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Abstract 

Gender equality in decent work and economic decision-making are still not ensured in Sri Lanka although it ensures gender parity 
in both education and health care. Marriage, culture, and traditional values challenge the human right of independent economic 
decision making among women in developing countries. The main objective of this study is to explore the ethno-specific drivers of 
Labor Force Participation among married women in Sri Lanka to capture deep insights into the ethno-cultural picture of the issue. 
Secondary data were used from the Sri Lankan Labour Force Survey 2018 including 14,533 married females and four Binary Logistic 
Regression models were derived for female labour force participation among ethnic subgroups. The analysis concludes that ethnicity 
plays a major role in the career contribution of married females in the country. Concerning married Sinhalese women, the married 
women representing the Sri Lankan/Indian Tamils are more probable to join in the labour market, while married women represent-
ing the Moors are less probable to participate as they are highly intertwined to traditional and cultural boundaries. Employment 
and occupational sector of husband, availability, and age of children, family income, age, residential sector, province, disability, 
vocational training, and digital literacy are the key drivers of career contribution of married women that reflect distinctive impacts 
on different ethnic groups. Finally, the study proposed possible policy recommendations for encouraging Female Labour Force par-
ticipation by addressing the ethno-marital issues. 

Keywords: Ethno specific factors, Marital status, Women’s labour force participation 

INTRODUCTION

The role of human capital is considered as one of the deci-
sive components while making national strategies for sus-
tained growth and development of a developing country 
(Abraham et al., 2017). Contradictorily, these substantial in-
vestments in human capital have not been aligned with in-
creasing women’s labour force participation (World Eco-
nomic Forum, 2016).  Though, Sri Lanka provides a wonder-
ful example for gender equality among other South Asian 
countries (Sarvananthan et al., 2017), the female labour 
force participation rate remains comparably low while mak-
ing it a puzzle to many researchers (International Labour Or-
ganization, 2016). Samarakoon and Mayadunne (2018) 
stated that despite gender equality in education is favoura-
ble to women; still, most of the working age women in Sri 
Lanka are staying at home without participating in the la-
bour market. Gunatilaka (2013) argues that females face a 
number of constraints due to different types of factors when 
they serve as single women, married and female heads of 
household in the case of participating in the labour force. 
This paper will analyse the determinants of married female 
labour force participation in the country by ethnicity.  

Labour force participation rate of women, who live alone, is 
higher than that of women who live with a partner and kids. 
According to labour statistics on women (ILOSTAT, 2020), 
there is a considerable decrease in the Female Labour Force 
Participation (FLFP) when they are living with partners and 
kids. The presence of children forces women to be outside 
of the labour market. As per the statement of US Ambassa-
dor Alaina B. Teplitz at a Women Leaders’ Business Panel in 
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2019, women in Sri Lanka currently account only for 35 per-
cent of the workforce. That number is relatively lower when 
compared to the worldwide average of 47 percent. There-
fore, it is very important to study the factors that affect FLFP, 
to identify the possible policy interventions to encourage fe-
males to work. A sharp decline in FLFP is seen with marriage 
in the region of Arab because marriage increases the home 
responsibilities of women and forces them to withdraw from 
the labour market involvement (Baxter, 1997). In common, 
and particularly in South Asia, it is accepted that social 
standards have a noteworthy impact on women’s choice of 
career contribution. These standards work at different levels 
of society, circumstance, religion, caste, and locality (Das 
and Desai, 2003; Panda, 2003; Göksel, 2012; Jaeger, 2010). 

Abraham et. al. (2017) mentioned many standard economic 
variables that impact FLFP, such as experience, wages, and 
incomes, education, etc. Apart from this, there are some 
other non-economic variables such as urbanisation, head of 
the household's status, land ownership and family size, em-
ployment structure and marital status, and fertility. Ajwad 
and Kurukulasuriya (2002) stated that worker's productive 
skills, educational attainment, and the number of years of 
work experience are the key dimensions that influence the 
FLFP. Additionally, ethnicity and gender are also considered 
as some important factors. According to Abdulai and Del-
gado (1999), ethnicity, gender, experience, non-labour in-
come, number of children, age, age-squared to control for 
the nonlinear life cycle, education and household size are 
some of the key variables that impact FLFP. Women's Career 
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Development, Individual Factors, Family Factors, Organiza-
tional Factors, Cultural Factors, Career-Focused, Family Sup-
port, Attitudes towards Organization are the broad factors 
that create the effect of a glass ceiling on women's career 
development in private sector organizations (Bombuwela 
and Alwis, 2013). 

This study mainly focuses on the Ethnic Specific Drivers of 
Married Women’s Labor Force Participation in Sri Lanka, as 
Sri Lanka is in a comparatively low position among other 
South Asian countries (The World Bank Annual Report, 
2019). This is a problematic scenario for a country as FLFP is 
one of the standard measures that are being widely used to 
measure the development of a country. Both external and 
internal hindrances should be addressed equally for the suc-
cessful economic empowerment of women (Sarvananthan 
et al., 2017). Therefore, it is important to find out the rea-
sons behind the low rate of labor force participation among 
married women in the country. 

In Sri Lanka, only limited studies have discussed the deter-
minants of married women’s labor force participation by 
ethnic subgroups and have attempted to illuminate the dif-
ficulties underlying the low rate of female labor force partic-
ipation when they engage in their married life. The main ob-
jective of this study is to identify the drivers of married 
women’s labor force participation decisions among different 
ethnic sub-groups in Sri Lanka. The specific objectives are, to 
identify the drivers of married women’s labor force partici-
pation in Sri Lanka and to identify the factors that affect mar-
ried women’s labor force participation by ethnic sub-groups 
in Sri Lanka. 

LITERATURE AND HYPOTHESES 

Labour force participation is elucidated in many ways 
through various economic theories. Becker (1973) discusses 
labour market consequences of both men and women based 
on the marriage market through the Theory of Marriage 
concerning two assumptions; that every person tries to 
achieve as much as can be achieved and this so-called mar-
ket is working at the equilibrium condition. Men vary in ed-
ucation or intelligence, race, physical capital apart from their 
effects on the wage rate, height, or any other attributes and 
will tend to marry women with like values of those charac-
teristics, whereas the association between spouses for wage 
rates or for traits of male and female that are close replace-
ments in household production, will be negative.  

