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Abstract:

Women’s education has emerged as a critical catalyst for socio-economic transformation in India, yet
significant challenges persist in achieving gender parity in educational access and outcomes. This study
examines the complex relationship between women’s education and socio-economic empowerment in
India through a comprehensive analysis of recent data, government initiatives, and policy interventions.
Drawing from the Periodic Labour Force Survey (2017-2023), National Family Health Survey-5, and
Women’s Empowerment Index data, the research reveals substantial progress in female literacy rates
(from 65.46% in 2011 to 70.3% in 2024) and labour force participation (rural female LFPR increased
from 24.6% to 41.5% between 2017 and 2022). However, interstate variations remain significant, with
states like Kerala achieving 96.2% literacy while Bihar lags at 70.9%. The analysis demonstrates that
education serves as a multiplier effect for women’s empowerment, influencing economic participation,
decision-making autonomy, health outcomes, and social mobility. Government schemes like Beti
Bachao Beti Padhao have shown mixed results, with improvements in Sex Ratio at Birth (from 918 to
930), but concerns over fund utilisation patterns. The conclusion Indian women face due to policy
formulation themselves is the fact that even though education has managed to lift specific barriers,
there certainly is a need to address certain policy gaps concerning the socio-cultural barriers, the
economic factors, and the structural discriminations to realise women empowerment in the full
spectrum. Future policies would need to address the intersections of education, women’s development,
and socio-economic policies to increase the utilisation of the development for women of various socio-
economic realities in India.

Keywords: women’s education, empowerment, socio-economic policies, gender disparities in the
workforce, literate women, Indian policies.

1. INTRODUCTION

The impact of women’s education on the socio-economic development of a country is understood at the level
of India, which is an exceptional case of socio-economic development for women’s participation in the labor
force.

In India, the intersection of education, women’s empowerment, and socio-economic development is highly
intricate in terms of advancements and difficulties, particularly with the issues of women’s empowerment.
The data about socio-economic status, health, and education suggest that the growth of women’s
empowerment in India is the accomplishment of thirty-five percent of the women population in the described
age groups.
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According to the United Nations reports, the average literacy rate of India is 77.30 per cent. Strikingly,
analysis conducted shows that the average rate of male and female literacy in the country is 84.70 per cent
and 70.30 per cent, respectively.

The theoretical underpinning of this study is based on human capital theory, which asserts that education
increases one’s productivity and economic opportunities. For women, the impact of education goes beyond
personal achievements to social changes like family, community, and social structures. Educated women earn
higher wages, which contributes to economic growth. Educated women lead to women’s empowerment.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Theoretical Framework of Women’s Education and Empowerment

The notion of empowerment of women and the relevance of education has shifted from a welfare approach to
a rights-based approach. Education has been both recognised as an intrinsic right and an instrumental means
to achieve development objectives. A person can surpass various limitations provided they are empowered.
This intrinsic potential is only realized when self-awareness is coupled with self-confidence. Such attributes
are cultivated socially, physically, financially, intellectually, and through one’s family network and health
status, along with the decision-making agency and quality of life enjoyed.

Recent findings have underlined the issue of the construct of empowerment across various domains, including
socio-economic, socio-political, and socio-psychological aspects. Education is a key empowering instrument
at the intersection of all these domains. It enables women to acquire the knowledge, skills, and self-efficacy
to challenge all forms of power relations and participate in developmental processes at all levels of society.
2.2 Education and Economic Empowerment Linkages

In India, the interconnections between women’s education and economic empowerment, on one hand, create
opportunities, but on the other hand, create paradoxes. ‘Human capital’ theory would argue that ‘education’
encompasses ‘more skills” and ‘more earnings’ and ‘more economic activity’, but participation rate by women
in India underscores the fact that there are complex socio-economic factors that construct this paradox.

As noted by the World Bank, there exists a tremendous potential to increase a nation’s GDP by educating
girls. UNESCO states that providing a girl with an additional year of schooling increases her chances of
earning an income that is 10 to 20% higher. These reports, in isolation, signal a robust economic rationale to
women’s education and even to a broader level of women’s education at a macro level.

