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Executive Summary

This report is an overview of a new World Bank study (Solotaroff, Joseph, and
Kuriakose, forthcoming) that updates and expands upon the 2013 World Bank
policy study, Getting In and Staying In: Increasing Women’s Labor Force
Participation in Sri Lanka. Both studies are intended to provide a better understanding of the puzzle of women’s persistently low labor force participation
(LFP) rates and other poor labor market outcomes in the country. The earlier
study focused on the years leading up to the end of the Sri Lankan Civil War
(2006–09); the current study compares the earlier findings to data from the years
following the civil war (2010–15). Using nationally representative secondary
survey data, as well as primary qualitative and quantitative research, both studies
test three hypotheses that would explain gender gaps in labor market outcomes:
(1) household roles and responsibilities, which fall disproportionately on women;
(2) a human capital mismatch, whereby women are not acquiring the proper
skills demanded by job markets; and (3) gender discrimination in job search, hiring, and promotion processes.
The current study finds that not only are all three hypotheses supported, as
they were with the earlier report, but also the social norms governing women’s
responsibilities for child care, elder care, and housework—and that inhibit
women from joining labor markets, obtaining employment, and closing gender
wage gaps—have become more entrenched since the end of the civil war. Having
young children in the household is now associated with even lower odds of LFP,
lower chances of becoming a paid employee, and lower earnings for women
compared with before 2010, and compared with those of men for all three outcomes. The disparity between marriage’s association with men’s versus women’s
odds of LFP is the only gender gap associated with household roles that appears
to be shrinking over time; however, marriage still penalizes women in labor markets (lowering their odds of LFP by 4.4 percentage points), whereas for men it
provides an 11 percentage point premium in their odds of LFP.1 Gender norms
that restrict women’s mobility more than men’s—especially lack of social support for women commuting to work—and that prevent women from accessing
safe and comfortable transportation to work, as well as parents’ greater encouragement of sons’ rather than daughters’ pursuit of careers (especially in the private sector) are other supply-side factors undermining women in labor markets.
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Executive Summary

The analysis also suggests that since 2009, women find it even more challenging than men to translate their educational attainment into high-skill and higherpaying jobs. This is true of women with even university education or higher, who
still queue for public sector jobs in spite of limited openings, pushing up their
rates of unemployment among young women. Another worrying trend is that
poorer and less educated women are falling further behind more educated and
wealthier women in chances of LFP and other employment and wage-related
outcomes.
The good news for women is that raw gender wage gaps are shrinking every
year; moreover, the explained portions of these wage gaps are increasing over
time. In other words, gender discrimination appears to play less and less of a
role in these gaps in earnings; discrimination also appears to determine gender
gaps in LFP rates to a diminishing degree over time. The primary data bolster
these findings: employers, on average, report that they look for the same skills
and experience in men and women, actively discriminating by gender to a
much smaller degree than employees suspect. Employers in some industries
studied in the primary research—such as the garment industry and tea estate
sector—express a preference for hiring women workers because they believe
them to be more reliable and hard working than men. Yet, persistent occupational segregation across industries suggests that these preferences may not
hold for promotions—especially into high-skill and management jobs, which
men continue to dominate.
The report concludes with four priority areas (summarized in annex OA) for
addressing the multiple supply- and demand-side factors to improve women’s
LFP rates and reduce other gender gaps in labor market outcomes. It also offers
specific recommendations for improving women’s participation in the five private
sector industries studied for the primary data collection: information and communication technology (ICT), tea estate work, tourism, garments, and commercial agriculture (see annex OB). Common recommendations across the five
industries include the provision of care services to ease women’s time poverty, and
improvements in providing safe, comfortable transportation to worksites or nearworksite accommodations for women so that they are at lower risk of the genderbased violence that is highly prevalent on public transportation and in public
spaces. Together, these recommendations are intended to help the government,
the private sector, and other stakeholders in Sri Lanka collaborate and harmonize
efforts in getting women to work.

Note
1. A full discussion of the study’s methodology, as well as tables of all results from the
analyses of primary and secondary data (including results from multivariate analysis
of nationally representative secondary data) can be found in the full version of the
report (Solotaroff, Joseph, and Kuriakose, forthcoming) at http://www.worldbank.org
/en/programs/world-bank-south-asia-region-gender-innovation-lab.
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Overview

I. Introduction
Sri Lanka has the 14th-largest gender gap in labor force participation (LFP)
globally (WEF 2016). This large gap is surprising given the country’s long-standing
achievements in human development outcomes, such as high levels of female
education (including gender parity at most levels) and low total fertility rates, as
well as its status as a lower-middle-income country with overall improvements
in economic growth of more than 6 percent annually over the past decade
(World Bank 2015a, 2016). LFP rates among Sri Lankan women age 15 years
and older were 36 percent for 2015 and 2016, versus 75 percent for same-age
men for both years (DCS 2015, 2016b). In contrast, the 2015 LFP rates for
women age 15 and older in Thailand and Malaysia—which are upper-middleincome countries—were 63 percent (compared with 80 percent for same-age
men) and 49 percent (compared with 78 percent for same-age men), respectively (World Bank 2015c). Sri Lanka’s LFP gender gap is even greater than
that of several other South Asian countries (figure O.1), despite Sri Lanka’s
serving as a model for the region in many other gender outcomes.
Sri Lanka shows remarkable persistence in low LFP rates for women over the
past three decades—with even a slight decline as the economy has expanded
(figure O.2). This presents significant challenges to the country’s growth and
equity goals, such as the current government of Sri Lanka’s aim of creating
1 million jobs, fostering investment in the private sector, and enhancing social
inclusion outcomes,1 as it strives to become an upper-middle-income country.
Recent economic policy statements have emphasized the need to create an
enabling environment for women’s participation in the economy to achieve the
government’s goal of inclusive and balanced development. The government
envisages that 40 percent of the jobs created by 2020 will employ women, and
it seeks to encourage women’s greater involvement and leadership in small and
medium enterprises. The most potent route to growing Sri Lanka’s overall workforce will come from increased numbers of women working. Raising the rate of
women’s LFP by 15 percentage points over current rates will add more than
1 million workers to the labor market each year (Sinha 2012).
Getting to Work (Overview)
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Figure O.1 Labor Force Participation, by Country
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Figure O.2 Female Labor Force Participation, by Select Country, Economic Status, and
Region,1993–2016

Year

Nepal
Sub-Saharan Africa
Upper middle income

Middle income
Malaysia
Sri Lanka

South Asia
India
Pakistan

Afghanistan

Source: World Bank datacenter, modeled ILO estimate.
Note: Some ILO data may predate the 2016 LFS data noted in the text. ILO = International Labour Organization; LFS = Labour
Force Survey.
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Nonetheless, women’s experience in Sri Lanka’s labor market remains characterized by low LFP; high unemployment, especially for women younger than
age 30; and persistent, though shrinking, wage disparities between the sexes.
As this study shows, determinants of these poor gender outcomes include
household roles and responsibilities, a mismatch between skills acquired in
school and those demanded in the labor market, and gender discrimination in
labor supply as well as labor demand dynamics.
This report is intended for policy makers and employment program practitioners in the Sri Lankan government, the private sector, and the donor and
nongovernmental organization communities. It also targets academia and
other research institutions, in part to call upon them to undertake additional
studies that can continue to identify the most effective means of engaging and
sustaining more women in the workforce—particularly in the private sector.
Finally, this study is intended to reach any others who have a stake in helping
Sri Lanka’s economy grow by taking advantage of this relatively untapped
population of potential labor, innovation, and productivity: women.
By examining gender norms about work as well as the typical economic factors in analyses of gender and labor dynamics, this study explores why, compared
with men, women continue to be well educated but less commonly working for
pay in Sri Lanka. It identifies means of promoting women’s entry into and continued employment in the labor market, which will grow the economy.
Improved female LFP (FLFP) will also be critical to helping the country cope
with its now-rising inverse dependency ratio: the demographic transition now
under way suggests that the population older than age 60 will double in the next
quarter-century, whereas the younger working-age population will continue to
decrease because of lower total fertility rates (World Bank 2016).
This study provides an overview of a new World Bank study (Solotaroff,
Joseph, and Kuriakose, forthcoming) that updates and expands upon the 2013
World Bank policy study, Getting In and Staying In: Increasing Women’s Labor
Force Participation in Sri Lanka. Both studies are intended to provide a better
understanding of the puzzle of women’s persistently low LFP rates and other poor
labor market outcomes in the country as a whole, rather than in a particular city
or province. Quantitative analyses are nationally representative. Most of the earlier
economic analyses have attributed gender gaps in these outcomes (that is, LFP,
employment, and earnings) that were unexplained by household time constraints
or human capital factors to the “black box” of social factors, including gender-based
discrimination. Using primary data as well as existing national-level survey data
from the Sri Lanka 2006–10 Labour Force Survey (LFS) and the 2009–10
Household Income Expenditure Survey (HIES), the earlier report sought to unpack
the social processes underlying these gender differences. It posed three hypotheses
that would explain gender gaps in labor market outcomes: (1) household roles and
responsibilities, which fall disproportionately on women; (2) human capital mismatch, whereby women are not acquiring the proper skills demanded by job markets; and (3) gender discrimination in job search, hiring, and promotion processes.
Multivariate analysis of the secondary data found support for all three hypotheses.
Getting to Work (Overview)
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The earlier analysis of secondary data reflected gender-biased labor market
dynamics in the final years of Sri Lanka’s civil war, which ended in 2009.
Although the analysis summarized these dynamics in Sri Lanka, national-level
surveys tended to exclude the more conflict-affected areas2 (for example, districts in the Northern Province and sometimes the Eastern Province) until
2011. The primary research for the current report was conducted in 2012 in
select industry sectors in the Badulla, Gampaha, and Trincomalee districts in
lower-central, western, and eastern Sri Lanka, respectively. The researchers
used quantitative and qualitative methods to ask questions of different groups
of workers, household members, and employers about their labor market experiences and attitudes toward work. Industry sectors were selected to include a
mix of “new” and traditional drivers of the economy: information and communication technology (ICT), tea estates, tourism, the garment sector, and
commercial agriculture. The primary research (particularly the qualitative
data) helps explain employer preferences and incentives as well as gender differences in educational choices, job preferences, occupational aspirations, job
search channels, household decision making, and time use patterns—among
other labor-related factors—between men and women of different ages, education and income levels, ethnicities, and employment types. The analysis of
secondary and primary data together adds value to existing labor studies of
Sri Lanka by using the additional lenses of gender norms, identity, and agency
(the ability to make decisions as well as take advantage of opportunities).3
One of the most recent existing studies (Gunewardena 2015) analyzes the
2012 World Bank STEP Skills Measurement Program survey data to explore
why Sri Lankan women’s educational gains are not translating into workforce
advantages. The findings contribute an unprecedented, nuanced understanding
of Sri Lankans’ perceptions of their own skills and how they are linked to labor
market advantages. The findings also provide sharper definition to the 2013
policy report’s mixed-methods exploration of a mismatch between women’s
educational attainments, on the one hand, and skills sought by employers—
especially those in the private sector—on the other.
This updated report analyzes more recent national survey data (2011–15 LFS
and 2012–13 HIES) to shed light on whether and how labor force patterns have
changed for women over the past decade, with particular attention to the years
since the end of the civil war. Any quantitative analysis using national survey data
(that is, LFS and HIES) was conducted twice for each survey year—first using the
full sample (all provinces) from that year and then using a sample that dropped
the districts and provinces not included in surveys from years before 2011 to allow
for comparability across years.4 This study also presents findings from the qualitative and quantitative primary data more comprehensively than the previous study.
Finally, this update identifies ways to promote women’s entry into and sustained
employment in the labor market. Recommendations at the end of this report (and
summarized in annex OA) are tailored to different stakeholders, with annex OB
providing special focus on certain industries in the private sector that have strong
potential to absorb and sustain Sri Lankan women in paid decent work.
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II. Summary of Descriptive Data: Demographic Changes over Time
In recent years, broader macroeconomic changes in Sri Lanka have reflected an
ongoing transition from agriculture to the industry and services sectors.
Construction, transport, domestic trade and banking, and insurance and real
estate have become important contributors to economic growth. Together, these
sectors accounted for 50 percent of the total increase in gross domestic product
(GDP) between 2009 and 2014 (World Bank 2015a). Manufacturing and services constituted the second-largest share of GDP growth at 44.7 percent. In
comparison, the agriculture sector’s contribution was only 5.3 percent.
Understandably, overall employment trends are analogous. Data from National
LFSs from 2000 through 2015 show employment rates expanding for the industry and services sectors but contracting for agriculture.

Gender Gaps in LFP by Residential Sector, Age, District, and Ethnicity
Throughout these macroeconomic transitions, the FLFP rate has been declining
and remains lowest for urban women. The 36 percent FLFP rate for 2015 (and
2016) indicates a distinct decline since 2010, when it was 41 percent versus 82
percent for men of the same age group (15 years and older).5 In 2006, the FLFP
rate was even higher, at 46 percent. Over nearly a decade, therefore, FLFP rates
have dropped by roughly 10 percentage points. Like the population at large, the
Sri Lankan workforce is aging—particularly for women—because of the demographic transition under way (figure O.3, panels a and b).
Although urban women continue to participate the least in labor markets
(with LFP hovering around 30 percent), LFP rates have fallen most among
Figure O.3 Labor Force Participation, by Age and Gender, 2009 and 2015
b. 2015
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Source: World Bank calculation based on 2009 and 2015 Sri Lanka Labour Force Surveys.
Note: Population age 15 and older. Data from the Northern Province were excluded to maintain comparability over time.
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Percent of population age 15 and older

Figure O.4 Labor Force Participation, by Gender and Residential Sector, 2006–15
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Source: World Bank calculation based on Labour Force Surveys for 2006 through 2015.
Note:The Northern and Eastern Provinces were excluded to keep comparability among years.The weight factor was adjusted
by World Bank projection of total population from the 2012 census, except for 2014 and 2015.

women who work in the estate sector (that is, tea plantation and other plantation estates on the island) by nearly 10 percentage points between 2006 and
2015 (figure O.4). The LFP rate of women in estates still far surpasses that of
rural and urban women, however. In all residential sectors, men’s participation is
considerably and consistently higher than women’s participation, though the LFP
rate for urban men has declined by about 5 percentage points since 2006.
Map O.1 geographically depicts the stark disparity between men’s and
women’s LFP rates by district. Women’s participation rates were lowest (less
than 20 percent) in Kilinochchi District and peak in the range of 40–60 percent
in eight districts—all in the middle of the island (except Kandy) in 2015. Not
surprisingly, many of these districts are in the estate sector, particularly those
with heavy tea cultivation, such as Badulla and Nuwara Eliya, and rubber cultivation, such as Ratnapura. Men’s participation rates, on the other hand, are
consistently 60–80 percent.
FLFP rates also vary considerably by ethnicity6 (figure O.5), income level,
and education: Indian Tamil women and women with the greatest wealth and
educational attainment exhibit the highest participation rates in the most
recent years. Despite falling FLFP rates in the estate sector, Indian Tamil women
there continue to attain the highest FLFP rates (58 percent in 2009 and
50 percent in 2015) of all ethnic groups in Sri Lanka, including the Sinhala
majority. Sri Lankan Moor women tend to have the lowest rates (17 percent in
2009 and 15 percent in 2015). Men’s LFP rates are much more uniform—hovering
between 65 and 77 percent for the six main ethnic groups in 2015—which suggests greater cultural constraints on women’s participation than on men’s in the
Getting to Work (Overview)

7

Overview

Map O.1 Labor Force Participation Rate, by District
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Figure O.5 Labor Force Participation, by Gender and Ethnicity, 2009 and 2015
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same ethnic group. The lower comparative LFP rates for both men and women
in the Sri Lankan Tamil, Moor, Malay, and Burger ethnic groups (in comparison
with Sinhalese and Indian Tamils) suggests sustained socioeconomic exclusion of
these four groups.

