
COVID-19 and Gendered Labour Market Shocks in India
Abstract:
The COVID-19 pandemic triggered a major economic shock in India, disrupting labour markets and livelihoods across sectors. Although the crisis was not gender-neutral, the labour-market data from the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) show a pattern different from what global evidence suggests. The study is based purely on secondary data collected from PLFS reports from 2017-18 to 2022-23 to make a comparison between the pre-pandemic, during pandemic, and post -pandemic era with the help of descriptive statistics. This study analyses gendered labour-market outcomes using PLFS data, using key indicators such as Labour Force Participation Rate (LFPR), Worker Population Ratio (WPR), and the Unemployment Rate disaggregated by sex. The findings show that female LFPR and WPR increased, particularly in rural areas compared to urban areas, as women moved into agriculture, livestock rearing, home-based work, and other forms of unpaid family labour during the pandemic and post-pandemic periods. At the same time, female unemployment declined, partly because women were absorbed into informal, low-productivity activities rather than exiting the labour force. Again, the rate of decline in female unemployment is higher in rural areas than in urban areas. Male LFPR and WPR remained relatively stable in both rural and urban areas, while male unemployment decreased gradually over time. Sectoral trends indicate a shift of both men and women into agriculture and self-employment, reflecting distress-driven adjustments after the pandemic. Overall, the findings indicate that the increase in women’s labour force participation was largely driven by economic distress rather than improved employment opportunities, reflecting factors such as economic necessity, reverse migration, and greater dependence on informal rural work. This underscores the gendered nature of labour market adjustments and highlights the urgent need for targeted policy interventions that distinguish between empowerment-led and distress-induced female labour force participation.
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1. Introduction: The outbreak of the COVID-19 Pandemic in early 2020 precipitated not only a global health crisis but also unprecedented economic disruption across the world. The Pandemic has left a worldwide long-lasting impact. During the pandemic, the countries of the world are facing economic downfall. To curb the spread of the virus, countries implemented strict lockdowns and social distancing measures, which had a profound impact on employment. These measures led to widespread reductions in working hours, furloughs, and a shift to work-from-home arrangements. The ensuing economic downturn forced many companies to downsize or declare bankruptcy, resulting in many employees working fewer hours, reduced pay, or complete job loss (Malte Reichelt et al., 2021). As a result of this, there were widespread job losses that severely impacted its labour market. These developments had immediate negative effects and raised broader concerns about the pandemic’s implications for gender inequality in the workforce.
                 Research highlights a sharp contrast in how men and women navigated the crisis. A study by the World Bank (2020) found that while 43% of those employed in December 2019 had lost employment by April 2020, 95% of that pre-pandemic workforce was back in employment by August. However, this recovery was accompanied by a significant shift in workers toward informal employment, particularly self-employment. Nearly 30% of those who held formal jobs in April were engaged in self-employment by August. This transition was highly gendered. A large share of men transitioned into self-employment or daily wage work in sectors such as agriculture, trade, or construction. For women, on the other hand, there was limited movement into such alternate employment arrangements or industries. Faced with job losses and increased domestic duties, women were often forced to exit the workforce altogether, while men were able to negotiate across different industries and employment types (Abraham et al., 2022). This is supported by Deshpande (2020), who reported larger absolute employment losses for men. Bertrand et al. (2020) noted that despite unemployment rates returning to pre-lockdown levels, workforce participation rates remained two to three percentage points below, indicating a persistent decline in engagement, likely driven by women's exit. Emotional exhaustion, psychological stress, and work–life conflict were found to be disproportionately severe for mothers (Heggeness, 2020).
               Like other developing nations, India also faced severe consequences of the pandemic. According to the International Labour Organization (ILO, 2021), around 114 million people lost their jobs in India during the first lockdown alone. These losses were heavily concentrated in the informal sector, where women constitute a significant portion of the workforce. The economic impact of the pandemic has been deeply gendered. Women in India are predominantly engaged in low-paid, informal, and service-based occupations such as daycare, domestic work, retail, and small-scale industries that were largely shut down during the lockdowns. As a result, women were more vulnerable to job losses and income reduction than men. COVID-19 and the lockdown measures may, in addition, have immediate negative eﬀects for women’s employment, deepen already existing unemployment and gender inequality problems (Malte Reichelt et al., 2021). Furthermore, the closure of schools and limited access to childcare facilities significantly increased women’s unpaid care burden, forcing many to withdraw from the labour market entirely as they spent more time on domestic responsibilities and childcare. (Gottardello & Mazrekaj, 2022)
                In this paper, an attempt has been made to analyse the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on India’s gendered labour market. In order to present this analysis clearly, the paper is structured into seven sections. First, the introduction sets the stage by outlining the key issues and objectives of our study. Second, the literature review provides an overview of existing research related to our topic. Third, we present the key research questions that guide our inquiry. Fourth, we outline the specific research objectives that this paper aims to achieve. Fifth, the methodology section explains the methods and data used in our analysis. Sixth, we discuss our findings in the results and discussion section. Finally, the conclusion summarizes the main insights and suggests directions for future research.

