumatic experiences (UN Women, 2019). Further, in many cases, 

victims are blamed for the harassment and are subject to disciplinary inquiries. There is 

also a reluctance among victims to disclose such incidents to their families, as families 

often advise leaving the job instead of than pursuing justice.  

2.2.2 Socio-Cultural Norms  

Outside of the workplace, social acceptance of women working at night is quite 

limited (Arunatilake et al., 2020). Although it is mandatory for certain jobs (e.g., nurses, 

supermarket employees), the general perception of such women is often negative. 

Women from different backgrounds face varying degrees of access to decent work, 
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influenced by social norms. In poorer communities, women’s mobility is restricted by 

societal norms, diminishing their economic participation (Siyama & Samaraweera, 2021).  

Within the workplace, the extent of women’s economic participation is influenced 

by workplace practices and employers’ attitudes. Data from the LFS in 2014 show that 

men earn 25% more than women (ADB-ILO, 2017). Women in low-skilled jobs are often 

paid less than men, partly due to a belief among employers that women are less 

productive than men (Hassendeen & Ranaraja, 2016). Employers also tend to prefer men 

for jobs that require long work hours and frequent travel (Madurawala, 2009). 

Additionally, gender bias and stereotyping are prevalent in promotions at the workplace. 

Unlike their male counterparts, women’s promotions are often viewed as conflicting with 

their caregiving roles (Kodagoda, 2019). This is particularly evident in higher managerial 

positions in the banking sector, resulting in a limited presence of women.  

2.2.3 Physical Infrastructures 

The availability of affordable and quality childcare can significantly alleviate the 

care responsibilities of women. However, in Sri Lanka, most care facilities fall short in 

terms of infrastructure and qualified caregivers. Research shows that 18% of childcare 

providers have not passed the General Certificate of Education Ordinary Level (O-levels) 

and 43% lack specific training on trained in childcare services (Warnasuriya, 2020). 

Marriage also influences women’s labor force participation in Sri Lanka. Studies, 

such as one by Gunawardena (2015), show that the probability of women leaving the 

labor force increases upon marriage. This conflict between childcare responsibilities and 

employment has led a high labor turnover in women-dominated industries (Balasooriya 

& Pallegedara, 2021). A qualitative study in Sri Lanka found that the lack of informal 

childcare (grandparents or female relatives) is a main factor in women’s non-participation 

in the labor force (Madurawala, 2019). Rural women in particular face greater challenges 

in employment due to lower mobility and increased childcare responsibilities 

(Gunawardena, 2015).  

Regarding public transport facilitating work-life balance, sexual harassment on 

public transport is a significant factor to women’s economic participation. Research finds 

that 90% of women in Sri Lanka have experienced sexual harassment—defined as varying 
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degrees of physical and verbal abuse—on public buses and trains (UN Population Fund, 

2017). Further, women are blamed for the harassment itself and are criticized for 

complaining or causing disruption. It has been noted that for many Sri Lankan women, 

job proximity to home is one of the most important criteria in their employment 

decisions, as it reduces travel time and helps balance home and work life (Solotaroff et 

al., 2020). Improving access to safe transportation is key to facilitating women’s 

employment opportunities. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

III.  Gender Patterns of Employment in Sri Lanka 
Sri Lanka is a lower middle-income country in South Asia, with a GDP per capita 

of USD 3,354. The services sector is the largest contributor to the nation’s economy and 

employment, accounting for 56% of GDP and 47% of employment, respectively (LFS, 

2021; Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2022). Despite employing a moderate 25% of the 

workforce, agriculture contribution to GDP is low at 7%. The industry sector’s 

contribution to both GDP and employment is more aligned, standing at 29% and 28%, 

respectively, and has remained fairly constant over the years. Employment in the 

agriculture and manufacturing sectors is characterized by low average wages and high 

informality (Figure 1). Some sub-sectors in the services sector offer very high wages, yet 

job opportunities are limited. The two sectors largely offering formal employment with 

relatively high average wages are mainly in the public sector (e.g., public administration 

and education).  

 
  



9 
 

Figure 1: Formal-informal employment and average wages in different industries, 2021 

 

Source: Authors’ estimates based on LFS (2021).  
Notes: Industry classification is based on ISIC Rev. 4’s details of industry categories: mining and 
quarrying (B); manufacturing (C); construction, electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply, 
water supply, sewerage, waste management, and remediation activities (D, E, F); wholesale and retail 
trade, repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles (G); transportation and storage (H); accommodation 
and food services activities (I); information and communication (J); financial and insurance activities 
(K); real estate activities (L); professional, scientific, and technical activities (M); administrative and 
support service activities (N); public administration and defense compulsory social security (O); 
education (P); human health and social work activities (Q); arts, entertainment, and recreation (R); 
other service activities (S); and activities of households as employer and undifferentiated goods and 
services—producing activities of households for own use (T). Employment in agriculture, forestry, and 
fishery (A) as well as activities of extra-territorial organizations (U) are not shown. 
 

The female labor force participation rate in Sri Lanka is only 38.5% low compared 

to the male labor force participation rate, at 79.8% (Figure 2). 

In the South Asian region, Sri Lanka’s FLFP is similar to that of Bangladesh (39.5%) 

but is higher than that of India (25%), Pakistan (26%), and Nepal (30%). The high FLFP in 

Bangladesh is partly due to growth in the ready-made garment industry and livestock 

rearing (helped by access to micro-credit) (Verick, 2018). Although Sri Lanka’s FLFP is 

above the average for the South Asian region (26.5%), it remains lower than the rates 

observed in Southeast Asian countries and the global average, both of which are around 

53%. The high FLFP in Southeast Asia is attributed to an increase in education attainment 

and the structural transition from agriculture to export-oriented manufacturing. 
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In Sri Lanka, women’s employment concentrated in a few select industries and 

occupations. A large proportion of women are employed in agriculture (28.5%), 

manufacturing (25%), and education (10.7%). Within the agriculture sector, the majority 

are low-skilled women with education levels below O-levels. In the manufacturing 

industry, a high share of women work in the garment and textile industries, and are 

slightly more skilled than those in agriculture. Additionally, due to the recruitment 

policies of successive governments favoring graduates from public universities, a large 

share of women are employed in the public sector, particularly in education as teachers.  

Figure 2 illustrates the gender gaps in access to decent work across age groups, 

levels of education, places of residence (sector), and whether a household has children. 