Gender Gaps in LFP by Household Income Level, Poverty, and Migration
The U-shaped curves that characterized women’s LFP by income and
schooling in 2009–10 no longer hold; the curves are “flatter” for those with
lower levels of wealth and education, suggesting that perhaps the poorest
and least-educated women in Sri Lanka may be bearing the brunt of deteriorating labor outcomes for women. Before the end of the civil war, women
from households with the lowest incomes (consumption deciles 1–2) and the
highest incomes (deciles 8–10) participated more in labor markets than
women from middle-income households (table O.1), according to HIES
2009–2010 data. This U-shaped pattern is evident for national averages of
FLFP and is especially pronounced for women in the urban and rural sectors,
whereas urban and rural men’s FLFP rates remain similar across income
deciles, dipping only at the highest levels of wealth. The relatively high rates
of estate sector women’s LFP—compared with those of other women—are
fairly consistent across all but the highest income deciles.
According to 2012–13 HIES data for the country as a whole, however,
women from the poorest households participate the least (30–31 percent) and
the wealthiest the most (36–39 percent), with rates for middle-income
women at 32–34 percent (table O.2). This monotonically increasing pattern is
strongest in the rural sector, where FLFP rates exhibit an inverted-U shape,
with middle-income women achieving the highest rates. Also important to
note is the overall decline in the estate sector’s LFP rates—for men and women
alike—between 2009 and 2013.7 The relative disadvantage of poor women in the
Table O.1 Labor Force Participation, by Consumption Decile, 2009–10
percent
Consumption
decile
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

National
All
60.2
60.1
59.3
58.7
58.8
58.2
58.2
58.7
58.8
59.2

Urban

Rural

Estate

Male Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

83.1
83.3
84.0
83.4
83.0
84.5
83.0
81.4
81.0
78.4

80.4
78.3
80.6
80.0
80.8
83.9
77.0
79.1
79.8
76.4

38.2
35.4
29.4
35.0
30.1
28.9
34.9
39.2
36.8
40.5

83.6
83.5
84.3
83.9
82.9
84.3
83.6
81.9
81.3
79.0

37.9
38.3
36.2
34.9
37.2
34.0
35.9
38.5
39.7
43.2

80.5
87.3
85.8
83.4
88.7
89.3
91.5
82.2
81.4
85.2

60.1
59.0
61.3
61.7
58.7
59.5
59.9
56.8
65.0
47.0

39.3
39.6
37.4
36.6
37.8
34.8
36.8
39.1
39.6
42.5

Source: Data from Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2009–10.
Note: Includes persons age 15 and older.
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Table O.2 Labor Force Participation, by Consumption Decile, 2012–13
percent
National

Urban

Rural

Estate

Consumption
decile

All

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

1
2

51.3
51.8

76.0
75.9

30.2
30.6

72.9
74.2

25.1
24.1

76.6
76.4

29.8
29.5

71.8
73.2

40.5
51.5

3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

53.6
54.5
53.8
53.0
53.5
52.9
53.3
55.2

78.8
78.2
78.7
77.4
77.7
77.2
74.8
74.5

31.1
33.9
32.0
32.7
33.8
32.9
35.6
39.3

75.1
75.0
77.6
73.2
72.9
69.8
68.4
69.1

22.9
25.7
23.1
21.1
27.0
27.2
30.2
34.8

79.6
78.7
78.8
78.4
78.8
79.5
76.9
77.0

30.9
33.6
32.3
34.5
34.6
34.2
37.3
41.4

76.5
78.7
79.8
77.8
80.6
82.1
90.1
84.4

50.3
56.0
52.4
52.2
54.2
51.2
47.3
48.6

Source: Data from Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2012–13.
Note: Includes persons age 15 and older.

rural and estate sectors appears to be more pronounced than before, as is—by
extension—the need to prioritize these groups with interventions to improve
access to labor markets.
If poverty were the sole driver of women’s labor market participation in
Sri Lanka, women’s participation rates would be highest in the most impoverished districts, and lower in districts with lower poverty rates. The data do not
bear out this pattern, however. Using the district-level poverty head count ratio8
from HIES 2012–13, map O.2 displays each district’s poverty head count ratio
by FLFP rates in that district. The map shows much area in which women’s
participation is low but poverty is high (all the eastern and northern coastal
districts—Trincomalee, Batticaloa, Mullaitivu, Mannar, Jaffna, and Kilinochchi)
and in which women’s participation is high but poverty is low (Kurunegala,
Matale, Kegalle, Kalutara, Nuwara Eliya, and Hambantota).
Women continue to make up a significant share of the overseas Sri Lankan
labor force, though their share—relative to men’s—has decreased since 1997
and since 2012 has dropped to less than 50 percent. In 2003, women made up
53 percent of the total overseas workforce (World Bank 2007) and as much as
62 percent in the later years of that decade (Arunatilake et al. 2010). Of the
282,331 Sri Lankans working abroad in 2012, 138,547 (49 percent) were
women and 86 percent of these women were housemaids in domestic service
(Jayasura and Opeskin 2015).
Using the number of departures for foreign employment, disaggregated
by sex, to investigate changes over time in shares of men and women migrating
overseas, the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (SLBFE) reports that,
even though the total number of departures has been increasing over the past
30 years (from 14,456 in 1986 to 300,703 in 2014), the share of women has
fluctuated widely. This share was 24 percent in 1986, peaked at slightly more
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Map O.2 Poverty Head Count Ratio and FLFP, by District
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Note: FLFP = female labor force participation. Population age 15 and older.
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Map O.3 FLFP and Domestic Household Remittances
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Map O.4 FLFP and International Household Remittances
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than 75 percent in 1997, and declined thereafter to 52 percent in 2009 and
37 percent in 2014. SLBFE (2015) attributes the sharp decline of women among
overseas workers to the rapid increase in men’s outmigration along with several
SLBFE policy changes occurring in late 2013, including raising the minimum age
for women who emigrate for domestic work.
Female overseas workers employed in domestic service and in the health sector contribute greatly to national and household incomes. Remittances from
migrating household members may partly explain some of the spatial variation
in FLFP rates.9 HIES data limitations do not allow identification of who in the
household—especially whether male or female—is migrating for work and sending remittances. Still, it is worth noting that districts in northern, eastern, and
western Sri Lanka have both low FLFP rates and low receipts of domestic household remittances (map O.3); FLFP and domestic (local) remittances are both
high throughout the center of the country. Only Kurunegala, Matale, and
Kalutara have both high remittances and high FLFP rates; most districts with
high international receipts tend to have low FLFP rates—Kandy; Jaffna in the far
north; Ampara, Polonnaruwa, and Batticoloa in the east; and the west coast districts except for Galle and Kalutara (map O.4). The low levels of both domestic
and international migration from the conflict-affected Northern and Eastern
Provinces are surprising. Given that these areas have among the highest poverty
rates in the country, the relative lack of out-migrating women suggests that
mobility and other sociocultural constraints may be acting on women in the
largely Tamil Muslim local population. Other explanations could be that these
women lack the social networks that facilitate migration, or that they simply lack
the funds required for travel to the destination.

Gender Gaps in LFP Are Rising At All but the Highest Education Levels
Women’s participation rates with respect to education also resembled a
U-shaped curve before the end of the conflict (panel a of figure O.6), with LFP
at its lowest for those who stopped schooling after completing grade 10
(General Certificate of Education Ordinary Levels, or O-levels)—though the
slope on the right side of the U-shaped curve was much steeper than on the left
(that is, education beyond O-levels was associated with much higher FLFP rates
than education completed before O-levels).
More recent data (panel b of figure O.6) show a similar skewed-U-shaped
curve for FLFP with respect to education; however, the lowest levels of education (education below grade 6 or no education) are associated with slightly
lower FLFP than before, whereas the middle-upper range of educational
attainment is associated with higher FLFP rates than before. Although O-level
education is still associated with the lowest FLFP rates, the 2015 rate is about
35 percent—a few percentage points higher than in 2009. In 2015, women’s
participation rates also were higher for those who continued beyond O-levels
and A-levels (General Certificate of Education Advanced Levels) to university
education, where the FLFP rate increases sharply to more than 85 percent for
women with university education, as opposed to less than 80 percent in 2009.
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Figure O.6 Labor Force Participation, by Education and Gender, 2009 and 2015
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b. 2015
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Source: World Bank calculation based on 2009 and 2015 Labour Force Surveys.
Note: Persons age 15−64. Data from the Northern Province was excluded to maintain comparability over time.
The 2009 weight factor was adjusted by World Bank projection of total population from the 2012 census.

FLFP rates for those with less than grade 6 education fell between 2009 and
2015, from roughly 46 percent to about 42 percent. For women with no education, LFP rates dropped slightly to about 41 percent in 2015. LFP rates have
also declined for men with no schooling through grade 6 education, risen for
those completing education between grade 6 and O-levels, and held steady for
those with A-levels and above.
The gender gap in the LFP “payoff” to men’s and women’s investments in
education has narrowed, but only at higher levels of education. One large factor
is the rising returns to schooling for women with more advanced educational
attainment. The gender differential in participation rates is shrinking for those
who attend university (from a 10 percentage point gap in 2009 to a 2015 gap of
less than 5 percentage points). The new trend showing LFP rates falling more in
2015 for men who continue on to complete their A-levels is a concern. It may
be reflecting the higher numbers of boys dropping out of secondary education
compared with girls—in part because they are losing confidence that higher
levels of education can equip them with the skills they need for the job market
and in part because they are under increasing pressure to earn income for their
families (World Bank, forthcoming).

Gender Gaps in Unemployment, Wages, and Employment Type
The gender gap in unemployment appears to be shrinking slightly as well,
especially in the rural sector. This gap has dropped steadily each year, from
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5 percentage points in 2006 (when women’s unemployment rate was 9.7 percent
compared with men’s rate of 4.7 percent) to 2.9 percentage points in 2015 (DCS
2016a). Rural women continue to have the highest unemployment rates of all,
though these rates have declined from nearly 11 percent in 2006 to 8 percent in
2015—thus the shrinking gender gap in rural unemployment (rural men’s
unemployment rates range from 2.9 percent to 5 percent over the same period).
Estate sector women tend to have the lowest unemployment rates among all
women; since 2008, their rates also have stayed within 2 percentage points of
those of estate men, who consistently have the lowest unemployment rates in all
sectors, with a rate of 2.7 percent in 2015. Men’s unemployment is highest in
urban areas, at 3.5 percent, while urban women’s unemployment is nearly twice
that, at 6.7 percent (DCS 2015).
Young women still have the highest rates of unemployment in Sri Lanka
(figure O.7), and the gender gap in youth unemployment rates is expanding.
In 2015, unemployment appeared to be most entrenched for women ages 20–37
or so. Female unemployment rates are consistently higher than those for sameaged males—except around age 18, at which point they converge. Unlike in
previous years, when female unemployment peaked at higher ages, its apex now
occurs for girls age 15–16, drops to about 22 percent around age 18, and shoots
up again to 35 percent for 20-year-old women. Female unemployment rates do
not fall below 5 percent until age 37. Male unemployment peaks at age 17, falls
below 7 percent by age 25, and remains under 5 percent for men ages 27 and
older. Even if this shift primarily reflects the addition of the many poor in the
conflict-affected Northern Province—who have no choice but to seek work even
though job opportunities are scarce compared with most other parts of the
Figure O.7 Unemployment, by Age and Gender, 2015
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country—young women are generally facing increasing barriers to employment,
compared with young men, in Sri Lanka as a whole. The new trend of high
female unemployment rates at the young ages of 15 and 16 may signal an uptick
in dropout rates among girls around O-levels (grade 10), perhaps because of an
increasing need among the poorest households for as many family members as
possible to generate income.
Unemployment by education level also differs for men and women: whereas
unemployment tends to rise with education for both groups, it rises at an
increasing rate for women who complete their educations between grade 6 and
grade 12 (A-levels) (figure O.8). The gender gap in unemployment rates is largest for those who stop education after A-levels. It shrinks only slightly for university attendance, remaining above 10 percent for women but dropping to about
3 percent for men. If Sri Lanka is to improve its unemployment as well as LFP
rates, it will need to ensure that (1) more girls and boys complete their educations at least through grade 12 and (2) skills acquired at higher levels of education are better aligned with jobs—in particular, for women who graduate from
high school but do not continue to university.
Women also remain on the losing end of gender wage gaps, although the
average raw earnings gap has narrowed over time. According to the 2015
data, the raw earnings gap (calculated by multiplying hourly wage by hours
worked in the month before the survey, plus all other earnings, including benefits) averaged across all provinces was 15.9 percent, with women’s average

Figure O.8 Unemployment, by Education Level and Gender, 2015
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monthly wage being 17,729.5 Sri Lankan rupees (LKR) and men’s being
20,839.6 LKR. This is smaller than the 2011 gap of 18.7 percent. In fact, the
raw earnings gap has been steadily shrinking even since before the end of the
civil war. Dropping the Northern Province from the samples to allow for comparison across years, the gender gap was 19.9 percent in 2009 compared with
15.8 percent in 2015. Women may thus be benefiting from the higher labor
earnings that helped drive the country’s impressive poverty reduction between
2002 and 2012–13.10 The gender wage gap is highest in the estate sector and
lowest in the urban sector. Although women earn less than men in all sectors,
urban women, on average, earn more than both men and women in the rural
and estate sectors.
As for changes over time in the type of work women are doing, this investigation finds only slight improvements in their employment status. The share of
women among own-account workers increased slightly during the past decade—
from 26 percent in 2006 to 27 percent in 2015—as did the share of women
among employers (from 9.4 percent in 2006 to 12.8 percent in 2015), with the
shares of men decreasing by the same margin on both counts. However, the share
of women among those with contributing-family-worker status, which is unpaid,
rose from 72 percent to 78 percent over the same period. To provide a better
sense of scale, with the denominator being all employed individuals, in 2015,
contributing family workers accounted for 18.8 percent of all employed females,
though this share is very low compared with other countries in South Asia (DCS
2016a). Still, it is far higher than for employed males, among whom only
2.8 percent engage in unpaid work. More than 36 percent of working men are
engaged in own-account work and 57 percent of men work as paid employees—
compared with 25 percent and 55 percent of working women, respectively
(DCS 2016a). Only 1.1 percent of working women are employers, compared
with 4.2 percent of working men. These numbers have not changed much over
the years, although the mild increase in female employers (from 0.8 percent of
employed women in 2006, as opposed to the decrease in male employers, from
4.4 in 2006) and in women own-account workers is promising (DCS, various
years). Yet women clearly continue to be vastly overrepresented among unpaid
workers. They also are overrepresented among public sector employees (19 percent
of all employed women versus 13 percent of employed men) and underrepresented among private sector employees (36 percent of employed women versus
44 percent of employed men).
Women have indeed shifted from private to public sector employment
more than men since 2006, when 15.6 percent of employed women worked
in the public sector (compared with 12 percent of all employed men) and 39
percent worked in the private sector (compared with 44 percent of employed
men, the same as in 2015). Among paid employees in Sri Lanka’s private sector, slightly more than 50 percent are formal workers; the remaining persons
are informal workers in informal (19 percent) or formal (31 percent) enterprises (DCS 2016a). More than one-third of working women are employed
in the informal sector, which is characterized by low wages, lack of social
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protection, and the failure to reward workers’ skills at levels comparable to
those in the formal sector (ADB 2008; DCS 2016a). Men are more likely to
be employed in informal jobs than are women—56 percent of men versus
37 percent of women (DCS 2016a; World Bank 2012). More than one-third
(36 percent) of all informal workers are employed in microenterprises.
Private sector formal employment accounts for just one-fourth of those who
are working (DCS 2016a).
Although women are moving out of agriculture at a pace similar to that of
men, compared with men they are moving more into the services sector and
less into the manufacturing sector. Among women participating in the labor
force in 2011, 37.5 percent were in agriculture, 24.2 percent in manufacturing, and 38.3 percent in services (compared with 30.6 percent, 23.4 percent,
and 45.9 percent of men distributed across agriculture, manufacturing, and
services in 2011). As of 2015, the share of working men in agriculture
dropped by 4 percentage points (to 26.5 percent) and increased by 2 percentage points in manufacturing (to 25.4 percent) and by more than 2 percentage
points in services (to 48.1 percent). Women, on the other hand, saw a 5 percentage point drop in agriculture (to 32.5 percent of working women), but a
4 percentage point increase in services and only a 0.5 percentage point
increase in manufacturing (to 24.7 percent). Occupational segregation has
grown within the services sector as well: between 2011 and 2015, the share
of working men in traditional services dropped by 9 percentage points, but by
less than 0.5 percentage point for women; in intermediate services, the share
among working women also fell, whereas the share rose for men by nearly 9
percentage points. The good news is that women are moving more into modern services than men are.11