2. Review of Literature: 
2.1 COVID-19 and Gender Labour Market: There are ample studies that state that there is a loss of jobs and income in the world due to the COVID-19 Pandemic. Researchers find that the rate of unemployment and participation in the workforce vary across gender and across regions globally due to the pandemic. The global literature on COVID-19 and employment reveals a consistent pattern of gendered impacts. Studies by UN women (2020), Alon et.al (2020), Malte Reichelt et.al (2021), Abraham et.al (2021), Misty L. Heggeness (2020) and many other researchers observed that women globally were more likely to experience job losses because they are overrepresented in sectors most affected by lockdowns such as hospitality, retail, and education and carry a disproportionate share of unpaid domestic work. Malte Reichelt et al. (2021) show that in the U.S., Germany, and Singapore, transitions to unemployment, reductions in working hours, and transitions to working from home have been more frequent for women than for men, although not to the same extent across the three countries. They also demonstrate that among couples who had been employed at the start of the pandemic, men express more egalitarian gender-role attitudes if they became unemployed but their partners remained employed, while women express more traditional attitudes if they became unemployed and their partners remained employed. Additionally, societal norms and expectations have been shown to shape the gendered division of household labour and contribute to the gender pay gap. Cross-country evidence from the IMF (Bluedorn et al., 2021) demonstrates that the pandemic caused a “she-cession,” with women’s employment declining more sharply than men in over two-thirds of countries, primarily due to high female concentration in contact-intensive sectors and increased unpaid care burdens. Similar patterns are reaffirmed in advanced economies. Albanesi and Kim (2021) show that in the U.S., women suffered larger and more persistent employment and labour force participation losses due to childcare disruptions and service-sector closures. In Europe, Bettin et al. (2023) find that Italy’s strict lockdown produced significant job losses among women in hospitality, retail, and personal services sectors, where remote work was limited. The gender gap widened not only because of sectoral exposure but also because of increased unpaid work. Evidence from the UK (Sevilla & Smith, 2020) and cross-country analyses (Hupkau & Petrongolo, 2020) show that women disproportionately absorbed childcare and household responsibilities during school closures, reducing hours of paid work and increasing withdrawals from the labour force. Feminist economic perspectives further highlight how the pandemic deepened structural inequalities, particularly in care work, where women especially migrant women, faced heightened health risks and job insecurity (Cantillon et al., 2021). Using high-frequency data, Abraham et al. (2021) and others show that women were seven times more likely than men to lose work during the national lockdown. Nearly 37% of women remained jobless three months later, compared with only 10% of men. Married women were significantly less likely to return to work, while educated women were relatively sheltered. In contrast, men shifted into self-employment, agriculture, construction, and daily wage work, while women largely exited the labour market. This contributed to India’s female labour force participation falling to one of the lowest levels globally.
2.2 Sectoral and Occupational Impacts:  Sectoral and occupational shocks were uneven. Globally, ILO (2020) data indicate that women dominate the hardest-hit sectors, accommodation and food services (54% women), retail, manufacturing, and domestic care work, non-essential service roles such as hairdressing, waitressing, and low-paid service industries, etc. While a minority of traditionally female-dominated occupations, including social and health care, were deemed essential. They often involved high-risk environments, hindering women from working or receiving full pay (Gottardello & Mazrekaj, 2021). These sectors experienced significant contractions, while self-employment and informal work increased as survival strategies in developing countries (Hatayama et al., 2020). In developing countries, early surveys reported large job losses among informal and self-employed workers, with slow recovery for women. Evidence from developing countries shows that although women’s employment traditionally acts as a household “insurance mechanism” during economic downturns, the unique nature of COVID-19 mobility restrictions, closure of informal marketplaces, and childcare demands prevented such counter-cyclical labour supply responses (Bansal & Mahajan, 2023)
2.3 Impact on Migrant workers: Migrant workers (both internal and international) were highly vulnerable because lockdowns removed mobility options, income streams, and access to formal protections. For many migrants, the shock produced livelihood crises with gendered patterns. Migrant care workers in Europe, many of them women, faced job losses, exclusion from social protection, and heightened health risks (Duijs et al., 2021). In India, the abrupt lockdown caused reverse migration. Millions of internal migrants, including women workers, undertake long, unsafe journeys to their homes with no income security, food access, or transportation (Orjuela-Grimm et al., 2021). Migrant women in domestic and long-term care work experienced vulnerabilities, navigating both paid and unpaid care responsibilities without access to unemployment benefits. long-distance return journeys, and loss of urban informal employment.
From the existing literature, we found that the COVID-19 pandemic affected men and women differently in the labour market. There was a shift across sectors, with many people losing jobs in manufacturing and services. More people moved to agriculture and self-employment during the pandemic. These effects were more severe for women, migrants, informal workers, and those in contact-intensive occupations. These findings underscore the need for gender-responsive labour market policies, expanded childcare infrastructure, and stronger social protection systems to prevent long-term disruptions in women’s employment trajectories. Early studies primarily focused on immediate job loss, unemployment spikes, and migrant distress during the first lockdown (Deshpande, 2020; Abraham et al., 2021). While these contributions are valuable, they are largely short-term and often do not provide a comprehensive trend analysis across pre-pandemic, pandemic, and post-pandemic periods. Moreover, there remains a notable gap in the literature examining men and women separately across key labour market indicators-Labour Force Participation Rate (LFPR), Worker Population Ratio (WPR), Unemployment Rate (UR), as well as sectoral employment distribution and types of employment (self-employment, regular wage work, casual labour). Existing research highlights gendered effects but typically focuses on single outcomes (e.g., job loss, childcare burden), offering limited insights into how the overall structure of employment evolved differently for men and women. Therefore, the present study contributes to the literature by conducting a systematic trend analysis using PLFS data from 2017-18 to 2022-23, covering pre-pandemic, pandemic, and post-pandemic phases. By examining gender-disaggregated changes in labour force participation, work participation, unemployment, employment types, and sectoral distribution, this study aims to fill the existing research gap and provide a deeper understanding of the long-term structural impact of COVID-19 on India’s labour market.
3. Research questions: 
1.⁠ ⁠How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the labour-market indicators of both men and women in India during the pre-pandemic, pandemic, and post-pandemic periods?
2.⁠ ⁠To what extent did the pandemic alter the sectoral employment patterns (agriculture, industry, and services) of men and women differently?
3.⁠ ⁠How did the distribution of employment types, such as self-employment, regular wage and casual labour, change for men and women across the pandemic period?

