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Abstract
Wage disparities in India remain pronounced across gender, region and type of employment. Women earn substantially less than men in both salaried and casual work, while rural wages lag behind urban earnings. Employment participation has risen in recent years, yet income growth has not been evenly shared. Vocational and technical training has expanded since 2017-18, with participation rising from single digits to more than one-third of the working-age population. Most of this increase has come through non-formal learning, which contributes little to wage mobility because employers do not treat it as a strong credential. Formal training, though limited to less than five percent of workers, is consistently linked with wage gains of around 10-15 percent and stronger employment prospects in sectors with organized demand. Placement alignment, certification systems and equitable access determine the extent of these benefits. Gaps remain particularly wide for women, rural youth and disadvantaged groups who face barriers in accessing quality training. Vocational education can influence wage structures in India when it is formal, demand-driven, inclusive and supported by robust certification and employer trust.
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Introduction
Wage conditions in India vary sharply by gender, location, sector and formality. PLFS data show rising labour engagement: the Worker Population Ratio (WPR) increased from 48.1% to 59.4% in rural areas and from 43.9% to 47.7% in urban areas between 2017-18 and 2022-23, while unemployment fell from 5.3% to 2.4% in rural and 7.7% to 5.4% in urban India. Female Labour Force Participation Rate (LFPR) also rose from 21.1% to 31.6%, reflecting greater inclusion of women in work (Government of India, MoSPI 2023). Still, access to skills remains uneven: in 2022-23, only 27.4% of people aged 15-59 had vocational or technical training and just 3.8% had formal training (Government of India, MoSPI 2024). Earlier PLFS estimates show around 8% had received some form of VET, with significant variation in wage returns (Vincent, 2023). Yet, gender wage gaps endure-female wage earners made only 77% of male wages and female self-employed just 47% of male earnings during 2017-20 (Datta & Chaudhuri, 2022).
Broader studies confirm these divides: Khurana, Mahajan & Sen (2023) find persistent gaps across gender, formality and location, while Mishra (2024) shows that women earn less than men across the wage distribution, with disparities widening at higher quantiles. Evidence points to VET as a partial solution. Maitra, Mitra, Murlidharan & Shah (2014/2017) demonstrate through a randomized evaluation that subsidized training for low-income women increased both employment probability and earnings within 6-18 months. Similarly, Bahl, Bhatt & Sharma (2021/2022) identify a 4-5% wage premium for trained workers, especially in agriculture and Bairagya (2021) finds VET boosts rural self-employed incomes. Supporting this, the National Tracer Study shows 47.2% of ITI graduates were employed in 2024-25, though outcomes varied by trade and local demand (Government of India/DGT, 2024-2025). Taken together, the evidence confirms that while VET raises wages and improves employability, demographic and locational divides limit its reach. Expanding equitable access to high-quality training, alongside complementary wage and labour policies, is vital to narrowing India’s wage disparities (Khurana, Mahajan & Sen, 2023).
Table 1. Employment intensity (CWS) by sector of residence, persons 15+ (%)
	Year
	WPR (CWS) - Rural, persons
	WPR (CWS) - Urban, persons
	WPR (CWS) - All, persons