Becker (1965) explains the market and non-market activities 
by presenting the Theory of the Allocation of Time among 
unalike activities in detail. One of the concepts indicated in 
the theory is dividing the labour among the members of the 
family. If it is a multi-person Household (HH), the time will 
be efficiently allocated among the members rather than 
simply assigning among commodities. That means the time 
allocation of a member in the HH will greatly be affected by 
the chances open of other members in HH. According to The 
Labour-Leisure Theory, when wages rise, people accept an 
increased time cost of taking care of children, but also meet 
with inflated incomes (Aaronson et al., 2017). Further, the 
theory postulates that the reason for individuals and house-
holds entering the labour market is the need for higher in-
come, and they work long hours till the benefits of market 
works exceed the household activities. Wage rate and non-
labour income are the main economic variables impacting 
the availability of labour or the allocation of an individual’s 
time between leisure and work (Abraham et. al. (2017).  

Ethnicity and Marital Status on FLFP: Van Hedel et. al. 
(2015) have discussed the relationship between marital sta-
tuses and labor force participation in their study while using 
marital status, labor force activity, and mortality through a 
study in the USA and six European countries. Using related 
statistics they proved that there is a considerable difference 
among countries when it comes to the marital statuses and 
labor force participation within the population distribution. 
The majority of the literature has mainly given higher im-
portance to women's labor force participation in developing 
countries for married women (Oppong, 1983; Wong and 
Levine, 1992; Doan and Popkin, 1989; Michalopoulos et al., 
1992) since single women enjoy a considerably higher rate 
of employment as compared to married women (Panda, 
2003). Baxter (1997) discusses the participation in HH work 
of people based on gender. He stated that females experi-
ence a higher amount of HH work compared to males and it 
seems to be a common phenomenon all over the world. A 
sharp decline in FLFP is seen with marriage in the Arab re-
gion. However, it rises where older, divorced, or separated 
and widowed women are concerned. Marriage leads to in-
creased home responsibilities for women and forces them 
to withdraw from the labor market involvement. Marital sta-
tus has been defined in different aspects by different schol-
ars. A woman’s legal status appeared statistically significant, 
indicating that the legal status perhaps was a crucial factor 
influencing the labor pool participation of a woman (Sama-
rakoon and Mayadunne, 2018). On the contrary, Hussain et. 
al. (2012), Khan and Khan (2009), Grimm and Bonneuil 
(2001), and Faridi et. al. (2009) argue that there are neither 
positive nor negative relationships that exist between them. 
In traditionalist social orders, ladies have less freedom to se-
lect their accomplices, creating a lesser bartering control 
within the family. In a sense, instead of their fathers, they 
had to comply with their spouses after marriage (Göksel, 
2012). When considering the Sri Lankan situation, Samara-
koon and Mayadunne (2018) indicate that, when it comes to 
the occurrence of stopover at home, the uppermost is the 
females who are married and have children. 

There are plenty of theories that discuss the determinants 
of labor supply of females, such as Becker (1973), Becker 
(1965), Neo-Classical Labor Leisure Model: Aaronson et. al. 
(2017), Azid et. al. (2001), etc. However, most of the popular 
theories examine the factors related to women's job contri-
bution in a general context. Very few theories are based on 
their ethno and marital specific determinants. This study ex-
pects to scrutinize how the ethno specific drivers affect the 
married female's labor force participation and hope to pro-
vide a better contribution to fill this theoretical and empiri-
cal gap in the literature.  

Social components constrain women’s rights within the 
work environment and their engagement in work. Religion 
still includes a key part in deciding the sex standards in nu-
merous nations (Pastore and Tenaglia, 2013). Economic, so-
cial, and political welfare factors directly influence female la-
bour force participation through several aspects in the case 
of developing countries (Hussain et al., 2012). Females do 
not make choices in segregation, but the situations they live-
in affect their conduct. Ladies in preservationist and conven-
tional situations where men have a higher choice control, 
and which have more grounded social standards tend to re-
main at domestic, as expected by society, and gotten to be 
housewives (Göksel, 2012). Ethnical influence on female ca-
reer contribution is confirmed by Samarakoon and Maya-
dunne (2018), Gunatilaka (2013) and Gunatilaka and 
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Vithanagama (2018), Tansel (1998), Hussain et. al. (2012), 
and Kulatunga (2014). Therefore, the study assumes that; 

H1: Ethnicity has an impact on married FLFP  

Household Factors on Married FLFP: Horrell and Humphries 
(1995) stated that inside most narratives of women's ex-
panding economic dependence on men, there's room to find 
pockets of change and freedom clearly related to industrial 
opportunities. Distinctive relationship between hitched 
women's employment and their husband's work-related sta-
tus are discussed by Panda (2003). Al-Qudsi (1995) indicates 
that females show a lower participation rate in labour mar-
ket when they have children of school-going age. Having 
children serves as a negative relationship with the FLFP. 
However, when they have children below two years, it in-
creased the chance for women to join the labour market 
(Horrell and Humphries, 1995; Göksel, 2012).  

Gunatilaka (2013) explains the female labour force partici-
pation in Sri Lanka and suggests that having domestic help 
seems to significantly permit a female to contribute to a job. 
Panda (2003) identifies the effect of six categories of de-
pendants in the family on FLFP for married women. How-
ever, the number of same era men appears as a solid nega-
tive impact on single women’s employment. Be that as it 
may, these factors are unimportant to the employment of 
hitched ladies. 