III. Hypothesis Testing: All Explanations for Women’s Poor Outcomes
Are Still Supported
All three explanations for low FLFP in Sri Lanka—household roles and
related mobility constraints, human capital mismatch, and gender discrimination—continue to play a significant role in labor outcome gender gaps,
though to different degrees than before. The multivariate analysis of more
recent data suggests that women’s roles in the marital household still significantly lower women’s odds of joining the labor force—and even more so than
before the end of the civil war. Qualitative research confirms the increasingly
powerful influence that these gender norms have on family roles and on
women’s safety and mobility—all of which obstruct women from getting to
work, diminishing both labor supply and labor demand for women workers:
employers as well as families and communities expect women either to not
enter or to leave the workforce if they are married and have children.
Traveling to work becomes even less acceptable once women move into these
family roles.
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Household and Family Roles and Mobility Constraints Still Penalize
Women in Labor Markets, Especially Women with Young Children
As found in the previous report (World Bank 2013) and Gunewardena
(2015), gender norms around household roles—such that housework, elder
care, and child care responsibilities typically fall to women—continue to
create time poverty and lower social support for women’s LFP and employment. The negative effects of some household roles have been dampened in
recent years, whereas for other roles the negative effects have intensified. As
always, these roles and responsibilities create significant hurdles for women
in entering the labor market and continuing employment, especially after
marriage and childbirth.
Marriage penalizes women’s participation in labor markets, but the
penalty has shrunk over the past decade. In 2015, odds of participation
were 4.4 percentage points lower for married women than for unmarried
women—whereas marriage provided an 11 percentage point premium for
men nationwide. Compared with the years before the conflict’s end, the
penalty on married women appears to have shrunk (from 8 percentage
points in 2006 and 6 percentage points in 2009), as has the premium for
married men (14 percentage points in both 2006 and 2009). In other words,
the gender gap in marriage’s effect on LFP appears to have narrowed over
the past decade, when considering residential areas in aggregate.
When looking at the urban population alone, the gender disparity continues to be more pronounced than in other residential sectors: in 2015, marriage lowered urban women’s LFP odds by 11 percentage points (compared
with those of unmarried urban women), but raised them for urban men by
10.3 percentage points. This is an improvement since 2006, however, when
marriage was associated with a 17 percentage point penalty for urban women
(and a 15 percentage point boost for urban men).
Marriage now even more drastically lowers women’s odds—by 26 percentage points—of becoming a paid employee, whereas for men it slightly increases
the odds, by 2.5 percentage points. In 2009, marriage was associated with 18
percentage point lower odds for women.
Similarly, the presence of children younger than age five in the household
now has the greatest-ever association with lower chances of LFP for Sri Lankan
women, whereas it has never had any significant effect for men—at least over
the decade covered in this study. Considering all residential areas together, having a child under age five in the household makes women 7.4 percentage points
less likely to join the labor force than women without young children, but it has
no effect for men. This negative association is larger than it was in 2009, 2011,
and 2013, when childrearing was associated with lower LFP odds for women of
7, 5, and 6 percentage points, respectively. In 2006 this negative association was
more pronounced for women in the rural and estate sectors (8.4 percentage
points) than for urban women (3.6 percentage points), but in 2015 it was about
the same for urban women and non-urban women. For women with young
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children in the household, living in an estate or rural area is associated with
7.7 percentage point lower odds of LFP (compared with those of women
without children), and by 6.2 percentage points if living in an urban area. Yet,
there is no significant effect of having young children on men’s prospects,
regardless of where they live. The need for child care services may be rising for
women in urban areas, and it remains high for women in the rural and estate
sectors. This rising need is likely coupled with slight improvements in attitudes
about the acceptability of women’s paid work, which would encourage more
women to enter the labor force.
On the other hand, being married and having young children is associated
with lower odds of unemployment for most women and men in 2015, who
have 2–3 percentage point lower odds of unemployment than those who are
unmarried. The only group for whom marriage and unemployment have no
significant relationship is urban women—possibly reflecting their relatively
lower odds of LFP; those who do not join the labor market have no chance of
being unemployed. The significance and magnitude of marriage and children’s
negative effects on unemployment in 2015 were virtually identical to those of
earlier years.
Qualitative results regarding the social desirability of women’s LFP and
employment—and thus unemployment—tend to vary by location, which may
have some relationship to women’s presence (or lack thereof) in the dominant
local industry. In Badulla district, a young man employed in commercial agriculture remarks, “[Culturally] women being employed cannot be approved. The
term ‘housewife’ means that the woman of the household should attend to all
the household chores and be responsible for the upbringing of the children and
not be someone who should go out and earn money.”12 His views reflect those
of many men and women in this conservative rural Tamil village. In Gampaha
district, where ICT and garments are prominent industries, a man says, “Local
customs demand that women bring up their children and look after the home.
The man of the house should work and provide for the family. Although these
customs are changing now, generally parents consider that their male children
should be employed full-time.”13 Women in the tea estate focus group discussions (FGDs) provide some more nuanced views, saying that, because men on
the estate cannot be relied upon to earn income for the household, estate women
must enter the workforce. This finding implies that the social norm that women
should not work unless as a secondary income earner as a household necessity
has been overcome in the estate sector, primarily because of economic need.
The presence of elderly household members has the potential to offset some
of young mothers’ child care responsibilities; however, it could also add to their
overall care burden. In 2009, the presence of those over age 64 had a positive,
significant association with odds of LFP for both men and women in urban and
non-urban areas, with the greatest positive association with LFP of urban
women. This positive association appears to have shrunk in 2015 and shifted
entirely to the rural and estate sectors: both men and women in these sectors
who live with elderly household members have just 1 percentage point higher
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Figure O.9 Reasons for Not Working Last Week
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Source: World Bank calculations based on Primary data collected in 2012.
Note: The data were collected in Gampaha, Badulla, and Trincomalee districts. Sample size: 556 households
and 157 employers.

odds of joining the labor force compared with people in households without
elderly members. These results suggest that the help elderly in the home provide to offset women’s home care responsibilities—to the extent that they can
participate in the labor force—is declining and has vanished entirely for urban
women. The loss of a positive association between LFP and the presence of
elderly household support is likely another explanation for young women’s
declining LFP rates, signaling an even more urgent need for child care support
from outside the household.
The primary research further substantiates the hypothesis that being a
wife and mother of small children restricts women’s workforce participation.
Among women from households with children, 40 percent indicate that
housework and child care lead to their nonparticipation. Among women
without children in the household, 29 percent state that burdens surrounding
the household gender division of labor keep women out of the labor force
(figure O.9).
As in the existing literature, the primary research points to substantial gender
constraints on social and physical mobility, particularly after marriage, that
restrict Sri Lankan women’s employment. These constraints exist on a continuum from, for example, the most conservative preferences that women’s paid
work (if any) be limited to the physical homestead environs (such as through
petty trade or small enterprise work), to preferences for shorter commutes, to
restrictions on or lack of support for long-distance commuting and domestic or
overseas migration. Figures O.10 and O.11 present responses from the household
survey, disaggregated by gender. Respondents were asked about both married and
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Figure O.10 Social Acceptability of Long-Distance Commuting and Migration
for Unmarried Men and Women
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Source: Primary data collected in 2012.
Note: The data were collected in Gampaha, Badulla, and Trincomalee districts. Sample size: 556 households
and 157 employers.
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Figure O.11 Social Acceptability of Long-Distance Commuting and Migration of
Married Men and Women
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Note: The data were collected in Gampaha, Badulla, and Trincomalee districts. Sample size: 556 households
and 157 employers.
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unmarried men and women commuting long distances for work or migrating.
Three valuable insights emerged to illuminate levels of support for these practices: First, regardless of marital status, men hold more social leeway in commuting long distances for work and migrating away from the household among both
male and female respondents. Second, as the FGDs reveal, married women’s
mobility is more restricted than that of unmarried women.
Finally, for all women, migration is more acceptable than long distance commuting. Other women, such as grandmothers, may be relied upon to carry out
household care roles and act as substitutes for migrating mothers, which is more
acceptable than for commuting mothers. This substitution appears to be less
common for long-distance commuting, where women are still expected to fulfill
household roles of preparing meals and caring for children (for example, “dinner
on the table and school homework”). As one male FGD member states, “It is
better for a woman to carry on with a business or enterprise from her home,
rather than being employed away from home. Then she can [fulfill her] dual
roles of housewife and income-earner.”14 Another man says, “For women, proximity to home is the most important criterion in selecting a job, because they will
spend less time on the road, [and have] more time to attend to household chores.
Apart from saving on transportation to and from work, there will be fewer worries about their security.”15
Any male or female who lives in a household that is headed by a woman
has a significantly lower chance of participating in the labor force than
someone living in a male-headed household, except for the female household head herself. This seems a bit paradoxical, except when considering the
intense pressure to earn income that the female heads of household may
experience: in 2015, their odds of working or seeking work were 12 percentage points higher than for women who were not household heads—and
13 percentage points higher for women in the rural and estate sectors, but
10 percentage points higher for urban women. These positive associations
between LFP and being a female household head were slightly smaller than
in 2013 (15 and 11 percentage points for non-urban and urban women,
respectively), but appear to be greater than those for female household heads
in earlier years. The positive association was smallest in 2006 (about 8 percent across all residential sectors), and grew slightly for non-urban women
in 2009 (9 percentage points) and then again in 2011 for all women (9 and
11 percentage points for urban and non-urban women, respectively). The
more recent years of LFS data (2011–15) evidently are picking up the growing number of female household heads who, since the end of the civil conflict, have little choice but to enter the labor force to provide for their
vulnerable households. Unfortunately, greater odds of LFP do not translate
into enhanced likelihood of employment or increased earnings for these
women. In 2015, being a female household head was associated with higher
unemployment rates, lower odds of becoming a paid employee, and lower
earnings than for all other groups on the island. These findings suggest a
deterioration in labor market conditions for female household heads.
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For earlier rounds of LFS data, being a female head had no significant association with odds of unemployment, but now women who head households are
having to wait longer—or indefinitely—for employment, compared with others
in the labor force. On a more positive note, the extreme economic pressure on
women heads of household is easing, at least based on the size of the penalty on
securing work as a paid employee. Being a female head lowered the chances of
becoming a paid employee by about 10 percentage points in 2015, which is less
than the 12 percentage point penalty in 2013 and the 17 percentage point penalty in 2011, though it had no significant effect on these chances in 2009.
Analysis of 2006 data suggests a 12 percentage point penalty, although the 2006
data did not cover the Eastern and Northern Provinces. The findings for more
recent years could indicate that women who head households are increasingly
looking for opportunities for self-employment to earn income.
Multivariate analysis results suggest that those who belong to a femaleheaded household (FHH) are as vulnerable as the female heads themselves,
with their vulnerabilities appearing to increase over time. For LFP, this is true for
both men and women, though more so for urban women than for any other
group; belonging to an FHH lowers urban women’s chances of joining the labor
market by more than 8 percentage points. More than any other household or
individual characteristic (except for being married), being a member of an FHH
substantially lowers a woman’s odds of becoming a paid employee—by 12 percentage
points in 2015, 30 percentage points in 2011, and 29 percentage points in 2009.
This negative relationship between becoming a paid employee and belonging to
an FHH is true for men as well, though to a lesser degree, and it does not become
statistically significant until 2011 and later. Finally, men who live in FHHs have
higher rates of unemployment than men who do not, especially urban men in
FHHs, whose odds of unemployment were 4 percentage points higher than those
for other men in 2015. The effect for women is not significant.
Together, these results provide a rough sketch of labor-related opportunities
and behaviors of those who live in FHHs. According to the 2012–13 HIES, about
one-third (or 40,000) of the country’s 1.2 million FHHs lie in the Northern
Province, with 20,000 in Jaffna District alone; this is in large part because of the
high prevalence of war widows in the conflict-affected northeast, where an estimated 90,000 widows reside (United Nations, Sri Lanka 2015). Income-earning
opportunities are relatively scarce in this region, which is still being rehabilitated
after decades of conflict. Because of the region’s high incidence of extreme poverty (World Bank 2015a, 2015b), however, men in FHHs must at least try to
obtain work. The high numbers of job seekers relative to available jobs elevates
their rates of unemployment. Poor urban men in this region might be especially
prone to unemployment because the infrastructure and markets for nonagricultural work are not developing as quickly as those for agriculture. The finding that
women in FHHs are not prone to unemployment may be capturing the relatively
strong sociocultural constraints on women’s job-seeking among the ethnic groups
that make up majority populations in the northern (Sri Lankan Tamils) and eastern (Sri Lankan Moor) parts of the island. This sketch would have to be
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verified—and, even better, definitive details revealed—by targeted research in
northeast Sri Lanka. Fortunately, the World Bank is conducting a strategic social
assessment of the conflict-affected Northern and Eastern Provinces, the results of
which should become available in 2018.

Skills Mismatch and Occupational Segregation
Educational and occupational streaming continue to create a skills mismatch
between women’s human capital attainment and market demand for their paid
labor. Men have retained their advantage in obtaining high-skill jobs even
though more women are now attending university (and more women are attending than men). The gender gap for those with any university-level education who
secure highly skilled employment (for example, as managers, professionals, or
legislators) favors men by more than 2 percentage points. University-educated
women who beat the relatively high odds of unemployment tend to work in
medium-skill jobs instead—more than 5 percentage points more than men who
attend university, as of 2015 (figure O.12).
These “gender skills gaps”—that is, the gender differences in the way in which
education levels translate into jobs of various skill levels—have not changed
much. In 2009 (figure O.13), university-educated men had a slightly greater