	2017-18
	44.8
	42.6
	44.1

	2018-19
	45.0
	42.7
	44.3

	2019-20
	48.4
	43.0
	46.7

	2020-21
	50.0
	43.1
	47.9

	2021-22
	49.9
	44.6
	48.3

	2022-23
	54.2
	46.0
	51.8

	2023-24
	56.5
	47.4
	53.7


Source : Compiled from: PLFS 2017-18 to 2023-24 press tables, MoSPI. Note: CWS = Current Weekly Status; values are for persons aged 15+ and are taken from the PLFS 2023-24 press-table. 
Review of Literature
Wage disparities in India remain persistent across gender, sector and geography. Analyses of PLFS 2017-2020 data show that women’s earnings are only about 77% of male wages in regular jobs and even lower in self-employment, highlighting entrenched gender wage gaps (Datta & Chaudhuri, 2022). Broader institutional reports confirm that informalisation of labour and segmentation between formal and informal sectors continue to depress wage levels for the majority of workers (International Labour Organization, 2018).
Studies linking skills and earnings consistently report that vocational education improves wage outcomes, though impacts vary by sector. Using national survey data, Kumar (2019) found that formal vocational training raised wages overall by about 5%, with stronger effects in the primary and secondary sectors. Similarly, Bahl, Bhatt and Sharma (2022) estimated that both formal and informal vocational training in India are associated with higher earnings, though the premium is larger for formal training.
Research focusing on self-employment in rural India shows that trained individuals, especially those with formal vocational credentials, earn significantly more than their non-trained counterparts (Bairagya, 2021). Evidence from more recent analyses of PLFS 2023-24 suggests that while training does enhance earnings, short courses and low-quality provision often yield limited wage benefits, underlining the importance of duration and alignment with labour market demand (Venugopal, 2025).
Policy-oriented reviews highlight how the Skill India initiative and similar schemes expanded training coverage but stress that training alone is insufficient without employer linkages and recognition of skills. Sharma, Beher and Mehrotra (2025) show that vocational training has reduced wage gaps in earlier years but its impact has weakened due to shorter course durations and lack of strong institutional pathways into better-paid jobs. In addition, qualitative analysis of India’s dual training system underlines that fragmented policies and inconsistent industry engagement continue to constrain the effectiveness of vocational education (Maitra, 2022).
Theoretical Framework
The analysis of wage disparities and the role of vocational training in India can be grounded in several well-established economic and sociological theories. These frameworks help explain why wage gaps persist, how skills influence earnings and what factors mediate the effectiveness of vocational training.
Human Capital Theory : Human Capital Theory emphasizes education and skills as forms of investment that enhance productivity and thereby increase wages. In the Indian context, vocational training is considered a critical human capital investment, especially for workers without access to higher education. The theory suggests that workers with vocational training should earn higher wages due to improved productivity (Becker, 1993). However, uneven access to training opportunities and variations in training quality often weaken this linkage in practice (Schultz, 1981).
Signalling Theory : Signalling Theory highlights that beyond skills themselves, credentials serve as signals of ability to employers. In India, vocational certificates from recognized institutions may serve as labour-market signals, improving the chances of employment and wage negotiation. Where certification systems are weak or fragmented however, the signalling value of vocational training diminishes, reducing its impact on wage outcomes (Spence, 1973).
Labour Market Segmentation Theory : Labour Market Segmentation Theory argues that the labour market is divided into a primary sector (formal, stable, high wage) and a secondary sector (informal, insecure, low wage). In India, where a majority of workers are in informal employment, vocational training often does not guarantee entry into the primary sector, limiting wage gains. Structural barriers, including caste, gender and geographic disparities, reinforce segmentation even for skilled workers (Doeringer & Piore, 1971).
Social Reproduction Theory : From a sociological perspective, Social Reproduction Theory suggests that education and training systems may reinforce rather than reduce inequality if access is skewed toward privileged groups. In India, vocational training often has low participation from women, rural youth and marginalized castes, meaning existing wage disparities are reproduced through unequal training outcomes (Bourdieu, 1977).
Capability Approach : The Capability Approach emphasizes expanding real freedoms and choices for individuals rather than only focusing on income gains. Applied to vocational training in India, this framework suggests that the success of training should be measured not just by wage returns but also by whether it expands opportunities, employability and dignity of work (Sen, 1999).
Methodology
Research Design
The study adopts a quantitative analytical design to examine the relationship between wage disparities and vocational training in India. The focus is on identifying the extent of wage differentials by gender, sector and location and assessing how formal and non-formal vocational training influences wage outcomes.
Data Sources
The primary data source is the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) conducted annually by the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (MoSPI). PLFS provides nationally representative data on employment, wages and vocational training. The dataset covers both Usual Status (PS+SS) and Current Weekly Status (CWS) indicators, enabling cross-checking of labour participation and wage patterns over time.
Additional policy documents such as the Economic Survey (Government of India, 2024-25) and official Lok Sabha replies on vocational training are used to supplement training coverage statistics.
Variables and Measures
1. Dependent Variable: Monthly wages (for regular salaried workers) and daily wages (for casual labourers).
2. Independent Variable: Vocational training status, classified into formal, non-formal and none.
3. Control Variables: Age, education level, gender, sector (agriculture, industry, services), residence (rural/urban) and caste category.
Analytical Techniques
1. Descriptive Analysis
2. Comparative Analysis
3. Econometric Estimation:
Wage Disparities in India
Wages in India display significant disparities across rural-urban locations, gender and type of employment. 
Result and discussion
Table 2. Average Monthly Earnings of Regular Salaried Employees (₹), by Gender and Location
	Year
	Rural Men
	Rural Women
	Urban Men
	Urban Women
	All India Men
	All India Women

