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Executive Summary

How do rural young women in India come to see
formal employment—understood as paid work
with a written contract, regular wages, paid leave,
and access to social security entitlements—as
possible, acceptable, and worth pursuing? What
shapes their ability to sustain it? This study examines
these questions through the lens of PRADAN's
Youth Employment Program (EEMPOWER). The
programme’s depth and wide coverage provide
valuable insights for policymaking, institutional

design, and state and civil society action.

Context and Challenges

Rural young women in India often face exclusion from
formal employment. Beyond skills deficits, barriers
to entry include gendered social norms restricting
mobility, safety concerns, limited exposure to formal
work, and expectations around care responsibilities.
Even after entering the formal workforce, many
struggle with low self-confidence, limited job-
readiness, and often, workplace harassment. These
factors influence families’ decisions about whether to
allow women to pursue training, migrate for work, or

sustain employment.
Key Findings

This study reveals that successful employment
transitions require more than technical training
and skilling. Five critical insights emerge from the
fieldwork across source (Odisha) and destination

states (Tamil Nadu and Karnataka):

JustJobs Network

Aspiration development is foundational: Short-
duration residential programmes focused on
building self-awareness and confidence, aligning job
opportunities with individual interests, introducing
basic financial management and gender awareness,
and providing exposure to role models help rural
women envision formal employment as possible and

legitimate.

Family consent is decisive: Migration for work
remains a collective household decision. Transparency
mechanisms, including exposure visits for parents,
formal consent procedures, and group migration, are

essential in securing family consent.

The transition to formal work involves cultural
displacement: Beyond contracts and entitlements,
women struggle with homesickness, language
barriers, unfamiliar food, and isolation, factors that

significantly influence whether they retain their jobs.

Retention depends on the support ecosystems:
Post-placement follow-up, particularly during the first
six to twelve months, is critical. Help desk calls, peer
networks, and alumni meets reduce early dropout

rates and build long-term stability.

Information gaps undermine formality: Despite
formal contracts, workers often lack awareness about
promotions, salary structures, documentation, and
progression pathways, limiting their ability to leverage

employment gains.
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Recommendations

The following recommendations synthesise actions
across government, training partners, and employers

to foster sustainable employment pathways:

Targeted outreach in education: Integrate career
counselling into schools and colleges to encourage
early aspiration development, enabling informed
decisions about educational and vocational pathways

aligned with labour market opportunities.

Sectoral diversification: Encourage entry into non-
traditional, higher-paying sectors beyond apparel
and healthcare through diverse success stories, early
technical exposure, and expanded placement options

within career guidance efforts.

Structured mobility support: Implement pre-
migration exposure visits and deploy local support
staff in destination cities. Focus intensively on the
first three months, addressing issues related to

accommodation, food, and homesickness while

engaging with families in the origin states.

Migrant alumni networks: Formalise peer-
support platforms and alumni meets to strengthen
information-sharing and job retention, and to
create structured dialogue spaces between workers,

employers, and state institutions.

Employer partnerships and safeguards: Establish
rigorous due diligence processes, workplace
compliance checks, clear contracts, and responsive
grievance  mechanisms to  sustain  women’s

participation and build long-term trust.

Inter-governmental  coordination:  Strengthen
alignment between central, state, and local
programmes to streamline mobilisation, reduce
duplication, and improve recruitment efficiency

through effective data-sharing mechanisms.

Entrepreneurial  pathways:  Alongside  wage
employment, foster market-linked enterprises
for rural young women via role models, financial
literacy, credit access, and mentoring to position

entrepreneurship as a growth-oriented option.
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1. Introduction

India’s demographic advantage is often spoken of
as a time-bound opportunity, with its large youth
population expected to support economic growth.
However, this potential depends not only on job
creation but also on young people's ability to access

and sustain work.

Rural women are among the young Indians most
excluded from paid employment. For rural young
women, barriers to work extend well beyond skills
deficits. Gendered social norms shape which forms
of work families consider acceptable, where women
can travel, and whether households permit mobility.'
Safety concerns, both real and perceived, often
restrict movement beyond the village. Educational
disadvantage limits access to wage employment, while
limited exposure to formal work environments—
understood as paid work with a written contract,
regular wages, paid leave, and access to social
security entitlements—reduces awareness of, and
preparedness for, such opportunities. Together, these
factors influence decisions related to education,

training, migration, and employment.

This study situates insights drawn from the lived
experiences of rural young women within broader
policy debates on gendered labour force participation,
employment pathways, and rural transformation. It
asks a key question: how do rural young women come
to see good quality employment—characterised by
regular wages, job security, safe working conditions,
and access to social security entitlements—as
possible, acceptable, and worth pursuing, and what

shapes their ability to sustain it?
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In this backdrop, skills training and migration emerge
as closely linked pathways. Skills training initiatives
aim to connect rural youth to labour-market
opportunities, while migration, within or across
states, remains a key route to non-farm employment.
Neither pathway operates independently. Skills
training succeeds only when women can envision
formal work as a legitimate option, secure family
consent, and navigate unfamiliar workplaces and
urban environments. Migration similarly requires
negotiation within households around matters

related to safety, respectability, and women'’s roles.

This analysis draws on PRADAN’s Youth Employment
Program, leveraging experiences from its EEMPOWER
project, as a lens grounded in field evidence to
examine these processes. The study examines
how supporting the aspirations of young women,
cultivating non-technical capacities that help them
acquire, retain, and progress in employment, linking
them to employment opportunities, and post-
placement support are powerful incentives that fuel

their drive to participate in the labour market.

The programme focuses on communication,
confidence-building, financial literacy, and
understanding gender norms and barriers, alongside
exposure to relatable role models. It also supports
placement into formal employment and ensures
follow-ups after entry into formal work. For
many participants, this sequence provides a first
structured encounter with formal employment and
independent earning, allowing the study to examine

how aspirations toward work emerge, gain legitimacy
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within households, and translate into sustained

labour market participation.

By placing these experiences within wider structural
and policy contexts, this study advances a more
grounded understanding of rural women’semployment
transitions. It moves beyond narrow explanations
centred on skills gaps or individual motivation to
highlight the social, institutional, and labour market
conditions that determine whether skills training

translates into sustained, dignified work.

The report is structured as follows. Section 2 outlines

the socio-economic context shaping young rural Indian

women's participation in the labour market, examining

structural realities, employment pathways (local versus
migrant), and theinterplay of social, economic,and legal
factors. Section 3 reviews India’s skilling infrastructure
at the national and state levels, highlighting persistent
gaps in women's participation and employment
outcomes despite extensive institutional investment.
Section 4 presents the research methodology, detailing
the study design, source and destination locations,
data sources, respondent groups, and key limitations.
Section 5 draws on field insights from stakeholder
conversations, and Section 6 concludes with
recommendations for strengthening pathways that
enable rural young women to access dignified, secure,

and sustainable formal employment.
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2. Context and Background