The overall access to decent work (defined as formal full-time employment with adequate 

wages earned within normal working hours) is low for both men and women. The highest 

average access is seen for women aged 25 to 29 years, surpassing that of their male 

counterparts. This is partly attributed to the fact that women in this age group have the 

highest share of degree holders (10.8%) among all age-sex groups analyzed (LFS, 2018). 

For all other age groups, average access to decent is lower compared to men. Across all 

genders and age groups, those with a degree or higher education level have the greatest 

access to decent work. Conversely, low-skilled groups (those with education levels below 

O/L) have more limited access to decent work.1  

  

 
1 Most attending local universities have not finished their studies by age 24, and thus the youngest age includes 
very few graduates. According to LFS (2018), only 0.4% individuals in the 14–24 age group held degrees, a 
statistic applicable to both genders.  
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Figure 2: Access to decent work, by education, gender, and age 

 
Source: Authors’ estimates using LFS (2018).  
Notes: Decent work is defined as formal full-time employment with decent wages earned within decent 
working hours. The lines in the figure indicate the range in access to decent work. Circles indicate the 
average (percentage) access to decent work. Deg: Degree or higher, A/L: A/L passed, O/L: O/L 
passed, B-O/L: Below O/L. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IV. Analytical Framework 
Our analysis uses a mixed-methods approach to assess the impact of context-

specific barriers on women’s access to decent work in Sri Lanka. The quantitative analysis 

covers only economic and social factors due to limited data availability, while the 

qualitative analysis covers legal, socio-cultural, and infrastructural impacts.  
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4.1 Quantitative Analysis 
4.1.1 Data 

The analysis uses data from the 2018 LFS and HIES 2019 published by the 

Department of Census and Statistics, the national statistical agency of Sri Lanka. The LFS 

and the HIES are nationally representative surveys, each with a sample of 25,750 and 

25,000 housing units, respectively. The data are disaggregated by 25 districts and 3 

residential sectors, composed of urban, rural, and estate sectors. The urban sector 

consists of areas governed by either a municipal or an urban council. Plantation areas 

exceeding 20 acres of extent and 10 residential workers are in the estate sector. All other 

remaining areas are classified as being in the rural sector.  

The main dependent variable is women’s access to decent work. Given the 

scarcity of data, this is measured using three indicators: formal full-time workers, formal 

full-time workers with adequate wages, and formal full-time workers working normal work 

hours. Formal full-time employment is defined as working-aged women (aged 15 and 

above) who are employed full time as formal workers and work more than 35 hours per 

week. The formal sector is identified as registered organizations that keep written 

accounts, have more than 10 regular employees, and provide employment protection to 

the employees (LFS, 2018). These formal sector workers are either eligible for a pension 

or are covered by EPF and ETF.  

The other two indicators consider the wage and time adequacy of these formal 

workers. An adequate wage is one greater than or equal to the minimum wage of LKR 

13,500 per month (LFS, 2018). As per the National Minimum Wage of Workers Act of 

2016, the national minimum monthly wage is LKR 10,000 rupees. With a budgetary relief 

of LKR 3,500, the minimum wage totals to LKR 13,500. The second indicator is therefore 

formal full-time workers receiving an adequate minimum wage of LKR 13,500. The third 

indicator is formal full-time workers adhering to normal work hours (not exceeding 8 

hours per day and 45 hours in any one week; GOSL, 2016). 

Control variables encompass education along with household and individual 

characteristics, the means of which are available in Appendix Table 1A. Education is 

measured at four levels: (1) below O-levels; (2) O-level passed, (3) A-level passed, and 
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(4) degree or higher education. To control for other skills, we include dummies for 

technical training and English literacy. We expect that these factors will positively affect 

women’s access to decent work.  

The household-level variables include an indicator for female heads of 

households, household per capita income, an indicator reflecting whether the woman is 

more educated than the head of the household, a dummy variable indicating the 

presence of a male formal worker, and another dummy showing the presence of an 

elderly woman (i.e., 60 plus). Following Klasen & Pieters (2015), we exclude wages in the 

labor supply equation. 

We include several variables to help in understanding the household structure 

and composition. A female household head is expected to increase the FLFP rate for 

several reasons. First, there will be fewer social restrictions for women in the household 

to participate in the labor force, as well as a greater need for them to contribute to the 

household income. As explained by Klasen (2019), household per capita income is 

generally expected to have a negative effect on the FLFP rate, as women reduce their 

labor market activities as the family’s need for additional income declines. However, 

Kalsen (2019) notes that the effect of income on the FLFP rate decreases as women’s 

attachment to the labor market increases. We expect the effect of household income on 

access to decent work to be even lower, as women with better-quality jobs are more 

likely to be attached to the labor market.  

Klasen (2019) also finds that the husband’s level of education has no impact on 

the FLFP rate. Therefore, rather than including a control for the household heads level of 

education, we include a variable to measure if the woman’s level of education is higher 

than that of the household head. In such cases, the opportunity cost of the woman not 

working will be greater. Nonetheless, household power dynamics could potentially limit 

the woman's labor force participation or her ability to occupy higher-earning positions.  

Lo Bue et al. (2022) show that the characteristics of other household members 

also influence participation in vulnerable employment. Households with male formal 

workers are more likely to have a steady stream of income and access to social 

protection, leading to a mixed effect on the FLFP rate. On the one hand, women from 
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such households are less likely to participate in the labor force due to the secure income 

and social security.  On the other hand, male formal workers may have spouses who are 

equally attached to the labor market, encouraging continued labor force participation. 

Last, the presence of an elderly woman in the household can alleviate the household 

responsibilities of younger women, thus enabling them to participate more in market 

work. 

At the individual level, several control variables are included to capture a range 

of demographic and household characteristics. These include age, ethnicity, marital 

status, number of children in different age groups, and an indicator for households with 

persons with disabilities. The disability variable identifies severe difficulties in key areas 

such as seeing, hearing, walking, communicating, mental abilities, or personal care. 

Children are categorized into three different age groups for analysis: age ≤5 years (pre-

primary aged), 6-11 years (primary aged), and ≥11 years (older than primary aged). 

Klasen (2019) finds that the presence of children, especially young children, lowers the 

FLFP rate in developing countries, but the effect is small.  We expect this effect to be 

smaller for access to decent work, as women with quality employment would have 

stronger attachments to the labor market. In the absence of formal or informal care for 

persons with disabilities, woman may choose to leave the labor market.  

To control for the effect of ethnicity, four dummies are used: one if Sinhala, two if 

Sri Lankan Tamil, three if Sri Lankan Moor, and four for other ethnic group (including 

Indian Tamil, Malay, and Burger). Relative to Sinhalese, we expect participation in decent 

work to be less for Moor women as they are known to be culturally more conservative.  

