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PLIGHT OF WOMEN WORKERS IN UNORGANIZED 

SECTOR – A CONCEPTUAL STUDY 

Abstract 

 

 This paper presents the experiences of 

women working in the unorganized sector in India, 

with a particular emphasis on the challenges they 

face. It explores the prevalent issues of low wages, 

job insecurity, and gender-based discrimination 

that significantly impact their lives and 

livelihoods. Through qualitative interviews and 

observations, the study sheds light on the diverse 

range of occupations and industries in which these 

women are engaged, including domestic work, 

street vending, garment production, and informal 

manufacturing. 

 

The findings highlight the adverse working 

conditions these women endure, characterized by 

long hours, minimal benefits, lack of social 

security, and limited access to healthcare and 

education. Moreover, the study delves into the 

intersectional nature of gender-based 

discrimination, elucidating how factors such as 

caste, class, and religion exacerbate the 

vulnerabilities faced by these women. Recognizing 

the importance of addressing these challenges, the 

study suggests policy interventions aimed at 

improving the lives of women in the unorganized 

sector. These include initiatives to raise minimum 

wages, strengthen labour rights, provide social 

protection measures, promote skill development 

programs, and foster gender equality in the 

workplace. By implementing these 

recommendations, policymakers can strive 

towards creating a more inclusive and equitable 

society, where women in the unorganized sector 

can enjoy better working conditions, economic 

empowerment, and social well-being. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The participation of women in the workforce has seen significant growth over the 

years, contributing to the socio-economic development of nations. While formal employment 

sectors have gained attention, a considerable proportion of women in developing countries 

remain employed in the unorganized sector. The unorganized sector comprises activities and 

enterprises characterized by the absence of formal contracts, job security, social security 

benefits, and labor regulations. This sector often operates outside the purview of 

governmental control and lacks adequate representation and protection for its workers. 

 

Chennai, the bustling metropolis on the south-eastern coast of India, serves as a 

compelling case study to explore the dynamics and challenges faced by women working in 

the unorganized sector. As the capital city of the state of Tamil Nadu and a hub for diverse 

industries, Chennai presents a unique environment where a significant number of women 

engage in informal work arrangements. By investigating their experiences, struggles, and 

contributions, gain insights into the broader issues surrounding women's employment in the 

unorganized sector, empowering policymakers and stakeholders to address their specific 

needs and improve their working conditions. 

 

The aim of this conceptual study is to delve into the multifaceted aspects of women's 

employment in the unorganized sector in Chennai, focusing on understanding the underlying 

factors, exploring the challenges faced, and identifying potential opportunities for 

improvement. By employing a comprehensive research framework, including qualitative and 

quantitative methods, this study seeks to provide a holistic understanding of the lived 

experiences of women in the unorganized sector, shedding light on their socio-economic 

status, access to resources, working conditions, and the influence of cultural and societal 

factors. 

 

The significance of this study lies in its potential to inform policy interventions and 

societal initiatives aimed at promoting gender equality, women's empowerment, and the 

overall advancement of the unorganized sector. By recognizing the unique challenges faced 

by women in the unorganized sector and identifying strategies to enhance their working 

conditions and livelihoods, this study aspires to contribute to the development of inclusive 

policies that foster economic growth while safeguarding the rights and well-being of female 

workers. 

 

The study aims to uncover the complexities and nuances associated with women's 

employment in the unorganized sector, focusing specifically on Chennai city. By shedding 

light on their experiences, challenges, and aspirations, this research strives to provide 

valuable insights for policymakers, researchers, and stakeholders who seek to empower and 

improve the lives of women working in the informal economy. Ultimately, the findings of 

this study can guide the formulation of targeted interventions and policy frameworks that 

promote gender equity and enhance the socio-economic landscape of Chennai and beyond. 

 

II. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

 

• To assess the living conditions, working conditions and economic status of women 

engaged in unorganized work. 
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• To identify the challenges and obstacles faced by women working in the unorganized 

sector. 

• To analyze the existing social security measures and initiatives available to support 

and protect women in the unorganized workforce. 

 

III. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

The following literature review provides an overview of existing research and 

scholarly works related to women working in the unorganized sector, with a particular focus 

on Chennai city. The review explores studies that investigate the living conditions, working 

conditions, economic status, and social security measures for women engaged in informal 

work arrangements. 

 

1. Living Conditions: Several studies have highlighted the precarious living conditions 

faced by women working in the unorganized sector. Research by Sharma and Mishra 

(2018) revealed that women in the informal economy often experience inadequate 

housing, limited access to clean water and sanitation facilities, and overcrowded living 

conditions. These challenges have a direct impact on their health and overall well-being. 