Arellano and Meghir (1992) found that when males are ed-
ucated, it reduces the chances of participation of women in 
the labor market. This is confirmed by Leibowitz and Kler-
man (1995) and Shah (1986) as well. Weerasinghe and Parr 
(2002) argue that after controlling other factors, higher lev-
els of family riches were associated with lower income. 
There were too critical impacts in support of female labor 
force, ethnicity, age-at-marriage, and equality on current in-
come. In any case, after controlling the wealth and other in-
formative factors, the impact of female instruction was not 
noteworthy. In case the proof was to remain steady over 
time, rising levels of riches would diminish conjugal richness 
in Sri Lanka. Thus, the study can predict that; 

H2: HH factors have an influence on married FLFP 

Socio-Economic Factors on Married FLFP: According to 
Hussain et. al. (2012), there is a significant and positive con-
nection between the age of the respondent and the contri-
bution of females in paid jobs. It is confirmed by many re-
search studies, such as Khan and Khan (2009); Ejaz (2007); 
Contreras et. al. (2005); Azid et. al. (2001); Naqvi and 
Shahnaz (2002). One of the main reasons for the frequent 
decrease in FLFP within the recent past is urbanization 
(Ilkkaracan, 1998). According to the findings of Göksel 
(2012), in-country regions ladies traditionally work, whereas 
this is usually not the case in cities because convention and 
men's higher bartering power play a negative part within the 
likelihood of ladies working in urban areas. Samarakoon and 
Mayadunne (2018) and Gunatilaka (2013) explain the pro-
vincial influences on female labour force participation in Sri 
Lanka. Sarvananthan et. al. (2017) mentioned that high un-
employment prevailed in conflict-affected areas of Sri Lanka. 

Education is positively related to female labor force partici-
pation (Samarakoon and Mayadunne, 2018). The im-
portance of education for women has recently changed 
women’s attitudes, including their higher education attain-
ments, increasing labor force participation, and reducing the 
family size (Mason et al., 1976; Thornton and Freedman, 
1979).  Semasinghe (2017) identified disability as one of the 
reasons for the non-participations of females in the job mar-
ket in Sri Lanka. The economic growth of a country highly 

depends on literacy and education (Barro, 1998) as well as 
women’s education (Klasen, 2002). All individuals in any 
case of sex in our society must at least obtain fundamental 
ICT abilities to operate effectively and productively, to im-
prove and succeed in their professional lives (Palma, 2001; 
Trauth, 2002; Wynarczyk et al., 2006). Burki and Fasih (1998) 
explain that vocational training serves as a notable and pos-
itive influence on paid work. 

The least number of studies have used some unique and 
chronologically relevant drivers (eg. digital literacy, disabil-
ity, vocational training) of female job contribution even to a 
lesser extent. This study hopes to generate meaningful find-
ings to understand the ethno specific drivers of married fe-
male labor force participation in the country by filling these 
empirical gaps in the literature. Based on the above litera-
ture, the following hypothesis is presented for the study; 

H3: Socio-economic factors have an influence on married 
FLFP  

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

According to the viewpoint of the objective of this study, this 
research is related to the exploratory type, since the study 
tries to explore what FLFP and its ethno and marital specific 
determinants are. In line with the viewpoint of the mode of 
inquiry, this research is based on the quantitative approach 
as it uses numerical measurements. When it comes to the 
mode of thinking, this research is categorized under the de-
ductive mode as it uses the theory testing approach. Here, 
the mental assumption is considered for the selection of 
data collection and the way of accepting the assumption by 
the researcher. This research undertakes the positivism par-
adigm as it uses the quantitative approach to measure the 
selected variables. A similar approach has been used in pre-
vious studies by Samarakoon and Mayadunne (2018), Ma-
durawala (2009), Gunatilaka (2013), and many others. 

To achieve the hypotheses, the study uses secondary 
sources to collect needed data from the Annual Labor Force 
Survey 2018, which is one of the nationally accepted sources 
of collecting secondary data. The population for this study is 
married females in the working-age population; all married 
females of age 15 years and above in the country. The eco-
nomically active populace at present (labor force) is typically 
recognized as the addition of the "employed" and "unem-
ployed" populace.  

The sample frame is prepared based on the 2012 Census of 
Population and Housing using the technique of two stages 
stratified sampling procedure for the total sample size of 
14,533 married females living with their spouses of age 15 
years and above, covering all provinces of the country in 
2018, ethno-specific subsamples were created as Sinhalese 
= 10,196, SL and Indian Tamil = 2,788 and Moor = 1,404. Only 
married females who live with their husbands have been se-
lected for the model to achieve efficient findings related to 
household factors. 

𝐿𝑖 = ln [
𝑃𝑖

1 − 𝑃𝑖
] = 𝐿𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑡 (𝑌)

= 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 𝐷1−2 + 𝛽2𝑋1−2 + 𝛽3𝐷3−20

+ 𝛽4 𝑋3−5 + 𝛽5𝐷21−27 +  𝜀 

Pi = Probability of being participated in the labour force, 1-
Pi = Probability of not being participated, β0 = Intercept, D1-
2 = Ethnicity, ε = Error term 

Effect of household factors: Family Income (X1), Household 
size (X2), Employment sector of husband (D3-5), Occupa-
tional sector of husband (D6-13), Availability of children 
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(D14-16), Availability of domestic servant (D17), Education 
of husband (D18-20) 

Effect of socio-economic factors: Age (X3), Age square (X4), 
Educational attainment (X5), Living sector (D21), Province 
(D22-24), Disability (D25), Digital literacy (D26), Technical 
Training (D27) 

The 2018 LFS secondary microdata is analyzed using the 
STATA/MP 13(64-bit) statistical package software removing 
heteroscedasticity within the variables through the robust 
command and the Binary Logit Regression analysis is used to 
identify the influence of the factors that affect married fe-
male’s labor force participation based on ethnicity. The De-
pendent variable: of this study is Labor force participation of 
married women (Y) which is a dummy variable to check 
whether a married woman participated or not in the job 
market. Independent variables (X) includes two categories 
as household factors: Household size, Family income, Em-
ployment and Occupational sector of the husband, Availabil-
ity of children, Availability of domestic help and Education of 
husband, Socio-economic factors: Ethnicity, Age, Age 
square, Educational attainment, Living sector, Province, Dis-
ability, Digital literacy, and Technical Training. 