Three dummies capture marital status: never married, currently married, and ever 

been married. We include several variables to capture the location and labor market 

characteristics in each district. As we already account for household per capita income 

levels, we expect the labor market conditions to mainly influence access to decent work 

through job availability as well as a negative relationship between these two variables 

and women’s access to decent work. In the presence of high unemployment levels in the 

district, women may themselves be discouraged and leave the labor market. A high 

district share of employment in agriculture also indicates the scarcity of good jobs. 
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Geographic location differences are captured by dummies on residential sectors (i.e., 

urban, rural or estate) and provincial dummies. We also include the district's average cost 

of nannies as a measure of the cost of childcare.  

Appendix Table 2A provides the means of the independent variables by different 

population groups. The share of workers (both male and female) in full-time jobs with 

adequate wages earned through working normal hours is very low. Of the working-age 

population, a larger share of male workers is employed in decent work compared to the 

share of female workers. This is true for all types of decent work.  

 4.1.2 Empirical Model  

To identify the impact of context-specific barriers on women’s access to decent 

work, this study uses a modified version of the labor supply model proposed by Klasen 

& Pieters (2015). The model is estimated using Heckman’s probit procedure as explained 

by Van de Ven & Van Pragg (1981). 

Thus, we estimate the following: 

𝐷𝑊! =	𝛼" + 𝛽""𝐸! + 𝛽"#𝑋! ++	𝜀"!,      (1) 
 

𝐿𝐹𝑃! = 𝛼# + 𝛽#"𝐸! + 𝛽##𝑋! + 𝛽#$𝑍! + 𝛽#%𝐼! + 𝜀#!,   (2) 
 

where 𝐷𝑊! is a woman in decent work. Equation (1) is the main outcome equation, 

where the main dependent variable (𝐷𝑊!) is a dummy variable that equals 1 if the 

individual is older than 15 and in formal full-time work and 0 otherwise. The estimated 

coefficients of the explanatory variables can be interpreted as the probability of change 

in access to decent work due to an increase in explanatory variables. The explanatory 

variables include education (𝐸!, which is endogenous) and several individual- and 

household-level characteristics (𝑋!). The selection equation (2) includes the same 

variables as in the main equation and instrumental variables (𝐼!) to address the issue of 

endogeneity bias. We use two dummy variables as instruments, whether a woman is 

currently in education or has a severe disability. The exclusion criteria confirm the validity 

of the instrumental variables. The error terms, 𝜀"! and 𝜀#!, are assumed to be normally 

and independently distributed. 

 We use three indicators to measure decent work: formal full-time workers, formal 
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full-time workers with adequate wages, and formal full-time workers earning adequate 

wages and working normal work hours. Each decent work indicator is a subset of the 

previous one. Education is measured using four dummy variables, 𝐸 = 1,2,3,4, indicating 

different levels of education: 1) below O-level, 2) passed O-level, 3) passed A-level, and 

4) degree or higher education. To control for other skills, we use two dummy variables 

for technical training and English literacy. Controls for individual- and household-level 

characteristics (𝑋!) are age, ethnicity, marital status, and others, as explained in Section 

4.1.2.  

Only women who participate in the labor market have access to decent work, and 

their participation may depend on unobserved factors. Hence, not correcting for 

selection into the labor force could bias the decent work estimates (Heckman, 1979). We 

therefore use Heckman’s probit procedure, which uses maximum likelihood in the model 

estimation (Van de Ven & Van Pragg, 1981). 

 
 
 
4.2 Qualitative Analysis  

The available quantitative data in Sri Lanka are insufficient to fully understand how 

the country’s legal, social, and cultural context affects women’s access to decent work. 

Therefore, to enhance our understanding, we supplement the information from the 

quantitative analysis with a qualitative analysis, as described below.  

4.2.1 Methodology 

The qualitative component of this study relies on a deductive framework approach 

for both data collection and analysis. Framework analysis is particularly well suited for 

research involving specific questions, a pre-designed sample, and issues identified a 

priori (Srivastava & Thomson, 2009; Goldsmith, 2021). We use the framework described 

in Box 1 for the data collection and analysis processes. The responses to the posed 

questions are coded according to pre-determined codes. These are then collated to find 

similarities and divergences to understand how different factors affect women’s access 

to decent work.   
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Box 1. A framework for analyzing legal and social barriers to women’s access to 

decent work 

Dimensions Areas to cover 
Legal Does the legislation treat men and women equally? Does it 

acknowledge the causes of gender-based inequalities and work to 
transform gender roles, norms, and relations? 

Social infrastructure 
to facilitate work-life 
balance 

Is there quality and affordable childcare available throughout the 
country? Is there access to safe and affordable public transport?  

Social norms outside 
workplaces 

What knowledge, perceptions, and norms exist among different gender 
groups? How do these influence women’s access to decent work?  

Social norms within 
workplaces 

Do working hours allow for work-life balance? Are workers satisfied with 
the workplace, and do they face challenges when working? Are men 
and women treated differently in the workplace or at recruitment, and 
if so, why? 

Source: Authors’ own compilation. 
 
 

4.2.2 Study Design and Data Collection 

To gain insights into how context-specific barriers affect women’s access to 

decent work, we conducted interviews with key informants possessing extensive 

expertise and experiences in the dimensions relevant to the qualitative component. We 

specifically asked them about the impact of social, legal, and infrastructural barriers on 

access to decent work for individuals from different socio-economic backgrounds, based 

on their experience. Furthermore, we used key informant interviews (KIIs) to validate the 

findings of the literature review. For example, our review of the literature indicated that 

scholars had previously conducted critical reviews of Sri Lankan legislation (e.g., 

Hassendeen & Ranaraja, 2016), which we corroborated through the KIIs. We also 

interviewed women, both currently employed and unemployed, to glean insights from 

their real-life experiences. We used semi-structured interview guides to conduct the KIIs, 

and considered three broad categories of stakeholders: decision makers, advisors and 

influencers, and women workers. We used a purposive sample technique to identify 

informants based on their experience, expertise, and their relevance to the research 

questions. In total, we conducted 25 KIIs (see Table 1). 
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Table 1: Key informant composition 

Category  No. of KIIs 

Decision makers: Includes policymakers and state actors, political parties, and 
implementers 

6 

Advisors and influences: Include international organizations, program 
practitioners, labor unions and employer associations, media, and academic 
experts 

13 

Women workers: Includes women advocacy groups, NGOs, CSOs, and 
community/grassroots (currently employed and unemployed) 

6 

 
 

Altogether, 21 respondents were women and 4 were men.  The data were 

collected as per the preference of the interviewee, virtually or physically, and in English 

and Sinhala using a semi-structured KII guideline.  Ethical clearance was obtained from 

the Ethics Review Committee for Social Sciences and Humanities at the University of 

Colombo.  