Figure O.12 Gender Differences in Skill Level, by Education, 2015
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Note: All provinces; data from the Northern Province were not collected this year. Employed age 15–64.
Occupation was classified according to International Standard Classification of Occupation 2008 (ISCO - 88)
definition. Occupations are defined as High skill (managers, legislators, professionals); Medium skill (armed forces,
technicians, clerks, service workers, skilled agricultural and fishery workers); Low skill (craft and related trade
workers, plant and machine operators, elementary occupations).
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Figure O.13 Gender Differences in Skill Level, by Education, 2009
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advantage in landing high-skill jobs than in 2015, and university-educated
women had about the same advantage as they did in 2015 in obtaining mediumskill jobs. Men with university education also are more likely than same-educated
women to work in low-skill employment, and slightly more so in 2015 than in
2009. The only education level at which women have an advantage over men in
obtaining high-skill jobs is the completion of A-level exams (leaving school after
grade 12), which may reflect their relative practicality. University education is not
necessarily required for high-skill jobs in the private sector; moreover, universityeducated women prefer jobs in the public sector even though they tend not to
occupy the highest-level positions there. Unfortunately, even female A-level
graduates’ advantage over men in obtaining high-skill employment has dissipated
by about five percentage points (down to less than 2) since 2009. In 2015, female
A-level completers’ advantage appears to have shifted to obtaining medium-skill
jobs; these women obtain medium-skill jobs at a rate of nearly 5 percentage
points higher than male A-level completers, more than doubling their advantage
over their male counterparts since 2009. The only reversal in gender gaps regarding high-skill employment has occurred among O-level completers: in 2009,
women leaving school at this point had about a 1 percentage point edge over men
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with the same educational attainment, whereas these men had a slightly greater
edge over comparably schooled women as of 2015. Female O-level completers
secure more low-skill jobs than males—even more so in 2015 than before. The
gender skills gaps at lower levels of education in 2009 have all but disappeared.
Among those with no education, however, small gender disparities that resulted
in more women than men in medium- and high-skill jobs in 2009 flipped to
men’s advantage by 2015. More uneducated women than men had low-skill jobs
in 2015, whereas the reverse was true in 2009.
In sum, women at all levels of educational attainment have lost ground to
men in securing high-skill jobs. Women with A-level and higher education have
shifted instead to medium-skill jobs, while women with O-level and lower
schooling are increasingly concentrated in low-skill jobs. Even though the odds
of college-educated women joining labor markets have improved over time,
these women have seen a concomitant loss in their ability (or willingness) to
obtain low-skill jobs—compared with college-educated men. The findings suggest a strong aversion to “settling” for low-skill jobs among women who attend
university or complete their schooling after A-levels—as opposed to highereducated men and women with less education, who are more amenable to lowskill employment. Gender skills gaps among those who complete their schooling
at O-levels or less seem to be disappearing, except for those with no schooling at
all, among whom we see women shifting over time toward low-skill jobs and
men toward high- and especially medium-skill jobs.
When university-educated women secure jobs at any level, they still receive
lower pay and lower returns to higher education than men do. Compared with
having no education, university education is significantly associated with women’s much higher odds of LFP (by 21 and 26 percentage points in 2009 and
2015, respectively) but not with men’s (whose LFP odds have not been significantly associated with university education since 2013, when it improved men’s
chances of LFP by 20 percentage points, and women’s by 34 percentage points)
according to multivariate analysis of LFS data. Women from the rural and estate
sectors who attend university appear to enjoy the greatest boost in LFP odds for
all years in the analysis (27 percentage points in 2015 and ranging from 22 to 33
percentage points from 2009 to 2014). Compared with lower levels of education, university education is associated with the greatest increase in earnings and
greater odds of obtaining a job as a paid employee for both men and women,
with gender disparities in both shrinking between 2009 and 2015. However,
university education is also associated with higher odds of unemployment for
women than for men, though the unemployment gender gap is not nearly as
pronounced as it is for those who stop schooling after A-levels (Gunatilaka
2013). All lower levels of educational attainment in 2015—even completion of
A-levels—are associated with significantly lower LFP rates than those for women
with no schooling at all. For men, LFP odds are significantly increased—by 5
percentage points—only for education below grade 6 and are not significantly
associated with other education levels other than university attendance. The
least-educated women had better LFP chances in 2009, when those with some
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education below grade 6 were no more likely to participate in labor markets than
uneducated women—and when those who ended their educations somewhere
between grade 7 and A-level completion suffered less of a penalty on LFP
chances than they did in 2015.
The primary research delves into what might underpin gender gaps in labor
market outcomes related to education, skills, and experience. Well-educated
women’s losses over time in obtaining high-skill jobs (as opposed to educated
men’s gains) is very likely related to educational and occupational specialization
among women, who—according to FGDs—exhibit a preference for humanities
and arts in their educational training, rather than in technical skills that are better
suited to jobs in industry. This trend is also capturing the vast numbers of female
university graduates who seek jobs in the public sector, especially government jobs.
The final section of this report suggests policy and other interventions to reverse
this trend.
Young women also are encouraged by parents to study humanities, arts, and
biological sciences and—though parents are less invested in the career choices of
daughters than sons—to aspire to jobs as doctors and especially as teachers and
government workers, given that public sector jobs in teaching and government
tend to have regular work hours, maternity leave, and decent benefits packages.
The reality of the labor market for public sector jobs, however, is that there are
far fewer openings than those seeking them, such that high proportions of female
university graduates queue for years awaiting such jobs—thus contributing to the
very high rates of unemployment among young (especially educated) women.
Young men, on the other hand, are encouraged to pursue majors and careers in
engineering, computer science, and medicine, as well as in government.
Girls’ and women’s preferences about the level and type of education they
acquire is one way in which their aspirations are misaligned with employers’
needs for skilled workers. Another point of misalignment is the difference
between the behaviors and “soft” skills that women seek to cultivate, on the one
hand, and what employers value in new hires, on the other.
Female workers (34 percent) are more likely to believe that work ethics
and honesty are valued by employers in new hires, whereas male workers
(37 percent) cite industry experience as the most important characteristic
that they believe employers seek (figure O.14). What employers, in fact, value
most is educational qualifications (45 percent) of new hires (figure O.15).
This mismatch between what employers seek in new hires and what workers
think is valued by employers could lead to reduced educational investment on
the part of workers if they believe that the market will not reward such investment. Surveys from the primary fieldwork also reveal that there is no gender
difference in the characteristics (such as education, experience, technical, and
soft skills) that employers seek in new hires. In other words, employers report
that they expect female workers to have the same educational qualifications
for the job that male workers have.
Overall, young women also receive less “moral support” and career guidance (including parental expectations that they will work and choose a
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Figure O.14 Workers’ Perceptions: Most Important Characteristics Employers
Seek in New Hires
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Note: The data were collected in Gampaha, Badulla, and Trincomalee districts. Sample size: 556 households
and 157 employers.

Figure O.15 Employers’ Expectations: Most Important Characteristics of Male
and Female Workers
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Source: Primary data collected in 2012.
Note: The data were collected in Gampaha, Badulla, and Trincomalee districts. Sample size: 556 households
and 157 employers.

career) from information providers such as parents, compared with young
men. Parents are more willing to leave daughters’ career decisions up to the
girls themselves (20 percent and 12 percent for fathers and mothers, respectively). Conversely, for sons, only 8 percent of fathers and 9 percent of mothers are willing to leave the decision to the boys, reflecting the heavier
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importance that is placed on sons’ career success in the Sri Lankan context.
The strength of parental roles in occupational choice does vary by sector and
industry: workers in the estate sector and in commercial agriculture do not
consider the parental role in occupational choice to be as prominent as do
workers in the tourism sector (96 percent of male and 94 percent of female
tourism workers).
It is not surprising, then, that women also are vastly underrepresented in
technical and vocational education and training (TVET), including apprenticeships, despite having achieved gender parity in formal education years ago.
The sample from the primary survey confirms relative parity in formal schooling,
but a significant disparity in vocational education and apprenticeship among men
and women (figure O.16). Among surveyed households, vocational education for
women is much lower compared with that for men in the same age cohort
(24 percent vs. 15 percent). Among workers surveyed, 33 percent of men have
had apprenticeships compared with just 20 percent of women.
The entrenched occupational segregation in Sri Lanka encourages girls to
aspire to occupations that do not require a firm technical grounding; thus, they
do not enroll in vocational education. This decision later places women at a
greater disadvantage compared with men if they aim to advance to higher-skilled
and more technical jobs, away from unskilled or clerical positions. The eschewing
of vocational training may be more characteristic of urban women, however,
given that rural participants in FGDs—both male and female—complain of poor
access to market-oriented TVET facilities and job guidance centers, which are
scarce in rural areas.

Percent of population age 15 and older

Figure O.16 Vocational Education and Apprenticeship
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and 157 employers.
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The advantage that TVET provides in improving women’s and men’s employment chances, as well as earnings, however, will be negligible unless that training
directly provides the skills that employers need in their workers. The finding in
Gunewardena (2015) that TVET, training, and apprenticeships provide no
advantage beyond that of general schooling suggests that such programs are not
sufficiently aligned with employer demands. This lack of alignment—along with
the lack of availability of TVET programs—is addressed in the Conclusion and
Recommendations section, below.
Analysis of the primary data does not provide any indication that parental
perceptions are biased against female children with regard to scholastic ability,
aptitude, and interest in the fields of science and engineering. In fact, a large
majority of parents believe that children of both genders perform equally well in
school and have similar aptitudes in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) subjects. However, nearly half of the respondents surveyed
believe that girls with education levels similar to those of boys are not offered
the same job opportunities, confirming strong perceptions about gender-based
labor market discrimination (figure O.17). It is plausible, then, that occupational
streaming could be emanating, at least partly, from parental perceptions of labor
market discrimination. Parental expectations about the job market may be transferred to children, resulting in corresponding educational and career choices by
boys and girls.
Figure O.17 Perceptions of Gender-Based Discrimination in the Job Market Despite Similar
Levels of Education
Responses to the statement: Girls and boys with similar education are offered similar job opportunities
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Gender Discrimination
Using Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition models to explore select labor market
outcomes—which consider the influence of individual, household, and
other characteristics on gender inequities in these outcomes—confirms the
strong presence of gender discrimination that impedes women’s entry into
the labor force and reduces their wages. Both active and institutional forms
of gender discrimination—which manifest in gender wage gaps, discriminatory workplaces, and weaker job networks for women than for men—are
associated with reduced FLFP and higher female unemployment. Given
such a poor forecast for their performance in the labor market, some women
choose never to participate or are induced to withdraw from the market
entirely.
Labor Force Participation
Although the overall gender gap in LFP was 39 percent in 2015, just 6.8 percent
of this gap is explained by differences in endowments (for example, education,
ethnicity, family characteristics, age and experience, and so forth), while more
than 93 percent of the gap remains unexplained.16 It is the unexplained
share that can be attributed to bias (discrimination). Family characteristics and
the presence of children younger than age five in the household tended to
increase the explained portion of the gap in 2015. The presence of those older
than age 64 in the household, educational attainment, ethnicity, and location
tended to reduce it.
The explained portion of the LFP gender gap appears to be shrinking over
time—with the unexplained portion increasing—which suggests progressive
entrenchment of gender discrimination in determining the gap. The explained
portions range from 9.0 percent in 2006 and 7.8 percent in 2009 to 7.4 percent
in 2011, 7.7 percent in 2013, and just 6.8 percent in 2015.17 The unexplained
portion thus has increased from 91 percent in 2006 to 93.2 percent in 2015.
Family characteristics and the presence of children younger than age five in the
household consistently increase the explained portion, both before the end of the
civil conflict (the 2006 and 2009 LFS samples) and after it (the 2011, 2013, and
2015 samples). The finding that education significantly reduces the explained
part of LFP gender gaps only in 2013 and 2015 is indicative of the recent, though
growing, influence of gender bias in education as it relates to gender disparities
in LFP. It also provides further support to the skills mismatch hypothesis: overall,
women’s educational attainments are increasing, but the type of education they
acquire is not being rewarded in labor markets.
The presence of elderly in the household and location—but not ethnicity—
consistently reduce the explained portion over time. It is not until 2011 that
ethnicity becomes significantly and negatively associated with LFP gender gaps
(lowering the explained portion). This negative association with ethnicity continues in 2015, suggesting that ethnicity-related discrimination has emerged in
these gaps in the years following the civil conflict. Another explanation for this
emergence could be the inclusion of the Northern and Eastern Provinces in the
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2011, 2013, and 2015 LFS samples; both provinces were excluded in 2006 and
the Northern was excluded in 2009. These two explanations are not mutually
exclusive.
Earnings
Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition of log earnings suggests that, controlling for
type of employment, women in the labor market are better endowed with
characteristics that employers reward, such as education and age or experience, than men but still face lower wages because of gender discrimination.
The decomposition, however, finds that in 2015 the gender gap in earnings was
about 26 percent; of this, 18 percent is explained by endowments (characteristics), while the remaining 82 percent is unexplained. Although having young
children has no significant association with the gender wage gap in 2015, other
family characteristics, ethnicity, and location significantly increase the gap. For
example, in conflict-affected northeastern Sri Lanka—where fewer jobs are
available, on average, than in other parts of the country—women who do earn
money may have to settle for the lowest-paying jobs. Education, age and experience, and employment category (that is, public sector, private formal sector,
or private informal sector) appear to significantly reduce the gap in 2015.
Considering changes in the gender earnings gap over time, the good news
for women is that the gap itself is shrinking; moreover, the gap is increasingly
attributable to endowments (that is, bias in determining these gaps is diminishing over time). Not only is the raw wage gap consistently narrowing, as
discussed earlier, but the gap estimated when controlling for men’s and
women’s characteristics is narrowing as well—from 33 percent in 2006 and
the 30 percent in 2009, to 28 percent in 2013 and 26 percent in 2015. Family
characteristics, location, and ethnicity tend to increase the explained portion
of the gap over time, whereas education, employment category, and age and
experience reduce it. The explained portion was only 2 percent in 2009, and
jumped to 4 percent, then 8 percent, and finally 18 percent in 2011, 2013,
and 2015, respectively.
The type of industry and occupation that women choose tends to increase the
explained portion of the wage gap. Further decomposition of 2015 log earnings
by employment category finds gender wage disparities to be greatest in the private informal sector (a 61 percent gap) and least in the public sector (7 percent),
with the private formal sector gap (40 percent) in between. In 2011 and 2013,
the earnings gap itself was again largest in the private informal sector (58 percent
and 56 percent in 2011 and 2013, respectively) and smallest in the public sector
(14.5 percent and 15 percent, respectively), with the size of the private formal
sector gap (37.5 percent and 38 percent) falling in between. In 2006 and 2009,
the gaps across employment categories followed the same pattern, although the
greatest range occurred in 2006, which shows an 11 percent gap in the public
sector and a 62 percent gap in the private informal sector.
Despite smaller gender wage gaps in the public sector than in the formal and
informal private sectors, the explained portions of these gaps are consistently
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smallest in public sector employment. Its explained portion was as small as
3 percent in 2011 and 14 percent in 2009, though it increased to 22 percent in
2013. The private formal sector consistently has the largest explained portions of
gender wage gaps, from a high of 52 percent in 2006 to its lowest share yet
(41 percent) in 2015.
Gender wage gaps thus appear to be more attributable to gender discrimination in the public sector than in the private sector, even though the raw gaps are
smaller in the public sector—which is likely another reason why women are
attracted to public sector jobs, as shown by the primary research and existing
literature. Even though women are increasing their educational attainments over
time—and are thus becoming better qualified than men for public sector jobs—
women’s wages in the public sector are not reflecting their higher attainments
and qualifications. If they were, the gender wage gap would most likely disappear in the public sector, or even reverse itself to favor women. If Sri Lankan
women were to look more to the private sector—especially the formal private
sector—for employment, the chance that their endowments, rather than gender
bias, would determine their earnings would improve. Endowments such as family characteristics, location, age, and years of experience tend to significantly
increase the explained portion of the gender wage gap in the private sector.
In the public sector, however, age and experience tend to reduce the explained
portion of the wage gap, whereas ethnicity tends to increase it.
These findings shed further light on the causes of women’s preference for
public sector jobs, in spite of the drawbacks associated with seeking to acquire
these jobs. Although the educated women who queue for public sector jobs risk
unemployment, they are making rational calculations in prioritizing these
jobs—not only because of the women-friendly benefits provided by the public
sector, but also because gender wage gaps there technically are smaller than in
the private sector. However, ultimately they would fare better by seeking jobs
in the private sector—especially the formal private sector—in both earnings
potential and chances of employment when joining the labor market. If they
were to acquire the “right” kinds of education and skills—that is, those that
employers value and those that tend to be acquired by men—these endowments would be rewarded with higher earnings for women, reducing the gender
wage gap in the private sector. Multifaceted interventions are needed to redirect
them toward private sector jobs and, hopefully, to break through the boundaries
of occupational segregation in the economy.
Role of Employers
Occupational segregation results not only from “push factors” in labor supply,
such as social norms that value women’s roles as wives and mothers over their
role in the workplace, parents’ higher career aspirations for sons than for daughters, preferences for jobs that provide maternity leave but relatively low pay, and
perceptions that employers discriminate between men and women with the
same educational attainments (figure O.17); it is driven also by “pull factors” of
labor demand.
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The FGD findings from the primary field research uncover gender-biased
values and norms held by employers that play out in their decisions about hiring, promotions, and salary. Explicit forms of active gender discrimination are
less detectable in the primary survey results. However, several norms and beliefs
prevailing among workers and employers regarding hiring, promotion, and salary
conspire against women workers by affecting the career growth of alreadyemployed female workers, on the one hand, and by discouraging new female
entrants on the other. Survey results indicate employers’ clear preferences for
men over women in hiring at all levels. This difference is particularly pronounced
at the managerial and skilled-worker levels, which confirms the existence of a
glass ceiling for women workers in the country (figure O.18).
Employer preferences for hiring men are not necessarily perceived by employees.
About one-third of managers believe that employers prefer men, while the
majority of workers at all levels think that their employers do not prefer one sex
over the other in hiring, promotion, or salary increases. Because the formal private sector is more regulated than the informal private sector, the former tends
to provide benefits of particular interest to women, such as maternity leave,
flexible working hours, and transportation facilities.
Gender discrimination may also be detectable from labor market tightness; nearly 60 percent of employers report difficulty in finding new workers,
reflecting excess demand for labor (figure O.19). In situations of labor market tightness, economic theory predicts that employers will hire new workers
from the reserve of unemployed or inactive workers—if employers believe
that potential workers have the necessary skills for the job—to avoid rising
wage costs. As the employer responses demonstrate, even in the context of
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Figure O.18 Employers’ Preference in Hiring at Different Levels
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Source: Primary data collected in 2012.
Note: The data were collected in Gampaha, Badulla, and Trincomalee districts. Sample size: 556 households
and 157 employers.
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Figure O.19 Labor Market Tightness and Hiring of Female Workers
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Source: Primary data collected in 2012.
Note: The data were collected in Gampaha, Badulla, and Trincomalee districts. Sample size: 556 households and 157 employers.