Here, household size is a continuous variable, generated us-
ing the household indexes counting the number of members 
in a household. Family income means, the total income of a 
family including both labour and non-labour income coming 
from both primary as well as secondary income sources of 
the household head and his spouse. There are main 4 em-
ployment statuses included in the model; employee, em-
ployer, own-account worker, and unpaid family workers. 
Eight occupational sectors were considered in the study as 
service, managerial, professional, technician, clerical, ser-
vice, agricultural, elementary, unidentified, and separate 
dummies were created each of the variables to know 
whether their husband belongs to that particular sector not. 
Children are defined as sons and daughters of household 
heads in the data set. This variable is categorized into 4 
groups as do not have children, availability of children less 
than 6 years, availability of children between 6 and 15 years, 
availability of children more than 15 years old. Availability of 
domestic help is a dummy variable and Education of HH 
head consists of four dummy variables as Non-schooling 
(Not schooled), Primary (passed grade 1 to grade 5), Second-
ary (passed grade 6 to grade 13), and Tertiary (passed 
G.A.Q/G.S.Q, Degree, Post Graduate Degree/Diploma, Spe-
cial educational institutions). Age, age squared and educa-
tional attainment are continuous variables. The residential 
sector included as a dummy whether the women belong to 
an urban sector or non-urban sector. The non-urban sector 
includes both rural and estate sectors. All nine provinces 
(Western Province, Central Province, Southern Province, 
Eastern Province Northern Province, North Western Prov-
ince, North Central Province, Uva Province and Saba-
ragamuwa Province) are categorized into 4 major groups as, 
Western provinces, Agriculture and plantation-based prov-
inces (Central Province, Sabaragamuwa Province, Uva Prov-
ince and North Central Province), Industrial based provinces 
(Southern Province and North Western Province), Post-war 
provinces (Eastern Province and Northern Province). Sepa-
rate dummies were generated for each of these categories. 
Finally, Disability, Digital literacy, Literacy- languages, and 
Vocational training are created as general dummy variables 
with dichotomous expressions. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

Labour force participation rates of married women by ethno 
specific subgroups (Sinhalese, SL and Indian Tamil, and 
Moor) are given in Figure 1. Sinhalese women associate with 
the highest rates of participation (39.03 per cent), as they 
have less cultural and social barriers against their participa-
tion. SL and Indian Tamil women contribute almost the same 
proportionate share as the second highest value. In general, 
Tamil women are highly specialized in performing planta-
tion-based economic activities. Regarding Moor women, 
around 80% of married women are not participating in any 
employment opportunities because they are subjected to 
follow higher social and cultural restrictions that keep them 
away from the labour market, as found by Gunatilaka (2013) 
and Samarakoon and Mayadunne (2018). 

Figure 1: Married Female Labour force participation by eth-
nic subgroups 

 
Source: Developed by the researcher using LFS 2018 data 

Data analysis has been done through several steps as it in-
cludes four models as the overall model, ethno specific sub-
models (Sinhalese, SL and Indian Tamil and Moor). All the 
models are compared based on the determinants of Labour 
force participation of married women in 2018. Table 1 pre-
sents the marginal effects of binary logistic estimation and 
the p-value of the variables which presents the significance 
level of the results. 

Before discussing the results of the probability analysis, it is 
important to bear in mind that, only the married spouses liv-
ing with husbands are selected for the sample to observe the 
family context where the labour supply decisions are jointly 
taken based on the Household Model of Labour Supply. 

Ethnicity is categorized as Sinhalese, Sri Lankan and Indian 
Tamil, and Moor; other ethnic groups are dropped due to 
insufficient cases and Sinhalese is considered as the base 
category. Both Tamil and Moors are highly significant with 
distinct responsiveness. Sri Lankan and Indian Tamil women 
are more likely to engage in the labour market compared to 
the base category by around 7.5 per cent. In general, the 
majority of the plantation and agricultural sectors operate 
with a higher participation rate of SL and Indian Tamil 
women who belong to the estate and rural sectors. Because 
of that, they have been accustomed and skilled culturally 
and traditionally in doing these plantation and agricultural- 
based employment activities for a long time as well as they 
are well specialized in these particular fields. Further, they 
are better encouraged by the incentives like accommoda-
tion and other childcare facilities provided by plantation em-
ployers. These aspects motivate them to better participate 
in the labour market. Nevertheless, regards to the Moors, 
the likelihood of participation is lower by around 14 per cent 
when compared to the reference category. The main reason 

39.03%
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Table 1: Factors associated with the probabilities of participation in the labour force of married women who are Sinhalese, SL Tamil and Indian Tamil, and Moor 2018: Marginal effects of logistic 

estimations. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 3  

 Overall Model Sinhalese SL and Indian 
Tamil 

Moor  

Factors and variables Marg. Coef  P>z Marg. Coef  P>z Marg. Coef  P>z Marg. Coef  P>z  

No.obs 14533  10196 2788 1404   

Married women labour force participation (y)          

          
Ethnicity (D1-2)          
SL and Indian Tamil (D1)   0.075*** 0.000 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A  
Moor (D2)   -0.140*** 0.000 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A  

Household Factors          

Family Income (X1)   -0.0001** 0.011 0.00003 0.237      -0.219* 0.062  0.112 0.321  
Household size (X2)   -0.017*** 0.000      -0.013** 0.004      -0.029*** 0.000        0.009 0.240  

Employment sector of husband (D3-5)          
Employee (D3)    0.048** 0.001       0.062** 0.001       0.012 0.711   0.024 0.467  
Own account worker (D4)   0.079*** 0.000  0.110*** 0.000      -0.015 0.653    0.061* 0.060  
Unpaid family worker (D5)   0.206*** 0.000  0.244*** 0.000          N/A  N/A         N/A  N/A  

The occupational sector of husband (D6-13)          
Managerial sector (D6) 0.056** 0.001      0.072** 0.001       0.024 0.565       -0.002 0.947  
Professional (D7)   0.105*** 0.000      0.102** 0.002       0.036 0.499        0.095* 0.075  
Technician (D8) 0.046** 0.018       0.031 0.182       0.063 0.181   0.056 0.165  
Clerical (D9)    0.024 0.448       0.034 0.349      -0.033 0.679         N/A  N/A  
Agricultural (D10)  0.099*** 0.000       0.105*** 0.000       0.027 0.453         0.102** 0.005  
Production (D11)   -0.029** 0.044    -0.044** 0.014      -0.020 0.555    -0.002 0.962  
Elementary (D12)  0.057*** 0.000       0.022 0.258       0.064** 0.058         0.064* 0.054  

Unidentified (D13)   -0.118** 0.049      -0.129* 0.058         N/A  N/A           N/A  N/A  