 

 

 

 

V.  Empirical Findings 

5.1 Quantitative Results 
Table 2 presents the estimates of the impact of socio-economic barriers on 

women’s access to decent work. The estimates show how the probability of accessing 

decent work changes in response to changes in the levels of explanatory variables (a 

one-unit increase for continuous variables). Columns (1) to (3) show estimates for the 

three different indicators of decent work. The quality of decent work increases over each 

indicator. 
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Table 2: Effects of socio-economic barriers on women’s access to decent work 
  

(1) 
Formal full-

time workers 

(2) 
Adequacy in 

wage 

(3) 
Adequacy in 
working hours 

Education (Less than O/Ls) 
     

O/L passed 0.139 *** 0.156 *** 0.105 *** 
A/L passed 0.281 *** 0.294 *** 0.299 *** 
Degree & above 0.395 *** 0.410 *** 0.582 *** 
Technical training -0.079 *** -0.084 *** -0.021 

 

English literacy 0.061 *** 0.063 *** 0.040 *** 
Household characteristics 

     

Female household head 0.012 
 

0.000 
 

0.001 
 

HH per capita income ('000) 0.000 
 

-0.000 
 

0.000 
 

HH has lower income  -0.010 
 

-0.017 
 

-0.028 ** 
HH has a male formal 

worker 
0.141 *** 0.126 *** 0.062 *** 

HH has an elderly woman 0.047 *** 0.049 *** 0.024 ** 
Individual characteristics 

     

Age group (15-24 years) 
     

Age 25-29 years -0.005 
 

0.010 
 

0.015 
 

Age 30-44 years 0.022 
 

0.030 
 

0.048 *** 
Age 45-60 years -0.006 

 
-0.001 

 
0.085 *** 

Ethnicity (Sinhala) 
      

Sri Lankan Tamil 0.009 
 

0.010 
 

0.015 
 

Sri Lankan Moor -0.086 ** -0.084 ** 0.012 
 

Another ethnicity 0.072 * 0.056  0.025 
 

Marital status (Single) 
     

Married 
 

0.056 ** 0.056 ** 0.036 ** 
Ever married 0.008 

 
0.004 

 
-0.015 

Dependents 
      

No. children ≤5 0.019 
 

0.015 
 

0.001 
 

No. of children 6-11  -0.012 
 

-0.006 
 

-0.010 
 

No. of children ≥11  -0.009 
 

-0.013 
 

-0.006 
 

No. disabled persons in HH 0.011 
 

0.006 
 

-0.004 
 

District labor market 
     

District share of ag. -0.112 
 

0.090 
 

-0.231 ** 
District unemployment rate -3.145 *** -3.053 *** -2.457 *** 
District-sector cost of helpers 0.024 * 0.033 ** -0.015 

 

Sector (Urban) 
      

Rural 
 

-0.011 
 

-0.023 
 

0.007 
 

Estate 
 

0.354 *** 0.236 *** 0.050 
 

Source: Authors’ own calculations. Province is also included as an explanatory variable. 
Note: The results are based on a heck-probit estimation with correction for sample selection using 
STATA. They show conditional marginal effects at means for the probability of participating in decent 
work. dy/dx for factor levels is the discrete change from the base level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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The table shows that as the level of education increases, there is a significant 

increase in the probability of women participating in decent work. Specifically, for 

women with the highest level of education (i.e., college degree and above), the 

probability of being in decent work is the highest, ranging between 40% and 60%. 

Despite the low probability, literacy in English also has a significant positive impact, 

increasing women’s access to decent work by 4% to 6%.  This could be due to the high 

demand in the private sector, where English is often the predominant working language. 

The observed decrease in probability across the columns could be driven by public 

sector employment, where English proficiency is not a mandatory requirement. 

Unexpectedly vocational training has a negative and significant effect on access to 

decent work. This is possibly due to the lack of decent job opportunities in industries 

targeted by vocational training in the country. Most craft level jobs which are the focus 

of vocational training in the country, are informal sector jobs with low wages (see figure 

1).  

For household characteristics, the presence of a male formal worker in the 

household shows the highest positive and significant effect on improving women’s 

access to decent work. However, this effect decreases as the quality of decent work 

improves. This trend could be attributed to the likelihood that men in formal employment 

are more knowledgeable about the labor market and have stronger social networks, 

which helps their family members obtain work. However, for high-quality decent work, 

the recruitment practices are often more stringent, making it challenging to use influence 

and social capital to secure such roles. A similar result is seen for the effect of having 

elderly women in the household; their effect also decreases for better-quality work 

opportunities.  Both these variables help with increasing the FLFP rate but not necessarily 

access to better-quality decent work. Interestingly, women’s access to the best-quality 

decent work lowers when the household head’s education is lower. As previously 

explained, this is mainly due to the low labor force participation of women in such 

households (see Appendix Table 3A).  

Married women have a high probability of engaging in decent work, but this 

probability decreases as the quality of decent work increases. This could be due to higher 
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household responsibilities limiting women’s choices in the labor market and restricting 

them to lower-quality jobs with less responsibilities.  As expected, relative to Sinhala 

women, Moor women have less access to decent work. In contrast, other ethnic group, 

with better English language competency shows higher probability of access to decent 

work.  

District-level agriculture workers and unemployment rates significantly lower 

the probability of women’s access to decent work. District unemployment rates can 

affect access in two ways. First, high unemployment of other household members lowers 

the household’s income, attracting women to the labor market. However, if we consider 

the average unemployment rate as an indicator of labor demand, the decline in demand 

for labor may lower the probability of women engaging in decent work. Thus, our results 

support the latter view the most. Second, the district share of employment in agriculture 

captures the district-wise maturity of the labor market. A high share of workers in 

agriculture indicates that the district still largely depends on agriculture to create 

employment. A high unemployment rate could also lower the probability of finding 

decent work since employment in the agriculture sector comes with low average wages 

and is mostly informal. This also highlights the importance of introducing strategies to 

enhance productivity and efficiency in the agricultural sector, as a means to support the 

creation of good-quality jobs. 

In contrast, the probability of women accessing decent work declines with the 

increasing cost of domestic helpers. This is an unexpected result that may be driven by 

each district’s development level and the demand for better-quality helpers. In more 

developed districts, the cost of domestic helpers is higher and offers more opportunities 

for decent work, and high demand leads to increased costs for domestic helpers. 