2.1 Rural Labour Force and
Employment Trends

India is in the midst of a demographic transition, with
the share of the working-age population (15-59 years)
rising from 60.7 percent in 2011 to an estimated 64.8
percent in 2026, and expected to remain steady for
at least the next 15 years.? Nearly 26 percent of the
population is categorised as youth (15-29 years), a
segment that should be driving economic growth.
However, this potential remains constrained by
persistent labour market challenges, including limited
job creation and low employment rates. The share
of youth not in education, employment, or training
(NEET) is 25.2 percent of all Indian youth. Notably,
42.8 percent of young Indian women are NEET, nearly
five times the share among young men (8.1 percent).
This indicates that nearly one in four young Indians is
disengaged from education and work.? Youth labour
force participation remains low at 46.5 percent overall
(63.5 percent for men and 28.8 percent for women),
while youth unemployment is estimated at 10.2

percent, roughly three times the national average.*

Among young women, important rural-urban
differences emerge. Labour force participation is
higher among rural women (30.8 percent) than
urban (23.8 percent), but this participation is largely
driven by engagement in low-quality work. In rural
areas, nearly 91 percent of working women are self-
employed or engaged in casual labour, while only
9 percent are employed in regular salaried jobs. A
significant share of self-employed women are engaged

as unpaid family workers, contributing to household
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enterprises without direct remuneration. In contrast,
urban women have relatively greater access to regular
salaried work, with 59.8 percent in such roles. In both
contexts, job quality remains a concern: most women
have no formal work contracts, are not eligible for
paid leave, and lack access to social security benefits,
including pensions, provident funds, gratuity,

healthcare, and maternity benefits.®

Beyond participation, thealignmentbetween education
and labour market requirements remains weak. A 2025
study found that only 42.6 percent of graduates were
considered employable,® defined as meeting industry
benchmarks across a range of technical and non-
technical skills aligned with employer demand. This
assessment compares company-required skills with
graduate proficiency across more than 2,800 skills and
sub-skills, using performance thresholds to determine
employability. Rural youth fare worse: 40 percent face
employment challenges due to limited skills and weak

language proficiency.”

Labour market outcomes also vary significantly
across social categories such as class, caste, gender,
and religion. For instance, at the aggregate level,
in 2023-24, youth labour force participation was
highest among Scheduled Tribes (ST) at 61.4 percent,
followed by Scheduled Castes (SC) at 46.2 percent,
Other Backward Classes (OBC) at 45.3 percent, and
Others at 42.5 percent. A similar pattern is observed
among rural women, where participation rates
among young ST women remain relatively higher
than those of other groups. Unemployment rates are

also relatively lower among ST youth.®

www.justjobsnetwork.org



However, higher participation does not necessarily
translate into better-quality employment for these
young people. SC and ST youth are disproportionately
concentrated in self-employment and casual work,
which are typically informal and lack job security and
social protection. For instance, at the national level,
only 13.3 percent of ST youth are in regular salaried
employment, while 56.3 percent are self-employed and
30.4 percent engage in casual work. In contrast, across
all social groups combined, 27 percent are in regular
employment, 52 percent are in self-employment, and
21 percent are in casual work. Among rural young
women, this pattern is even more pronounced: only
5.7 percent of rural ST young women are in regular
salaried employment, while 71.2 percent are self-
employed and 23.1 percent are engaged in casual
work.? Thus, even where participation is higher among
historically disadvantaged groups, employment

remains characterised by informality and low quality.

2.2 Social Norms, Aspiration
to Work, and Household
Mediation

Beyond economic constraints and job availability,
deeply embedded social and cultural norms
and barriers, such as early marriage, heavy care
responsibilities, and mobility restrictions, also play a
determining role in rural women’s access to work."
For many young rural women, the decision to enter
paid employment is not an individual one, but one
mediated by families and communities, particularly

in relation to mobility, safety, and social acceptability.

A key constraint in this context is the persistence

of an aspiration gap. For many rural young women,
the idea of leaving the home to take up paid
employment is constrained by a limited exposure
to work environments and prevailing gender norms
that associate women’s primary roles with domestic
and care responsibilities. As a result, they often find it
difficult to imagine employment beyond a narrow set

of gender-normative occupations."

Family and community approval also play a decisive
role in shaping women’s participation in education,
training, and work. Decisions around whether women
can enrol in skills training programmes, travel for
work, or take up jobs outside the village are often
influenced by parents and elders, who prioritise
proximity, perceived safety, and adherence to social
norms.” Concerns about reputation, marriage
prospects, and household responsibilities often
limit women’s mobility, even if there is an existing

economic need.

2.3 Employment Pathways for
Rural Women: Local Labour
Markets and Migration

While local opportunities remain restricted by gender
norms and limited economic viability, migration offers
an alternative. Women and their families weigh the
perceived benefits of migration, such as higher wages in
destination states, against cultural expectations regarding
safety and proximity.” However, these pathways carry
significant risks, as labour protections often do not
adequately extend to migrant women workers across
state borders, leaving them vulnerable to exploitation,

wage theft, and unsafe working conditions.™
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For instance, researchers and policymakers have long
critiqued the Inter-State Migrant Workmen Act, 1979
(ISMWA), the primary legislation for migrant rights,
for its limited coverage of migrant concerns. Indeed,
the 2011 Standing Committee Report on Inter-State
Migrant Workmen (Regulation of Employment
and Conditions of Service) Amendment Bill
recommended comprehensive revisions to address
these gaps, but these were never enacted.” Now,
the provisions of the ISMWA have been folded into
the new Occupational Safety, Health and Working
Conditions Code, 2020, whose rules have been
notified but whose full implementation remains

pending across most states as of 2026.

Beyond legislative concerns, supply-side limitations

and destination demand jointly shape these flows.

Supply-Side Factors: Limited livelihood options in
the local economies influence young people from
rural northern India to seek work elsewhere.”® For
women in particular, agricultural decline and a lack
of access to credit or entrepreneurial opportunities
restrict self-employment, especially for those from
SC, ST, and minority communities.” The COVID-19
pandemic has further exacerbated this precarity.'
Migration decisions also remain deeply embedded
in caste, religion, and gendered social structures, and
for women, they are also primarily tied to marriage."
But these norms are slowly evolving, and young
women are increasingly migrating to the southern

states.”” Kinship and contractor-based social
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networks play an important dual role in facilitating
migration—while these networks help by providing
leads and emotional support, they also limit mobility
by channelling workers into specific low-skill sectors
or arrangements that perpetuate dependency and

vulnerability.”!

Demand-Side Factors: Expanding demand for female
labour in labour-intensive southern industrial hubs
is a major pull factor for rural women from northern
India. Clusters such as the garment factories in Tirupur
and the textile mills in Coimbatore, both in Tamil
Nadu, employ large numbers of migrant women from
Qdisha, Bihar, West Bengal, and Assam.”? Electronics
parks in Andhra Pradesh and Telangana,”® and
manufacturing clusters in Karnataka,* also actively
recruit rural women workers. Employers in these
sectors typically also offer hostel accommodation
and subsidised meals, reducing living costs and
enabling savings. These features remain important
considerations for rural women who, despite often
encountering widespread harassment at work,
continue filling these roles due to limited alternatives

back home.”

Taken together, these factors shape not only whether
rural women enter the labour market, but also the
kinds of opportunities they can access and sustain.
They form the backdrop against which skills-training
initiatives and employment programmes operate, and
significantly influence outcomes across education,

training, migration, and work.
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3. Skills Training Ecosystem for Rural Women

3.1 National-Level Skilling
Landscape

India’s current skilling architecture is anchored
in flagship schemes such as the ‘Pradhan Mantri
Kaushal Vikas Yojana’ (PMKVY) and the ‘Deen Dayal
Upadhyaya Grameen Kaushalya Yojana' (DDU-GKY).
Launched in 2014, DDU-GKY mandates that at least
33 percent of trainees enrolled under the programme
are women. As of June 2025, it has trained a total
of 17.51 lakh candidates, out of which 9.05 lakh
are women (51.7 percent).® Complementing this,
PMKVY was introduced in 2015 as a short-term skills
training initiative, and has trained nearly 1.64 crore

candidates as of December 2025.”