4. Research Objectives:
1.⁠ ⁠To examine changes in labour-market indicators-LFPR, WPR, and Unemployment Rate across the pre-pandemic, pandemic, and post-pandemic periods for men and women separately.
2.⁠ ⁠To analyse gender-wise shifts in sectoral employment across agriculture, industry, and services during the three periods.
3.⁠ ⁠To study the distribution of employment types (self-employed, regular wage, casual labour) for men and women and how these changed due to the pandemic.

5. Methodology: This study is mainly based on secondary data. Descriptive statistics like rate, line graphs, and bar graphs are used to analyse the study.  Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) data from 2017-18 to 2022-23 is used to understand how the Covid-19 pandemic affected employment trends in India. To compare the changes, the study divides the years into three periods: 
 Pre-COVID Era: 2017-18, 2018-19, 2019-20
 During-Covid Era: 2020-21 and 2021-22
 Post-COVID Era: 2022-23
Three main indicators are used to study employment trends: Labour Force Participation Rate (LFPR), Worker Population Ratio (WPR), and Unemployment Rate for both men and women across the three periods. Examining gender-wise changes in sectoral employment shares using PLFS annual reports. Analysing employment type distribution (self-employment, regular wage employment, casual labour) using PLFS status-in-employment categories. These are important measures in labour economics, and comparing them across the three periods helps to understand how the pandemic changed the Indian labour market. Trend graphs have also been prepared to clearly show these changes over time.