Across residential sectors, women's access to decent work is highest in the estate 

sector. This could be due to the high demand for female workers in this sector. Further, 

estate sector workers are generally covered by social security, and their wage rates are 

periodically adjusted after tripartite discussions among employers, labor unions, and the 

government. However, to earn adequate wages, workers might need to work longer 

hours, as access to the highest-quality decent jobs remains limited.  
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Confirming the findings of Klasen (2019), having children of any age in the 

household does not influence women’s access to decent work. However, the presence 

of younger children tends to reduce women’s access once they are in the labor market. 

Further, although being married initially increases access to decent work, this is mainly 

due to the higher FLFP rate of married women. Once in the labor market, their access to 

decent work decreases. This pattern resembles the marriage and motherhood penalty 

but for accessing decent work. 

 

Figure 2: Probability of women in decent work, by education and English literacy 

 
Note: The graph shows predictive margins calculated at sample means for women in formal full-time 
jobs with decent wages and decent hours. Vertical lines show confidence intervals at the 95% level. 
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Figure 3: Probability of women in decent work, by age and marital status 

 

Note: The graph shows predictive margins calculated at sample means for women in formal full-time 
jobs with decent wages and decent hours. 
 
 
 
 
5.2 Qualitative Results 

5.2.1 Legal 

In line with the literature review, the qualitative results indicate that biases in 

legislation hinder women’s access to decent work. There was consensus among the 

KIIs that the laws are outdated and paternalistic and must be reformed. Specifically, these 

laws place additional burdens on employers when hiring women. The legislation assigns 

employers the responsibility of providing additional safeguards for women employees. 

For example, employers must pay for maternity leave and the costs of employing a 

warden if giving women night work. Further, women can only be given limited night work 

and overtime work.  Female recruits come with legal and social “strings attached,” 

making them undesirable to employers.  

Our review of legislative provisions indicates that the EPF Act is one of the 

prominent legislations exhibiting discrimination against women, a finding corroborated 
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by KII participants.  The EPF Act reflects an outdated notion that married women are 

likely to exit the labor force upon marriage, thereby allowing them to claim their funds 

upon marriage. Similarly, the Factories Ordinance also stipulates restrictions on women 

working with machinery, which are not applicable to men.2  

The key informants highlighted that the laws have not kept pace with changing 

societal dimensions. In contrast to past norms, women are now active in the labor force, 

contributing to public life, and no longer confined to the boundaries of their homes. The 

“protectionist mentality” that was suited back then no longer aligns with the current 

reality. Women, possessing expertise and education comparable to men, are capable of 

evaluating and undertaking risks in the workplace. Consequently, laws that restrict 

women from operating machinery available to men are not only outdated but also 

discriminatory. They limit the range of opportunities for women in the workforce, 

undermining their agency and autonomy. 

Despite the constitution of Sri Lanka containing the right to equality, no specific 

labor law prevents gender discrimination in promotions and recruitment. Further, sexual 

harassment in the workplace is only covered in the penal code under general harassment, 

and there are no special laws against sexual harassment in the workplace. There is also 

a lack of civil laws that would allow the victim to claim compensation from the 

perpetrator.  Currently, victims must report sexual harassment as a crime to the police to 

get redress. An interviewee with a legal background mentioned how the police are not 

sensitized to handle workplace sexual harassment cases, which results in the victim being 

further harassed.  

Recognizing these shortcomings, in 2017, the CEDAW recommended 

implementing laws to address workplace sexual harassment.3 Sri Lanka is regularly 

evaluated by the CEDAW for its efforts in eradicating discrimination against women. 

These evaluations include assessments of workplace equality, as mentioned in the 

 
2 Section 25 of the Factories Ordinance of 1942 states that women should not be required to clean a machine or 
prime mover while it is in motion. This regulation, however, does not extend similar protections to male workers 
(GOSL, 1942). Given that operating a machine in motion is hazardous for women, it logically follows that the 
same risks would apply to men. 
3 UN CEDAW (2017)  
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literature review.4 Ideally, harassment, whistle-blower policies, and victim protection in 

the workplace should be governed separately under both criminal and civil law. Under 

civil law, victims of harassment could be entitled to compensation. 

Our review of Sri Lanka's legal provisions reveals that current laws do not 

recognize part-time work and flexible work arrangements. For example, although the 

laws specify the number of leave days to be given to full-time employees, they are not 

clear on how many days should be given to those working part-time. The flexibility 

women require to manage their work-life balance may only exist in the informal sector 

without the safety of legal provisions. The key informants recognized part-time work as 

a key factor in encouraging more women to join the workforce, considering their 

household responsibilities. However, some laws impose limits on the number of hours 

women can work per day.5 These restrictions can be traced back to the paternalistic 

intention behind the law intended to protect them from danger, by keeping them home 

in the early mornings or late nights. The key to enhancing female access to decent work 

is not merely regulating part-time work or female work. The crucial factor is removing all 

barriers that limit their working hours, which would allow women to freely choose whether 

to work part time, full time, or overtime, based on their preferences and needs. 

Many of the labor market policies and laws are designed by committees 

headed by men. This has contributed to some of the biases observed in the legislation. 

For example, a key informant suggested that some male members of the judiciary do 

not understand why in-camera hearings or private hearings are required for sexual 

harassment victims to feel comfortable. Also, victim blaming by both judicial officers and 

police officers is common in workplace harassment cases. One informant said that “there 

are cases where the judge refused in-camera hearing for the victim of sexual harassment 

and said that the employee herself is responsible for the harassment she suffered at the 

hands of her colleague” KIIAI12 (advisor/influencer). 

 

 
4 Sri Lanka is a party to the UN CEDAW, which periodically audits the country’s performance.        
5 Section 10 of the Shop and Office Act of 1954 states that women can work from 6 a.m. to 8 p.m., but men can 
work two hours longer, from 6 a.m. to 10 p.m. (GOSL, 1954). 
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5.2.2 Infrastructure to Facilitate Work-Life Balance 

Childcare. According to the key informants, the absence of a national policy 

framework on childcare hinders the development of the childcare sector. The draft 

National Policy for Child Day Care Centres, presented by the Ministry of Women and 

Child Affairs in 2019, and the draft National Policy on Early Childhood Care and 

Development in 2018 can be regarded as positive steps in this regard. Both policies aim 

to ensure the availability of quality, affordable, and accessible daycare services in the 

country. Other policy priorities and concerns, such as the COVID-19 pandemic and 

economic crisis, have hindered the government from prioritizing and advancing these 

policies. 