Beyond these programmes, a range of complementary
initiatives aim to address diverse learner needs and
contexts. Apprenticeship programmes such as the
‘National Apprenticeship Promotion Scheme’ (NAPS)
and ‘National Apprenticeship Training Scheme’ (NATS)
facilitate on-the-job training, enabling participants,
including women, to gain practical workplace
exposure while receiving a government-subsidised
stipend. The ‘Jan Shikshan Sansthan’ (JSS) scheme
fosters self-employment and wage employment
among socio-economically disadvantaged groups
through skills development. More than 80 percent of
JSS beneficiaries are women.?® More recently, sector-
specific interventions such as the ‘Pradhan Mantri
Vishwakarma Yojana' (2023) have emerged. This
scheme recognises artisans and craftspeople, including
rural women, as ‘vishwakarmas' (traditional artisans
and craftspeople) and seeks to enhance their existing

expertise through targeted skills training and enterprise

support. Together with gender-focused schemes
like the ‘Namo Drone Didi’ programme, which trains
women self-help group members to operate drones for
agricultural and allied services, these initiatives reflect a
gradual expansion of the skills ecosystem toward more

diverse and context-sensitive approaches.

In 2018, the Ministry of Skill Development and
Entrepreneurship, with assistance from the World
Bank, initiated the ‘Skills Acquisition and Knowledge
Awareness for Livelihood Promotion’ (or SANKALP)
scheme that worked to enhance quality training,
build capacities of skill development institutions, and
enhance convergence among the various skill training
programmes, to benefit marginalised communities,

including rural women.

3.2 State-Level Initiatives:
Bihar and Odisha

Several state governments have supplemented national
schemes with their own models. In Bihar, state-initiated
skills training includes initiatives such as the ‘Bihar
Skill Development Mission’ (BSDM) and ‘JEEViKA.
BSDM was launched to enhance the employability
of youth, including women, through short-term
programmes. The JEEVIKA programme, launched in
2007 under the Bihar Rural Livelihoods Promotion
Society, has mobilised women into self-help groups,
provided microfinance, and connected them to
livelihood activities, thereby seeking to improve credit
access, household health, and nutrition outcomes.?’
Bihar has also introduced targeted schemes, such as
the ‘Mukhyamantri Nari Shakti Yojana, to provide

vocational training for low-income women.
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Similarly, in Odisha, the Odisha Skill Development
Authority (OSDA) was established in 2016 to
centralise and strengthen skill development initiatives.
OSDA monitors flagship projects such as the World
Skill Center in Bhubaneswar, which emphasises
advanced technical and service-sector training,
while promoting women’s participation in areas
such as beauty and wellness, retail, and information
technology. Odisha has also undertaken the ‘Skilled-
in-Odisha’ initiative through the Directorate of Skill
Development & Employment, to create a cadre of
highly skilled workers, particularly for the global
markets. Alongside these efforts, the state’s flagship
‘Mission Shakti’ programme seeks to mobilise
women’s self-help groups and support handicrafts,
food processing, and agriculture, although consistent

market linkages remain a challenge.*

3.3 Persistent Gaps in Women's
Skilling

Despite these initiatives, the core challenge lies in
women'’s transition into sustained employment.
Short-term training programmes such as PMKVY
and DDU-GKY often experience high dropout
rates among rural women due to social constraints,
safety concerns, and a lack of local placement
opportunities.>' Even among those who complete the
programmes, employment outcomes are weak. One
study found that while most PMKVY beneficiaries
expressed satisfaction with training quality, a lack
of post-training placement support led to women
dropping out.*? This is seconded by a survey of over
2,600 DDU-GKY trainees across seven states, which
found that only 24.5 percent of women remained
employed for 3 months or more, compared to 32.9

percent among men. Women were also more likely
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to report not receiving job offers (28.1 percent versus
15.2 percent among men) or not accepting them
(31.6 percent versus 25.8 percent among men).* This
suggests that the bottleneck lies in sustained labour-

market attachment, not in training delivery alone.

Similarly, studies on industrial training institutes and
long-term vocational courses highlight a persistent
underrepresentation of rural women.** Moreover, where
rural women do access skills training programmes,
occupational segregation remains pronounced: women
are frequently channelled into gender-normative
roles, such as tailoring, beauty services, or caregiving,
characterised by low wages, limited job security, and

minimal opportunities for advancement®®

Another critical gap lies in the transition from training
to sustained employment. Many skills training
programmes emphasise short-term placement
targets but provide limited follow-up once women
enter the workforce. Without continued mentorship,
counselling, and grievance redressal mechanisms,
women often struggle to adapt to workplace
demands or to address challenges related to wages,
living conditions, or job roles. This contributes to
short job tenures, early exits from employment, and

limited upward mobility.>

These patterns suggest that the challenges facing
rural women in skills training systems are not solely
about access to training, but also about the design
of skills training-to-employment pathways. Weak
employer linkages, limited post-placement support,
and the continued concentration of women in
low-quality jobs undermine the potential of skills-
training initiatives to deliver stable and meaningful

employment outcomes.”
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4. Methodology

4.1 StUdy Design and Approach influence their decisions, and the institutional and cul-
tural barriers they face in sustaining livelihoods.

This study examines whether and how instituting ade-

quate support systems that develop aspiration to work The methodology combines primary qualitative

and confidence to enter the workforce among rural fieldwork, ~including  semi-structured  interviews,

young women can enable sustainable employment and key informant interviews (Klls), and focus group

improved economic outcomes for them. It utilises PRA- discussions (FGDs), with secondary data analysis

DAN’s Youth Employment Program (EEN\POWER; see of programme records and government reports.

Box 1) as a case study to examine the factors that shape Together, this approach allows the study to highlight

rural women's pathways from aspiration development not just individual experiences but also systemic

to employment, the motivations and constraints that lessons for skills policy and programme design.
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Box 1:

Programme Architecture: The EEMPOWER Initiative

Launched in 2019, PRADAN’s Youth Employment
Program is operational across states, including
Odisha and Bihar, and aims to address structural
barriers to labour force participation for marginalised
rural women, through the 3E pathways — Education,
Employment and Enterprise Promotion. Under the
employment component of this programme, the
EEMPOWER initiative was implemented in Odisha in
2023, which is the focus of this study. This initiative
mobilises young rural women, supports them in
developing aspirations for work, and links them to

formal employment opportunities.

Under the EEMPOWER initiative, 7,675 girls were
mobilised, with most belonging to marginalised
communities: 5,973 were ST (74.5 percent), and 1,208
were SC (15 percent) participants. Of these, 2,972
girls completed the ‘reimagining the future’ training
(of which 2,121 were ST and 390 were SC candidates),
and 1,411 have completed the employment
component training (of which 1,032 were ST and
220 were SC candidates). To date, 626 girls have been
placed, including 466 ST (74 percent) and 77 SC (12

percent) participants.