Availability of children (D14-16)          
Having children less than 6 years (D14) -0.067*** 0.000  -0.078*** 0.000    -0.047* 0.071    -0.015 0.595  

Having children 6 to14years (D15)    0.007 0.462    -0.006 0.652  0.052** 0.010     0.011 0.646  
Having children more than 15 years old (D16)    0.002 0.820    -0.003 0.813    -0.027 0.221        -0.029 0.262  
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Having a domestic servant (D17)    0.088 0.154     0.075 0.311         N/A N/A           N/A  N/A  

Education of husband (D18-20)            
Primary (D18)   -0.051* 0.054    -0.056 0.137    -0.058 0.189         0.010 0.884  
Secondary (D19) -0.113*** 0.000 -0.120** 0.001    -0.124** 0.007        -0.033 0.644  
          
Tertiary (D20)    0.009 0.786     0.004 0.937     0.022 0.751         0.011 0.899  

Socio Economic Factors          

Age (X3)  0.044*** 0.000     0.053*** 0.000     0.038*** 0.000       0.024** 0.003  

Age square (X4) -0.0005*** 0.000  -0.0006*** 0.000   -0.0005*** 0.000      -0.0003** 0.005  
Educational attainment (X5)    0.004** 0.006     0.002 0.410    0.012*** 0.000       0.011** 0.005  

Living sector          
Non-urban (D21)  0.056*** 0.000  0.041** 0.006    0.107*** 0.000       0.063** 0.009  

Province (D22-24)          

Agriculture or Plantation base provinces (D22)  0.090*** 0.000      0.081*** 0.000     0.153*** 0.000         0.065* 0.060  
Industrial base provinces (D23)  0.050*** 0.000      0.045** 0.001     0.101* 0.076       0.082** 0.021  

Post war provinces (D24) -0.178*** 0.000     -0.124*** 0.000    -0.183*** 0.000     0.009 0.782  

Disability          
Having any Disability(D25)    -0.036** 0.002 -0.029** 0.037    -0.045 0.108    -0.036 0.223  

Digital literacy           

Having Digital literacy (D26)  0.105*** 0.000  0.109*** 0.000      0.111*** 0.000     0.078*** 0.000  

Technical Training           
Having technical training (D27)  0.131*** 0.000  0.131*** 0.000       0.189*** 0.000     0.147** 0.001  

Notes: 
1. (D) and (X) indicate the dummy and continuous variables respectively. 
2. The omitted categories in the overall model (Model 1) are Sinhalese; Employer; Service sector worker; Not having children; Not having a domestic servant; Non-schooled husband; urban; Western 
province; Not disabled; Not digitally literate; Not technically trained.  
2. The omitted categories in the Sinhalese model (Model 2) are: Employer; Service sector worker; Not having children; Not having a domestic servant; Non-schooled husband; urban; Western province; 
Not disabled; Not digitally literate; Not technically trained.  
3. The omitted categories in SL and Indian Tamil model (Model 3) are Employers and unpaid family workers; service or unidentified sector worker; Not having children; Non-schooled husband; urban; 
Western province; Not disabled; Not digitally literate; Not technically trained.  
4. The omitted categories in the Moor model (Model 4) are: Employer and unpaid family worker; worker in the Service sector, clerical or unidentified sector worker; Not having children; Non-schooled 
husband; urban; Western province; Not disabled; Not digitally literate; Not technically trained. 
4. ***, **, and * designate statistical significance at one per cent, five per cent and ten per cent levels respectively.  
5. N/A denotes that values are not applicable may be due to insufficient cases. 

 

Source: Developed by the researcher using LFS 2018 data
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for their negative responsiveness seems to be their cultural 
and traditional values and practices that they follow. 
Women are highly restricted by their husbands to be at 
home without going outside and this forces them to stay out 
from the job market. The implication is that even marriage 
is not a crutch that can change the cultural restrictions of 
Moor women. Göksel (2012) denoted that instead of their 
fathers, they had to comply with their spouses after mar-
riage. Some similar findings have been presented by Sama-
rakoon and Mayadunne (2018) as well. 

The probability of participation of married women is signifi-
cantly influenced by most of the HH factors selected in the 
study. Household size negatively impacts the married wom-
en's workforce participation decisions among Sinhalese and 
Tamil ethnic groups. When the number of dependents (chil-
dren, elders) increases in a family, women have more re-
sponsibilities to look after them. Further, if there are many 
employed male members (employed children) in the family, 
then there is no need for married women to be employed as 
they enjoy considerable family incomes. Thus, married 
women are more likely to reduce their participation when 
the size of the household increases. The presence of one or 
more other seasoned relatives within the family includes a 
solid negative effect on hitched women’s business. The 
older folks dwelling with a couple prevent hitched women’s 
cooperation in paid work (Panda, 2003). 

Increasing family income also seems to marginally lower the 
likelihood of married women’s labour force participation. 
Here, family income includes the husbands’ income which is 
a form of non-labour income to the wife. This would cause 
to reduce the participation of the wife as she engages in 
more leisure. Near findings have been suggested by Gun-
athilaka (2013) in her study.  

When considering the influence of employment and occupa-
tional sector of the husband on labor force participation of 
their spouses in the overall model and the Sinhalese model; 
if the woman is a wife of an employee or unpaid family 
worker or an own-account worker, then she is more likely to 
participate in paid jobs, when comparing to a wife of an em-
ployer. It is important to note that the wives of Sinhalese 
unpaid family workers contribute by around 25 per cent of 
higher participation concerning the base category. Likewise, 
Moor women are more likely to participate if their husband 
is an own-account worker. It seems that when the husband 
does not earn or earns a lower income, their wives are 
forced to join in a paid job to fulfill their basic necessities.  