labor market tightness, a significant proportion of employers (53 percent)
are not willing to hire women (figure O.19).
Employers’ perceptions about whether women or men are better workers
differ by sector. Employers in the tea and tourism sectors deem women to
be better workers than men, whereas the reverse is true in the ICT and commercial agriculture sectors. Employers’ views on the performance of workers
by gender generally mirror whether they plan to hire more women. For
example, tea sector employers report planning to increase the number of
female workers, whereas those in ICT and commercial agriculture sectors do
not. The latter two sectors, which are two of Sri Lanka’s most promising
economic drivers and also have the potential for high earnings, appear to be
biased against the hiring of women.
Ethnicity
As with any discussion of discrimination and—more broadly—social inclusion, this study must consider the intersection of gender with multiple axes
of exclusion. In previous sections, the discussion centers on how gender intersects with age, education, marriage, and other individual as well as householdlevel characteristics. Another important consideration is the relationship
between gender and ethnicity, and how it plays out in labor markets.
The Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition models suggest that ethnicity18 has had
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a statistically significant—though small—association with the LFP gender
gap in that it has tended to reduce the explained part of the gap since 2011,
though not before then. As for earnings gaps, however, ethnicity tends to
increase the explained part of the gap (with a significant association in 2009,
2011, 2015). In other words, after the civil conflict ended, more ethnic
minorities in conflict-affected areas (for example, Sri Lankan Tamils) entered
the workforce—or already had been in the workforce but were included in
national survey rounds only after the conflict. Because of the scarcity of wellpaying jobs in these areas, however, the (mostly impoverished) ethnic minorities inhabiting them must accept low-paying jobs. Women in the labor
market there thus face the double burden of being female and belonging to
an ethnic minority.
Among the different ethnic groups of women in Sri Lanka, Indian Tamil
women tend to fare best in labor market outcomes, except for earnings. Across
years (2006–15)19 and compared with women from all other ethnic groups
(including the Sinhalese majority), Indian Tamil women have the greatest odds
of participating in the labor force and the best chances of securing a job as a
paid employee according to the multivariate analysis. (For the latter outcome,
however, in more recent years they have not retained the great advantage they
had in 2006 and especially 2009, when they were 72 percent more likely than
Sinhala women to become a paid employee, and more than twice as likely if
they lived in the urban sector. As of 2015, they were 37 percent more likely
than Sinhala women to become a paid employee). Indian Tamil women also
are less likely to be unemployed than other women. By contrast, women in Sri
Lanka’s Moor ethnic group fare the worst in labor markets. They are the least
likely to participate, with 23 percentage point lower odds of participation than
Sinhala women and nearly 30 percentage point lower odds than Indian Tamil
women. (It is interesting to note that Malay women tended to fare almost as
badly in LFP as Moor women up until 2013, after which Malay women pulled
ahead.) Since 2011, Moor women have been the least likely to find work as
paid employees; moreover, they have tended to have the highest rates of
unemployment, except in 2015 when Burgher women’s unemployment rates
surpassed those of all other women.
Indian Tamil women’s high rates of LFP and working as paid employees are
not surprising, given that Indian Tamils are predominant in tea and other
estates. Unfortunately, their extreme disadvantage in earnings—relative to
women from other ethnic groups—also is not surprising, given the poor working conditions in the estate sector. Indian Tamil women now earn significantly
lower wages than any other group of women, even when considering only those
women who live in the estate and rural sectors. This suggests that Indian Tamil
women’s relative wages have deteriorated in recent years; in 2006 and 2009
their wages were not significantly different from those of other women.
That Tamil men also tend to have significantly lower earnings and lower LFP
odds than other men (though not the case in 2006 for LFP) underscores the
dire situation for estate sector residents in general. These findings are in line
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with the estate sector’s recent identification (World Bank 2016) as one of
Sri Lanka’s remaining pockets of poverty.

IV. Conclusion and Recommendations
A range of factors contribute to women’s low LFP and persistent gender wage
gaps in Sri Lanka. Among them are prevailing gender roles developed from
early childhood that steer women toward primarily domestic identities
within the household rather than toward well-remunerated jobs. Social prohibitions against women working after marriage—and especially after the
birth of children—remain strong. Commuting to jobs, as well as employment
in certain sectors (such as the garment industry), retains a stigma, especially
for married women.
As is common elsewhere in the world, Sri Lanka exhibits considerable educational and occupational streaming by gender, resulting in women’s low rates of
acquiring the skills valued in labor markets. The human capital mismatch
between women’s education and training, on the one hand, and skills that
employers seek in growth sectors of the economy, on the other, disadvantages
women even more now than before the end of the civil war. Although higher
education is even more strongly associated with increased chances of FLFP than
it was a decade ago, it also is associated with a decline in women’s acquisition of
medium-skill and especially high-skill jobs. In other words, the gender gap in
education as an avenue to obtaining higher-skill jobs expanded between 2009
and 2015 to increasingly favor men. Women face the added disadvantage that
their perceptions of what employers seek—in soft skills and behavioral characteristics, as well as in technical skills—are quite different from employers’ actual
expectations.
Men appear to be gaining on the earnings front as well. Although more highly
educated women in 2009 enjoyed greater earnings returns to education (compared with men who completed A-levels or attended university), in 2015 men
with university schooling had pulled ahead of university-educated women in
their earnings potential. Women’s university attendance is associated with a
boost in earnings potential of about 50 percent (compared with women with no
education) whereas men’s university attendance is associated with a 65 percent
boost. This gender gap has flipped in favor of men since 2011, when university
education improved earnings for women by more than 65 percent and for men
by 50 percent.
Finally, gender discrimination continues to lower women’s odds of participation as well as their earnings relative to men’s. The role of gender discrimination in LFP gender gaps is increasing over time, but for gender wage gaps it is
slightly declining, especially in the private sector. Primary data confirm the
persistent influence of gendered social norms, beliefs, and behaviors on labor
market outcomes for women, expanding LFP gaps. These norms—which permeate the attitudes and beliefs of employers as well as workers, their families,
and their communities—play out in various forms of statistical and institutional
Getting to Work (Overview)

Overview

discrimination. They constrain employers’ views as to who makes a good
employee and manager, with the prevailing image of a manager being a man
from the ethnic majority. Statistical discrimination on the part of employers
not only remains a barrier to the hiring of women, but it also combines with
institutional discrimination to undermine women’s safety and security in workplaces and on the forms of transportation that get them to work.
Overcoming gender gaps in labor market outcomes will require attention to
the following: (1) reducing tradeoffs between women’s household and market
roles; (2) addressing occupational segregation, particularly through investment in
human capital and skills valued by labor markets; and (3) establishing an enabling
environment for gender equality in the workplace—particularly in the formal
private sector—to help draw women into private sector jobs and away from
public sector positions that are increasingly scarce relative to the number of
women seeking them.
Considering changes over time, which particular groups are gaining and
which are losing ground in Sri Lanka’s labor markets? The study’s findings
underscore the need to differentiate between women from diverse age, educational, ethnic, regional, and family backgrounds. Disaggregated analysis is imperative so that program and policy responses can be customized to effectively
address the different needs of different groups. Men have maintained their
advantage over women in labor market outcomes since the civil war—though
most gender gaps have narrowed, except for higher education’s rising boost to
men’s earnings and acquisition of high-skill jobs, with each year.
Although urban women have seen a slight bump (1 to 2 percentage points)
in LFP rates in the past decade, the LFP gender gap remains the greatest in
urban areas when considering the polarizing effect of marriage: getting married
is associated with 11 percentage point lower odds of LFP for urban women and
10.3 percentage point higher odds for men—a gap of more than 21 percentage
points. Urban women also have lost their relative advantage over rural and estate
women with regard to household variables: Having young children now depresses
their chances of LFP to about the same degree as it does for other women.
Moreover, the boost that elderly in the household used to provide to urban
women’s LFP chances has now disappeared.
The poorest and least-educated women, regardless of residential status, are
falling further behind higher-educated and wealthier women in LFP chances
and access to higher-skill, higher-wage jobs according to the quantitative analysis. School dropouts—including women who have completed only O-levels—
need special attention. They require the concerted efforts of general education
and TVET programs, employers, and their own families to help them succeed in
the school-to-work transition. The fact that girls age 15–16 years have the highest
unemployment rates in Sri Lanka (according to 2015 LFS data) is unprecedented
and is cause for great concern—primarily because it signals climbing dropout
rates among girls around O-levels (and, it follows, declining rates of high school
completion among girls). This concerning trend may reflect an increasing need
among the poorest households for as many family members as possible to
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generate income—even at the expense of their education. Also concerning is the
stubborn, decade-old trend that women who leave school after completing
O-levels have significantly lower LFP odds than women of all other levels of
education—including women with no schooling at all. O-level-educated women
also are significantly less likely than all other women to secure jobs as paid
employees. Young men just a couple years older (age 18) who complete their
educations around grade 12 consistently have the highest unemployment and the
lowest LFP rates of all men, although as of 2015 uneducated men have the lowest participation rates. These young men, too, need enhanced support in the
school-to-work transition.
The need to target women from already-vulnerable groups seems increasingly
urgent. Women who live in the estate sector, in the most conflict-affected areas
in Northern and Eastern Provinces, and in other “pockets of poverty”20 in
Sri Lanka should be prioritized in decisions about intervention locations because
their positions in labor markets are continuing to deteriorate. Not only do these
locations need a greater presence of financial institutions (ideally, formal financial
institutions, as opposed to just microfinance institutions) and TVET providers,
but the TVET programs themselves also need to be much better aligned with
employers’ needs for skills training, especially in local job markets, and they need
to provide—or be linked to—providers of business development training. On the
demand side of labor, these job markets must be developed to better tap into
local comparative advantages, such as the availability of arable land and water
sources for agriculture and livestock production or nonfarm rural enterprises;
proximity to coastal hubs for creation or expansion of trade routes and connectivity to trade partners in other South Asian countries and beyond; and, in the
case of the estate sector, a large pool of women with experience in agricultural
production. The economic opportunities for women in rural or otherwise remote
regions of Sri Lanka would improve vastly if their mobility were enhanced. The
easing of mobility constraints is a key factor in “getting women to work.”
Providing women with safe and comfortable transportation (see annex OB) to
jobs or job training programs would help increase social acceptance of their travel
outside the household to access job opportunities.
Women in the estate sector, despite having lower unemployment and higher
LFP than other women, have been losing ground in LFP: their LFP rates have
declined by nearly 10 percentage points since 2006. They face not only the greatest gender wage gaps across residential areas, but significant hurdles in upward
job mobility as well—both toward higher-skill and managerial jobs in estate work
and, even more important, in making the transition to more remunerative
employment outside the estates. Their growing disadvantage in earnings—
compared with other women and with men in the estate sector—is reflected in
the deteriorating state of relative wages for women of the Indian Tamil ethnic
group, who make up the majority population in the estates. Some estates have
been experimenting with new middle-management models that place women in
team leader positions over groups of workers, granting these women higher wages
and greater decision-making responsibility. Given the ground that tea estates are
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losing in Sri Lanka’s economy, however, interventions will need to offer alternative, sustainable livelihoods to these women. Such interventions could take the
form of program responses—for example, expansion of already-successful rural
livelihoods projects that organize women into savings groups, producer groups,
and trader groups and provide them with skills and business development
training—and policy responses, such as reform of laws and practices around land
and other asset inheritance and ownership, which women could use for growing
crops and livestock or as collateral for loans to create and grow enterprises.
The strikingly poor labor market outcomes of Sri Lankan Moor women—
even when compared with women of other ethnic minorities—can be explained
by Moors’ predominance in the eastern provinces (some of which were sites of
armed conflict) only up to a point. Moor women’s low LFP rates and poor odds
of working as paid employees might indicate their own preferences (or family
pressure) to opt out of labor markets—if it weren’t for their high unemployment
rates in rural and estate sectors. Those who actively seek work are hard-pressed
to obtain it. That this is also the case for Moor men, who have high LFP but high
unemployment rates and low odds of wage work, suggests a pattern of excluding
Moors from labor markets. Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition confirms the increasing degree—in the years since the conflict—to which discrimination explains
variations in LFP rates across ethnic groups, along with the obvious determinants
related to endowments (or the lack thereof) such as poverty and the associated
low levels of education. To the extent that sociocultural norms restrict Moor
women from working outside the homestead, interventions to increase their
income-earning possibilities should concentrate on opportunities within the
homestead. Such opportunities could include providing microloans and skills
training for farming of high-value crops on family land, aquaculture in backyard
pools, or (in the case of very small loans) for the purchase and fattening of livestock for future sale. ICT is another sector that could offer myriad possibilities
for in-house paid work (see annex OB for details).
War widows and female heads of household, many of whom reside in the
conflict-affected northeast, appear to have become increasingly vulnerable in
labor markets since the civil war. Their high LFP rates are not translating into
sustainable economic opportunities: Though not the case in 2009, since 2011
they have become significantly less likely than other women to become paid
employees. Moreover, as of 2015 they had significantly lower earnings than all
other women, which was not the case in previous years. Targeted, multifaceted
efforts are needed to improve labor market opportunities for women household
heads and their family members, who also face growing insecurity in their
chances of LFP and obtaining wage employment; men from FHHs have been
experiencing significant drops in both since 2011. Land resettlement policies and
practices should ensure that the names of female household heads are on land
titles. Livelihoods programs should complement women’s enhanced land inheritance and ownership with microcredit—or in the most destitute circumstances,
cash grants—and training in financial literacy and business development so that
they can use their land for productive, remunerative purposes.
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Female overseas migrant returnees, like war widows and women heads of
household, are another target group who would greatly benefit from efforts to
enhance their use of microfinance, complementary business development training, and land titling reforms to help build women’s assets for use as collateral or
other economic leverage. A potential employment sector for returnees—many of
whom have worked as domestic servants providing child care in households
abroad—could be the sorely needed, high-quality care economy that has yet to
develop in Sri Lanka, as in many South Asian countries: less than one-quarter of
children in South Asia even benefit from preschool provision (Niethammer
2017). The SLBFE’s institution of more stringent requirements on women seeking overseas employment in 2013 was meant to protect migrating women by
endowing them with advanced skills that would preclude their need to settle for
low-skill jobs such as housekeeping work; however, these policy changes leave a
growing population of poor Sri Lankan women in need of domestic, alternative
livelihoods. It should be noted that many overseas female migrant returnees
come from estate backgrounds, meaning that there may be some overlap in these
two target groups.
Finally, women working or aiming to work in the public sector also constitute a vulnerable group. Although their earnings tend to be higher than those
of women working in the informal private sector—and their maternity leave
and other benefits are more assured than those for women in the informal and
formal private sector—women seeking public sector jobs far outnumber the
jobs themselves, which contributes to high unemployment rates among welleducated women. Moreover, it is in the public sector that gender wage gaps
are most attributable to bias rather than to worker endowments. For the benefit of women and Sri Lanka’s macroeconomic growth, policy makers need to
improve incentives for women to seek employment in the private formal
sector (see the priority areas in the General Recommendations section, below,
for a more detailed discussion of these incentives) and for employers there to
hire them. The informal private sector—with its lack of regulation, lack of
benefits, and lowest wages among all employment types—is a precarious
work environment for women and men alike.
This report gives detail and direction to several policy areas that the government of Sri Lanka is already considering to expand female LFP, such as
enhanced skills attainment, greater participation in the private sector, parity
between the public and private sectors for maternity leave coverage, provision
of child care through early childhood education programs, and transportation
and housing services for female workers. Primary research conducted in Badulla,
Gampaha, and Trincomalee reveals intervention areas through which constraining factors on women’s LFP, acquisition of market-valued skills, and wage gaps
can be strategically addressed. Recommended interventions to improve women’s labor market outcomes in general can be found below. Detailed recommendations regarding each private sector industry studied in the three districts can
be found in annex OB.
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General Recommendations (Cross Sectoral)
Policy recommendations derived from this research are summarized in four priority areas below. They are presented in matrix form in annex OA.
PRIORITY AREA ONE: Reduce barriers to women’s participation in paid
work, particularly lack of child care services and socio-physical constraints on
women’s mobility.
Support in this area will require shifting some child and elder care
responsibilities away from women who seek outside work, ensuring women’s safe travel to and from places of work, promoting more home-based
income-generation opportunities for women, and, in the longer term,
helping change attitudes toward women working outside the household,
especially after marriage. Priority area one might comprise the following
interventions:
• Expansion of opportunities for women to access part-time work and maternity
leave
• Expansion of opportunities for women to generate income in their homes by
providing some combination of technical and vocational training, financial literacy and business development training, access to credit or other financial
assistance, and links to markets
• Expansion of the care economy through (1) public-private partnerships that
support a quality-focused accredited system, (2) on-site day care at workplaces
(some ICT companies based in Colombo already have incorporated day care
centers for workers’ young children, with promising results; moreover, a recent
report by the International Finance Corporation (IFC 2017) presents the compelling business case, supported by extensive cross-country research, for child
care that is supported by employers), or (3) more localized provision of care
services that absorb women returning from employment abroad as domestic
workers
• Improved access to child care services through short-term measures (for
example, using Sri Lanka’s expanding program of early childhood development centers, which can provide child care without the stigma associated with
purely child care facilities) and long-term campaigns to remove the stigma
(that is, expanding the market for, and acceptability of, child care services
through, for example, media tie-ins to promote images of working women and
children in day care)
• Improved public transportation safety for women, and partnerships with
private employers to encourage firm-specific transportation for female
workers
• Expanded housing stock for firms’ female workers (through provision of
firm incentives), as well as housing in the vicinity of worksites—for female
internal migrant workers and other working women—that is leased at
affordable rates