Most key informants from all three KI categories identified childcare as a crucial 

social infrastructure that determines women’s access to decent work. In Sri Lanka, families 

use several childcare options such as the services of formal centers (such as daycare 

centers, crèches, and preschools), informal care arrangements involving grandparents or 

family members, or live-in nannies (often with supervision by grandparents). According 

to key informants across all three categories, most employed mothers rely on informal 

childcare facilities. Lack of availability, high costs, and inadequate monitoring and 

regulation were identified as the main factors that restrict the use of formal childcare 

services. However, the challenges faced by mothers differ across residential locations 

and socio-economic status, with more affluent mothers and those in major cities having 

better access than poorer mothers and those in rural or sub-urban areas.    

Some employers assist workers with childcare in various ways.  Some provide in-

house childcare facilities or subsidize childcare provided by external caregivers, while 

others give childcare allowances. Yet, using formal childcare facilities is challenging for 

parents due to their limited availability. Traveling long distances with small children on 

public transport is not practical. Additionally, children of different age groups have 

varying needs, which may require the parent to travel to more than one care facility. 

Employers cannot cater to these different needs of families. Further, only large 

corporations find it cost-effective to provide in-house care facilities compared to small- 

and medium-sized businesses. In the plantation sector, crèche facilities are available for 
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workers, supported by local organizations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and 

sometimes through government initiatives.  

In addition to childcare, four key informants representing the advisor/influencer 

and decision-maker categories emphasized the significance of examining how elderly 

care impacts women's access to decent work. They recognized that there is an increasing 

demand for elderly care due to the rapidly aging population in Sri Lanka. In many 

instances, women are expected to take on the responsibility of caring for the elderly, 

which restricts their engagement in market activities. 

Transport. According to the respondents, affordable, reliable, and safe transport 

is important for women’s access to decent work. In Sri Lanka, the public transportation 

system suffers from many issues. For example, buses do not run according to a set 

timetable. A large number of buses operate during peak hours on popular routes, while 

buses are infrequent at other times and on other routes. Public transport is also very 

limited at night. For women working on nightshifts, reliable transport is an issue, causing 

many opt out of lucrative overtime work/night shifts. Some private companies offer staff 

transport, but not all do. 

The quality of the bus and train services is also very low. Drivers compete for 

commuters, resulting in speeding and overcrowding. At off-peak times, buses wait for 

extended periods at each stop to collect passengers, which increases the travel time for 

commuters. The politicization of services is exacerbating the issues. As one informant 

said, “women can be benefitted if there are regular intercity trains rather than hundreds 

of unruly buses operating in one route. Politicians own these bus licenses and they do 

not allow the railway system to develop. Trains could be safe and convenient for women 

commuting between Colombo to Kandy, for example (between two provinces)” KIID02 

(decision maker). 

In addition to addressing the supply-side issues for ensuring a safe and reliable 

public transport system, it is equally crucial to prioritize demand management, especially 

when addressing the problem of overcrowding. In this regard, creating employment 

opportunities in rural areas, as highlighted by a key informant from the decision-maker 

category, is of utmost importance. By doing so, unnecessary commuting and 
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overcrowding in urban areas can be significantly reduced. 

Sexual harassment in buses/trains is also common, making public transport 

unpleasant for women. In the absence of a mechanism for providing redress for offenses, 

the practice continues unhindered. One informant stated, “I don’t believe in separate 

buses or train compartments for women like they are some zoo animals. Rather the men 

should be taught to respect women and what would amount to sexual harassment” 

KIIB02 (beneficiary). 

Additionally, the lack of streetlights and sidewalks on public roads poses a threat 

to the security of women. Women working night shifts or ending their shifts at late hours 

especially face difficulty.  

5.2.3 Social Norms Outside the Workplace 

Most of the informants from all three categories acknowledged that across all 

communities, women are expected to bear the primary responsibility for caregiving and 

household chores. This expectation is validated and maintained by older members of 

the family as well as the education system. For example, school textbooks portray women 

as homemakers and men as breadwinners. Women are expected to do “jobs suitable for 

women,” which is mainly service sector jobs such as teaching and nursing done during 

the daytime. A stakeholder from the decision-maker category stressed that certain jobs 

and tasks being considered “unwomanly” and not suitable for respectable women are 

still dictated by prevailing social norms. These gender biases and social stigma attached 

to certain jobs and sectors discourage girls from selecting science and mathematics 

subjects and taking up non-traditional careers.  

Most of the key informants agreed that in contrast to the prevailing social norms 

around women’s caregiving roles and their participation in market activities, men are not 

similarly constrained by these norms in accessing employment opportunities.  Since they 

are considered as breadwinners, they are not expected to participate in children’s 

education activities and social and religious activities. Irrespective of women’s labor 

market activity, women are expected to participate in social and family activities. Those 

who do not adhere to these norms are considered “bad mothers.” Consequently, 

women may choose to leave the labor market when they find it challenging to balance 
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the different roles expected of them while working.  

The KIIs suggested that the above perceptions are the same across different 

socio-economic strata of the country. However, the intensity of these and their impacts 

may vary. For example, in certain communities and religions, it is more difficult for women 

to access the workforce. Women from Islamic communities, for instance, face more 

constraints in entering the labor market compared to women from other religious groups. 

A key informant from the women workers category highlighted that similar variations in 

social norms can be observed geographically. Women employed in the estate sector, 

especially in the tea and rubber plantation sectors, have little opportunities for career 

advancement due to deeply entrenched social norms within those communities.  

However, in urban areas, women have more labor market opportunities. A key informant 

from the women workers’ category stated that women from higher income groups or 

those who are economically empowered are in a better position to challenge and 

overcome these traditional norms.  

As indicated by the key informants, various social segments and institutions (such 

as family, community, religious leaders, media, and some corporations) contribute to 

promoting social norms regarding women’s access to decent work. For instance, 

informants representing the women workers and advisor/influencer categories 

highlighted that the media plays a crucial role in promoting these social norms and only 

reinforces the existing gender norms. While acknowledging the existence of detrimental 

social norms that discourage women from accessing decent work, some key informants 

noted gradual yet positive shifts in these norms, especially among the younger 

generation.  

5.2.4 Social Norms Inside the Workplace 

Discussions with KIs suggest that slow but progressive changes in social norms 

are happening inside workplaces. There is increasing recognition and concern about the 

relationship between employers and employees, the interrelationship of employees, 

physical facilities at the workplace, working hours, maternity, and paternity leave. 