2.3 Government Initiatives and Policy Framework

Target policies on women’s education in India have had a rather interesting evolution path, from constitutional
provisions to legislative policies, even to government policies aimed at particular targets. There are specific
provisions in the Constitution of India that focus on discrimination against women. Article 14 confers the
right to equality. Article 15 allows the State to make any provisions in favour of women.

Notable among the government’s efforts on women empowerment through education and social projects is
the Beti Bachao Beti Padhao Scheme (2015). The scheme seeks to reduce social discrimination and enhance
the effectiveness of welfare services provided to the girl child. It was started with constitutional provisions of
100 crores and seeks to bring up child sex ratios and women empowerment issues, and address the CSR and
the underlying women empowerment issues.

2.4 Contemporary Research and Empirical Evidence

Women’s empowerment in India has been enhanced by education. Women’s labour force participation
(LFPR) is one of the vital dimensions of economic empowerment of women as well as economic
inclusiveness. This paper is based on an econometric analysis of female LFPR, which indicates a remarkable
growth of female LFPR in the Indian states since 2017-18, particularly in rural regions.

In comparison to other nations, women’s involvement in the workforce in India is dismally low. The
classification of India as one of the lowest performers in the world regarding gender empowerment fails to
paint the full picture, as any ‘big picture’ look tends to mask critical nuances regarding the various facets of
women’s empowerment. India ranks very highly on civil liberties and women’s participation in the political
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strata. However, it hugely drops on the world average in the economic resource accessibility and the gender-
based violence protective mechanisms.

3. METHODOLOGY

The study employs a mixed methods approach, with secondary data analysis from several authentic sources
being its focal point, in order to analyse the link between women’s education and socio-economic
empowerment in India. The research method integrates the quantitative analysis of the primary data received
from large-scale surveys with qualitative information contained in several policy documents and research
studies.

3.1 Data Sources

The primary data sources for this study include:

e Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) 2017-18 to 2022-23, conducted by the National Statistical Office
o National Family Health Survey-5 (NFHS-5) 2019-21

e Census of India 2011 and subsequent estimates

e The National Sample Survey Organisation reports on literacy and education

« Women’s Empowerment Index data from various states

e Government policy documents and scheme evaluations

3.2 Analytical Framework

The study employs a comprehensive analytical framework examining:

1. Educational Indicators: Literacy rates, enrollment ratios, and completion rates across different levels
2. Economic Empowerment Metrics: Labour force participation rates, employment patterns, income
levels

3. Social Empowerment Measures: Decision-making autonomy, health outcomes, political participation
4. Policy Impact Assessment: Evaluation of government schemes and interventions

3.3 Limitations

The studies performed thus far on the topic at hand suffer from the limitations brought on by the use of
secondary data, the possibility of non-response bias in survey data, the attempt to define and establish the
appropriateness of education and empowerment in an outcome scenario, and the cause-and-effect problem.
Additionally, the rapid pace of change in India’s educational landscape means that some data may not capture
the most recent trends.

4. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

4.1 Current State of Women’s Education in India

4.1.1 Literacy Trends and Patterns

As assessed by the National Family Health Survey 2019 — 21 (NFHS-V), the female literacy rate stands at
71.5% compared to 87.4% for males in the age group 15-49. The combined literacy rate is 72.9%, with males
at 80.89% and females at 64.64%.

The rise of female literacy in India is notable as per census data. In 2011, the literacy rate stood at 74.04%,
an increase of 14% over the decade 2001-2011. The increase, especially in rural areas, is significant, with
26% registered in the past 10 years (2001-2011), attributed to the Government of India literacy missions.

Table 1: Literacy Rates in India by Gender and Location (2021)

Category Male (%) Female (%) Gap (%)
All India 84.7 70.3 14.4
Rural 82.5 66.8 15.7
Urban 89.5 78.6 10.9

Source: National Statistical Office (NSO), 2021
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4.1.2 Interstate Variations in Educational Attainment

Significant interstate variations persist in women’s educational outcomes. With a literacy rate of 96.2 percent,
Kerala is the most literate state in India, while Andhra Pradesh is the least literate state in the country, having
a literacy rate of 66.4 percent. 8844 individuals have a male literacy rate of 84.7 percent, while the female
literacy rate stands at 70.3 percent. The national male-female literacy gap is 12.9 percent. The gap of male-
female literacy in the whole country is higher than in the state of Kerala, which is 12.9 percent. The gap of
male-female literacy is significantly higher in the state of Rajasthan, which is 23.3 percent.