6. Results and Discussion:
Labour Force Participation Rates:
The Labour Force Participation Rate (LFPR) is defined as the percentage of persons in the labour force among the persons in the population (Annual Report PLFS 2019-20). The LFPRs in usual status[footnoteRef:1] (ps+ss)[footnoteRef:2] and in CWS[footnoteRef:3] obtained by the annual PLFS Report 2019-20 and 2022-23 are presented in Table 1 for rural, urban and at the all-India level from 2017-18 to 2022-23. [1:  Usual Status: The persons who either worked or were available for work for a relatively long part of the 365 days preceding the date of survey and also those persons from among the remaining population who had worked at least for 30 days during the reference period of 365 days preceding the date of survey (Annual Report of PLFS 2019-20)]  [2:  PS: Principal status 
   SS: Subsidiary status]  [3:  CWS: It gives the average picture of the labour force participation in a short period of one week during the survey period (Annual Report of PLFS 2019-20)] 


	Table1: LFPR (in percent) according to usual status (ps+ss) and CWS estimated from PLFS (2029-20&2022-23)

	Category of Persons 
	LFPR during 2017-18 
(1)
	LFPR during 2018-19
(2)
	LFPR 2019-20
(3)

	
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS

	Rural

	Male
	54.9
	54.4
	55.1
	54.5
	56.3
	55.4

	Female
	18.2
	16.1
	19.7
	16.7
	24.7
	21.1

	Person
	37.0
	35.7
	37.7
	36.0
	40.8
	38.6

	Urban
	

	Male
	57.0
	56.7
	56.7
	56.7
	57.8
	57.2

	Female
	15.9
	15.3
	16.1
	15.6
	18.5
	17.5

	Person
	36.8
	36.4
	36.9
	36.7
	38.6
	37.8

	Rural+ Urban

	Male
	55.5
	55.0
	55.6
	55.2
	56.8
	56.0

	Female
	17.5
	15.8
	18.6
	16.4
	22.8
	20.0

	person
	36.9
	35.9
	37.5
	36.2
	40.1
	38.3




	Category of Persons
	LFPR during 2020-21
(4)
	LFPR during 2021-22 
(5)
	LFPR 2022-23
(6)

	
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS

	Rural

	Male
	57.1
	56.0
	56.9
	55.7
	55.5
	54.5

	Female
	27.7
	22.7
	27.2
	21.7
	30.5
	25.4

	Person
	42.7
	39.7
	42.2
	38.9
	43.4
	40.4

	                  Urban
	

	Male
	58.4
	57.8
	58.3
	57.9
	58.3
	57.9

	Female
	18.6
	17.3
	18.8
	17.5
	20.2
	19.1

	Person
	38.9
	38.0
	39.0
	38.2
	39.8
	39.0

	Rural+urban

	Male
	57.5
	56.5
	57.3
	56.3
	56.2
	55.4

	Female
	25.1
	21.2
	24.8
	20.5
	27.8
	23.7

	person
	41.6
	39.2
	41.3
	38.7
	42.4
	40.0

	Source: Annual Report PLFS (2019-20 & 2022-23)




Figure 1: LFPR Rural (usual status)               Figure 2: LFPR Urban (usual status) 
Source: Author’s calculation from PLFS 20219-20 to 2022-23
	
Figure 3: All India (usual status)
Source: Author’s calculation from PLFS 20219-20 to 2022-23 

By analysing figures 1, 2 and 3, which represent PLFS-based labour force participation in usual status[footnoteRef:4], distinctly for rural-urban and male-female in India, no significant difference has been observed in the participation rate before and after COVID-19. However, when we compare rural male and female participation, it can be observed that rural male LFPR remains consistently high and stable at around 55-56 percent across all years, while rural female LFPR shows a substantial rise from 18.2 percent in 2017-18 to 30.5 percent in 2022-23, indicating a sharp increase in women’s engagement in agriculture-based activities. However, in Figure 1, it can be noticed that in 2020-21, both rural male and female LFPR increased compared to the previous years, possibly due to the reverse migration of workers from urban to rural areas and an increase in the engagement in agricultural activities by both male and female workers. On the contrary, in 2021-22, LFPR slightly declined. In 2022-23, male LFPR declined, but female LFPR rose to 30.5 percent. In contrast, urban LFPR shows only marginal improvement for women, increasing from 15.9 percent to 20.2 percent from 2017-18 to 2022-23, while urban male LFPR stays stable at 57-58 percent during the same period. In the case of urban India, there is no significant change in male LFPR, while female LFPR increased slightly after the pandemic. Looking at the all-India trends, it depicts that male LFPR remains steady, whereas female LFPR rises markedly from 17.5 percent in 2017-18 to 27.8 percent in 2022-23. Overall, the data suggest that the recent increase in India’s labour force participation is driven primarily by the growing participation of rural women, highlighting the importance of agriculture and allied sectors in expanding female economic activity. While male participation stabilizes at levels slightly above pre-pandemic levels. [4: ] 