Target Group Profile: The programme targets
young women between 18 and 25 years who are
underemployed or engaged in informal, home-
based work. Candidates from socio-economically
marginalised backgrounds who face significant
mobility restrictions are prioritised. While the

primary cohort is of legal working age, younger
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adolescents occasionally participate in preliminary
workshops for exposure, before the programme,
where possible, redirects them to complete their
schooling through its education completion

component.

+ Curriculum Design: The core intervention is
a free, short-duration (6-7 days) residential
module. Unlike technical vocational training, this
in-house curriculum is split into two sequential
components—the ‘reimagining the future’ and the
‘employability curriculum component'—focusing
on soft skills and mindset preparedness for formal

industry rather than technical skilling.

The Reimagining the Future component is a 2-3-
day workshop focused on individual self-reflection
and informed decision-making. It precedes any
placement or training linkage and functions as
a structured space for self-discovery and career

exploration. Key curricular elements include:

Self-Discovery  through exercises that help
participants reflect on their life histories, strengths,
and values, encouraging a clearer sense of identity,

often for the first time in a structured setting.

Interests and Aptitude Mapping, which creates
space to explore what participants are genuinely
drawn to and what they do well, utilising the
IKIGAI framework (a Japanese concept focusing
on the ‘reason for being’) to connect personal

inclinations to real pathways in the world of work.
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Aspiration Development through exercises to
help participants visualise independent earning
and to map potential career trajectories beyond

agricultural or unpaid care work.

Gender Awareness modules addressing social
norms, rights at work, and strategies for negotiating

household expectations regarding mobility.

Informed  Decision-Making through sector-by-
sector information sharing on job roles, eligibility,
salary, and growth pathways, culminating in
individualised counselling and goal setting, to
match each girl's interests and situation to available

opportunities.

The Employability Curriculum Component is a
practical preparedness module conducted after
the ‘reimagining the future’ workshop and before
the participants depart for training or placement. It
equips candidates with the functional tools needed
to navigate urban employment independently. It

primarily covers:

+ Professional Effectiveness, building  core
competencies in time management, teamwork,
leadership, problem-solving, and navigating both

small and big decisions.

« Life and Interpersonal Skills training, encompass-
ing mindfulness, understanding and regulating
emotions, relationship building, effective commu-
nication and problem-solving, delivered through
role play and group exercises, to help girls navigate

workplace and peer interactions confidently.

« Financial Acumen focusing on practical money
management through interactive saving and ex-
penditure games, helping candidates develop smart
saving habits and long-term financial plans, basic
instruction in salary slips comprehension, statutory
deductions (such as provident fund contributions),
budgeting, and banking, ensuring girls enter employ-

ment knowing what they are legally entitled to.

« Digital Literacy offering hands-on orientation to
smartphones, key applications (such as email,
payments, maps, and travel booking), and safe
online behaviour relevant to city living and work-

place systems.

Surrounding the residential curriculum is a logistical
system that helps manage the transition of rural
women from the source site to the destination state.

This operates as follows:

+ Mobilisation and Community Engagement
Outreach: The programme conducts outreach
at the village and block levels, leveraging existing
community institutions such as self-help groups
and cluster-level federations. To address familial
hesitation regarding migration, the programme
integrates parents into the process early.
Orientation sessions and exposure visits are used
to brief families about workplace conditions, while
formal consent procedures ensure transparency

about the nature of the employment.

o Placement Linkages: The programme also
connects participants to employers in sectors

such as healthcare, apparel, manufacturing, and
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electronics. State-level platforms, such as job
fairs organised by the Odisha Rural Development
and Marketing Society, help coordinate these
efforts. The model aims to establish structured
hiring practices that enable rural women
to secure formal contracts with provident
fund, paid leave, and insurance entitlements.
Memoranda of understanding are established
with employers to define safety standards and
accommodation requirements on behalf of the

participating women.

o Pre-Departure Logistics and Orientation: This
process offers an orientation into behavioural
norms for navigating accommodation and
the workplace, offers connections to peer-
support networks, and briefs candidates on
joining formalities, documentation, and salary
components. It also promotes holistic readiness
through guidance on health and well-being,

gender equality, and the Prevention of Sexual

4.2 Geographical Scope

Study sites include both pre-departure (source/pro-
gramme) and post-departure (placement/destina-
tion) states to capture the full range of experiences of
rural young women involved in the programme, and

their migration trajectory (see Table 1):

Source Locations

Fieldwork was conducted in the Rayagada district of
Odisha, focusing on the mobilisation, counselling,

and pre-departure training of young women and girls.
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HarassmentofWomenatWorkplace (Prevention,
Prohibition, and Redressal) Act, 2013, including
awareness of redressal mechanisms such as the
internal complaints committee. The module
also provides administrative support for
essential documentation, including Aadhaar
cards, bank accounts, educational certificates,
parents’ consent forms, and medical fitness
certificates. After this, candidates leave for their
destinations, accompanied by staff who verify

the availability of facilities upon arrival.

Post-Placement Support: A help-desk system
helps provide emotional support to young
women and monitors retention. Staff maintain
contact with placed candidates to track tenure
and log grievances regarding wages or living
conditions. In some instances, the programme
also works alongside government entities, such
as the Migration Support Centres, to create a

cohesive support network for migrants.

Geography and Context: Rayagada is a
predominantly tribal and economically vulnerable
district, where livelihoods are largely confined to
subsistence agriculture, forest-based activities, daily-
wage work, and seasonal migration to southern states
such as Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Telangana, and
Tamil Nadu. Women in villages are typically engaged
in farm work, work under the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme
(MGNREGS),* tailoring at home, domestic work, or
community roles, such as Accredited Social Health
Activists (ASHAs) or teachers. Local women typically

earn around INR 6,000 each month. The district is
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home to several tribal communities, including the
Dongria Kondh and Lanjia Saora, whose social norms
and household expectations influence women’s

mobility and employment decisions.

Education and Work Profile of Young Women
Participants: Participants were between 14 and
23 years, mostly unmarried, and from low-income
households. Their educational experience was
generally weak, with many early school dropouts
due to financial constraints, long travel distances
to educational institutions, and household
responsibilities. Prior work experience often includes
farm work, tailoring, MGNREGS, as domestic help, or
informal work outside Odisha. Many have exposure
to interstate migration for work to southern states,

following family or kinship networks.

Destination Locations

Fieldwork was conducted across Tamil Nadu
(Coimbatore, Hosur, and Tirupur) and Karnataka
(Bengaluru) to assess workplace realities, retention,
and living conditions for young women who migrate
primarily from Odisha under the programme;
however, given that these destination sites host
workers from multiple states, the study also includes
insights from a smaller number of women from other
states such as Bihar, Jharkhand, and Madhya Pradesh,
also served by the programme. These locations serve

as major migration hubs, with placements primarily

in apparel, electronics, and some service roles, such

as data entry and healthcare.

Education and Work Profile of Young Women
Workers: These women are between 18 and 24 years
(barring one respondent who was 32 years old) and
come from financially vulnerable households that rely

on subsistence agriculture and daily wage labour.

Data Sources and Respondent Groups

The sampling strategy targets stakeholders across
the ecosystem, including programme participants
(at various stages of migration), family members,
community leaders, programme implementers and
mobilisers, employers, and government officials who

work in skill development.