Getting to Work (Overview)

43

44

Overview

PRIORITY AREA TWO: Strengthen girls’ early orientation to career
development and to acquiring the types of education and skills that prepare
them for labor markets.
One of the most effective ways to improve social acceptance of women’s
employment (especially outside the home) is to start early in the life cycle and
reinforce messages at each stage of girls’ education and development. Related
interventions could include the following:
• Provide support for girls’ career identification and development—in the early
years at home and in the community—through community campaigns and
outreach to parents and teachers regarding girls’ skills acquisition and
employment
• Incorporate in campaigns an emphasis on nontraditional fields for girls and
women (with particular attention to STEM courses and a special emphasis on
computer science) in the general education system and raise awareness about
the benefits of TVET courses that build skills valued in the growth sectors of
Sri Lanka’s economy
• Provide in-school mentoring of girls and young women in general education
(well before O-levels, to help mitigate dropout around grade 10), higher education, and TVET programs to help them identify and refine their knowledge
of career paths in the private sector
• Link adolescent girls and young women to successful adult role models in
desired careers who can provide examples of balancing work with marriage
and raising children

PRIORITY AREA THREE: (1) Improve the jobs orientation of education and
skills providers and (2) expand provision of job-matching services and TVET
that target women and respond to employers’ needs.
Improving the jobs focus and the provision of vocational and employment services in educational and community settings would help reduce educational and
occupational streaming by gender. Such efforts will also bolster the general recommendation to expand active labor market policies in Sri Lanka focused on
women through skills development as well as enhancement of job information
services and job matching. Specific interventions could include the following:
• Provide mentoring, peer group support, and internships
• Expand industry-linked internships and school-based business incubator and
exposure programs for female students at the lower-secondary school level
• Improve the jobs orientation of educational institutions and curricula; the
government might even consider making computer education mandatory for
girls and boys beginning in middle school, as this would ensure that marketable skills are acquired by all youth in Sri Lanka
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• Enhance job information and job placement services in school and community
settings, with an increased emphasis on job centers in rural areas
• Expand TVET programs and strengthen the National Vocational Qualification
system, with island-wide accreditation of providers (the government’s efforts
to expand the National Vocational Qualification system and link to rural-based
providers should ease some of the constraints experienced by rural women in
accessing TVET)
• Ensure the presence of accommodation facilities for girls and women at vocational and technical training colleges and other TVET providers
• Provide one-stop-shop job centers that coordinate job vacancy and TVET
information and training services, while providing post-training assistance such
as peer group counseling for adult job seekers
• Strengthen the relevant skill sets of women who are interested in obtaining
high-skill, highly paid foreign employment by providing language skills and
scholarships along with skills training

PRIORITY AREA FOUR: (1) Ensure gender equity in labor legislation and
nondiscriminatory workplace environments and (2) undertake affirmative
action and ethical branding initiatives to expand women’s share of
employment and firm ownership in emerging sectors.
Improving women’s LFP in Sri Lanka also requires enhanced review and enforcement of labor laws, antiharassment measures, and maternity leave—especially
related to leave provisions in the private sector. Recommended activities include
the following:
• Review labor laws for clauses that restrict women’s rights to paid employment
• Expand application of maternity leave legislation to include enforcement in
the private sector
• Enhance safety regulation and labor monitoring audits of the workplace and
sector-specific approaches such as promotion of child-safe tourism
Direct support for women’s expanded employment and firm ownership in
emerging sectors could include the following areas:
• Provide subsidies and tax incentives to firms that support women’s employment (for example, that hire and retain new female graduates or that participate in vocational training programs for women)
• Institute preferential government procurement for goods and services offered
by women-owned firms or those with female-majority management
• Establish public-private partnerships that contribute to verified certification
and branding of firms as gender-responsive
• Improve business development and financial services for women’s enterprises
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Annex OA Summary of Recommended Interventions (Cross Sectoral)
Key constraints

Range of interventions

Household roles and responsibilities
Child care burden
Child care and job sharing
• Ensure provision of accessible and affordable child care (at workplace;
in community)
• Improve social acceptance of paid child care, for example, through media
campaigns and awareness-raising in communities about the benefits of
child care
• Promote part-time work and job sharing to encourage participation of
young mothers in workforce
Social constraints on
Transportation and housing
female mobility
• Safe and affordable transportation for women
• Housing for female workers at or near workplaces
• Business development and financial services for self-employment and
small enterprises run by women, especially in rural areas
Parents’ and educators’
Life planning and identity formation campaigns
roles in girls’
• Community campaigns and outreach to parents and teachers;
educational and
customized approaches for communities with lower female labor force
occupational choices
participation (such as certain ethnic minority groups)
Human capital
Educational and
Improved jobs orientation in school and community settings
occupational
• Provision of mentoring and peer group support for female students,
streaming by gender
particularly in science, computer science, and other technology,
engineering, mathematics, and business-related subjects; compulsory
computer education for all secondary school students
• Expansion of industry-linked internships; school-based business
incubator programs
• Support career counseling and placement function of high schools and
universities, with trained counselors
Low participation by
Technical and vocational education and training (TVET)
women in employer- • Scholarships for girls to attend TVET in nontraditional fields
informed vocational
• Coordination with private sector on training and job placement
training
• Expansion of NVQ-accredited TVET providers in lagging regions,
especially private sector providers
• Public-private coordination with industry in designing new TVET courses
and outreach policy focused on women’s employment
Information barriers in
Job matching
matching jobs and
• Job information services via local government; one-stop job centers
workers
Discrimination
Legal discrimination
Antidiscrimination legislation
• Amend legislation that restricts women’s rights to worka
• Legal prosecution of firms that violate women’s civil rights
• Support maternity leave; parity for public and private sector guarantees
Employer bias against
Affirmative action in hiring and procurement
hiring and promoting • Outreach to employers from TVET institutes and colleges
female workers
• Preferential government procurement from female-owned firms
Poor workplace facilities Labor monitoring
and conditions
• Safety regulations, including measures taken to mitigate sexual
harassment, and workplace monitoring by Labor Department
• Gender certification and ethical branding for firms
Source: World Bank.
Note: NVQ = National Vocational Qualification.
a. As examples, “protective” legislation currently limits the number of night shifts per month and puts constraints on overseas
work by mothers of small children.
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Annex OB Sectoral Recommendations: Findings from Five Private
Sector Industries
This section draws from secondary sources and the primary research—both
qualitative and quantitative—conducted in Gampaha, Badulla, and Trincomalee
districts. Surveys, FGDs, and other qualitative methods were used to gather
information from household members, employers, and workers in these districts.
The research focused on five private sector industries that were strongly represented in the districts and regarded as a mix of emerging and traditional drivers
of the economy: ICT, tea estates, tourism, the garment sector, and commercial
agriculture. The following discussion summarizes basic information about women’s involvement in these industries—as well as barriers to their entry—and then
offers recommendations to increase this involvement. Many of these recommendations can be applied to other industries, with the overall intent of achieving
much greater participation of women in Sri Lanka’s private sector. Common
across the industry recommendations is the need to focus on women’s safety in
transportation, which is a crucial factor in raising FLFP rates and actually “getting
women to work.”