Regarding the occupational sector of the husband, the ma-
jority of the variables are significant in the overall model. 
When it comes to ethnic differences, if the husband is in a 
managerial, professional, or agricultural sector, then Sinha-
lese women are more likely to participate than the reference 
group of the service sector. When the husband of a Moor 
married woman is in a professional sector, then her proba-
bility of participation is positive. These findings suggest that, 
when husbands are in higher positions, they marry a woman 
with equal social status as they like to maintain good social 
standards and better family backgrounds. Therefore, they 
do not hesitate to send their wives for better employments 
which adds dignity to their social status. Also, it helps their 
children to be a part of a non-competitive group within the 
labor market. Similarly, married women participate in the 
job market not only for social dignity but also to earn addi-
tional income for the family. This is because when the hus-
bands are occupied in sectors like Elementary and Agricul-
ture, there are more probabilities of their wives, within most 

ethnic groups, participating in the labor market as insuffi-
cient income enables the higher participation of married 
women. In addition, the agricultural sector includes substi-
tute work where husband, wife, and other family members 
work together. Contrastingly, Sinhalese married women are 
less likely to participate when their husbands work in the 
fields of production or other unidentified sectors. The pro-
duction sector is one that always functions with tight and 
busy work schedules and long working hours. Thus, the hus-
bands do not engage much in the family environment and 
they expect their wives to be at home taking care of other 
family dependents. Panda (2003) argues that there is a dis-
tinctive relationship between hitched women's employment 
and their husband's work-related status. Since skilled/pro-
fessional spouses are superior associated with official and 
systematic channels of work procurement, their spouses will 
be in a better position to get occupations. 

The availability of pre-school children seems to be a con-
straint for the participation of married women as it reduces 
the participation of Sinhalese and Tamil women by around 
6.8 per cent in the overall model. Contrastingly, when the 
children are grown up (6 to 14 years), the career contribu-
tion of SL and Indian Tamil women increases. With pre-
school children, mothers should stay at home to engage in 
upbringing and caring activities by substituting the time of 
their market activities. When children have grown some-
what, they become capable of doing their work on their 
own. These consequences enable their mothers to be em-
ployed when they have young children. According to the fer-
tility of the model of labor supply, the labor supply decisions 
of married women are significantly affected by fertility deci-
sions. Fertility creates two main costs, namely direct and op-
portunity costs, and the husband and wife jointly take their 
labor market decisions while based on that. Al-Qudsi (1995) 
indicates that females show a lower participation rate in the 
labor market when they have children of school-going age. 
Göksel (2012) noted that, when the chances of having more 
children than women prefer increase, then it would reduce 
the opportunities for women to participate in the labor 
force. 

Regarding the influence of the husband's level of education 
on the women's workforce participation; if the husband 
studies up to the primary level, then he is less likely to per-
mit his wife to a paid job. In the Sinhalese and Tamil ethnic 
groups, if the husband studies up to the secondary level, 
then he is less likely to permit his wife to do a paid job. With 
higher educational qualifications, he would probably be able 
to find a better job with a higher salary which in turn leads 
to reducing his wife's participation.  Leibowitz and Klerman 
(1995) documented in their examination of the dynamic ef-
fect of husbands’ qualities on wives’ work that, the hus-
band’s years of education too generally has a negative im-
pact on the likelihood of a woman’s employment. Further, 
Shah (1986) argues that there is a negative relationship be-
tween the husband’s education and women’s labor force 
participation decision. 

Age increases the labor force participation of married 
women but at a decreasing rate as discussed by Gunathilaka 
(2013). There are no highlighted differences evident among 
ethnic groups since it is positive and highly significant in all 
the models. When people get older, they face many physical 
difficulties with some communicable and non-communica-
ble diseases which hinder their physical and mental health 
and finally lead to reduce their participation. 
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As expected, education functions as a good predictor that 
supports labor force participation of everyone and even 
married women are not an exception. This statement is valid 
among most of the ethnic groups. In some cases, even with 
higher educational qualifications, married women may have 
to stay at home due to their unavoidable family responsibil-
ities. However, education provides a better platform to mar-
ried women to participate in the job market as reaching 
higher educational qualifications simply leads a person to a 
successful career path. Nowadays, women's attitudes are 
changing positively towards learning. These attitudinal 
changes among women cause noteworthy support to in-
crease the women's educational attainments which indi-
rectly motivate their labor force participation. Similar find-
ings are discussed by Samarakoon and Mayadunne (2018), 
Gunatilaka (2013), Abdulai and Delgado (1999), and many 
others.  

When dealing with the subject of the spatial factors included 
in the model, the likelihood of participation of non-urban 
women is higher compared to urban women. SL and Tamil 
women share the highest probability level of 11 per cent as 
the non-urban sector is mainly organized as the plantation 
and agricultural economy where the majority of women 
take part in those employment opportunities. Especially the 
plantation sector employers provide basic childcare and ac-
commodation facilities for women who engage in those 
dead-end jobs (tea plucking, rubber tapping, paddy harvest-
ing, etc.). Disparities in the distribution of female-targeted 
employment opportunities among residential sectors are 
likely to be the main reason for this lower participation. One 
of the main reasons for the frequent decrease in FLFP within 
the recent past is urbanization (Ilkkaracan, 1998). Moreover, 
most of the employment opportunities in the non-urban 
area are related to the agricultural and plantation fields. 
Generally, women are highly skilled and specialized to per-
form agricultural related employment activities as an inborn 
characteristic in Sri Lanka. This leads to higher participation 
in the non-urban living sector. Another reason is, as the 
number of sexual harassment of women continues to rise in 
urban sectors, women in such sectors find it less secure to 
leave their homes to make their career contribution. Sid-
dique (2018) argues that the participation of urban women 
in the workforce in India has declined because of increasing 
media reporting of sexual assaults in a person's home zone. 
According to the findings of Göksel (2012), females tradi-
tionally work in country regions whereas this is usually not 
the case in cities. Further, Samarakoon and Mayadunne 
(2018) have presented similar findings. 

All nine provinces are significant in the overall model but dis-
tinct findings are visible in the ethno specific sub-models. 
When considering the Western Province as the base cate-
gory, all ethnic married women who are residents in agricul-
ture or plantation-based provinces or industrial based prov-
inces, show a higher probability of participation. The prov-
inces which are dominated mainly by the estate and agricul-
tural sectors generally provide some unique job opportuni-
ties while addressing females as discussed under the non-
urban sector. Samarakoon and Mayadunne (2018) explain 
that women in Uva Province are less likely to stay at home. 
Similarly, many industries like garments or apparel indus-
tries provide much more female based employments. How-
ever, women who are residents in post-war provinces share 
a less likelihood of participation due to the pre-market dis-
criminations they faced during the war period and also since 
at present they have diminished their career contributions 

as a long-term impact. Samarakoon and Mayadunne (2018) 
too expressed similar findings. 