4.3 Limitations

The study’s insights are illustrative rather than
representative of all skill training programmes in
India. Findings regarding workplace conditions rely
on participant accounts and specific site visits, which
may vary across different industrial units. Additionally,
the study concentrates on specific districts and
the programme’s operational footprint, rather
than a nationwide sample. The findings highlight
both opportunities and systemic gaps and provide
actionable lessons for designing skills-training and
employment programmes that are more responsive

to the realities of rural women’s lives.
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Table 1:

Summary Table of Primary Respondents (Source and Destination)

Category

Stakeholder Group

Methodology

Count

Location

Source State
(Odisha)

PRADAN Program Team
(Coordinators, Executives, Trainers,
Help Desk, Mobilisers)

Informal
Interview; Klls

Rayagada

Candidates and Families (Waitlisted,
In-training, Returnees, Mothers)

FGDs

29

Rayagada

Community Members (Sarpanch,
Ward Members, Self-Help Group
Representatives)

KIl; FGD

13

Rayagada

Government Officials (OSDA
Rayagada, Odisha Rural
Development and Marketing Society
Rayagada)

Klls

Rayagada

Destination
States (Tamil
Nadu and
Karnataka)

Candidates (Ophthalmological
assistance trainees; Garment/
Tailoring workers; Auto-components/
Assembly workers; Electronics
Manufacturing workers; Industry
partners: Sankara Eye Foundation,
Swift Merchandise, Mothersons Sumi,
and Tata Electronics)

FGD/Interviews

41

Coimbatore/
Tirupur/Hosur/
Bengaluru/

Employers: (HR Manager, Swift
Merchandise; Course Coordinator,
Sankara Eye Foundation)

Klls

Tirupur/
Coimbatore

Government/Support Entities
(Migration Support Centre set-up
under Jharkhand Skill Development
Mission Society)

Klls

Bengaluru

TOTAL

97
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5. Field Insights: Young Women's Journeys from
Aspiration Development to Employment

This section draws on conversations with respondents
surveyed through fieldwork in the source and
destination states, particularly young women at
different stages of their employment journeys: some
undergoing training, others awaiting placement, and
several already working or having returned home
between jobs. This section foregrounds their choices

and experiences.

5.1 Why Young Women Drop
Out of Schooling

In Odisha, all the young women surveyed reported
financial constraints as the primary driver of their
decision to discontinue their education. Their
families consistently prioritised sons' education,
and the logistical costs of reaching distant
institutions, combined with safety anxieties, often
made it impossible for daughters to continue their
education. Care responsibilities further shaped these
trajectories, as young women often dropped out to
care for siblings or ailing parents. Even among the
few who pursued higher secondary education, some
reported having to drop out to help their families
with agriculture during the harvest season. Many
of those who had previously migrated to southern
states for work in the mobile assembly or garment
industries, earning INR 10,000-11,000 per month,
had to return home due to family emergencies or to
assist with the harvest season. This pattern recurred

across field interviews.

An OSDA official reinforced these constraints:
"Dropout from education is often linked to
poverty, illness in the family, or the need to
support household work. Many areas are
physically inaccessible, requiring long treks
through hilly or forested terrain, which severely

limits participation.”

Similar perspectives also emerge from the young rural
women who had migrated for work to the placement
states, though with some variations. Those employed
at Swift Merchandise and Mothersons Sumi largely
possess 10th-grade qualifications (barring a few
graduates) and reported entering the workforce
purely for economic survival. However, those enrolled
in Sankara Eye Foundation’s three-year training and
placement programme had a different profile. All
were 12th-grade Science stream pass-outs, as that
was a key criterion for selection for Sankara’s training,
and all had aspired to be doctors or nurses, some even
attempting the National Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test
for admission to medical programmes. For them,
migration is not a result of academic disinterest but
a compromise to access a subsidised medical diploma

that their families could not afford privately.

5.2 What Draws Them to
Training

A combination of factors drives young women’s
willingness to attend training in the source state.

On the one hand, there is the persistent challenge
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Box 2

Becoming A Role Model - Jamuna Pasupareddy’s Story

Jamuna Pasupareddy was the first young woman from her village to migrate for work, challenging long-standing
norms that restricted women’s mobility and employment outside the community. She comes from a six-member
household and graduated at a time when most girls in the village were expected to remain close to home. Financial
constraints in the family meant that while her brother continued higher education, her younger sister could not

study beyond the 8th grade, reflecting the gendered trade-offs common in the community.

After completing the six-day EEMPOWER training, Jamuna was placed at a job outside Odisha. This marked a
significant shift, as migration for formal-sector work was previously considered appropriate only for men, with

strong concerns about safety, distance, and social reputation limiting similar opportunities for women.

Jamuna’s steady employment and regular remittances gradually altered these perceptions. Over two years,
she sent nearly INR 3 lakhs to her family, which helped her family build a house and meet essential household
needs. Her earnings have strengthened her position within the household and demonstrated the economic
value of women’s paid work. Her experience became widely known in the village, and other girls approached
her to learn about the programme, workplace conditions, accommodation, and safety. Mothers who were
initially hesitant began to cite Jamuna’s journey as reassurance that girls could take up work outside the village,

and even outside the state, while remaining safe and connected to their families.

Today, Jamuna is seen as a role model in her community. Following her example, several girls from her village and
nearby areas have enrolled in PRADAN'’s programmes and taken up jobs in sectors such as garments, nursing,

tailoring, and data entry. Jamuna’s story highlights how one early mover, supported by structured training and

formal job placement, can catalyse wider shifts in aspirations and social norms around women's work.
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of finding local jobs beyond unpaid farm work,
MGNREGS work, or domestic chores, which could
both provide additional income to households and
be socially acceptable within their communities
and families. Many young women attending the
programme reported aspiring to work as anganwadi
workers, ASHAs, or nurses, as these were seen as
socially ‘good’ or ‘prestigious’. Even when local jobs
were limited, families often preferred that daughters

work closer to home.

In the face of limited local economic opportunities,
participants became interested in the programme
largely due to the efforts of Saarthis (local community
mobilisers), who explained its benefits and shared
positive experiences of earlier participants. Saarthis
also had strong community ties and were able to
counsel families into letting the young women attend
the programme. The willingness of other women in
their village to join them also created a sense of safety
and acceptability. Additionally, the free, short-term,
and residential nature of the course also offered them
an affordable alternative to formal education and a

practical pathway into income-generating work.

The young women surveyed in the destination states

echoed these views, noting a strong reliance on

PROGRAMME IN PRACTICE

Self-Discovery

institutional trust. Candidates at Mothersons Sumi
who had previously migrated said they preferred
the programme’s recruitment channel over private
contractors, as it assured higher wages, better facilities,
greater safety, and greater acceptance from families
and communities. Across locations, young women
also emphasised the ‘role model’ effect: seeing a sister
or village peer return with savings helped validate

their decision to enrol.

Stakeholders noted that mobilisation in these
contexts often occurs in parallel across centrally
sponsored, state-level, and non-governmental skilling
programmes, with limited coordination or data
sharing, leading to overlapping outreach within the

same villages and communities.

5.3 How Aspirations to Work Are
Formed and Legitimised

For most participants, the six-day residential training
in their source states served as a catalyst, often
offering them their first exposure to the significance
of financial independence and gender equality. The
programme focused on building communication
skills, self-awareness, and confidence, while equipping

participants with the tools to earn independently. For

Participants complete individual written exercises, such as "Main Kaun Hoon?" (who am 1), mapping

life histories, struggles, successes, strengths, weaknesses, and aspirations. They then share these

thoughts in small groups, listening to each other's stories, often building solidarity and self-recognition

that many have never experienced in a structured space.
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many, this was the first time they were encouraged
to look beyond unpaid farm work or household

responsibilities to envision themselves in new roles.

