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International Women’s Month Special Issue
On the occasion of Women’s History Month, it is an opportune moment to reflect on how data can 
illuminate the changing lives of women in India. Findings from IHDS over the past two decades reveal 
a complex story of gender transformation in India. Women’s education has expanded rapidly, family 
norms are shifting, and everyday life has become somewhat easier with improved infrastructure. 
Yet progress remains uneven: while women are gaining education and greater voice within families, 
these changes have not fully translated into equality within households or stronger participation in 
the labour market.



Access to education has expanded through growing participation in private schools and private 
tuition. As a result, the overall gender gap in schooling has narrowed considerably. 

Mean years of schooling among rural women has 
increased from

Gender Gap in Educational Attainment has reduced sharply, especially in Rural Areas
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Private school enrolment among ages 6-14 (%) Private tuition uptake among ages 6-14 (%)

Rural Urban

Males Females

0

5

10

15

0

5

10

15

2004-05 2011-12 2022-24

7.1 7.9

10.0

4.2
5.6

8.9

2004-05 2011-12 2022-24

9.4 10.1 11.0

8.1
9.1

10.8

32
42 42

28
34 36

0
10
20
30
40
50

2004-05 2011-12 2022-24

18

28

36

17
24

34

0
10

20

30

40

50

2004-05 2011-12 2022-24

Males Females

EDUCATION 

The most powerful driver of gender change

Women’s education has risen rapidly over the past two 
decades, with especially increasing gains  
in rural areas. 
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Patterns within higher education remain uneven: The gender gap in STEM fields has narrowed in 
urban areas and widened in rural India, suggesting that educational progress has not been uniform 
across fields of study or geographic contexts.

Beyond improving educational attainment, these changes are also reshaping family norms and 
aspirations.

STEM enrolment among ages 18-25 (%)
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 Changing Family Norms

Rising levels of education is closely linked to shifts in family norms and marital aspirations.
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The long-standing norm of 
educational hypergamy, where 
women marry men who are more 
educated than them, is weakening, 
with a growing number of women 
now having higher levels of 
education than their husbands.
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Women married to less educated men (%)

Family size is shrinking as well: The proportion of mothers aged 35–49 with only one child 
increased from

2004–05 2022–24

While families play an important role in selecting partners, there is increased agency of on the part 
of females. Nearly 80% of women aged 25-29 years in 2022-24 reported having a role in choosing 
their spouse.

2004–05 2022–24

Early marriage has declined significantly over time. The share of women marrying as teenagers 
fell from

14%
7%

7% 11%



Alongside this shift, there is a rise in daughter-only families which reflects changing attitudes towards 
daughters, who are increasingly seen as potential sources of emotional and financial support in old age.
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Improvements in infrastructure and 
living conditions have made everyday life 
somewhat easier for women. 

Greater access to piped water and other 
household amenities has reduced some 
aspects of household drudgery. 

Women’s physical mobility has improved 
over time.
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 �DAILY LIFE 

Progress with Persistent Inequality

These changes in family norms are part of a broader transformation in women’s everyday lives.



 Women’s Employment

Despite major advances in education and changing family norms, work participation among women 
aged 25–59 has remained largely stagnant over the past decade, particularly in urban areas. 

This disconnect highlights one of the central challenges of India’s gender transformation: while 
women are becoming more educated and gaining greater voice within families, these gains have 
not yet translated into comparable labour market opportunities.

Note, IHDS questions are worded differently from NSS and PLFS questionnaires and hence record 
higher work participation rates.
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Gender inequalities within the household remain deeply entrenched. 

Men remain more likely to control household finances and make major purchasing decisions.

Domestic work remains highly gendered.

Thus, even as women gain education and greater agency in family matters, everyday household roles 
continue to reflect traditional gender divisions.

Around 78% of women reported cooking regularly, compared to only about 5% of men. 

Measuring women’s lives requires more than asking the right questions. It requires designing 
surveys that recognize how gender shapes access, voice, and representation in data. IHDS is 
among the few nationally representative datasets that capture multiple dimensions of women’s 
lives, including education, work, family dynamics, mobility and decision making. What makes 
IHDS distinctive is its methodological focus on improving gender data quality through direct 
interviews with women, the use of female enumerators, and survey protocols sensitive to 
household power structures. Understanding women’s lives requires not only good data, but 
careful attention to how that data is collected.
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The India Human Development Survey (IHDS) began as a nationally representative, multi-topic 
survey of 41,554 households in 1,503 villages and 971 urban neighbourhoods across India. The first 
round of interviews were completed in 2004-05; the Data is publicly available via ICPSR. The second 
round reinterviewed most of these households in 2011-12 (N = 42,152), and data for the same are 
available via ICPSR. Fieldwork for IHDS-III was undertaken in 2022-24, and data is currently being 
cleaned and processed.

The IHDS-III has been jointly conducted by researchers from the University of Maryland, the 
National Council of Applied Economic Research, Indiana University and the University of Michigan.
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