	2017-18
	13,436
	10,883
	19,326
	15,411
	17,452
	13,639

	2018-19
	14,297
	11,235
	20,281
	15,874
	18,210
	13,955

	2019-20
	15,236
	12,004
	21,452
	16,823
	19,342
	14,878

	2020-21
	15,882
	12,274
	21,991
	17,115
	19,930
	15,174

	2021-22
	16,444
	12,690
	22,684
	17,665
	20,662
	15,611

	2022-23
	17,274
	13,825
	24,243
	19,308
	22,012
	16,886

	2023-24
	18,021
	14,312
	25,276
	20,215
	23,109
	17,463


Compiled from: Annual PLFS reports (2017-18 to 2023-24), Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (MoSPI).

Figure 1 : Average Monthly Earnings of Regular Salaried Employees (₹), by Gender and Location
Table 3. Average Daily Wages of Casual Labourers (₹), by Gender and Location
	Year
	Rural Men
	Rural Women
	Urban Men
	Urban Women
	All India Men
	All India Women

	2017-18
	324
	206
	411
	273
	342
	220

	2018-19
	339
	217
	429
	289
	357
	232

	2019-20
	354
	229
	447
	305
	373
	245

	2020-21
	364
	236
	457
	315
	383
	254

	2021-22
	373
	243
	468
	324
	393
	261

	2022-23
	382
	251
	483
	333
	404
	270

	2023-24
	395
	262
	497
	344
	417
	281


Compiled from: Annual PLFS reports (2017-18 to 2023-24), Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (MoSPI).

Figure 2 : Average Daily Wages of Casual Labourers (₹), by Gender and Location
Regular salaried employees in urban areas consistently earn substantially more than their rural counterparts, reflecting the concentration of higher-paying jobs in urban economies. Across all years, male workers enjoy a clear wage advantage over female workers, with women earning about 20-25 percent less than men in regular employment. The disparity is even more severe among casual labourers, where women’s daily wages remain significantly lower, often close to two-thirds of male earnings. Although both regular and casual wages have shown gradual increases over time, the pace of growth has been slow relative to inflation, meaning that real wage improvements are modest.
Vocational Training in India
Table 4. Vocational/technical training status of persons aged 15-59 years (%)
	Year
	Any training
	Formal
	Other (non-formal)
	No training