What stood out from the programme differed among
the participants. Some valued discussions on gender
equality, particularly around sharing domestic care re-
sponsibilities; others found the financial management
sessions most useful. One participant described being
inspired by a motivational video that emphasised per-
severance, courage, and the pursuit of one’s aspirations.
Many also appreciated hearing stories of women from
similar backgrounds who had overcome similar con-
straints. Peer conversations also played an important
role: listening to others’ experiences, along with the
Saarthis’ consistent follow-up, reassured participants

that enrolling in the programme was worthwhile.

The programme also creates space for reflection
on aspirations and self-discovery. Structured
exercises encouraging participants to reflect on
their strengths, interests, and histories helped them
articulate their aspirations. Exposure to concrete
job examples alongside information on available
sectors, salary ranges, and growth pathways helps
participants translate abstract ideas about work
into what feels achievable and realistic, enabling a
more grounded matching of personal interests to
real opportunities. This prompted the participants to
think more deliberately about the skills they wished
to develop, as well as future wages and working
conditions. Many articulated aspirations to pursue
higher education, technical occupations, or careers
in the defence forces. Some were eager to share their
learnings with peers in their villages, suggesting that
the programme’s influence could extend beyond

individual participants into their wider communities.
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PROGRAMME IN PRACTICE

Livelihood Exploration and
Decision-Making

Participants are introduced to different
livelihood paths using the “Kya Karu Kya
Na Karu” (what to do, what not to do)
tree, spanning private jobs, government
jobs, entrepreneurship, creative fields,
and progressive farming. The facilitator
displays the sector-wise options and
explains each pathway in detail. Girls
reflect on possible barriers they may face
and share their thoughts in the group.
The session ends with individual decision-
making, with each participant selecting a

sector they want to pursue.

Overall, the programme functioned as a catalyst for
early shifts in work-related aspirations, enabling many
young women, for the first time, to view work not
merely as a familial obligation but as a pathway to

independence and personal agency.

However, these aspirations sometimes underwent a
recalibration when confronted with market realities
in the destination states. While some women at Swift
Merchandise felt their roles aligned well with their
interest in tailoring, others, especially those with
higher educational qualifications, accepted jobs out
of necessity despite aspirations to teach or work in
government roles. They also expressed frustration at
being placed in roles and at pay levels like those of

candidates with a 10th-grade education.
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5.4 Negotiating Family Consent
and Mobility

For most of the young rural women surveyed,
migrating for work is a collective rather than an
individual choice, and transparency mechanisms play

a vital role in this process.

Though some families are willing to send their
daughters for interstate work for higher pay and
greater exposure, many prefer to have their daughters
work closer to home. The programme presents them
with both local and interstate options, helping them
weigh financial incentives against social acceptance
and ensuring more transparent decision-making. For
instance, local placements typically offer INR 6,000
7,000 per month in data entry or nursing roles, while
interstate positions in apparel and mobile assembly
pay INR 12,000-16,000 with free accommodation
and subsidised food. Exposure visits organised

and paid for by the programme also allow parents

and community elders to see potential work sites

PROGRAMME IN PRACTICE

Preparing for Safe Mobility

The session outlines practical dos
and don'ts during travel, joining, and
workplacetransition. Participantsreflect
on safe travel planning, maintaining
communication with parents, keeping
documentation ready, and seeking peer
or facilitator support in emergencies.
These themes are introduced as part
of broader conversations on safety and
confidence in new environments.

and hostel accommodations. Panchayat members
confirmed that such visits often shift sceptical families
toward giving consent. This is also corroborated by the
placement states, with Swift Merchandise’s human
resources manager noting that candidates' parents
often accompany them to view the factory premises

to feel reassured about their daughters’ safety.
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Tribal norms and taboos also play a role here, especially
among communities like the Dongria Kondh and
Lanjia Saora, where elders sometimes believe that ‘bad
things’ happen if youth migrate outside tribal lands.
The strategy of ‘group migration’ thus proves critical;
families consent more readily when daughters travel in

batches, often accompanied by programme staff.

Overall, family influence remains the ultimate arbiter.
Even with increasing parental willingness, programme
mobilisers note instances in which participants
withdraw midway to accommodate domestic
concerns and local socio-gender norms. Women
respondents employed at both Tata Electronics and
Swift Merchandise note that parental approval shapes
their tenure: independent mobility and autonomy for
women are often met with resistance from families
back home, and many of these young women are

liable to be asked to return to get married or assist

with agricultural harvest at any time.

5.5 Transitioning into ‘Formal’
Work

The programme vets employers carefully for
compliance, workplace safety, and support facilities.
Most job placements are routed through Odisha
Rural Development and Marketing Society (ORMAS)
in collaboration with Odisha Skill Development
Authority (OSDA) and Odisha Livelihood Mission
(OLM) job fairs. Going through official government

processes provides some level of oversight.

A programme implementor recalled that a
candidate once had trouble with an employer
over denied leave, and the local ORMAS office
intervened on her behalf. ORMAS officials
confirmed their role in this process and highlighted
that many states now maintain helpdesks for

migrant workers, adding another layer of support.
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Young women often wait several weeks after the
programme before receiving job offers. While the
wait can be frustrating, the young women prefer
the government-led process because it ensures
placement with verified employers, formal offer
letters, and inclusion in state records. The jobs on
offer include both local and interstate positions
in the apparel sector, data entry, and nursing (for
8-9 hours work each day), and are intended to be
formalised with contracts, leave entitlements, and
specific social protections. Once offers are received,
the women undergo structured counselling sessions
covering workplace rules, wage structures, contracts,
and entitlements such as state insurance and paid
leave. Most young women noted that these sessions
were the first time they heard about formal contracts
or salary deductions. Even those who had previously
migrated through peer or kin networks found the

programmes’ structured processes more reassuring.

However, this transition into work also involves
a jarring adjustment to physical and cultural
displacement. Women surveyed in placement states
reported frequently struggling with homesickness,
language barriers, and sharp differences in cuisine,
as well as a sense of isolation from their local world,

which influences their long-term retention in jobs.

Conversations with these women also revealed a
disconnect regarding the ‘formality’ of these jobs.
While women value the transition from unpaid
domestic or subsistence farm work to contractual
employment with entitlements such as a provident
fund and paid leave, they also face systemic
information gaps. Programme staff in destination
states noted that these information gaps often shaped

the young women’s everyday working conditions and

well-being. For instance, in sectors such as apparel,
long working hours (often up to 10 hours each day)
and poor nutrition contribute to health issues such
as anaemia. Although healthcare entitlements exist
on paper, access to them remains limited: supervisors
often retain their Employees’ State Insurance
Corporation (ESIC) cards, restricting women'’s ability
to take leave or seek treatment, and forcing them to

work even during prolonged illness.