Table 2: Top and Bottom Performing States in Female Literacy (2021)

Rank | Top Performers | Female literacy (%) | Bottom Performers | Female literacy (%)
1 Kerala 94.0 Rajasthan 57.6
2 Mizoram 89.4 Bihar 60.5
3 Tripura 87.2 Jharkhand 67.5
4 Goa 88.7 Uttar Pradesh 67.7
5 Himachal Pradesh | 86.6 Andhra Pradesh 66.4

Source: National Statistical Office (NSO), 2021
4.2 Economic Empowerment Outcomes
4.2.1 Labour Force Participation Trends

The connection between the two phenomena might need further clarification, which might result in more
complex explanations. On a country scale, rural territories saw a rise in female labor force participation
(LFPR) in the period 2017-2018 and 2022-2023 from 24.6% to a whopping 41.5%. Meanwhile, in the same

period, urban LFPR only grew from 20.4% to 25.4%.

Table 3: Female Labour Force Participation Rate by Education Level (2022-23)

Education Level

Rural FLFPR (%)

Urban FLFPR (%)

All India FLFPR (%)

Iliterate 47.8 18.2 40.1
Primary 39.6 19.5 34.2
Secondary 27.4 22.8 25.8
Higher Secondary | 19.8 25.1 21.9
Graduate & Above | 18.6 32.2 24.8

Source: Periodic Labour Force Survey 2022-23
4.2.2 Sectoral Distribution and Skill Development
According to the latest Periodic Labour Force Survey, the FLFPR for the prime working age group (15 years
and older) has improved considerably, going from 23.3% in 2017-18 to 32.8% in 2021-22. In Jaro Education’s
analysis, women’s enrolment in online courses surged in 2024. In the Professional Certificate Program in
Strategic Management at IIM Kozhikode, women’s enrolment from the first to second batches skyrocketed,
going up 85%.
4.3 Social Empowerment Dimensions
4.3.1 Health and Reproductive Outcomes
The impact of education positively correlates with health outcomes in women. Educated girls are more likely
to make better health choices for themselves and their families. Educated women are likely to utilize health
services for themselves and their children, which lowers maternal and infant mortality.
The share of women receiving institutional deliveries increased from 61% in FY15 to over 97.3% in FY24.
This better access to managed childbirth has been crucial to saving mothers and infants during childbirth and
reducing maternal and infant mortality.
4.3.2 Decision-Making Autonomy and Social Participation
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Nagaland, Mizoram, and Goa scored the highest on decision-making capability. Goa, Sikkim, and
Uttarakhand scored the highest for health and nutrition. Gender equity was most pronounced in Himachal
Pradesh, Nagaland, and Goa.

Table 4: Women’s Empowerment Index Scores by State (2023)

State Economic Decision- Health & | Overall WEI
Empowerment Making Nutrition Score

Goa 24.8 26.9 28.1 27.4

Sikkim 25.2 24.6 27.8 26.8

Himachal 234 25.1 26.7 26.2

Pradesh

Kerala 22.9 24.3 25.8 25.1

Telangana 17.8 18.5 19.2 17.8

West Bengal 18.2 19.1 20.6 17.4

Source: National Family Health Survey-5 (2019-21)

4.4 Policy Interventions and Their Impact
4.4.1 Beti Bachao Beti Padhao Scheme Evaluation
The BBBP scheme, like most others, has been imperfect. The index of National SRB has increased from 918
in FY15 to 930 in FY24, which is an increase of 12 points in 10 years. The National Gross Enrollment Ratio
(GER) of secondary schools for girls has increased from 75.51 percent to 78 percent in FY24. Allocation of
the resources in the scheme has been a cause for concern. ‘The Report of the Parliamentary Standing
Committee on Human Resource Development’ says that only X5 crores out of the total 343 crores for the
scheme in 2016-2017 was judiciously spent. As per government data, more than 56% of the funds between
2014-15 and 2018-19 were spent on publicity.