Information and Communication Technology
A fast-growing and relatively new industry in Sri Lanka, ICT has not yet been
fully gender-typed as “men’s work” and thus, compared with other industries,
may have potentially lower barriers to entry for skilled women. With higher
education institutions consistently providing less than half the number of ICT
graduates needed in the industry, information technology (IT) companies face
the challenge of finding suitably trained professionals to fill vacancies (LIRNEasia
2006; Senewiratne 2011, quoted in Morgan 2012). Despite their potential for
meeting this demand, women ICT workers represent a meager 0.28 percent of
the female workforce. ICT employers, however, do not appear to be implementing any formal strategies for attracting or recruiting female employees to the
sector (Morgan 2012), nor do they express any intent or need to do so, according
to the primary fieldwork.
Unfortunately, women’s entry into the sector is restricted by the narrow range
of study and training courses considered to be gender appropriate, perceptions of
parents and employers (as discussed earlier in this report), and limited English
language skills (Jayaweera et al. 2007). LFS data confirm this pattern: those few
women working in ICT are already becoming locked into jobs associated with
lower-skill and lower-paying “women’s work”; these jobs also generally lack
decision-making authority. In 2009 and 2015, men outnumbered women in
nearly all ICT occupations, with the greatest gender gaps occurring among science and engineering professionals and technicians. Although some of these
women are in lower-skilled jobs because of their limited technical education, the
majority occupy lower-level positions than their male counterparts despite comparable education and skills attainment (Morgan 2012). The presumed value
addition occurring within the industry is concentrated at occupational tiers
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within which women are not represented. Consequently, studies have found
gender differences across all salary bands among ICT professionals in Sri Lanka,
with a larger percentage of women than men in the lower pay bands (Jayaweera
and Wanasundera 2006, quoted in Jayaweera et al. 2007; Gamage 2004, quoted
in Morgan 2012). Women are also starkly absent in ICT decision-making structures, including boards, senior management levels of private firms, and ministries
responsible for ICT policy and regulatory institutions (DCS 2016a; Jayaweera
and Wanasundera 2006).
Of the five sectors studied, ICT and commercial agriculture offer the fewest
worker benefits that support women. In fact, several studies have identified that
ICT employers prefer male applicants because they are reluctant to invest in
“extra facilities” for women employees to accommodate social norms around
caretaking, mobility constraints, and the like (Morgan 2012; Ranasinghe 2004).
According to the primary qualitative research, the workflow of the software
industry, which requires long hours of work, makes it especially hard for women
with young children to seek or retain employment in the sector. One young
woman from Gampaha in the ICT study site states, “Women who are mothers of
small children face a difficult situation in having to choose between employment
and caring for their child. Often home responsibilities take precedence.”21 These
concerning trends in the ICT industry reflect increasing barriers to women’s entry
and promotion, but can be reversed by taking a number of simultaneous actions.
• Create an enabling policy environment for increasing women’s participation
in the sector. Encourage the government of Sri Lanka and IT companies to
acknowledge the low share of females in the ICT sector, and introduce a formal strategy for actively recruiting women. Collection of disaggregated data
should be a requirement for the planning and policy-making process, and the
consideration of gender should be increased throughout all national programs
and projects that seek to promote use of IT. Measures should be put in place
to ensure adequate representation of women in decision-making bodies tasked
with developing IT policy and strategy. Organizations with a good understanding of the opportunities, needs, and constraints experienced by women in the
sector, as well as private sector stakeholders, should be involved in policy and
strategy formulation, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation.
• Make hiring criteria (education, skills, and experience) for ICT employment
clear and transparent. Government and industry leaders need to work
together to determine and publicize objective hiring and advancement standards that ensure deserving female applicants and employees are not overlooked in employment and promotion opportunities. Making ICT employers
accountable for gender-neutral hiring standards will help minimize gender
discrimination.
• Introduce, formalize, and publicize worker benefits that support women,
such as on-site child care and flexible, part-time work options. The lack of a
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gender-focused policy among ICT employers increases their reliance on
informal or piecemeal mechanisms that may not be sufficient to transform
male-biased employment dynamics. FLFP in the industry would likely
increase were ICT employers to introduce set schedules (as opposed to the
current norm of fluctuating shift work), on-site child care (which, according
to research, contributes to reduced rates of sick leave, absenteeism, and turnover among employees [IFC 2017]), and flexible work hours, which would
give women the option of working when children are at school—on a parttime basis—or in the evenings, as long as safe transportation to and from the
work site is ensured. These interventions would allow women who want to
work to plan their employment around their domestic and other
responsibilities.
• Increase female enrollment in ICT technical education by scaling up promotion of STEM courses to girls and their parents. In fact, introducing
computer education as a compulsory subject in secondary school, or even
earlier, may be the fastest route to ensuring that girls as well as boys are
acquiring these important technical skills for their futures. This is a measure that a range of governments—including in India and several European
and South American countries—have either considered instituting or fully
instituted (Reddy 2015). Short of taking this measure, governments have
less costly options as well. Female-targeted awareness-raising campaigns
could be embedded at the basic education level. Providing STEM mentoring and peer support would also encourage girls to pursue careers in ICT
over traditional “female” occupational streams. A critical companion to
school-based ICT awareness campaigns would be widespread efforts to discard the gendered presentation of roles, duties, and employment as female
or male. Students should learn about all existing options in the job market,
and be encouraged by teachers, school administrators, and educational policies to pursue further studies and choose careers according to their interests, abilities, and labor market demand. Vocational training programs and
universities, in particular, will need to improve their marketing of ICTrelated courses to female trainees and students.
• Expand industry-linked internships and school-based business incubator and
exposure programs for female students at the secondary school level. Afterschool and extracurricular activities can be brought to bear to enhance girls’
familiarity with skills development and jobs.22 Expanding internships and work
experience opportunities for secondary students may also deepen students’
on-the-job experience, clarify career goals, and make graduates more attractive
to future employers in ICT and other growth industries. This effort could
include attention to a range of technical opportunities and exposure to the
government’s “sectors of focus,” such as tourism and construction.23
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• Provide career counseling and job market information in higher education.
A number of school-based interventions can be provided to promote
increased FLFP in ICT, including internship placements with ICT employers and mentoring relationships with higher-skilled workers and managers
(especially female ones). Mentoring and peer group support for girls in
STEM areas as well as in business can reduce gender streaming in education
and occupational choice, so that women increasingly pursue traditional
“male” careers such as engineering, ICT, and business.24 At the university
level, Sri Lanka has experimented with supporting arts graduates in setting
up their own business enterprises as entrepreneurs—and helping students
plan for related coursework—while they are still enrolled. Success rates
(including persistence of new firms over time) should be evaluated; and, if
warranted, the intervention should be replicated, particularly for students
with O-level or A-level education. Schools can consider partnerships with
nongovernmental organizations or private sector TVET providers to
increase career exposure for youth (especially young women and school
leavers) to expose them to a wider range of employment opportunities in a
number of sectors. Such enhanced recruitment and retention of female
technology professionals in ICT would help the sector reach its growth
targets (GoSL 2012).
• Establish special on-the-job training and mentoring opportunities for female
ICT workers to enable their rise into leadership roles. Formalized leadership
and technical training as well as mentorship programs with managers (especially female ones) can encourage female ICT employees to stay in the industry and seek advancement while providing them with clearer paths to vertical
mobility. This approach is especially important given evidence of employers
“guiding” women into particular job roles on the “softer” side of computing,
such as technical writing, quality assurance, and training, even when those
women express an interest and desire to work in more technical areas such as
programming (Morgan 2012). Such factors also contribute to wage differences
between men and women in ICT industries. Increasing women’s access to
training in more technical aspects of ICT work can help remedy female
employees’ overwhelming presence in low-skill jobs and low pay bands
(Ranasinghe 2004).
• Encourage education and vocational training institutions to invite input
from ICT employers when developing education and training curricula.
This input can equip young women and men with a better sense of both
the technical and soft skills sought by employers as well as help prepare
them for working in the often coeducational environment of the ICT
workplace.
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Tea Estates
Although women in the estates have higher odds of working than women elsewhere, the poor quality of their work, low wages, and declining interest in this
work among the younger generation signal the need for intervention either to
improve their working conditions or to provide them with alternative livelihoods outside of estate work. In collaboration with the United Nations
Development Programme, the Ministry of Hill Country New Villages,
Infrastructure and Community Development has developed a Ten Year National
Plan of Action for the Social Development of the Plantation Community 2016–2025.
The document presents a comprehensive strategy for improving working conditions and living standards for women as well as men in Sri Lanka’s estate community. With its prioritization of development interventions and detailed action
plans that address successive life-cycle stages starting from early childhood
development, the plan has little need for improvement. This discussion shares a
few observations from the qualitative field research that are relevant to improvements in women’s work and living conditions in the sector—particularly those
observations concerning the quality of their work, wages, and opportunities for
advancement.
The qualitative research finds that women in the estate sector tend to hold
more nuanced views than other women (and men) regarding the social desirability of women’s LFP. Respondents in the primary research point out that
women have no choice but to enter the workforce because men on the estate
cannot be relied upon to earn for the household. Thus, the social ideal that
women should not work still holds in the estate sector but may not be adhered
to because of economic necessity.
• Build upon the strong presence of women in the plantation sector to obtain
“quick wins” through promotions of women into management positions
and use of role models. The fact that social biases against women’s work
have broken down is a solid starting point for improving labor market outcomes for women in the estate sector, as is the sector’s tendency to offer
more flexible working conditions than most other work. Tea sector employers’ reported plans to increase the number of female workers could serve as
an effective entry point for advancing better terms of employment for
women. Regular jobs in the tea sector, of all sectors studied, also offer the
highest number of employer-provided benefits (such as maternity leave
and child care) and facilities (dedicated transportation and separate toilets)
for women.
• Adopt new practices that promote women’s technical training and access to
higher-skill work, group leader positions, and even middle- to upper-level
management jobs that are associated with greater pay and enhanced
decision-making responsibilities. Where the tea estates fail women at work
is in the types of jobs to which most are confined: low skill and low pay, with
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little to no decision-making responsibility and scarce opportunities for
advancement. The primary fieldwork suggests that women’s representation
in management is lowest in the tea sector (3 percent) among all sectors
studied. The Ten Year National Plan of Action for the Social Development of the
Plantation Community 2016–2025 covers these issues, recognizing that
women need to be better represented at all levels of decision-making authority. Technical skills upgrading is aligned with the government’s objective to
modernize and improve the efficiency, competitiveness, profitability,
employment creation, and social, economic, and environmental sustainability of the tea plantation estate sector.
• Increase awareness of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) redress
mechanisms and improve the ability of these mechanisms to respond to
women workers in the estate sector. Collaborative efforts between the National
Committee of Women, the Sri Lankan police, and nongovernmental organizations have made substantial progress in developing programs to address and
respond to SGBV in Sri Lanka, including engaging men and boys in prevention
campaigns as well as providing timely response, referral, and legal assistance
through 24-hour helplines. As acknowledged in the 2016–2020 Policy
Framework and National Plan of Action to Address Sexual and Gender-based
Violence in Sri Lanka, expanding the outreach of these ongoing initiatives and
increasing awareness of response services will be key to the well-being of estate
sector workers, who experience relatively higher rates of SGBV compared
with national averages (according to the 10-year plan for the plantation
community).
• Encourage women living in tea estates to pursue work outside the estate.
These women may work in the tea sector, combine this work with other
employment outside the estate, or not be engaged in paid employment at
all, according to the primary research. The estates function as self-contained social enclaves in many ways, and residents view the estates as their
home, even if they migrate out for work (see also Gunetileke, Kuruppu,
and Goonasekera 2008). Tensions arise, however, in the social stigma that
estate residents face; and, according to the FGDs, many young residents
put off estate work because they fear such experience will prejudice their
chances of employment outside the estate. Residents are increasingly seeking non-estate opportunities, including in small-scale horticulture as well as
wage employment. In particular, women from the estates need support for
livelihoods diversification. Such support could include approaches used by
successful rural livelihoods programs that (1) organize women into savings
groups (such as the World Bank–supported rural livelihoods projects across
South Asia that have so successfully helped women collectively save and
use funds), producer groups, and trade groups for marketing and sale of
horticulture or other products and (2) provide them with technical and
business-development skills training—especially if these women have
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access to credit programs. Ideally, programmatic interventions would be
accompanied by policy interventions that improve women’s ability to
inherit, own, purchase, rent out, and sell land—or use it to generate income
in other ways.

Tourism
Unlike the tea estate sector, where representation of women is higher than average, the share of female employees is much lower than average in the tourism
industry, a promising growth sector in Sri Lanka. Primary among these constraints is the perceived—and real—vulnerability of tourism to potential labor
abuses and criminal activity, including the sexual abuse and trafficking of women
and children. Sadly, research by the United Nations Children’s Fund and the
International Labour Organization has identified Sri Lanka as one of the five
countries in the world with the highest prevalence of child prostitution (Iaccino
2014). The survey results in the primary research confirm this finding: women
themselves, as well as their parents and husbands, fear for their safety in tourism,
which tends to inhibit them from considering this sector for work opportunities.
Among the employers interviewed for the primary research, those from the tourism sector (85 percent) are most likely to identify marriage as the reason for
women’s exit from the workforce.
The industry will need to provide greater incentives to potential female
employees to help overcome such stigma. Stigmatization of tourism jobs for
women may be one factor in the notable lack of female trainees in related job
skills programs, where such programs exist. Another factor is the lack of such
programs in the country. In Trincomalee district, FGD participants note that,
despite demand from the tourism sector for workers, there is a dearth of local
skilled workers because of higher school dropout rates and an accompanying
lack of TVET options for the local populace. These spatial disparities in TVET
service provision particularly affect women, who are less likely than men to
enroll in and travel to programs located far from home—either because they are
relatively time poor and cash poor or because of safety concerns and social
stigma associated with young women traveling long distances. A young female
member of the FGD in Trincomalee comments that “Most of the big establishments, like tourist hotels, have been established by outsiders, who [bring] skilled
workers from outside. Because training facilities are not available locally in
Trincomalee, those who wish to acquire skills have to go to Colombo, which
costs a lot of money.”25
In spite of high social barriers to women’s participation in the tourism
industry—many of which appear to emanate from the labor supply side—the
sector has relatively low demand-side barriers to entry (at least in the unskilled
and semi-skilled job tiers) and promotion of women. In fact, more than any of
the five sectors studied, the tourism industry is seeking a greater share of
women as employees and is willing to make efforts to accommodate them.
First, among all employers surveyed for this study’s primary research, tourism
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sector employers are most likely to report that women are better, more reliable
workers than men. Second, among all five sectors, tourism has the highest representation of women in management (31 percent). Third, the tourism sector
is more likely to offer maternity leave (74 percent) and separate toilets for
women (91 percent), compared with other sectors on which respondents
reported. Fourth, tourism employers are the most willing to make contributions
for child care. In the tourism sector, employers contribute 39 percent of costs
compared with other sectors studied, where average employer contributions
tend to be 10 percent or less. Tourism industry leaders, as well as policy makers
and practitioners, need to take advantage of employers’ relatively strong, positive attitude toward employing women by tackling supply-side constraints on
female participation in the sector as well as by scaling up the attractive attributes on the demand side.
• Address the supply-side constraints that create stigma and fear of the tourism industry as a potential employer for women, and publicize these improvements. Ensuring greater safety in tourism industry workplaces would require
collective and sustained engagement between hotels, catering, and tourism
enterprises and their owners to agree on the uniform application of equal
opportunity policies and practices (Baum 2013). Firms within the sector’s
supply chain, whether a large hotel or a small handicrafts industry supplier,
should be required to adopt a zero-tolerance policy against child labor, sexual
harassment, and other forms of SGBV. Adopting this measure would include
required gender-sensitivity training for all employees and management.
Similar training for banking sector employees in Pakistan—through the
International Finance Corporation’s Banking on Women Program—has shown
measurable improvements in the attitudes and behaviors of the men and
women working together. Industry leaders also need to work with law enforcement and the legal sector to strengthen safeguards for women employed in
the sector (UN Women 2011). Such legal protections would include the
establishment and enforcement of laws pertaining to minimum wages, maximum work hours, and equal pay for equal work, as well as safe working conditions (Kamal and Woodbury 2016; UN Women 2011). Well-functioning
workplace grievance redress mechanisms should be in place and publicized so
that women know where and how to report discrimination or harassment
(Kamal and Woodbury 2016). Once these protections are in place, leaders
also should work with the concerned government agencies and private sector
media to increase public knowledge of these improvements and to promote a
positive image of women in the tourism industry. These steps could be coupled with messages to enhance awareness of women’s important economic
role in the tourism sector (UN Women 2011). Awareness-raising campaigns
using radio and television, social media, and even community-based in-person
transactions can be quite effective in reaching large populations and changing
their perceptions.
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• Recognize and meet the transportation needs of women. Law enforcement
should be included when addressing another fear of the tourism sector for
women: the distances required to travel to the industry’s worksites, especially
on public transportation. More than 80 percent of women and girls in Sri
Lanka experience sexual harassment while using public transportation. Perera,
Gunawardane, and Jayasuriya (2011), in their review of evidence on SGBV in
Sri Lanka, find that sexual harassment on buses triggers anxiety among women
regarding the use of public transportation. Employers need to ensure that
women who commute daily to jobs in tourism are provided with secure and
comfortable transportation. Transportation providers, moreover, also will need
to be held accountable to a zero-tolerance policy for SGBV of any sort on the
transport itself and at transport stops and stations. They also will need to
receive training on how to recognize and confront harassment and other SGBV
that is being perpetrated by others. If public transportation on an individual
basis is not an option, the tourism sector can help organize collective transportation for workers and build residences for women with no means of transportation from home or those who live far from their places of work (Baum 2013;
Karkkainen 2011).
• Take advantage of tourism employers’ acceptance of the need for child care
services and other benefits and their willingness to help pay for them. Policy
makers and practitioners can build on employers’ amenability by helping organize and certify child care providers to operate in or near sites of tourism activity,
or in sites near workers’ residences. Introducing tax breaks for tourism enterprises that take more responsibility for the welfare of their employees—such as
by providing free or low-cost child care—is one means of providing incentives to
hotels and other firms operating in the tourism industry to hire more women
(Karkkainen 2011; Ferguson 2011; Baum 2013). Similarly, implementation of
maternity leave requirements, work-from-home options, and flexible workplace
hours would also help draw more women into tourism jobs.
• Encourage entrepreneurship of women in the tourism sector. Entrepreneurship
may be another attractive option for women with child care responsibilities—
self-employment may allow them to work out of their homes or at least close
to home. Facilitating mechanisms include the improvement of women’s access
to land, other property, and credit as well as training in how to responsibly
manage funds and create (and sustain) enterprises with them (UN Women
2011). Ecotourism, in particular, can be a very hospitable subsector for women
working in the industry (ADB 2013).
• Create greater access to training in skills that are marketable in tourism.
If tourism is to absorb large numbers of female workers, as envisaged by
national human resources strategies like Sri Lanka’s National Human
Resources and Employment Policy, training programs linked to tourism jobs
will need to be greatly expanded (so that women in rural and remote areas
Getting to Work (Overview)

55

56

Overview

have greater access), as will people’s perceptions of what is acceptable work
for women in this sector (ADB 2013). Women often get trapped in jobs that
reflect traditional gender roles—such as cooking, cleaning, and handicrafts—
and that tend to be highly labor intensive, yet yield products for which markets are saturated. Women need to be provided with training in areas beyond
these gender-stereotyped occupations, such as through work-based training
programs in hotels. Requiring quotas for women in training would promote
incentives for enhanced hotel outreach to women (Karkkainen 2011). UN
Women (2011) also suggests creating tertiary-level education and vocational
training opportunities oriented toward careers in tourism, while also focusing
on improving the education level of women who are already employed in different parts of the sector.
• Develop a strategy, and involve women in every part of its planning and execution. Multiple actors will need to come together and make concerted efforts
to encourage women to fill employment gender gaps in the tourism sector.
Chief among these are the concerned ministries in the central government;
private sector leaders of the hotel, catering, and tourism industries and other
enterprises operating in the tourism sector; those tasked with designing TVET
curricula and certifying providers; and those who run job search mechanisms,
whether based in social or traditional media or in-person job placement centers, so that trainees can be linked with jobs requiring the skills they have
acquired, and employers’ needs can be met through the administration of
industry-informed training curricula. Together, these actors will need to ensure
that women are represented in all groups and in all stages of the strategy,
including development of any tourism legislation and policies and, moreover,
in development of action plans that involve targets for women’s participation
across all subsectors within the tourism industry (UN Women 2011).