Wider information gaps in workplace processes also
mirror these challenges. A candidate employed at
Mothersons Sumi stated that no one had formally
communicated to them the process for securing
promotions, so they had to rely on informal hearsay.
At Swift Merchandise, women received salary hikes
but often did not know why these were awarded. They
also lacked awareness of basic documentation, such
as salary slips or work experience certificates. This was
confirmed by Swift Merchandise’s HR Manager, who
said that workers were not offered work experience
certificates unless they explicitly asked for them. He
further noted that if a worker exceeds their allotted
paid leave (approximately 19 days), they would be
required to rejoin with a fresh worker ID, resulting in
any previous work history being erased. This was noted
by the Jharkhand Migration Support Centre (MSC) to
be a problem endemic to the overall ecosystem; due
to the absence of proper documentation and records
at the employer’s end, women migrants lacked levers
to negotiate better pay and were forced to start from
scratch when they switched jobs. This is compounded
by the fact that most employers outsource worker
management to third-party agencies, whose rolls
the workers are recorded on, thereby reducing the
company's liability, regardless of the work contracts

provided to workers.
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Box 3
What Constitutes a ‘Good Job’ - Understanding Candidates’ Choices

Conversations with young women across
source and destination states show that
most rural young women view white-collar
work as ‘good’ and ‘dignified’ because it
confers social prestige, stability, and higher
status than traditional rural labour such as
farming or crafting. This preference reflects
broader aspirations for upward mobility,
allowing these women an avenue away from
physically demanding or low-paid jobs.

However, salary alone rarely determines
their employment choices. They consistently
weighed pay alongside safety, supportive
hostel arrangements, weekly days off, and
the ability to save and send money home.
Many also emphasised the importance
of peer networks, noting that working
alongside friends, or seeing other girls
succeed, made unfamiliar workplaces feel
safer and more acceptable.

At the same time, young women described
their decisions as pragmatic rather than ideal.
Some accepted jobs in the garment sector
even when their interests lay elsewhere,
such as in nursing or service roles. Others
agreed to interstate placements because
of limited or slow-to-materialise local
opportunities. Some who were employed
reported problems with ‘cloistered’ hostel
accommodations, long work commutes,
or job roles that required them to be on
their feet for over eight hours but admitted

JustJobs Network

to pushing through because they enjoyed
the financial independence and needed to
send money home. Thus, even when the
programme broadens their imagination and
self-confidence, their choices are practical,
shaped just as much by personal interests as
by household responsibilities, socio-cultural
expectations, and immediate financial
considerations. As one SHG worker in Odisha
observed, the young women’s choices often
reflect what feels feasible in the moment
rather than what they want most.

Despite these constraints, participants
articulated a clear, if bounded, understanding
of what constituted a ‘good job’ to them.
They prioritised:

« Adequate pay, which is essential given
household financial pressures;

« Safe and respectful work environments,
including decent living conditions;

« Peer networks, the presence of friends or
kin, which increased comfort and social
acceptance;

« Opportunities for growth or promotion,
which signalled longer-term stability; and

+ Regular leave, which allowed them to
maintain family tiesand manage domestic
responsibilities.

Together, these responses reveal aspirations
that, while modest, are thought through
and multidimensional.
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5.6 Retention and Attrition
Trends

Retention patterns vary across jobs. Most of these
jobs cluster around apparel, electronics, automobiles,
and healthcare. Interstate placements often last
between six and 12 months, with a small number
lasting two years or more. Those who stay longer than
a year, particularly in interstate jobs, see incremental
wage increases. Conversations with two such women
workers—one who had returned to Odisha from
Tamil Nadu and another working for Mothersons
Sumi in Karnataka—revealed that these salary
hikes ranged from INR 800 to 1,500 over a two to
four-year period. But even where retention results
in higher pay and builds confidence, progression

often plateaus; surveyed candidates noted the lack

of clarity around salary hikes and career progression

pathways. The exception is the 25 trainees at Sankara
Eye Foundation, who are provided a clear progression
pathway through the course: on-the-job training
midway through, with paid stipends, followed by
assured placements, steady salary hikes, and formal

employment on the hospital’s rolls.

Early exits were most often attributed to homesickness,
inadequate food or hostel facilities, inflexible leave
policies, or family emergencies. The MSC notes that
the initial months are typically the most challenging
and that workers who are supported to persist
through this period are more likely to remain in their
jobs. Programme staff in Odisha broadly concur with
the MSC'’s observation: although the programme

has a 57 percent retention rate among candidates
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in jobs lasting 6 to 12 months, its data offers further
insights into the specific drivers of attrition among
those who drop out. Women placed in housekeeping
roles, for instance, tend to exit more quickly than
others, largely due to a lack of interest in this type of
work. Limited access to healthcare facilities is also a
contributing factor: although some sectors, such as
the apparel and electronics, provide on-site doctors
and nurses, women often hesitate to use these
services because they assume they are intended only
for serious illnesses. As a result, many return home to
seek treatment. This lack of information, coupled with
highly inflexible leave policies, constitutes a significant

challenge to young women’s retention.

Additionally,

accommodation consistently emerged as an issue for

employer-provided hostel

some women. While such arrangements reassured
parents back home, some women reported feeling
isolated, particularly when employers restricted off-
campus movement. Others, however, valued the
hostels, especially when they could stay with peers
from the same region or language group, which helped

foster a sense of familiarity and companionship.

Experiences also varied by employer. For candidates
at Sankara Eye Foundation, hostel residence was a
requirement of the course. At Mothersons Sumi,
workers reported having the option to opt out of
the company hostels and instead live together in
private paying guest accommodation, where they
could cook their own food, though this results in
out-of-pocket expenses. Some mentioned receiving
informal support from their HR recruiter to access
such arrangements. In contrast, those employed at
Swift Merchandise and Tata Electronics indicated that

they were not offered similar choices.
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5.7 What Keeps Them in Jobs,
and Future Plans

The women’s desire to stay in these jobs was less
tied to a set number of years and more focused on
achieving specific financial goals, such as funding
the construction of a house or saving for a sibling's
wedding. Many viewed their current employment as
a stepping stone to returning to education, pursuing
entrepreneurship, or switching to a technical trade.
However, a contrasting pattern emerged in placements
linked to structured training pathways. For instance,
all the women placed at Sankara Eye Foundation
described how the clearly defined three-year academic
curriculum created an implicit expectation of longer-
term engagement, in contrast to the more open-ended

nature of factory-based work.

Even when women eventually returned home, many
reflected that the experience reshaped how they
perceived work and opportunity, noting that time
spent outside their home contexts presented new
possibilities and strengthened their confidence for
future economic participation. Those who return
are also encouraged to engage with the programme’s
enterprise development component to pursue
entrepreneurial ventures. However, the programme
staff observed that it was mostly the slightly older
women who were more settled in their lives who

pursued entrepreneurial ventures.*

Notably, all the women surveyed in the destination
states credited the programme staff’s consistent post-
placement support and regular contact as the key
reasons for their retention, especially during the first

three to six months of migration.
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“It reassured us that someone cared, that we were
being listened to..That sense of being supported
encouraged us to stay in our jobs longer.”

- Migrant Woman Worker, Bengaluru

The monthly help desk calls instituted by the
programme provide an emotional and social safety
net for these young women, while also serving as a
monitoring mechanism for staff. Programme staff
from Rayagada report that their system has so far
supported over 150 young women in three years,
with consistent contact helping retain trust and
allowing for any emerging issues to be addressed
quickly. Conversations with ORMAS officials also
reveal that, given their limited post-placement
follow-up, these check-ins are especially important.
However, programme and help desk staff also note
the occasional bottleneck: sometimes young women
switch jobs through kinship or local networks without
updating staff, or change their phone numbers, and

so end up falling through the cracks.