Table 5: Beti Bachao Beti Padhao Scheme Outcomes (2015-2024)

Indicator Baseline (2015) Current (2024) Change
Sex Ratio at Birth 918 930 +12 points
Girls’ Secondary GER (%) 75.51 78.00 +2.49%
Institutional Deliveries (%) 61.0 97.3 +36.3%
Total Investment (Rs. Crore) 100 468 +368%

Source: Ministry of Women & Child Development, 2024

4.4.2 Skill Development and Vocational Training

Within the context of women’s empowerment in India, the importance of upskilling has been regarded as an
integral element in the journey of self and professional development. Undoubtedly, upskilling improves
women’s employability prospects and provides them with the requisite tools to transcend barriers and embrace
challenges.

4.5 Challenges and Barriers

4.5.1 Socio-Cultural Constraints

Others have noted that an absence of demand in the Indian economy has not hindered economic growth. As
in other countries, there is a reserve for reasonably educated workers; it consists of office employment of a
clerical and sales nature. It is, however, still a man’s world out there. According to the 2001 census, men
occupy 87.3% of office clerical positions and 93.1% of sales positions.

4.5.2 Economic and Structural Barriers

Almost 196 million employable women in India are outside the workforce. The most significant barrier to
women’s economic empowerment is not merely the lack of opportunities but their invisibility in data. Without
gender-disaggregated data, their participation gaps across education, skilling, employment, and
entrepreneurship will remain stalled.
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Table 6: Key Barriers to Women’s Educational and Economic Empowerment

Category Primary Barriers Impact Level
Economic Financial constraints, poverty High

Social Cultural norms, gender roles High
Structural Lack of infrastructure, safety concerns Medium
Institutional Inadequate policies, poor implementation Medium
Personal Low aspirations, lack of role models Low

Source: Multiple research studies and policy reports

5. DISCUSSION

5.1 Education as a Catalyst for Transformation

The results highlighted in the study reveal that the contextual factors with which any education is fortified
could implement subtle but mediating impacts on its potency in achieving the socio-economic empowerment
of women in India. For most states, the Cross-sectional Pattern of the Labor Force Participation of women is
characterized as bell-shaped. Participation begins on the periphery of the age of 20, increases to a plateau in
the age group of 30 to 40, then declines steadily after 40.

This pattern suggests that while education enhances women’s initial entry into the labour force, sustaining
their participation requires addressing structural constraints related to family responsibilities, workplace
policies, and social norms.

5.2 The Paradox of Education and Employment

The study identifies a significant paradox in India’s development trajectory: despite rising educational
attainment among women, labour force participation rates have historically remained low, though recent
trends show improvement. In explaining family income disincentives, restrictive gender ideologies (especially
the greater social values assigned to the non-working women), the still overemphasized domesticity and
childbearing in a newly competitive schooling system, and the scarcity of “acceptable” employment for
educated women all come to play in concert.

5.3 Regional Variations and Context-Specific Outcomes

The significant interstate variations in women’s empowerment outcomes highlight the importance of context-
specific interventions. Different states demonstrate extremes of variation in the growth of rural areas.
Jharkhand, for instance, experienced astonishing growth (approximately 233% growth), and also Bihar
(approximately six-fold growth). Nagaland in particular, and other Northeastern states, also exhibited
exceptional growth (15.7% to 71.1% growth).

These variations suggest that successful empowerment strategies must account for local cultural norms,
economic structures, and political environments. States with higher social development indices generally
demonstrate better outcomes in translating educational investments into empowerment gains.

5.4 Policy Effectiveness and Implementation Challenges

The evaluation of government schemes reveals mixed outcomes, with some indicators showing positive trends
while others highlight implementation challenges. Results tell us the BBBP Campaign has significantly
empowered women socially. The rights of the girl child are being recognized by a large proportion of the
population. The attitude towards gender inequality has changed significantly, and there is a notable decline in
gender-based prenatal discrimination.

However, the concentration of funds on publicity rather than direct interventions raises questions about the
efficiency of resource allocation in achieving substantive outcomes.