Moreover, they noted greater diversity in the workforce, with more women in decision-

making positions, and increased recognition for women's work and contributions. 
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However, these progressive measures are implemented mainly by a select group of large 

companies. Overall, it appears that medium and small companies are less progressive.  

Contrasting this positive trend, a key informant in the decision-maker category 

said that women are less committed to work due to family commitments: “The 

Government sector is already flooded with females. When I get CVs, I normally request 

CVs of male candidates. Women have unjustified demands and ask for leave for endless 

family commitments, school prize giving, sports day etc. How can we manage work like 

this? I am not pleased with women’s work ethic” KIID02 (decision maker). 

Several key informants across all three categories noted that that despite the 

absence of explicit policies restricting women, their representation remains low. 

According them, this issue is attributed more to societal norms and perceptions about 

women's roles, familial responsibilities, and suitability for certain jobs rather than to 

structural barriers within companies. One respondent noted that “we see fewer women 

as production and manufacturing managers and industrial engineers. There are no formal 

policies implemented by the company that restrict women from taking potions in these 

categories. Rather I would say it is women's perceptions of those jobs. Their perceptions 

of factory work and other aspects such as childcare, working hours and transport play a 

crucial role. This is an issue of  norms outside the company rather than a structural issue 

within the company” (KIIAI04 advisor/influencer). These insights underscore that 

industry-specific considerations are also important for understanding the variations in 

gender representation across sectors. 

Women are also less active in labor unions despite there being no restrictions on 

their involvement, and are also less likely to take on leadership positions in unions. 

Interestingly, the same situation can be observed in workplaces where the majority of 

workers are women (e.g., garment factories).  A key informant from the advisor/influencer 

category linked women’s reluctance to assume leadership roles with their familial 

responsibilities, which leaves them with limited time to participate in union activities.  
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VI. Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 
This study assessed women’s access to decent work, with a special focus on the 

influence of the legal environment, physical infrastructure, and social norms. This section 

provides the recommendations based on main findings and concludes.  

Women’s access to decent work impacts significantly by the availability of 

decent jobs, thus, only 7.6% women aged 15 to 60 are in formal full-time jobs. 

Further, quantitative analysis shows that district level agricultural worker and 

unemployment rates have significantly lower women’s access to decent work. To 

improve women’s access to decent work, first priority should be to create not ‘any type 

of job’ but ‘decent jobs’. A large majority of women engaged in low-paid jobs in few 

industries, like agriculture, manufacturing, and education. Hence, by creating decent 

jobs, women may have more job-choices that matches their skills, especially the low-

skilled women. Hence, investing in sectors that generate quality jobs is vital. The 

government should support the expansion of industries offering high average wages, 

such as jobs in information technology and professional. Currently, the sectors creating 

the most jobs offer informal employment with low average wages. There is also a need 

to improve job quality for low-skilled workers encourage women’s participation in non-

arts degree courses, which have better employment prospects.  

Education, in general and especially at the tertiary level, has a strong and 

positive impact on improving access to decent work. Considering the labor market 

dynamics, the policy makers should focus on improving the quality and relevance of both 

education and vocational training. The findings show that there is a deceleration of the 

English literacy effect across the quality of decent jobs. And, the provision of obsolete 

technical training, like craft-related training for school leavers, has no employability in 

high-skilled and high-paid sectors. Hence, improving access to education is crucial for 

improving women’s access to decent work, especially at the tertiary level. Although 

primary and lower secondary education rates are commendable, access to upper-

secondary and tertiary education levels lag. This is especially true for individuals from 

poor backgrounds, who often leave formal education due to various reasons that require 

attention. Therefore, special focus should be on expanding access to tertiary education 
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to address these gaps. 

In terms of social aspects, there is some indication that social norms influence 

women’s access to decent work, mainly through their effect on FLFP. The quantitative 

findings show that women from households with less-educated heads or from more 

conservative backgrounds have reduced access to decent work. Conversely, women 

from households where men hold better-quality jobs have better access, again due to 

higher FLFP rates. In addition, social perceptions in some communities hinder women’s 

access to decent work. For instance, Moor women face limited mobility in their 

employment choices, and societal views on night work, and certain types of jobs (e.g., 

hospitality sector work) further limit their employment choices. Employers often prefer 

men for jobs requiring physical strength, long work hours, and frequent mobility, thus 

limiting women’s access to some jobs.  Additionally, the greater burden of household 

responsibilities limits women’s advancement leadership positions and reduces their 

participation in labor unions.  

The qualitative findings show that reforming biases in labor legislation is difficult 

partly due to law female representation in decision making bodies. Supporting women’s 

participation in decision-making bodies, such as the National Labour Advisory Council, 

is important to ensure policies are gender sensitive and gender supportive. Such 

representation can accelerate the adoption of existing draft policies on regulating 

childcare centers and promote policies for improving the quality of public transport. 

Social biases that disproportionately allocate care and household 

responsibilities to women must be addressed. According to our  findings, these 

attitudes, often reinforced in education and the media, are significant barriers to 

women’s access to decent work. Awareness-building campaigns are needed to challenge 

and change these deep-rooted social norms. The qualitative analysis reveals that women 

in households with family support for household and caregiving tasks are better 

positioned to access decent work. But, not all women have access to such family support. 

Therefore, improving the availability of quality childcare facilities could significantly aid 

women lacking family support. However, childcare facilities in Sri Lanka remain 

inadequate and unregulated. The unreliability and inefficiency of public transport also 
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adds to the challenges, especially affecting work-life balance for women. 

Finally, on the legislative front, the results show that outdated and biased 

legislation hampers women’s access to decent work. Sri Lanka’s constitution 

recognizes the importance of gender equity, but existing laws that are outdated and 

paternalistic need amendments, often implicitly assuming that women are primarily 

responsible for childcare and household responsibilities. Current labor laws fail to 

explicitly address discrimination and sexual harassment in the workplace. Laws that make 

employing women more expensive due to additional employer responsibilities for 

women's safety and social security are counterproductive. Moreover, restrictions 

preventing women from earning through overtime or night work, and the lack of 

differentiation in benefits for full-time and part-time work, further impede women's 

access to employment. Turning to the legal framework, modernizing and enforcing 

gender-sensitive legislation is also essential. Laws should specifically protect against 

discrimination and harassment and be gender neutral. Recognizing modern labor market 

trends, legislation should also facilitate the creation of different job types (e.g., part-time 

jobs, contractual jobs) with equitable social protection and leave provisions. Relevant 

institutions must be empowered and resourced to effectively implement these laws.  