Disabled women are less probable to participate because 
when women experience visual, hearing, limb, memory, 
communication-related difficulties and hence cannot per-
form their jobs effectively it tends to reduce their chances of 
recruitment in the job market. Further, disabled people face 
both market and pre-market discrimination in their personal 
as well as career lives as suggested by Gannon (2005). When 
a woman becomes vocationally trained or digitally literate, 
she is further strengthened, encouraged, and always wel-
comed to engage in the labor market by the employers and 
that has been proved through positive responses in the 
model as found by Burki and Fasih (1998). 

CONCLUSION 

The results of this study signify that both household and so-
cio-economic factors have multiple positive and negative 
impacts on labor force participation of married women by 
their ethnicity. It is found that the most important reason for 
the lower career contribution of married women is their 
home environment. As the spouse of the main breadwinner 
of the family, they have a heavy domestic burden, family re-
sponsibilities, and obligations related to their children as 
well as other dependents. Their labor force contribution 
highly depends on their spouse’s labor market behavior. 
However, career contribution choices are highly influenced 
by their ethnicity since Sri Lanka is a multi-ethnic country 
that follows considerable cultural beliefs and boundaries. So 
these cultural values and restrictions are soaked in the blood 
of women who live in such a country.  

After a thorough investigation on marital and ethnic-specific 
drivers of women's labour force participation in Sri Lanka 
and existing policies and recommendations, some important 
policy recommendations are presented to manage the driv-
ers of married FLFP in the country. 

The government, as well as private sectors, can consider the 
complications of family arrangements (negative spillover ef-
fect from family to work), and the Ministry of Labour can in-
troduce some part-time employment, 'working from home' 
or job-sharing opportunities for them. Each religion has its 
own set of unique merchants and business practices (Exam-
ple: culinary arts, decorative products, tailoring, gardening, 
livestock, etc.). Ministry of Skills Development and Voca-
tional Training can join with the Ministry of Buddhasasana, 
Religious and Cultural Affairs to introduce some ethno spe-
cific cultural skills development entrepreneurial programs in 
vocational training centers targeting each separate ethnic 
groups. Women should be provided with the knowledge of 
current digital market requirements via the Ministry of Sci-
ence and Technology and Research and the Ministry of In-
dustry and Commerce. This could facilitate such women to 
work from home. Micro Finance Institutions (MFIs) can join 
with Thrift and Credit Cooperative Services to provide micro-
business credit schemes subject to the religious restrictions 
for those women. 

Nowadays parents are reluctant to drop their children off at 
day-care centers due to lack of protection and poor quality. 
The National Child Protection Authority can suggest to the 
Government to allocate a considerable amount of funds 
from the annual budget to build free day-care centers and 
crèches with reliable and high standards as a social develop-
ment infrastructure for the children of working mothers at 
the regional level with the support of the Department of So-
cial Services to help the working mothers in managing their 
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careers. The National Child Protection Authority should form 
a regulatory body to ensure that the services provided by 
the day-care centers are of high standards and safety. The 
National Child Protection Authority can join with the Inland 
Revenue Department to provide tax concessions to the pri-
vate sector organizations that provide reliable childcare ser-
vices for working mothers. 

Education has a positive impact on married women's career 
contributions and increasing educational enrolment would 
increase the tendency of their participation rate. The Minis-
try of Higher of Education can join with the Ministry of Skills 
Development and Vocational Training to conduct a curricu-
lum reform to impart basic knowledge related to vocational 
training and entrepreneurship in the business fields from 
the school secondary level. 

Urban sector women are less likely to participate in the 
workforce due to employment disparities among sectors. A 
similar reason is applicable to some particular provinces that 
could be identified as Post-War provinces. The Ministry of 
Skills Development and Vocational Training should consider 
developing courses that teach value-added productions 
within the existing traditional productions through voca-
tional training centers. This would help women in creating 
business ideas. The Ministry of Labour can join with the Min-
istry of Industry and Commerce to create more female-tar-
geted employment opportunities in the urban sector.  

Disability reduces the likelihood of participation of women 
due to lower employment opportunities and market and 
pre-market discrimination. The Ministry of Skills Develop-
ment and Vocational Training can introduce some disabled 
people to targeted course units to develop their job-related 
skills and attitudes. They should be taught to use their disa-
bility as an advantage. The Disability Organization Joint 
Front (DOJF) and Board of Investment of Sri Lanka (BOI) can 
join with the Ministry of Labour and the Department of So-
cial Services to conduct awareness-raising and business ad-
visory programmes and workshops addressing disabled peo-
ple who are currently out of the labour market (beggars, 
those committing illegal activities, etc.). The Ministry of 
Skills Development and Vocational Training can join with the 
Ministry of Science Technology and Research and The Disa-
bility Organization Joint Front (DOJF) to introduce possible 
online earning course units and online career development 
opportunities. 

Greater technical and vocational skills would increase the 
tendency of women’s participation in the job market. The 
Ministry of Skills Development and Vocational Training can 
join with the Ministry of Science Technology and Research 
to introduce online earning course units and online career 
development opportunities (example: creating You-Tube 
channels, online surveys, online marketing, online invest-
ments, online graphic designing, etc.) to the vocational train-
ing centers. The Ministry of Education can join with the Min-
istry of Science Technology and Research in updating curric-
ulum reforms to introduce digital literacy from the primary 
level of education. SMEs should be provided with the 
knowledge of current digital market requirements via the 
Ministry of Science Technology and Research and the Minis-
try of Industry and Commerce. The Ministry of Industry and 
Commerce can join with the Ministry of Science Technology 
and Research in creating groups and communities on social 
media networking sites to create links among product man-
ufactures and product marketers.  