Garments
As with tourism, garment sector work also appears to carry a stigma for female
employees (Ariyarathne et al. 2012). According to the primary research, both
tourism and the garment industry are maligned even more by men than women,
which implies that fathers and husbands may steer their daughters and wives away
from such work; moreover, unmarried women may be less inclined to seek these
jobs for fear of jeopardizing their marriage prospects. In spite of the stigma against
it, however, more than 70 percent of apparel workers in Sri Lanka are women as
of 2015, according to LFS data. With the garment industry rebounding and
expanding since the end of the civil war, even more workers are needed to fill
labor shortages—and thus there is ample space for an influx of female as well as
male workers. Prasanna and Kuruppuge (2013) identified about 30,000 vacancies
for women in the garment sector, especially in the export processing zones (EPZs).
To attract more women, employers and other stakeholders in the industry will
need to address the stigma-related barriers to their entry, as well as improve
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working conditions for women by addressing gender-related skills, pay, and promotion gaps in this highly occupationally segregated industry.
• Have women who are more highly placed in the garment industry act as role
models. A large proportion of garment employment occurs in EPZs, contributing about 4.4 percent of total employment in the country. Typically hired
right out of secondary school (whether having graduated or dropped out),
women in EPZs are the majority among worker cadres, whereas men hold
most supervisory and technical as well as top administrative positions.
Although the garment sector employs far more women than men, men historically have tended to obtain the higher-paying jobs and rise more quickly
to positions with decision-making authority. Until 2009, men occupied the
majority of management positions; however, 2015 LFS data reveal a shift in
this pattern, with greater representation of women in production and specialized services management positions. The industry needs to build on these
successes in women’s advancement, though they are still far from the norm,
by engaging women who have risen to higher positions as role models and as
mentors to other female employees and in outreach efforts that target potential female applicants. Industry leaders also should take advantage of the relatively high education levels of their female employees (80 percent of garment
workers have A-level or O-level educations) to provide them with on-the-job
training in higher-skill work as well as greater opportunities for promotion
into management positions.
• Improve workplace conditions for women and raise awareness about these
improvements. The garment sector has previously launched efforts to attract
more women employees—including a 55 million rupee (US$490,000) campaign in 2011—but these efforts have not yielded the anticipated boost in
women workers (Samath 2011). Perhaps this and similar campaigns did not
sufficiently reflect improvements made to the industry that would provide
women with better incentives to consider working there. In addition to ensuring that workplaces are comfortable (that is, having separate restrooms for
women) and safe (for example, requiring gender-sensitive training for all management and staff as well as mandating a zero-tolerance policy for sexual
harassment), the garment sector can better market itself to potential female
employees by advertising its relatively generous maternity leave benefits.
According to garment employees in Gampaha, firms allow maternity leave of
up to 84 days for their employees, as required by law. Unlike many private sector firms, garment sector firms also tend to comply with other requirements,
including provisions for pregnant women (slightly shorter working hours and
freedom from hazardous work) and for nursing mothers (permitting daily visits and travel time with nursing infants). A Gampaha firm worker says,
“Some women opt to [remain] employed after availing their maternity leave,
because of the nutrition they can obtain from the factory-supplied meals,
which they cannot afford at home.”26 These are formal sector firms, however;
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the vast majority of employment in Sri Lanka remains located in the informal
sector, where poorer working conditions can constrain women’s entry and persistence in the workforce. Similar requirements should be made of informal
sector garment firms. In addition, incentives should be given to garment sector
firms—both formal and informal—to share the costs of child care services with
workers and to provide flexible work hours for women. Increasing workers’
awareness of their rights would also contribute to holding garment industry
employers accountable for providing proper worker benefits and pay and
decent working conditions. Finally, improving wages—even marginally—for
women workers would further encourage women to seek jobs in the sector.
A 1 percent boost in Sri Lanka’s expected garment industry wage would
increase the odds of women’s LFP by 89 percent (Lopez-Acevedo and
Robertson 2016).
• Enforce transparent labor recruitment standards to reduce discrimination
against married and older female workers. The participation of married
women in the garment sector workforce is reported to be as low as 10 percent
(Meyer and Scott 2011, quoted in Ariyarathne et al. 2012). This low rate is
partly due to self-selection out of the sector as a result of the stigma as well as
married women’s increased domestic and caretaking responsibilities. However,
research also reveals management preferences for young unmarried workers in
the recruitment process, due in large part to a desire to avoid worker “challenges” related to pregnancy and child care (Prasanna and Kuruppuge 2013).
The enforcement of labor standards that minimize such bias and allow women
to balance their care-giving and other domestic responsibilities is needed to
provide equal work opportunities for married and older women who wish to
sustain their employment in the sector.
• Establish garment factories in remote areas of Sri Lanka in collaboration with
local and foreign investors. Given the need for expanded job opportunities in
rural and remote regions, such as the conflict-affected areas, the garment
industry needs greater incentives to move into these regions. Rural areas would
be conducive to increasing garment sector work in grassroots-level job markets, where women would be able to work from their homesteads and better
balance work and household responsibilities.
• Finally, as in most sectors, providing women with dedicated, safe transportation to and from garment sector jobs—or providing secure and comfortable
living accommodations to those who cannot make the daily commute—is
imperative for attracting and retaining more women in the industry. Providing
support for child care is important as well: the global Sri Lankan textile and
apparel manufacturer Mas Holdings reported that once it provided on-site
child care in one of its factories in Jordan, the incidence of sick leave fell by
9 percent after a mere 8 months and production lines were more stabilized
(Niethammer 2017; IFC 2017). Investments in female worker housing and
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transportation would address some of the safety concerns of women and their
families and lower the cultural barriers to women’s work in the sector
(Ariyarathne et al. 2012). These services would not only open up new employment options for women but also promote the long-term growth of the industry given the large number of workers the sector is looking to recruit to meet
increasing international demand.

Commercial Agriculture
Even though respondents to the primary survey tend to feel that commercial
agriculture presents the fewest social barriers for work-seeking women, employers from this sector were most likely (80 percent) to report that they do not have
plans to hire women. They also are among the employers most likely to express
the opinion that men are better workers than women. Policy makers, practitioners, and development partners need to make concerted efforts to improve
opportunities for women in agricultural value chains; once these opportunities
come to fruition, the attitudes of those working in the sector may start to change.
• Agricultural development programs that emphasize diversification to highervalue crops should work closely with the government to develop and pilot
schemes that help women practicing subsistence farming make the transition
to more profitable crops and markets. Investments in modern machinery that
women farmers can use at various stages of production, along with technical
training to improve efficiency, yield higher-quality products. Greater efficiency
also eases the time poverty of women, allowing them more time for child care,
and higher-quality products fetch higher prices in product markets. At the
same time, addressing female farmers’ consistent disadvantage in access to
markets may be remedied to a large extent by expanding women-friendly and
affordable transport links and increasing their representation in farmer, producer, and marketing groups.
• Commercial agriculture is a valuable entry point for reaching some of the
most vulnerable groups of women, such as those who are heads of households
(many of whom are war widows in Sri Lanka); other women living in the
impoverished, conflict-affected areas of northern and eastern Sri Lanka; and
women who aspire to supplement or replace their income from their lowreward work in estate sector jobs. Agricultural development programs should
incorporate explicit provisions to address constraints on the participation of
women who are resource poor or otherwise marginalized because of, for
example, household status, ethnicity, or lack of education. Such provisions
could include intensive outreach and training for these marginalized groups as
well as efforts to address the lack of child care or other household responsibilities that tend to keep women from engaging in paid work. The use of female
extension trainers to work with women in more conservative communities—
especially those that value restrictions on women’s mobility—can ensure the
success of programs in these communities. Also important is ensuring that
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professional mobilizers and trainers have the resources required for targeted
outreach and training.
• The private sector needs to be provided with greater incentives to invest in
rural industries. Expansion and promotion of agro-based and off-farming
industries at the rural level could focus on local opportunities in the garment
industry (for example, as suppliers of materials to larger actors who are further
along in value chains), other cottage industries, food and beverage production,
light engineering, and eco-tourism.
• Finally, interventions to improve women’s participation in and remuneration from commercial agriculture must take into account its lack of worker
benefits that support women as well as the lack of protections for women.
Any improvements that can be made to ease the time poverty of women
(for example, through providing child and elder care support, greater
access to electricity and water, and reliable transportation to and from markets) and lower the risk of harassment and other violence against women
working in agriculture (for instance, through community-level awareness
raising and provision of safe and dedicated transportation) are likely to
yield a substantial increase in women’s participation in the sector.
Fortunately (and somewhat surprisingly), according to the employer and
household surveys, commercial agriculture, compared with other sectors, is
reported to have the most formal procedural responses in place to address
workplace sexual harassment. Thus, compared with other sectors, commercial agriculture provides a stronger foundation on which to address the
threat of SGBV.

Notes
1. As articulated by the Honorable Prime Minister in his Economic Policy Statement of
November 5, 2015 (found at http://www.news.lk/fetures/item/10674-economic
-policy-statement-made-by-prime-minister-ranil-wickremesinghe-in-parliament).
More recently, the Prime Minister has said of the government’s new (2017) policy
document, “Powerful Sri Lanka,” that the government aims to “establish an economy
providing equal opportunities to one and all…not an economy that will yield benefits
to a few….” (http://mnpea.gov.lk/web/index.php?option=com_content&view=article
&id=170:our-aim-is-to-enhance-the-economic-condition-of-all-sri-lankans&catid=9&
Itemid=112&lang=en).
2. Conflict-affected areas were excluded because of the absence of a sampling frame.
It had not been possible to conduct a census in these areas from 1981 until after the
end of the conflict.
3. The 2012 World Development Report on Gender and Development understands
agency as “the process through which women and men use their endowments and
take advantage of economic opportunities to achieve desired outcomes” (World Bank
2011, 150).
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4. For example, the same descriptive and multivariate analysis of 2015 LFS data has been
conducted using the full 2015 LFS samples as well as the 2015 LFS without Northern
and Eastern Provinces. Estimates from both samples are virtually identical, with the
same directionality, same levels of statistical significance, and, only in a few cases, slight
differences in magnitude.
5. In this study, LFP rates for all years and both sexes are measured as the percentage
of that population group, age 15 and older, that is employed or actively seeking
employment.
6. Sri Lanka’s Department of Census and Statistics (DCS) identifies the presence of the
following ethnic groups in its Labour Force Survey and other relevant surveys, including the 2012 Census of Population and Housing: Sinhalese, Sri Lankan Tamil, Indian
Tamil, Sri Lankan Moor, Burgher, Malay, and Other (the 2012 census also identifies
the Sri Lanka Chetty and Bharatha ethnicities, but their share of Sri Lanka’s population is reported to be 0 percent). According to the 2012 census, the shares of
population among ethnic groups, in declining order, are 74.9 percent Sinhalese,
11.2 percent Sri Lanka Tamil, 9.3 percent Sri Lanka Moor, 4.1 percent Indian Tamil,
0.2 percent Burgher, 0.2 percent Malay, and 0.1 percent Other.
7. To ensure that the changes in LFP rates by income level over time are not simply a
function of different samples (some districts in the Northern Province were omitted
from the 2009–10 HIES survey, while all districts in all provinces were included in the
2012–13 survey), the authors also calculated LFP estimates using a sample of the
2012–13 HIES data that excluded the same Northern Province districts as in 2009–
10. The results show no meaningful difference. There is absolutely no change in sign
or magnitude of the coefficients, and any differentials in magnitude are minimal—
ranging between 0 and 1 percent. This outcome is also true for all descriptive and
regression results calculated using data from Sri Lanka’s Labour Force Surveys. Tables
of the quantitative analysis results using different samples of these secondary data
sources are available upon request.
8. The poverty head count ratio is calculated as the share of the population living below
the national poverty line. The national poverty head count ratio for Sri Lanka in 2013
was 6.7 percent; in 2010 it was 8.9 percent. (http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI
.POV.NAHC).
9. Remittances may lead to low female labor force participation for several reasons.
Remittances may lead to labor substitution within the household to compensate for
the migrant household member’s absence, could have positive education effects by
increasing enrollment of female children in school, and can lead to labor market inactivity because of the work-leisure tradeoff as incomes rise from remittances.
10. It is important to note that the estimated decline in head count poverty from
22.7 percent to 6.1 percent during this period does not include data from districts in
the Northern and Eastern Provinces (World Bank 2016).
11. Based on World Bank calculations from data in LFS 2011, LFS 2013, and LFS 2015
for population age 15–64. Traditional services include retail and wholesale trade, transport and storage, public administration, and defense (Eichengreen and Gupta 2011).
Intermediate services are a hybrid of traditional and modern services, consumed
mainly by households—education, health and social work, hotels and restaurants, and
other community, social, and personal services. Modern services include financial
intermediation, computer services, business services, communications, and legal and
technical services.
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12. Unemployed male, 28 years old, O-level pass, unmarried—Konthahela village, Badulla
district.
13. Unemployed male, 24 years old, unmarried—Henegama village, Gampaha district.
14. Unemployed male, 26 years old, grade 10 pass, married—Henegama village, Gampaha
district.
15. Unemployed male, 26 years old, grade 10 pass, married—Henegama village, Gampaha
district.
16. According to results from the Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition of labor force participation, the total gap in 2015 was 39 percentage points (that is, the coefficient is 0.390
with p < 0.01). The coefficient for the explained portion of the gap is 0.0267
(p < 0.01), or 2.67 percentage points. The gender differences in endowments (all
variables) thus explain 6.8 percent of the gap, since (2.67/39) × 100 = 6.8.
17. Samples from the three rounds include population age 15 years and older in all districts except those in the Northern and Eastern Provinces, which are excluded to
allow for comparability across years.
18. The Oaxaca-Blinder analysis uses LFS data and thus defines ethnicity according to
LFS and other surveys used by Sri Lanka’s Department of Census and Statistics (see
note 6 for a discussion on ethnicities in Sri Lanka and their relative shares among the
national population).
19. This holds even when omitting from the 2009 and 2015 samples both the Eastern and
Northern Provinces, which were the two provinces not represented in the 2006 LFS.
20. The Sri Lanka Systematic Country Diagnostic (World Bank 2015a) cites pockets of
high poverty rates in Monaragala district, the estate sector, and the north and east of
Sri Lanka.
21. Unemployed female, 28 years old, A-level pass, married—Yaithena village, Gampaha
district.
22. The Junior Achievement program in the United States, for example, orients students
to business and entrepreneurship activities while enhancing financial literacy. The Girl
Scouts and Girl Guides programs have related activities in the area of girls’ business
and career acumen that could be further supported in the Sri Lankan context
(CGO 2012).
23. The Tertiary and Vocational Education Commission is the Ministry of Education
agency that oversees accreditation of training providers. Training requirements
outpace available spaces in such industry areas as hotels and tourism (1,960 training places for 28,000 jobs to be filled), building and construction (4,538 places for
25,000 jobs), and metal and light engineering (4,300 places for 16,000 positions)
(GoSL 2009).
24. Authors in Sri Lanka have cited gender constraints faced by female students at the
university level, particularly in regard to mentoring, professional development, and
educational streaming (Gunawardena 2003; Gunawardena et al. 2006). More generally, we note that there appear not to have been studies in Sri Lanka regarding presence of gender-regressive practices in the classroom setting—for example, teachers
exhibiting favoritism toward male students—despite research elsewhere pointing to
such subtle or overt practices.
25. Female hotel worker, 29 years old, O-level pass, married—Kumburupitty village,
Trincomalee district.
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26. Male machine operator in garment factory, 26 years old, O-level pass—Henegama
village, Gampaha district.
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Sri Lanka has shown remarkable persistence in low female labor force participation rates—at 36 percent in
the past two years, compared with 75 percent for same-aged men—despite overall economic growth and
poverty reduction over the past decade. The trend stands in contrast to the country’s achievements in
human capital development that favor women, such as high levels of female education and low total
fertility rates, as well as its status as a lower-middle-income country.
This study intends to better understand the puzzle of women’s poor labor market outcomes in Sri Lanka.
Using nationally representative secondary survey data—as well as primary qualitative and quantitative
research—it tests three hypotheses that would explain gender gaps in labor market outcomes: (1) household
roles and responsibilities, which fall disproportionately on women, and the associated sociophysical
constraints on women’s mobility; (2) a human capital mismatch, whereby women are not acquiring the
proper skills demanded by job markets; and (3) gender discrimination in job search, hiring, and promotion
processes. Further, the analysis provides a comparison of women’s experience of the labor market
between the years leading up to the end of Sri Lanka’s civil war (2006–09) and the years following the
civil war (2010–15).
The study recommends priority areas for addressing the multiple supply- and demand-side factors to improve
women’s labor force participation rates and reduce other gender gaps in labor market outcomes. It also offers
specific recommendations for improving women’s participation in the five private sector industries covered
by the primary research: commercial agriculture, garments, tourism, information and communications
technology, and tea estate work.
The findings are intended to influence policy makers, educators, and employment program practitioners
with a stake in helping Sri Lanka achieve its vision of inclusive and sustainable job creation and economic
growth. The study also aims to contribute to the work of research institutions and civil society in identifying
the most effective means of engaging more women—and their untapped potential for labor, innovation,
and productivity—in Sri Lanka’s future.
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