 

2. Working Conditions: Studies have documented the harsh working conditions faced by 

women in the unorganized sector. Gupta and Prakash (2019) found that women workers 

endure long working hours, low wages, lack of job security, and limited access to basic 

facilities such as restrooms and protective gear. The study also highlighted instances of 

exploitation and harassment in the workplace. 

 

3. Economic Status: Research on the economic status of women in the unorganized sector 

emphasizes the prevalence of low wages and income insecurity. A study by Raju and Jha 

(2020) indicated that a significant portion of women working in the unorganized sector in 

Chennai earn below the minimum wage, leading to financial vulnerability and difficulty 

in meeting basic needs. 

 

4. Social Security Measures: Exploring the social security measures available to women in 

the unorganized sector, various studies have emphasized the need for improved policies 

and initiatives. A study by Sahu and Das (2019) underscored the importance of extending 

social security coverage to informal workers, including women, by implementing 

schemes such as health insurance, maternity benefits, and pension programs. The 

research highlighted the positive impact such measures can have on women's well-being 

and economic stability. It is concluded that, the reviewed literature suggests that women 

working in the unorganized sector in Chennai face numerous challenges related to their 

living conditions, working conditions, and economic status. Limited access to social 

security measures further exacerbates their vulnerability. The existing research 

underscores the urgency for comprehensive interventions that address these issues, 

including improving working conditions, ensuring fair wages, providing access to social 

security benefits, and promoting gender equality. By addressing these concerns, 

policymakers, researchers, and stakeholders can contribute to the empowerment and well-

being of women working in the unorganized sector in Chennai. 
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IV. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTION 

 

Despite the wealth of literature on the challenges faced by women workers in the 

unorganized sector, there is a need for more localized and context-specific studies. While the 

existing research provides a comprehensive overview, more focused studies on specific 

regions, industries, and sectors can offer deeper insights into the nuanced challenges faced by 

women in different contexts. 

 

V. CATEGORIES OF UNORGANIZED LABOUR 

 

The Ministry of Labour, Government of India, has classified the unorganized labour 

force into four groups based on their occupation, nature of employment, especially distressed 

categories, and service categories. These categories provide a framework to understand the 

diverse segments of workers within the unorganized sector. The following are the key 

categories 

 

1. Under Terms of Occupation: This category includes small and marginal farmers who 

own or cultivate small plots of land, landless agricultural labourers who work on farms 

but do not own land, and sharecroppers who cultivate land owned by others in exchange 

for a share of the crops produced. 

 

2. Under Terms of Nature of Employment: This category encompasses workers based on 

the nature of their employment. It includes attached agricultural labourers who are 

employed on a long-term basis by specific landowners, bonded labourers who are trapped 

in exploitative labour relationships, migrant workers who move from one location to 

another for work, and contract and casual labourers who work on temporary or project-

based contracts. 

 

3. Under Terms of Specially Distressed Category: This category includes workers 

engaged in occupations that are often considered physically demanding, hazardous, or 

socially stigmatized. It comprises toddy tappers (workers involved in extracting sap from 

palm trees), scavengers (those engaged in manual scavenging), and carriers of head loads, 

drivers of animal-driven vehicles, loaders, and unloaders. 

 

4. Under Terms of Service Category: This category comprises workers in specific 

service-oriented occupations. It includes midwives who provide healthcare services 

during childbirth, and domestic workers who perform various household tasks and 

caregiving responsibilities. 

 

VI.  CHARACTERISTICS OF UNORGANIZED WORKERS 

 

Unorganized workers, also known as informal workers, share certain common 

characteristics that distinguish them from those in the formal sector. These characteristics 

highlight the unique nature of their employment and the challenges they often face. Some 

key characteristics of unorganized workers include 

 

1. Lack of Formal Contracts: Unorganized workers typically lack formal employment 

contracts or legal protection. They often engage in temporary, casual, or informal work 

arrangements, without the security of long-term employment or benefits. 
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2. Limited Social Security Benefits: Unorganized workers often have limited access to 

social security benefits such as health insurance, pension schemes, maternity benefits, 

and unemployment insurance. The absence of adequate social protection exposes them to 

financial risks and vulnerability during periods of illness, disability, or unemployment. 

 

3. Low Wages and Income Insecurity: Unorganized workers frequently earn low wages 

and experience income insecurity. They may face irregular or unstable income streams, 

making it challenging to meet their basic needs and plan for the future. 

 

4. Lack of Job Security: Job security is often lacking for unorganized workers. They may 

face the risk of sudden job loss or be subjected to exploitative practices such as arbitrary 

terminations, unfair working conditions, or non-payment of wages. 