Staff at Jharkhand MSC’s Bengaluru office note that
alumni meetings also provide rural young women

with peer networks and friendships they might not

easily develop in a new state, and help improve their
job retention. These observations emerged from
an alumni meeting held in 2023, attended by key
government officials from Jharkhand’s labour and
skilling ecosystem and local employers who discussed
migrant working conditions and employer obligations.
Additionally, the event provided new women workers
from Jharkhand an opportunity to meet migrants
already settled in the state and to enjoy food and
cultural activities from their home state. MSC said
many women workers remained strongly connected,
which, in turn, reduced dropout rates among newer

migrants during the initial months of employment.

Though Jharkhand MSC’s Bengaluru team works
diligently to assist migrants from their home state,
they underscore the structural constraints of
operating a single office tasked with covering all
five Southern states. PRADAN’s programme staff in
destination locations echo this concern, noting that
several states, including Bihar and Odisha, lack any
MSCs at all, despite the volume of migrants. This
absence leaves many migrants, particularly women,
without the critical institutional buffer that only

formal governmental support can provide.
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6. Key Recommendations

The insights drawn from the study of PRADAN's
EEMPOWER initiative inform key recommendations
to strengthen the ecosystem for rural women's
employment. The recommendations move beyond a
narrow focus on technical skills training to address the
full employment pathway: from aspiration formation
and mobilisation to access to formal employment,
and finally to post-placement support. They highlight
the importance of factors such as negotiations around
mobility, workplace conditions, and the creation
of agency, which shape how rural young women

perceive, enter, and sustain formal work.

Improving rural young women’s employment
outcomes requires moving beyond training targets
toward shared institutional responsibility. Reducing
early attrition demands coordinated action across
government, training partners, and employers. A
coordinated response, with joint accountability for
post-placement support, particularly in the first
three months, is essential to ensure that rural young
women not only access employment but sustain and

progress within it.

The following recommendations are intended to
inform policymaking and institutional design, as well
as state and civil society action, both through new

programmes and changes to ongoing interventions.

6.1 For Government
(Central and State)

Targeted Outreach in Education: Integrate structured

career counselling and labour market exposure
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into secondary schools and colleges, particularly
for adolescent girls in rural areas, to support early
aspiration formation and informed educational
choices. This can also broaden awareness of sectoral
options and align education choices more closely with

emerging labour market opportunities.

Improve Inter-Governmental Coordination and
Data Alignment: Limited coordination between
centrally sponsored schemes (such as DDU-GKY)
and state-level programmes results in a duplication
of mobilisation efforts. Strengthening data-sharing,
candidate tracking, and planning alignment across
central, state, and local actors can prevent parallel
mobilisation in the same geographies and streamline

recruitment processes.

Sectoral Diversification Incentives: Policy should
incentivise women’s entry into non-traditional and
higher-paying sectors beyond apparel and healthcare.
This includes embedding information about diverse
occupations within public mobilisation efforts and
supporting early technical exposure initiatives. This
can expand perceived career pathways and reduce

hesitation toward non-gender normative sectors.

Standardise Availability of Migration Support
Centres: Though many state government schemes
recognise the need to establish MSCs in destination
states, many states do not have any such body
to support their migrant workers, including
rural women, despite the volume of migration.
Addressing this can also help create structured

spaces for dialogue among workers, employers, and
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state institutions, thereby improving accountability
and migrant women'’s ability to sustain employment

during the critical early months.

Embed Peer Networks Within Public Schemes:
State governments can work through MSCs at
the destinations, as well as with other ecosystem
players, such as training/implementing partners and
employers, to facilitate peer support, information-
sharing, and feedback between workers, employers,

and implementing agencies.

6.2 For Training Partners and
Implementing Organisations

Provide Structured Mobility Support and Early
Retention Mechanisms: Incorporate pre-migration
exposure visits, deploy local mentors or field staff
in destination cities, and institutionalise family
engagement during early employment to build trust
and confidence around migration. Addressing safety
concerns and family reluctance through confidence-
building and sustained engagement can significantly

improve interstate mobility and retention.

Institute Post-Placement Support for at least
the First Three Months: Provide structured follow-
up during the critical early employment period to
address accommodation challenges and issues related
to food, homesickness, and workplace adaptation,
which are key drivers of early attrition. Focused
support during this transition phase can reduce early

attrition risks and stabilise workforce participation.

Encourage Sectoral Diversification: Encourage
women’s entry into non-traditional, higher-paying

sectors by embedding diverse occupational options

within mobilisation efforts and showcasing visible
role models beyond gender-normative industries.
Broadening the visible range of placement pathways
can challenge sectoral hesitancy and support more
informed, better remunerated, and confident

sectoral choices.

Promote Entrepreneurial Aspiration and Viable
Enterprise Pathways: Alongside wage employment,
cultivate entrepreneurial aspiration among rural
young women by shifting from subsistence self-
employment to market-linked, growth-oriented
enterprises. Early exposure to role models, financial
literacy, credit access, and mentoring support can
position the enterprise as a viable pathway rather

than a fallback option.
6.3 For Employers/Industry

Responsive Early-Stage Retention Systems: Work
with training and implementation partners to invest
in structured onboarding, early mentorship, and
accessible communication channels for help and
support for rural women workers during the first 90
days of employment, when attrition risks are highest.
Clear transition support during this high-risk period
can stabilise workforce participation and reduce

premature exits.

Strengthened Due Diligence and Workplace
Safeguards: Ensure rigorous due diligence,
compliance with labour laws, provision of safe
working and accommodation conditions, transparent
contracts, and robust grievance redressal systems.
Regular follow-ups and accountable grievance
mechanisms build long-term trust among workers

and their families.
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Invest in Employee Well-being: Foster safe, gender-
responsive and supportive workplace cultures where
women feel comfortable easily accessing health,
safety, and other employee well-being resources.
Trust-building, gender-sensitive supervision, and

confidential support mechanisms are critical for

improving retention and sustained participation.

JustJobs Network

Taken together, these strategies can enable young
migrant women to navigate and overcome
structural and social constraints that limit their
agency and restrict access to quality, sustainable
employment opportunities, while strengthening
retention, progression, and long-term employment

sustainability across the employment lifecycle.
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NETWORK

Justjobs Network is an applied research organisation finding
evidence-based solutions to one of the most pressing challenges
of our time: How to promote better work in a rapidly changing
21st-century economy. We produce research on good job
creation and workforce development, focusing our work on

the critical knowledge gaps in the employment landscape.

JustJobs convenes a global network of diverse stakeholders—
including policy shapers, academics, and grassroots leaders—
to deepen the practical implications of our research and
amplify its impact. Through the combination of cutting-edge
research and global knowledge sharing, we aim to forge a fresh,
dynamic channel for policy dialogue on employment and skill

development at national, regional and international levels.

PROFESSIONAL ASSISTANCE T O T
FOR DEVELOPMENT ACTION S| P

Founded in 1983, PRADAN is one of India’s leading not-
for-profit organizations working to reduce socio-economic
inequalities in remote rural areas, especially among tribal
and vulnerable communities. Its vision is a just and equitable
society where all people live and work with dignity. Along with
partners, PRADAN reaches 3.4 million households across 145
districts in 9 states (as of March 31, 2025). It has strengthened
major Government of India programs and serves as a National
Support Organisation to DAY-NRLM. Backed by CSR and
philanthropic support, PRADAN aims to impact 50 million
rural people by 2030.
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