Worker Population Ratio: Worker Population Ratio (WPR) is the percentage of persons employed among the persons in the population (Annual Report PLFS 2019-20). WPR from 2017-18 to 2022-23 for rural, urban, and for all India, separately for both male and female, are represented by Table 2.

	Table 2: WPR (in percent) in usual status (ps+ss) and CWS estimated from PLFS (2019-20 & 2022-23)

	Category of persons
	WPR during 2017-18
(1)
	WPR during 2018-19 
(2)
	WPR 2019-20 
(3)

	
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS

	Rural

	Male
	51.7
	49.6
	52.1
	49.7
	53.8
	50.6

	Female
	17.5
	14.8
	19.0
	15.5
	24.0
	19.9

	Person
	35.0
	32.6
	35.8
	32.9
	39.2
	35.5

	Urban
	

	Male
	53.0
	51.7
	52.7
	51.7
	54.1
	51.2

	Female
	14.2
	13.3
	14.5
	13.7
	16.8
	15.4

	Person
	33.9
	32.9
	34.1
	33.2
	35.9
	33.6

	Rural+Urban

	Male
	52.1
	50.2
	52.3
	50.3
	53.9
	50.8

	Female
	16.5
	14.4
	17.6
	15.0
	21.8
	18.6

	person
	34.7
	32.7
	35.3
	33.0
	38.2
	35.0



	Category of persons
	WPR during 2020-21
(4)
	WPR during 2021-22
(5)
	WPR 2022-23
(6)

	
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS
	Usual status(ps+ss)
	CWS

	Rural

	Male
	54.9
	52.0
	54.7
	52.1
	54.0
	52.0

	Female
	27.1
	21.6
	26.6
	20.7
	30.0
	24.4

	Person
	41.3
	37.1
	40.8
	36.6
	42.3
	38.6

	Urban
	

	Male
	54.9
	52.4
	55.0
	53.4
	55.6
	54.2

	Female
	17.0
	15.2
	17.3
	15.7
	18.7
	17.4

	Person
	36.3
	34.1
	36.6
	35.0
	37.7
	36.3

	Rural+ Urban

	Male
	54.9
	52.1
	54.8
	52.4
	54.4
	52.6

	Female
	24.2
	19.8
	24.0
	19.3
	27.0
	22.5

	person
	39.8
	36.3
	39.6
	36.1
	41.1
	38.0

	Source: Annual Report PLFS 2019-20 & 2022-23




Figure 4: WPR Rural (usual status)                   Figure 5: WPR Urban (usual status)
Source: Author’s calculation from PLFS (20219-20 & 2022-23)


Figure 6: WPR All India (usual status)
Source: Author’s calculation from PLFS (2019-20 & 2022-23)

The above figure shows (Fig. 4, Fig. 5, and Fig. 6) Worker Population Ratio (WPR) trends for rural-urban and for male and female differently across India. Rural male WPR remains consistently high and stable over the years, while rural female WPR increases sharply from around 17.5 percent in 2017-18 to nearly 30 percent in 2022-23, indicating a significant rise in women’s engagement in agriculture, livestock, and other home-based activities. In contrast, urban female WPR shows only modest improvement, rising from about 14 percent to 18-19 percent, whereas urban male WPR remains steady at around 53-56 percent. At the all-India level, WPR reflects the same pattern. Male participation remains largely unchanged, while female WPR rises substantially from 16.5 percent to 27 percent over the period. Overall, the increase in India’s WPR is driven mainly by the growing participation of rural women, highlighting the expanding role of agriculture and allied sectors in supporting female employment. However, all-India WPR showed an increasing trend over the period despite the occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic. It implies that COVID-19 has not significantly affected India’s labour market. While female engagement in WPR increases in India, it supports the argument that females act as an income insurer at the time of economic distress in developing countries (Bansal & Mahajan, 2023)
Unemployment rates: Unemployment rate is defined as the percentage of unemployed persons in the labour force (Annual Report PLFS 2019-20). Unemployment rates (in percent) and proportion of employment (PU) according to usual status (ps+ss) and current weekly status (cws) estimated from the annual report of PLFS (2019-20) and PLFS (2022-23) are represented in Table 3.
	Table 3: Unemployment Rate (in percent) according to usual status (ps+ss) and CWS estimated from PLFS (2029-20&2022-23)