5.5 Intersectionality and Multiple Disadvantages

The research reveals that intersecting identities, including caste, class, religion, and regional location,
influence women’s empowerment through education. Through the years, various strategies have been
effective in improving the private and public sector roles women hold; however, there is still a significant
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amount of discrimination and violence against women and girls. The importance of obstacles and
conservatively bordered traditions seems to be the heart of the problem in instigating actual change.

6. IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1 Policy Recommendations

6.1.1 Integrated Approach to Women’s Empowerment

Future policies need to implement an integrated approach that combines educational access, quality, and all
levels of support after education, incorporating an intent that translates to actionable steps: to convert data
into district-level gender action plans that inform finances, infrastructures, and strategic changes in
programming.

6.1.2 Quality-Focused Educational Reforms

Emphasis should shift from mere quantitative targets to quality education that builds relevant skills and
capabilities. Implement affirmative action at the instructional level and restructure approaches towards the
teaching and learning process to foster the desired learning environment for girls and women. Take action
together with the immediate community to combat social and cultural barriers to girls’ education and promote
their retention.

6.1.3 Economic Opportunity Creation

An Economic analysis reports the world economy might add another 7 trillion dollars on closing the gender
gap, which is projected on the educational attainment of women and girls.” It further reports attainment of
women's education to deeply aid in the women's empowerment and growth that is more sustainable and
inclusive, which supports the economy.’

6.2 Research and Monitoring Framework

6.2.1 Enhanced Data Collection Systems

To improve Gender Budgeting: Gender budgeting is often confined to welfare schemes or finance
departments. Accurate gender budgeting requires applying a gender lens to every rupee spent in sectors like
education, infrastructure, energy, and housing, and this is only possible if robust gender-disaggregated data
exists.

6.2.2 Longitudinal Impact Studies

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies that track women’s empowerment trajectories across
different life stages and contexts to better understand the sustained impact of educational interventions.

6.3 Multi-Stakeholder Engagement

Empowerment of women requires engagement of various stakeholders such as the government, civil society,
business, and communities. The provision of infrastructure (educational institutional infrastructure) and
changes in the cultural and economic environment require demand-side approaches.

7. CONCLUSION

Effective advocacy for women’s education and economic empowerment in India reveals a mixed bag of
progress and continuing challenges. However, it is attested that education is the strongest driver of women’s
empowerment as it touches all spheres of life: economic, social, and political.

Among the notable observations is the increase in the female literacy rate, whereby 65.46% were recorded in
2011 and 70.3% in 2024. There were also remarkable increases in the participation of women in the labour
force in the rural areas, from 24.6% in 2017 to 41.5% in 2022. These results are attributed to the effects of
deliberate policies, as well as the increasing social awareness regarding the needs and the changing
perceptions towards women.

On the contrary, the study also reveals the existence of significant interstate disparities, challenges regarding
the implementation of government policies, and the remaining deeply seated obstacles to the socio-economic
advancement of women. This contradictory situation of education, coupled with the historically low and still
improving labour force participation ratio, is particularly challenging and highlights the complexity of
empowering women through education.
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Considering key indicators demonstrates both the promise and the constraints of governmental actions through
the evaluation of the Beti Bachao Beti Padhao scheme. There are positive trends, but there are concerns
regarding the overall efficiency of the allocation of resources. These findings highlight the necessity of
carrying out more targeted and rational quantitative evidence-based policy solutions.

The achievement of women and agriculture intersectional holistic empowerment will, however, require a
greater level of commitment to developing quality education systems, generating economic opportunities,
overcoming socio-cultural barriers, and developing relevant solutions tailored to the country’s paradigm of
diversity. For example, gender disaggregated data collection, the evaluation of longitudinal impact, and
collaborative action will be a necessity for formulating more purposeful plans of action.

With the Viksit Bharat 2047 vision, the needs of the economy and the level of development indisputably
situate the education of women and girls in line with economic growth. In this regard, the steps India has
made toward educational attainment for women break the barriers and become a cross-cultural victory that
needs further development of a consolidated action toward the empowerment of women and girls.

Moving forward, leaders must accept that the process of women’s empowerment is now more widely accepted
as the transformation from a static condition to a sustainable process. The pathway must facilitate systems
encouraging educational attainment that convert acquired skills into actions benefiting a meaningful impact
on the development trajectory of India.
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