To sum up, the results indicate that a wide range of factors impact women's ability 

to obtain quality employment. The dearth of good jobs in the nation is a major obstacle 

in this respect. Validating this, quantitative findings indicates that areas with a high 

proportion of unemployed people and agricultural jobs limit women's access to good 

jobs. Results also indicate that while women's greater caregiving responsibilities do not 

generally impact their ability to find employment, they do make it more difficult for them 

to find decent jobs. Social norms that specify women's caregiving responsibilities have 

influenced Sri Lanka's labor regulations and labor demand.  Therefore, improving 

women's access to respectable work would be best achieved through providing them 

with access to high-quality childcare facilities. Additionally, women are more likely to 

participate in quality occupations when they are educated and fluent in English. To 

conform to the constitutional recognition of gender equality in the workplace, legislative 

regulations and societal practices that uphold conventional gendered roles in society 
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must be changed. 

For Sri Lanka to enhance women’s employability in decent work, the game-

changers are creating more decent job opportunities and enhancing access to affordable 

and quality childcare facilities. Through these, women may choose to engage more in 

decent work rather than forcing themselves to engage in care work at home. Other 

factors such as improving quality and relevance of education, making legislation more 

gender neutral, and changing social norms that make women more responsible for care 

work can also improve women’s access to decent work. 
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Appendix 

Table 1A: Means of independent variables 
 

Total Male Female 

Currently in education 0.13 0.13 0.13 
Disabled 0.02 0.02 0.02 
Education    
   Less than O/Ls 0.57 0.60 0.53 
   O/L passed 0.22 0.23 0.22 
   A/L passed 0.17 0.14 0.19 
   Degree & above 0.04 0.03 0.04 
   Technical training 0.09 0.09 0.09 
   English literate 0.26 0.26 0.26 
Household characteristics    
   Female HH 0.20 0.15 0.24 
   HH per capita income (’000) 7.86 5.78 9.67 
   HH has lower education  0.33 0.27 0.38 
   HH has a male with a formal job 0.31 0.34 0.28 
   HH has an elderly female 0.21 0.22 0.20 
   HH no. of children (0-5 years) 0.33 0.31 0.35 
   HH no. of children (6-11 years) 0.38 0.38 0.39 
   HH no. of children (11-18 years) 0.61 0.62 0.59 
   HH no. of individuals with severe disabilities 0.12 0.12 0.12 
Age group    
   Age 15-24 years 0.23 0.25 0.22 
   Age 25-29 years 0.09 0.10 0.09 
   Age 30-44 years 0.33 0.32 0.34 
   Age 45-60 years 0.34 0.34 0.34 
Ethnicity     
   Sinhala 0.73 0.73 0.73 
   Sri Lankan Tamil 0.13 0.13 0.12 
   Sri Lankan Moor 0.11 0.10 0.11 
   Another ethnicity 0.03 0.03 0.03 
Marital status    
   Single 0.29 0.35 0.24 
   Married 0.66 0.64 0.68 
   Ever married 0.05 0.02 0.07 
Community characteristics    
   District share of agriculture workers 0.25 0.25 0.25 
   District-sector unemployment rate 0.04 0.04 0.05 
   District-sector cost of housemaids (‘0000) 1.19 1.19 1.19 
Observations 49,296 23,049 26,247 
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Table 2A: Average access to “decent work” by population group 
 

Sample 
size 

Employment-to- 
population ratio 

Non-
vulnerable 

employment 

Formal 
full-time 
workers 

Adequacy 
in wages 

Adequacy in 
working hours 

Total  49,296 0.55 0.352 0.190 0.180 0.080 
Male  23,049 0.771 0.503 0.239 0.232 0.083 
Female  26,247 0.355 0.220 0.146 0.135 0.076 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



40 
 

Table 3A: Effects of socio-economic barriers on women in labor force and decent work 
  

(1) 
Labor force 

participation 

(2) 
Decent work  

(3) 
Marginal 
effects 

Education (Less than O/Ls) 
     

O/L passed 0.597 *** -0.034 
 

0.105 *** 
A/L passed 1.216 *** 0.285 *** 0.299 *** 
Degree & above 1.941 *** 1.485 *** 0.582 *** 
Technical training -0.100 * 0.459 *** -0.021 

 

English literacy 0.188 *** 0.121 *** 0.040 *** 
Household characteristics 

     

Female HH 0.005 
 

0.0524 ** 0.001 
 

HH per capita income (‘000) 0.000 
 

-0.001 ** 0.000 
 

HH has lower education -0.135 *** 0.052 ** -0.028 ** 
HH has a male formal worker 0.296 *** 0.001 

 
0.062 *** 

HH has an elderly female 0.115 ** 0.023  0.024 ** 
Individual characteristics 

     

Age group (15-24 years) 
     

Age 25-29 years 0.091 
 

0.244 *** 0.015 
 

Age 30-44 years 0.262 *** 0.417 *** 0.048 *** 
Age 45-60 years 0.420 *** 0.373 *** 0.085 *** 
Ethnicity (Sinhala) 

      

Sri Lankan Tamil 0.0703 
 

0.000 
 

0.015 
 

Sri Lankan Moor 0.0566 
 

-0.589 *** 0.012 
 

Another ethnicity 0.112 
 

-0.110  0.025 
 

Marital status (Single) 
     

Married 
 

0.175 ** -0.599 *** 0.036 ** 
Ever married 0.085 

 
-0.189 *** -0.015 

Dependents 
      

No. children ≤5 0.006 
 

-0.252 *** 0.001 
 

No. of children 6-11  -0.048 
 

-0.092 *** -0.010 
 

No. of children ≥11  -0.028 
 

0.024 * -0.006 
 

No. disabled persons in HH -0.019 
 

0.017 
 

-0.004 
 

District labor market 
     

District share of ag. -11.71 *** 4.917 *** -0.231 ** 
District unemployment rate -1.103 *** 0.749 *** -2.457 *** 
District-sector cost of helpers -0.073 

 
0.022 

 
-0.015 

 

Sector (Urban) 
      

Rural 
 

0.0347 
 

0.0552 * 0.007 
 

Estate 
 

0.223 
 

0.538 *** 0.050 
 

Instruments        
Currently in education  -2,223 ***     
Severe disability  -1.074 ***     

Source: Authors’ own calculations. Province is also included as an explanatory variable. 
Note: The results are based on a heck-probit estimation with correction for sample selection using 
STATA. The results show conditional marginal effects at means for the probability of participating in 
decent work. dy/dx for factor levels is the discrete change from the base level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * 
p<0.1 