	status
	PLFS (2017-18)
(1)
	PLFS (2018-19)
(2)
	PLFS (2019-20)
(3)

	
	male
	female
	person
	male
	female
	person
	male
	female
	person

	rural

	Usual status
	5.8
	3.8
	5.3
	5.6
	3.5
	5.0
	4.5
	2.6
	4.0

	CWS
	8.8
	7.7
	8.5
	8.7
	7.3
	8.4
	8.7
	5.5
	7.9

	urban

	Usual status
	7.1
	10.8
	7.8
	7.1
	9.9
	7.7
	6.4
	8.9
	7.0

	CWS
	8.8
	12.8
	9.6
	8.9
	12.1
	9.5
	10.6
	12.4
	11.0

	Rural+ urban

	Usual status
	6.2
	5.7
	6.1
	6.0
	5.2
	5.8
	5.1
	4.2
	4.8

	CWS
	8.8
	9.1
	8.9
	8.8
	8.7
	8.8
	9.3
	7.3
	8.8



	status
	PLFS (2020-21)
(4)
	PLFS (2021-22)
(5)
	PLFS (2022-23)
(6)

	
	male
	female
	person
	male
	female
	person
	male
	female
	person

	rural

	Usual status
	3.9
	2.1
	3.3
	3.8
	2.1
	3.3
	2.8
	1.8
	2.4

	CWS
	7.2
	4.8
	6.5
	6.5
	4.6
	6.0
	4.6
	4.0
	4.5

	urban

	Usual status
	6.1
	8.6
	6.7
	5.8
	7.9
	6.3
	4.7
	7.5
	5.4

	CWS
	9.4
	12.2
	10.1
	7.8
	9.9
	8.3
	6.3
	9.1
	7.0

	Rural+ urban

	Usual status
	4.5
	3.5
	4.2
	4.4
	3.3
	4.1
	3.3
	2.9
	3.2

	CWS
	7.8
	6.6
	7.5
	6.9
	5.8
	6.6
	5.1
	5.1
	5.1

	 Source: Annual Report PLFS 2019-20 & 2022-23



Figure 7:  Rural (usual status).                      Figure 8: Urban (usual status)
Source: Author’s calculation from PLFS (20219-20 &2022-23)


Figure 9: All India (usual status)
Source: Author’s calculation from PLFS (2019-20 &2022-23)

Table 3 and figures 7,8 and 9 represent unemployment trends based on usual status. This reveals significant rural-urban and gender differences in India’s unemployment rate. In rural areas, unemployment remains low for both men and women, with male unemployment declining from around 5.8 percent in 2017-18 to about 4.8 percent in 2022-23, while female unemployment decreases more sharply from 3.8 percent to 1.8 percent during the same period. In contrast, urban unemployment rates are consistently higher, particularly for women. Urban female unemployment falls from 10.8 percent to 7.5 percent, yet remains well above both rural female and urban male levels. Urban male unemployment also declines, from 7.1 percent to 4.7 percent, but stays higher than rural male unemployment. The all-India unemployment rate reflects these combined trends, showing a steady reduction for both sexes, with male unemployment falling from 6.2 percent to 3.3 percent and female unemployment declining from 5.2 percent to 2.9 percent. Overall, the data indicate that rural labour markets, which are dominated by agriculture and allied activities, absorb workers more readily, especially women. Urban labour markets remain more competitive and exclusionary for female workers. During the pandemic, the rate of decline in the unemployment rate for both males and females was low compared to pre-pandemic levels. After the pandemic, the rate of decline in the unemployment level increased.
                     The combined trends in labour force participation, worker population ratio, and unemployment reveal clear gendered and spatial patterns in India’s labour market. LFPR and WPR both show a strong upward trend for rural women, whose participation increases steadily from around 18 percent to over 30 percent between 2017-18 and 2022-23, driven largely by greater engagement in agriculture, livestock, and other household-based work. In contrast, urban female participation remains low and rises only marginally, reflecting persistent barriers to women’s paid employment in urban areas. Male participation, both rural and urban, remains consistently high and largely unchanged over time. Unemployment trends complement these patterns. Rural unemployment is very low for both sexes and declines further over the years, whereas urban unemployment remains significantly higher, especially for women, even though it shows some improvement. At the all-India level, overall participation and employment rates improve mainly because of rising rural female work involvement, while unemployment falls steadily for both men and women. Taken together, the indicators suggest that India’s recent labour market improvements are driven primarily by increased rural female participation, while urban labour markets continue to present structural challenges for women.
                    The above analysis does not reflect what was the impact on sectoral employment during the COVID-19 pandemic. As represented in the figure, both WPR and LFPR showed an increasing trend, along with the unemployment rate showing a declining trend across the period, despite the COVID-19 pandemic. It fails to capture the distribution of workers across different sectors, the share of employment by work status, which is needed to show the degree of job security. That’s why we consider the following factors to visualize the above-mentioned factors.