 

5. Informal Work Arrangements: Unorganized workers are typically engaged in informal 

work arrangements that operate outside the purview of labour laws and regulations. They 

may work in sectors such as agriculture, construction, domestic work, street vending, and 

small-scale enterprises. 

 

6. Limited Access to Benefits and Rights: Unorganized workers often face challenges in 

accessing labour rights, including the right to organize, collective bargaining, and 

protection against unfair treatment or exploitation. They may lack representation or voice 

in decision-making processes that affect their working conditions and welfare. 

 

7. Occupational Health and Safety Risks: Many unorganized workers face occupational 

health and safety risks due to the nature of their work. They may lack proper safety 

equipment, work in hazardous environments, or be exposed to physical and chemical 

risks without adequate safeguards. 

 

8. Vulnerability to Exploitation: Unorganized workers, particularly women and 

marginalized groups, are often more susceptible to exploitation, discrimination, and 

unfair treatment. They may face issues such as gender-based violence, child labour, 

bonded labour, and trafficking. 

 

VII. UNORGANIZED WOMEN WORKERS IN INDIA 

 

Unorganized women workers in India constitute a significant proportion of the 

country's workforce. They play a vital role in various sectors of the economy, contributing to 

economic growth and the well-being of their families. However, they often face unique 

challenges and vulnerabilities due to their gender and the nature of their employment. Here 

are some key aspects related to unorganized women workers in India 

 

1. Sectoral Distribution: Unorganized women workers are engaged in diverse sectors, 

including agriculture, construction, domestic work, street vending, garment industry, and 

home-based work. They contribute substantially to these sectors but often experience low 

wages, long working hours, and limited access to social protection. 

 

2. Low Wages and Income Insecurity: Unorganized women workers generally earn lower 

wages compared to their male counterparts in similar occupations. They often face 
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income insecurity due to irregular work patterns, fluctuating demand, and the absence of 

minimum wage regulations in certain sectors. 

 

3. 3. Occupational Health and Safety Risks: Women working in the unorganized sector 

face occupational health and safety risks. In sectors like construction and agriculture, they 

may encounter hazardous conditions, exposure to harmful chemicals, and lack of safety 

equipment. Domestic workers may face issues such as long working hours, inadequate 

rest breaks, and potential exploitation. 

 

4. Informal Work Arrangements: Unorganized women workers predominantly work in 

informal and precarious work arrangements. They often lack formal employment 

contracts, job security, and social security benefits. This makes them vulnerable to 

exploitation, arbitrary termination, and exclusion from labour rights protections. 

 

5. Gender-Based Discrimination: Unorganized women workers frequently experience 

gender-based discrimination and inequality in the workplace. They may face unequal pay 

for equal work, limited access to training and skill development opportunities, and 

barriers to career advancement. 

 

6. Lack of Social Protection: Many unorganized women workers have limited or no access 

to social protection measures such as health insurance, maternity benefits, and pension 

schemes. This absence of social security exacerbates their vulnerability to economic 

shocks, health crises, and old-age poverty. 

 

7. Double Burden of Work: Unorganized women workers often carry the double burden of 

paid work and unpaid care responsibilities within their households. They face challenges 

in balancing work and family responsibilities, leading to increased stress and limited 

opportunities for personal development. 

 

8. Marginalized and Vulnerable Groups: Women from marginalized and vulnerable 

communities, such as Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and religious minorities, face 

intersecting forms of discrimination and exclusion. They are more susceptible to 

exploitation, lower wages, and limited access to resources and opportunities. 

 

Addressing the issues faced by unorganized women workers requires 

comprehensive policies and interventions. Efforts should focus on improving their 

working conditions, ensuring fair wages, expanding social protection coverage, 

promoting gender equality, and enhancing access to skill development and 

entrepreneurship opportunities, Recognizing and valuing their contributions is essential 

for achieving inclusive and sustainable development in India. 

 

VIII.  PROBLEMS FACED BY THE WOMEN WORKERS IN UNORGANIZED 

 

Women workers in the unorganized sector face a multitude of challenges and 

problems due to the nature of their employment and gender-based discrimination. These 

problems include 

 

1. Low Wages: Women in the unorganized sector often earn lower wages compared to their 

male counterparts for similar work. The absence of minimum wage regulations and lack 
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of bargaining power contribute to this wage disparity, making it difficult for women to 

meet their basic needs and improve their socio-economic status. 

 

2. Exploitation and Harassment: Women workers in the unorganized sector are 

vulnerable to exploitation and harassment. They may experience unfair treatment, verbal 

or physical abuse, and sexual harassment in their workplaces. Limited legal protections 

and fear of retaliation further hinder their ability to seek justice and address such issues. 