	2017-18
	7.4
	2.0
	5.6
	92.6

	2018-19
	11.3
	2.4
	8.9
	88.7

	2019-20
	13.9
	3.2
	10.7
	86.1

	2020-21
	16.9
	3.3
	13.6
	83.1

	2021-22
	19.5
	3.4
	16.1
	80.5

	2022-23
	27.4
	3.8
	23.6
	72.6

	2023-24
	34.7
	4.1
	30.6
	65.3


Compiled from: MoSPI-PLFS (annual reports); Lok Sabha Unstarred Q&As AU-5127 (04-Apr-2022), AU-920 (14-Dec-2022), AU-603 (07-Feb-2024), AU-1145 (29-Jul-2024); NSDC “Insights from PLFS 2019-20”; Economic Survey/PLFS syntheses. 
Impact of Vocational Training on Wages
Short-term training (STT) under PMKVY-2.0 shows clear, measured gains: after matching trainees with comparable non-trainees, employment improved by +9 percentage points and average monthly income was 15% higher for trained & certified participants than for similar non-participants (training alone accounted for a +9% income uplift), indicating real wage benefits when training is credentialed (NSDC, 2020). 
Programme diagnostics also reveal matching limits: only 47% of trained-and-certified respondents and 27% of trained-but-not-certified respondents reported working in the same domain as their training at the time of survey, pointing to placement and demand-linkage gaps even when skills improve (NSDC, 2020).  Before-vs-after comparisons for employed trainees show sizable within-person income growth: incomes rose by 14% for trained & certified and 42% for trained (not certified) cohorts between pre-training and current earnings, reinforcing that training coincides with improved pay trajectories for many participants (NSDC, 2020). 
Beyond scheme evaluations, econometric evidence using national survey microdata finds sector-specific wage premia from formal vocational education: +4.7% in the overall economy, +36.9% in the primary sector and +17.6% in the secondary sector-while effects in some services segments are statistically weak, underscoring heterogeneity by industry (Kumar, 2019). Comparable skill programmes also show strong medium-term outcomes: alumni employment rises from 61% (2-year) to 80% (5-year) post-programme and the share earning above a living wage increases from 30% to 62%, highlighting the role of course quality and employer partnerships in sustaining wage gains (World Bank, 2025).
The evidence shows that wage disparities in India are not only a product of supply-side factors like education but also structural divides in labour markets. Urban workers earn more because formal, higher-productivity jobs are concentrated in cities, while rural employment remains largely informal and low-paying. Gender gaps remain wide, especially in casual work, where women earn barely two-thirds of men’s wages. Vocational training has expanded, yet most growth is in non-formal learning, which rarely translates into higher pay because it lacks recognition. Formal, certified training delivers clear wage premiums-raising average earnings by 10-15 percent in evaluations-but its coverage is still below 5 percent of the workforce. The mismatch between training content and job demand weakens outcomes further, with less than half of trained workers actually employed in their skill domain. Sectoral variation is stark: manufacturing and organized services reward certified skills, while highly informal subsectors show little benefit. Deep inequalities in access-by gender, caste and location-mean that those who need training most are least likely to benefit. Vocational training has the potential to narrow wage gaps but only when programmes are well-designed, demand-linked and equitably accessible.
Policy Implications
The findings underline that vocational training can narrow wage gaps only if reforms target quality, recognition and access. First, expanding formal, certified training must be a priority, since non-formal learning alone does not raise wages. Second, stronger industry linkages are essential so that skills taught match real job demand; placement cells and employer-designed curricula can reduce the mismatch. Third, equitable access for women, rural youth and marginalized groups requires financial support, local training centres, safe mobility and flexible schedules. Fourth, recognition of prior learning (RPL) should be scaled up so informal skills gain wage value through certification. Finally, continuous monitoring and quality assurance-with transparent outcome tracking-can ensure that training translates into durable wage improvements, rather than short-term participation numbers.
Conclusion
Wage disparities in India remain rooted in structural divides of gender, geography and formality but vocational training offers a pathway to narrowing these gaps. The data show that while non-formal training has expanded, its wage impact is limited without recognition, whereas formal certified courses consistently deliver measurable income gains. Yet, access to quality training is highly unequal, leaving rural workers, women and disadvantaged groups behind. For vocational training to become a true equalizer, it must be formal, demand-linked, equitably accessible and backed by certification and employer trust. When these conditions align, training not only raises wages but also strengthens inclusion, productivity and long-term development.
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