Figure10: Sector-wise percentage distribution of workers
Source: Author’s calculation from PLFS (2019-20&2022-23)
From Figure 10, we can analyse the percentage distribution of workers in different sectors, mainly agriculture, industry and services. Here, we can observe that during the pandemic, there was a decline in the number of workers, mainly in the service sector. It was 30.7 percent in 2019-20, which reduced to 29.6 percent during the pandemic period. This reduction of workers in the service sector was absorbed by the agriculture sector in 2020-21, as many workers migrated reversely and engaged in self-employment in agriculture. However, in 2021-22, there was a slight reduction in the percentage share of workers in agriculture (about 1%) while the percentage share in manufacturing increased by 1%. It depicts that the workers shifted from agriculture to the manufacturing sector. After the pandemic period, the percentage share of workers in the service sector declined further, while the share in manufacturing and agriculture increased. The literature shows that India’s service sector experienced one of the deepest contractions during the COVID-19 pandemic and has struggled to return to its pre-pandemic trajectory. Bharathi and Dinesh (2021) and Sahoo and Raghavendra (2021) note that the shock was particularly severe in contact-intensive services such as tourism, hospitality, retail trade, transportation and education, all of which faced prolonged shutdowns and mobility restrictions. Several studies argue that although digital and IT-enabled services recovered quickly, they form a small share of total service employment and therefore could not offset the losses in labour-intensive segments of the sector (Jyothi, 2020; Nausheen, 2021). Post-pandemic analyses show that the recovery has been uneven. Unlike manufacturing and agriculture, the services sector continues to face weak demand, a global slowdown in service exports, and persistent labour market mismatches. Padmapriya (2024) emphasises structural constraints such as high fixed costs, limited flexibility and dependence on urban consumer spending, all of which reduced the sector’s resilience to shocks. Evidence from labour studies further shows that many displaced service workers, especially women, did not return to urban service jobs but shifted into agriculture and informal rural work, contributing to a slower revival of service-sector employment (Shrivastava, 2022; CSE, 2023). Overall, the literature suggests that India’s service-sector stagnation after COVID-19 is driven by a combination of structural weaknesses, demand-side contraction and the inability of urban service industries to reabsorb workers displaced during the pandemic. Recent studies indicate that India’s service sector is increasingly facing competitive pressures from emerging Asian economies, especially in IT and business process outsourcing. Competition from other Asian countries is increasing, driven by cost pressures, technological change and evolving regional dynamics. Firms are diversifying their outsourcing operations to Vietnam, Malaysia and the Philippines due to lower costs, favourable regulatory environments, offering competitive pricing, skilled labour and aggressive digital-skills investment by these countries (Chanda, 2008). Inadequate infrastructure, regulatory complexity and a persistent skill gap hinder India’s ability to sustain its lead. These issues are compounded by a large informal sector and uneven quality in education and training (Yang, 2023; Fang et al., 2022). Fragmented logistics and limited integration of IT and supply chains reduce efficiency and competitiveness compared to more integrated ASEAN economies (Fang et al.,2022; Singh & Radhakrishna, 2024). Collectively, these studies demonstrate that post-COVID Asia has become a far more competitive landscape, and India is increasingly losing ground to faster-adapting and more cost-competitive Asian service economies

Figure 11: Gender segragation of Employment by Sector (in%) 
Source: Labour and Employment Statistics 2022, Periodic Labour Force Survey, MoSPI
Figure 11 depicts gender gender-wise percentage share of workers in different sectors from 2017-18 to 2020-21. In the figure, it is clearly visible that the percentage share of female workers is much higher compared to male workers in the agriculture sector. While in the industry and service sector, the percentage share of male workers is more compared to female workers. Industry and service-related jobs are mainly in urban areas and as males migrated more compared to females over long distances in search of work, the percentage share of male workers in the industry and service sector is higher. As per the Ravenstein theory of migration (1885), females are more migratory than males in the case of short distances, but males are more migratory over long distances. Female prefers to work in their home places where agriculture plays the dominant role for earning incomes. During the pandemic, the employment share of males increased; on the other hand percentage of female workers declined. In the case of the service sector, there is a decline of both male and female workers during the pandemic.