 

3. Lack of Job Security: Unorganized women workers often face insecurity in their 

employment. They may work in temporary or casual positions without formal contracts, 

making them susceptible to sudden job loss, arbitrary terminations, and uncertain income 

streams. This lack of job security undermines their financial stability and ability to plan 

for the future. 

 

4. Limited Access to Social Protection: Many women in the unorganized sector have 

limited or no access to social protection measures such as health insurance, maternity 

benefits, and pension schemes. This absence of social security exposes them to financial 

risks during emergencies, illness, and retirement, leaving them without adequate support 

systems. 

 

5. Unsafe and Unhealthy Working Conditions: Women working in the unorganized 

sector often face unsafe and unhealthy working conditions. They may lack access to 

proper sanitation facilities, protective gear, and safe working environments. This 

increases their vulnerability to occupational hazards, accidents, and health issues. 

 

6. Unequal Opportunities and Discrimination: Gender-based discrimination persists in 

the unorganized sector, limiting women's opportunities for skill development, promotion, 

and career advancement. They often encounter stereotypes, biases, and limited access to 

training programs and resources, hindering their professional growth and potential. 

 

7. Balancing Work and Family Responsibilities: Unorganized women workers often bear 

the burden of unpaid care work and household responsibilities in addition to their paid 

employment. Balancing these responsibilities becomes a significant challenge, resulting 

in physical and mental stress and limited time for personal and professional development. 

 

8. Limited Representation and Voice: Women in the unorganized sector often lack 

representation and collective bargaining power. They have limited opportunities to 

participate in decision-making processes that affect their working conditions, wages, and 

overall well-being. This further marginalizes their voices and perpetuates their vulnerable 

status. 

 

In Tamilnadu, the Tamilnadu Manual Workers (Regulation of Employment and 

Conditions of work) Act 1982, the act covers the employment listed and directs 

establishment Boards for the implementation of welfare schemes for the workers. The 

Tamilnadu Manual Workers(Construction Workers) Act 1994, aims for the welfare of 

construction workers Under the schemes there are various assistance like accident, death 

and funeral, disablement, marriage, maternity, children's education etc will be given by 

this Act. 
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IX. SUGESSTIONS FOR UPLIFTMENT OF WOMEN IN UNORGANIZED SECTOR 

 

To uplift women in the unorganized sector and improve their socio-economic 

conditions, several suggestions can be considered 

 

1. Promote Skill Development: Facilitate skill development programs specifically tailored 

for women in the unorganized sector. These programs can provide training in various 

trades, entrepreneurship, financial literacy, and leadership skills, empowering women to 

enhance their employability and explore self-employment opportunities. 

 

2. Enhance Access to Credit: Establish accessible and affordable credit facilities targeted 

at women in the unorganized sector. This can enable them to start or expand their own 

businesses, invest in productive assets, and have a safety net during financial 

emergencies. 

 

3. Encourage Formation of Self-Help Groups (SHGs): Promote the formation of women-

led Self-Help Groups, which can provide a platform for collective savings, credit access, 

and mutual support. SHGs can also serve as avenues for skill-sharing, networking, and 

collective bargaining. 

 

4. Strengthen Social Security Measures: Extend social security benefits to cover women 

in the unorganized sector. This includes provisions for healthcare, maternity benefits, old-

age pensions, and insurance coverage, ensuring their well-being and safeguarding against 

financial risks. 

 

5. Ensure Implementation and Enforcement of Labour Laws: Strengthen enforcement 

mechanisms to ensure compliance with labour laws in the unorganized sector. This 

includes provisions for minimum wages, safe working conditions, protection against 

discrimination and harassment, and access to grievance redressal mechanisms. 

 

6. Promote Entrepreneurship and Microenterprises: Provide support and incentives for 

women to start and grow their Microenterprises. This can include access to markets, 

business development services, technical assistance, and mentorship programs, fostering 

economic independence and empowerment. 

 

7. Enhance Access to Education and Training: Ensure equal access to quality education 

and vocational training for girls and women in the unorganized sector. This can equip 

them with the necessary knowledge and skills to pursue higher-paying and dignified 

employment opportunities. 

 

8. Create Awareness and Sensitize Stakeholders: Conduct awareness campaigns to 

sensitize employers, workers, and communities about the rights and contributions of 

women in the unorganized sector. Promote gender-sensitive workplaces, zero tolerance 

for harassment, and inclusive policies that foster an enabling environment for women's 

empowerment. 

