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The Consciousness of Social Gender Roles for Women 

 

When you think of gender, what’s the first thing that comes to mind? Maybe it’s a color, or an unspoken 

rule you never questioned as a child. One of the first questions anyone asks when a child is born is, 

“Is it a boy or a girl?”. Instantly, a path of expectations is carved out decisively, silently, and often 

without room for negotiation. 

 

Gender as a societal construct has historically placed a lot more constraints on women. Social 

conditioning and both subtle and overt biases often discourage girls from pursuing these careers. 

Women make up only 35% of STEM graduates, a figure that has been unchanged in around a 

decade1.  

 

In India, the ASER 2023 survey highlighted a significant confidence gap between genders. On various 

assessment tasks, including applied arithmetic and digital tasks, a higher percentage of girls chose 

not to attempt the questions compared to boys. For instance, in a digital navigation activity using 

Google Maps, 55% of girls declined to attempt the task, compared to 32% of boys2. The girls did not 

even try to figure it out.  

On a recent visit to one of our field locations in Karnataka, I met a lovely, determined young woman. 

Let’s call her Richa. Richa is part of Pratham’s healthcare training team, teaching young women the 

skills they need to step into their own futures. But Richa’s own career wasn’t something she chose for 

herself. 

Richa once dreamed of becoming an air hostess, living a life of travel, independence, and adventure. 

But her father thought that a career in medicine was more respectable. So, she studied nursing, and 

when the pandemic hit, she put on layers of PPE and worked long, exhausting shifts at the hospital. 

It wasn’t what she wanted, but she did it because she felt she had to. 

Her story reminded me of Sylvia Plath’s fig tree metaphor. In The Bell Jar, Plath writes of a tree filled 

with figs, each fig a different life she could live. As she stands unable to choose, the figs begin to rot 

and fall. For many women, though, it’s not indecision that causes the loss. It’s the absence of choice 

altogether. Someone else picks the fig for you. 

At Pratham, we see this all the time. Young women whose futures are shaped not by potential, but by 

permission. Whether it’s pressure to pick a “safe” job, stay close to home, or conform to what’s 

expected, the options are narrowed before they’ve even had a chance to pick. 

But Richa didn’t let that be the end of her story. A little over a year ago, she made a quiet, radical 

decision: to leave the hospital and follow her own path. She found joy in teaching, and today, she’s 

helping young people build the futures they choose. She tells her students that it’s okay to want 

 
1 Girls' and women's education in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM): https://www.unesco.org/en/gender-

equality/education/stem#:~:text=Too%20many%20girls%20and%20women%20are%20held,years%20%2D%20and%20consequently%2
C%20in%20STEM%20careers. 
2 ASER 2023: Beyond Basics - ASER: Annual Status of Education Report 

https://www.unesco.org/en/gender-equality/education/stem#:~:text=Too%20many%20girls%20and%20women%20are%20held,years%20%2D%20and%20consequently%2C%20in%20STEM%20careers.
https://www.unesco.org/en/gender-equality/education/stem#:~:text=Too%20many%20girls%20and%20women%20are%20held,years%20%2D%20and%20consequently%2C%20in%20STEM%20careers.
https://www.unesco.org/en/gender-equality/education/stem#:~:text=Too%20many%20girls%20and%20women%20are%20held,years%20%2D%20and%20consequently%2C%20in%20STEM%20careers.


something different, even if no one else understands it. Because she’s living proof that another way 

is possible. 

Richa is the one on the extreme right  

 

This isn’t just about individual stories. It represents a huge economic blind spot. According to a 

McKinsey Global Institute report, India could boost its GDP by up to $770 billion by 20253 by 

advancing gender parity in the workforce. While recent data indicates an increase in the female labor 

force participation rate (FLFPR) to 41.7% in 2023-24 from 23.3% in 2017-184. This rise does not 

necessarily reflect progress. Most women are not in secure, salaried positions but in informal, low-

paying, or unstable work. According to PLFS 2023-24 data, the share of women in regular salaried 

jobs has actually dropped to a seven-year low, down from 21% in 2017-18 to just 15.9%5. Most women 

are engaged in self-employment or casual labour. Forms of work that often lack stability, social 

protection, or pathways to real financial independence. This results in reduced financial independence 

for women, and over time, contributes to widening wealth gaps and lower lifetime earnings, especially 

since women are more likely to engage in unpaid care-work and have interrupted careers. For 

businesses and governments, this imbalance translates into lower consumption, missed tax revenue, 

and increasing strain on social systems. 

 

 
3
 The Power Of Parity: Advancing Women’s Equality in India: 

https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Featured%20Insights/Employment%20and%20Growth/The%20power%20of%20parity%20
Advancing%20womens%20equality%20in%20India/MGI%20India%20parity_Full%20report_November%202015.pdf  
4 Enhanced Female Workforce Participation in Economic Activity: Data Shows Improved Employment Indicators over Last Six 

Years:https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2074399  
5 Share of self-employed women increased to 67% in 2023-24: PLFS data:https://www.business-standard.com/economy/news/share-of-

self-employed-women-increased-to-67-in-2023-24-plfs-data-124092601012_1.html  

https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Featured%20Insights/Employment%20and%20Growth/The%20power%20of%20parity%20Advancing%20womens%20equality%20in%20India/MGI%20India%20parity_Full%20report_November%202015.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Featured%20Insights/Employment%20and%20Growth/The%20power%20of%20parity%20Advancing%20womens%20equality%20in%20India/MGI%20India%20parity_Full%20report_November%202015.pdf
https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2074399
https://www.business-standard.com/economy/news/share-of-self-employed-women-increased-to-67-in-2023-24-plfs-data-124092601012_1.html
https://www.business-standard.com/economy/news/share-of-self-employed-women-increased-to-67-in-2023-24-plfs-data-124092601012_1.html


Investing in women yields the greatest collective return. Women consistently reinvest—in their 

children, their families, and their communities6. What I love about the fig tree metaphor is that in my 

experience, when women are handed an unripe fruit—one they didn’t choose, one that wasn’t ready—

they don’t just let it wither. More often than not, they take it, soften its edges, turn it into jam and share 

it with everyone.  
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6 Why women make the best tech investments: https://www.weforum.org/stories/2014/01/women-technology-world-economy/  

https://www.weforum.org/stories/2014/01/women-technology-world-economy/