Figure 12: Percentage distribution of workers in usual status by status in employment (Male)
Source: Author’s construction from PLFS Reports (2019-20 &2022-23

Figure13: Percentage distribution of workers in usual status by status in employment (Female)
Source: Author’s construction from PLFS Reports (2019-20 &2022-23)
Figures 12 and 13 represent the percentage distribution of workers in usual status by status in employment for males and females. By observing Figure 12, it can be said that during the pandemic, self-employment of male workers increased while regular and casual workers declined compared to the pre-pandemic level. In 2022-23, self-employment of male workers further increases slightly by about 0.4 percent; on the contrary, regular male workers declined, but casual male workers remain at the same level. From this, we can say that regular workers shifted to self-employed workers as they had to face challenges in earning income during the pandemic. Looking at Figure 13, it is visible that during the pandemic, female self-employed workers also increased to a significant level compared to the pre-pandemic level, while there is a decline in both regular and casual female workers. However, this rate of decline in regular workers is higher in 2020-21 compared to casual female workers, and in 2021-22, the rate of decline in casual workers increased compared to regular female workers. Overall, we can say that both male and female self-employed workers’ shares increase during the pandemic. As they lost jobs, they were forced to search for means of livelihood by themselves, either by engaging in agriculture and allied activities or in other ways. After the pandemic share of self-employed workers further increased; possibly they are now aware of the fact that to tackle a shock like the Covid-19 pandemic, they have to be self-employed for income security.
7. Conclusion: Although several studies report an increase in unemployment during COVID-19, these findings are based largely on high-frequency surveys that capture the immediate shock of the nationwide lockdown. In contrast, this study uses the PLFS annual data and usual-status measures, which average conditions over the entire year and therefore smooth short-term fluctuations. Moreover, many workers who lost regular jobs shifted into self-employment, agricultural work, or unpaid family labour categories that the PLFS still records as employment. As a result, the PLFS shows a decline in unemployment even though short-term job loss was substantial. Hence, the difference in trends reflects differences in time period, definitions, and classification of distress employment, rather than a contradiction. The trend analysis shows that despite the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, India experienced a rise in the Labour Force Participation Rate (LFPR) and Worker Population Ratio (WPR), along with a decline in the unemployment rate. However, these improvements were accompanied by major shifts in employment. A larger share of workers moved into self-employment, and many, especially those displaced from informal service-sector jobs, returned to rural areas and entered the primary sector, largely out of necessity. This highlights that the increase in employment was driven more by distress-led adjustments than by improved labour-market conditions. While short-term relief measures offered temporary support, the pandemic underscored the need for long-term, resilient policy interventions. Strengthening skill development programmes, ensuring equal access to training, and expanding investment in Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) are crucial steps. These measures can create stable employment opportunities, enhance productivity, and build a more resilient labour market capable of withstanding future economic shocks. Also targeted policy interventions, such as digital skill development, childcare support, and gender-responsive labour policies, are essential to achieve a more inclusive and resilient economic recovery
Limitations of the Study: This study is based entirely on secondary data obtained from the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS), which limits the analysis to variables and classifications defined by the survey. As a result, the study cannot capture individual-level experiences such as job quality, income loss, underemployment, or the intensity of work, particularly in informal and unpaid family labour. The use of usual status indicators (LFPR, WPR, and unemployment rate) may also understate short-term employment disruptions during the pandemic, as they do not fully reflect seasonal or intermittent job losses. Furthermore, the observed increase in female labour force participation may reflect distress-driven entry into low-productivity activities rather than genuine employment opportunities, which cannot be fully distinguished using aggregate survey data. The study also does not account for regional variations across states or districts, nor does it incorporate primary data or qualitative insights that could provide deeper understanding of gender-specific labour-market dynamics during the COVID-19 period in India.
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