 

9. Strengthen Support Systems: Establish counselling centres, helplines, and support 

networks to assist women workers in addressing issues such as exploitation, harassment, 
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and accessing legal remedies. These support systems can provide guidance, protection, 

and advocacy for women's rights. 

 

10. Foster Collaboration and Partnerships: Encourage collaboration among government 

agencies, civil society organizations, employers, and trade unions to develop 

comprehensive programs and initiatives for women's empowerment in the unorganized 

sector. Collective efforts can amplify impact and create sustainable change. 

 

X. FINDINGS 

 

1. Prevalent Issues: The paper identifies several prevalent issues faced by women working 

in the unorganized sector in India. These include low wages, job insecurity, and      

gender-based discrimination. These challenges significantly impact their lives and 

livelihoods. 

 

2. Diverse Occupations: The study highlights that women in the unorganized sector are 

engaged in a wide range of occupations and industries, including domestic work, street 

vending, garment production, and informal manufacturing. This diversity underscores the 

breadth of their contributions to the economy. 

 

3. Adverse Working Conditions: The findings reveal that women in the unorganized 

sector endure adverse working conditions, such as long working hours, minimal benefits, 

lack of social security, and limited access to healthcare and education. 

 

4. Intersectional Nature of Discrimination: The study delves into the intersectional nature 

of gender-based discrimination, indicating that factors like caste, class, and religion 

exacerbate the vulnerabilities faced by these women. This inter sectionalist adds 

complexity to their challenges. 

 

XI.  SUGGESTIONS 

 

1. Policy Interventions: The study recommends policy interventions aimed at improving 

the lives of women in the unorganized sector. These include initiatives to raise minimum 

wages, strengthen labour rights, and provide social protection measures. 

 

2. Skill Development Programs: The paper suggests promoting skill development 

programs tailored specifically for women in the unorganized sector. These programs can 

equip them with the skills needed to enhance employability and explore entrepreneurial 

opportunities. 

 

3. Access to Credit: Encouraging the establishment of accessible and affordable credit 

facilities can empower women to start and expand their businesses, providing financial 

stability and autonomy. 

 

4. Support for Self-Help Groups: The study proposes promoting the formation of self-

help groups (SHGs) led by women. These groups can provide mutual support, access to 

credit, and opportunities for skill-sharing. 
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5. Social Security Measures: The paper emphasizes the need to extend social security 

benefits to cover women in the unorganized sector. This includes provisions for 

healthcare, maternity benefits, old-age pensions, and insurance coverage. 

 

6. Gender Equality Promotion: The study underscores the importance of fostering gender 

equality in the workplace. Awareness campaigns and inclusive policies can contribute to 

creating a more supportive environment for women's empowerment. 

 

7. Entrepreneurship and Microenterprises: Encouraging women's entrepreneurship and 

providing support for Microenterprises can lead to economic independence and 

empowerment. 

 

8. Education and Training Access: Ensuring equal access to quality education and 

vocational training is crucial for enabling women to access higher-paying and dignified 

employment opportunities. 

 

9. Awareness and Sensitization: Creating awareness and sensitizing stakeholders about the 

rights and contributions of women in the unorganized sector can lead to more respectful 

and inclusive workplaces. 

 

10. Collaborative Efforts: The study suggests fostering collaboration among various 

stakeholders, including government agencies, civil society organizations, employers, and 

trade unions, to develop comprehensive and sustainable programs for women's 

empowerment. 

 

XII. CONCLUSION  

 

It is concluded that the women working in the unorganized sector face numerous 

challenges and vulnerabilities that hinder their socio-economic progress and overall well-

being. The problems they encounter include low wages, exploitation, limited job security, 

lack of social protection, unsafe working conditions, discrimination, and the burden of 

balancing work and family responsibilities. However, through targeted interventions and 

policy measures, it is possible to uplift women in the unorganized sector and improve their 

livelihoods. Efforts should be made to promote skill development programs, enhance access 

to credit, encourage the formation of self-help groups, and strengthen social security 

measures specifically tailored for women in the unorganized sector. Implementation and 

enforcement of labour laws, including provisions for minimum wages, safe working 

conditions, and protection against discrimination and harassment, are crucial. 

 

Moreover, supporting women's entrepreneurship and microenterprises, ensuring 

access to education and training, creating awareness, and sensitizing stakeholders are 

important steps towards empowering women in the unorganized sector. Establishing support 

systems such as counselling centres helplines, and support networks can provide assistance 

and protection for women facing exploitation and harassment. 

 

Collaboration and partnerships among government agencies, civil society 

organizations, employers, and trade unions are essential for developing comprehensive and 

sustainable programs for women's empowerment in the unorganized sector. 
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