When it comes to the knowledge contribution to the litera-
ture from this research, most of the economic theories dis-
cuss about women's labour force participation in a general 
context. Hardly any theories provide ethnic influence on 
FLFP, thus this study provides a further extension to the pre-
vailing theories. Regarding the empirical contribution of this 
study, most of the recent studies have been used some com-
mon set of determinants to identify the women labour force 
participation in Sri Lanka. However, this study reveals some 
unique and chronologically relevant drivers of female job 
contribution that previous studies have used to a lesser ex-
tent. As an example, the influence of employment and occu-
pational sector of the husband, current digital literacy of fe-
males, having a disabling condition, and how those factors 
impact on women labour force participation. Thus, this 
study generates a new empirical contribution to understand 
the ethno specific drivers of female labour force participa-
tion in the country. Further, this study uses separate binary 
logistic regression models for the major ethnic groups in the 
country on the basis of their marital status. Even though 
most scholars have used logit regression analysis to identify 
the determinants of FLFP, hardly any studies used separate 
models for each ethnic subgroup. Thereupon, this study sat-
isfies this methodological gap by revealing such new meth-
odological knowledge contribution.  

This research was successfully and systematically completed 
using secondary microdata. However, it is subjected to some 
limitations which could be solved through future research 
directions.  

The study has not derived separate econometric models for 
the other ethnic groups and marital statuses (divorced, sep-
arated, and widowed) due to insufficient data requirements 
in the survey data set. This research could be further devel-
oped using primary data for those dropped categories to 
have more appropriate findings. 

There are some variables that should have been considered 
when examining the determinants of women's labour force 
participation, such as the impact of increasing trend of wom-
en's assaults on their career contribution, job satisfaction, 
quitting the career due to childbirth, and demand-side 
ethno specific factors' effect on women's career contribu-
tion and so on. This study did not consider those variables 
due to insufficient data requirements in the survey data set. 
However, these aspects could be explored using primary 
data by scholars in the future. 

Further, in order to gain in-depth practical knowledge of cul-
tural values and restrictions against women's labour force 
participation in their religion, a qualitative approach can be 
used through case studies while meeting women in each 
ethnic group to provide more suitable findings. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1:  Descriptive statistics for the sample of married women’s labour force participation 

Source: Developed by the researcher using LFS 2018 data

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Factors and variables Overall model Sinhalese SL and Ind  
Tamil 

Moor 

 Mean/ 
Proportion 

Std. 
Dev 

Mean/ 
Proportion 

Std. 
Dev 

Mean/ 
Proportion 

Std. 
Dev 

Mean/ 
Proportion 

Std. 
Dev 

No. obs:          14533           10196             2788           1404 

     
Married women labour force par-
ticipation (Dy) 

0.352 0.477 0.390 0.487 0.312 0.463 0.161 0.368 

Ethnicity          
Sinhalese (Dref) 0.705 0.455 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
SL and Indian Tamil (D1) 0.195 0.396 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Moor (D2) 0.097 0.296 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Household Factors         
Household size (X1) 4.064 1.427 3.947 1.343 4.210 1.484 4.614 1.717 

Family Income (X2) 33.53 152.2 33.16 138.4 0.031 0.188 35.50 73.29 
Employment sector of husband          
Employer (Dref) 0.037 0.189 0.034 0.181 0.033 0.178 0.067 0.250 
Employee (D3) 0.419 0.493 0.404 0.490 0.470 0.499 0.411 0.492 
Own account worker (D4) 0.361 0.480 0.372 0.483 0.316 0.465 0.372 0.483 
Non-paid family worker (D5) 0.004 0.066 0.005 0.071 N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Occupational sector of husband          
Managerial sector (D6) 0.078 0.268 0.073 0.260 0.067 0.250 0.137 0.344 
Professional (D7) 0.027 0.162 0.025 0.158 0.031 0.173 0.032 0.176 
Technician (D8) 0.056 0.230 0.059 0.236 0.040 0.196 0.064 0.246 
Clerical (D9) 0.015 0.122 0.015 0.125 0.012 0.111 N/A N/A 
Agricultural (D10) 0.179 0.384 0.196 0.397 0.168 0.374 0.091 0.288 
Service (Dref) 0.066 0.249 0.063 0.243 0.054 0.227 0.111 0.314 
Production (D11) 0.221 0.414 0.233 0.423 0.176 0.381 0.220 0.414 
Elementary (D12) 0.173 0.378 0.143 0.350 0.270 0.444 0.183 0.386 
Unidentified (D13) 0.004 0.065 0.005 0.075 N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Availability of Children          
Having children less than 6 years 
(D14) 

0.188 0.390 0.171 0.377 0.196 0.397 0.274 0.446 

Having children 6 to14years (D15) 0.388 0.487 0.371 0.483 0.404 0.490 0.475 0.499 
Having children more than 15 
years old (D16) 

0.550 0.497 0.551 0.497 0.543 0.498 0.563 0.496 

Having a domestic servant (D17) 0.003 0.058 0.003 0.060 N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Education of husband          
Primary (D18) 0.199 0.399 0.172 0.377 0.289 0.453 0.213 0.410 
Secondary (D19) 0.746 0.435 0.776 0.416 0.645 0.478 0.733 0.442 
Tertiary (D20) 0.033 0.178 0.035 0.184 0.031 0.173 0.026 0.160 
Socio Economic Factors         
Age (X3) 48.31 12.55 49.20 12.49 46.92 12.54 44.93 12.00 
Age square (X4) 2491 1253 2577 1268 2360 1223 2163 1106 
Educational attainment (X4) 9.159 3.650 9.644 3.459 7.994 3.908 8.034 3.679 
Living sector (D21)         
Non-urban 0.838 0.367 0.866 0.339 0.822 0.382 0.683 0.465 
Province          
Agriculture or plantation base  
provinces (D22) 

0.342 0.474 0.393 0.488 0.214 0.410 0.225 0.418 

Industrial base provinces (D23) 0.239 0.426 0.310 0.462 0.023 0.152 0.159 0.366 
Post-war provinces (D24) 0.199 0.399 0.031 0.175 0.694 0.460 0.440 0.496 
Disability (D25) 0.162 0.369 0.163 0.369 0.163 0.369 0.158 0.365 
Digital literacy (D26) 0.232 0.422 0.239 0.426 0.202 0.401 0.237 0.425 

Technical training (D27) 0.060 0.237 0.071 0.258 0.034 0.181 0.025 0.158 

Notes: 
1. (D), (Dref) and (X) indicate the dummy and reference category and continuous variables respectively. 
2. For the dummy variables, proportions are presented only for the categories that equal to one.   
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