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Investing in women’s empowerment is crucial for 
societal transformation, especially in Bangladesh’s 
unique socio-economic landscape. As we strive for 
progress, prioritizing women’s advancement isn’t 
just ethical but necessary for lasting development. 
However, the global deficit in financing gender 
equality poses a significant challenge, including 
in Bangladesh. As we approach International 
Women’s Day 2024, the call to ‘Invest in Women: 
Accelerate Progress’ grows stronger

Reflecting on Bangladesh’s journey, women’s 
participation across sectors has evolved 
significantly. With a focus on girls’ education, 
the nation has achieved impressive ratios in 
primary, junior, and secondary levels, reflecting a 
commitment to educational equality. 

The surge in women’s workforce participation, 
from 4% in 1974 to 42.67% in 2022, demonstrates 
remarkable progress. Sectors like the garment 
industry, microcredit programs, and rural 
development initiatives have played pivotal roles 
in empowering women.

Healthcare advancements have led to 
significant improvements for women in 
Bangladesh. Maternal mortality rates have 
notably decreased, highlighting efforts to 
enhance women’s access to medical services.

Bangladesh ranks 9th globally for women’s 
political empowerment, showcasing strides in 
political inclusivity and representation.

Dr. Sanzida Akhter, a professor in the 
Department of Women and Gender Studies 
at the University of Dhaka, notes positive 
progress in women entering decision-making 
roles, engaging in STEM fields, and pursuing 
unconventional careers. However, she observes 
varying scenarios across different locations. 
While instances of supporting women in 
defying societal norms are encouraging, Dr. 
Sanzida argues that sustainable empowerment 

requires fundamental changes in key areas.
The impressive advancement of women’s 

development in Bangladesh faces specific 
challenges that could hinder sustainability. Issues 
like child marriage and violence against women 
persist, threatening the country’s social and 
economic progress.

According to the Bangladesh Sample Vital 
Statistics 2022 by BSS, there has been a notable 
increase in marriages occurring before the age 
of 15, rising from 4.6% in 2018 to 6.5% in 2022. 
Child marriage leads to various repercussions, 
including adolescent pregnancy, dropout from 
education, and social and economic vulnerability. 
Introducing cells in schools and providing 
training could help combat child marriage. 

Dr. Sayema Haque Bidisha, a professor at the 
University of Dhaka’s Department of Economics, 

emphasizes the need for strategic investment 
in eliminating these barriers. Despite existing 
grassroots committees, they often remain non-
functional due to a lack of funds. Creating specific 
funds and offering incentives to those preventing 
child marriage could be vital. Public investment 
needs to be directed toward these committees to 
ensure their effective operation.

While Bangladesh boasts impressive primary 
school enrollment numbers, the female ratio 
declines at the secondary and tertiary levels. 
Women’s participation in STEM fields is notably 
low, partly due to persistent denial of the notion 
that girls can excel in science-related subjects.

Inclusion in job market opportunities is crucial 
for true empowerment. Gender-restrictive norms 
act as barriers, hindering women from entering 
high-productivity, decision-making roles. Both 
public and private investment are essential to 
transform societal norms into a gender-sensitive 
environment. Government initiatives involve 
incentivizing the private sector financially, such 
as tax rebates, and implementing regulations 

to increase female representation in senior 
positions. Establishing daycare facilities and 
anti-harassment cells in workplaces, particularly 
within the private sector, is essential.

Investment in demand-based industries, 
along with creating alternative sectors such as 
caregiving, is necessary. Providing semi-skilled 
opportunities could empower female migrant 
workers, shifting them from exploitative domestic 
roles to caregiving positions. 

The business sector has seen a rise in women’s 
participation, particularly in SMEs through 
F-commerce and E-commerce platforms post-
COVID. However, challenges remain, including 
financial knowledge gaps and difficulties in 
obtaining funding and managing business-
related paperwork. Lila Rashid, former executive 
director of Bangladesh Bank, stresses the 
importance of thorough analysis to effectively 
invest in technology and business areas such as 
digital finance and platform-based businesses, 
where women are active participants, which can 
be transformative. Developing essential business 
skills, along with finance and management 
knowledge, is crucial for unleashing the potential 
of many women engaged in business.

Nahid Sharmin, a Gender Analyst at A2i, 
highlights the need to positively change 
societal mindsets, especially among men, for 
sustainable interventions and effective changes 
in these fundamental areas. “The government 
shows dedication through substantial budget 
allocations; however, the key lies in proper 
planning and strong implementation to realize 
the positive outcomes of this gender budget,” 
she said.
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On my way to work last Tuesday, my 
thoughts meandered towards the 
hypothetical comfort of living with 
my parents, enjoying the reassurance 
of my mother’s breakfast preparations 
and my father’s unwavering support, 
shielding me from financial worries 
until my university days were behind 
me. These contemplations stirred 
a tumult of emotions within me 
throughout the day, prompting a 
deep reflection on the challenges 
and pleasures of navigating life alone, 
particularly as a woman. 

I’m among the countless women 
steering the path of independent 
living, whether by choice or 
circumstance. Each of us has our 
unique reasons driving this decision, 
yet once made, we must embrace 
both the advantages and drawbacks 
it entails. The challenges ahead may 
seem daunting, starting from cultural 
biases to personal safety, but they 
are universal experiences shared by 
women in similar circumstances 
whether they are single mothers, 
students, single ladies, or something 
else. 

For instance, the arduous task 
of securing housing in a place like 
Dhaka, where societal perceptions 
often cast single women as 
undesirable elements. Finding 
landlords willing to rent to female 
tenants can be a struggle. Moreover, 
safety concerns loom large, with the 
constant threat of harassment, theft, 
or worse, perpetuating a sense of 
vulnerability. 

Loneliness can also weigh heavily 
on those living alone, amplifying 
the need for support networks 
and meaningful connections. 
Furthermore, residing alone often 
entails grappling with financial 
strain, particularly if there’s no 
safety net of supportive individuals 
or a stable job to cushion the 
expenses. 

Societal attitudes in certain 
cultures or communities can cast a 
shadow of judgment upon women 
who opt for solo living. In places like 
Bangladesh, deeply ingrained societal 
norms and values often magnify this 

concept. I’ve personally experienced 
the weight of these judgments, 
enduring the constant barrage of 
critical glances and unsolicited 
opinions.

Although, where there are 
drawbacks to a situation, there are 
also benefits. If I were given the 
option, I wouldn’t forfeit or trade the 
experience of living alone. Women 
who embrace solo living can discover 
happiness amid its numerous 
hardships, ultimately reflecting on 
their decisions with pride. It also 
offers women the choice to make 
decisions freely, nurturing self-
reliance. This fosters personal growth 
and enhances self-confidence—
traits women exhibit fiercely when 
empowered. The desire for personal 
space and privacy often drives them 

to leave their parental homes as in 
cultures like Bangladesh, intrusive 
parents struggle to respect their 
children’s need for autonomy. Many 
women tend to feel safer living alone 
as they have full control over their 
environment. 

Lastly, living alone doesn’t 
necessarily equate to loneliness 
as it may inspire them to cultivate 
connections beyond their immediate 
living situation, enriching their 
lives with diverse interactions and 
experiences. 

The countless women and I facing 
similar battles continue to find 
resilience within ourselves while 
confronting many challenges on this 
journey. No matter the challenge we 
face, it’s essential to have faith in 
ourselves when making life decisions. 
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Navigating life as a 
woman living alone
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