
Facing Economy’s 
Looming Challenges

        SEGMENT 4

ANNIVERSARY SUPPLEMENTS 2026
DHAKA THURSDAY JANUARY 22, 2026 

MAGH 8, 1432 BS

23

CELEBRAT ING

UNBOWED

of

JOURNALISM WITHOUT
FEAR OR FAVOUR

Women, work and the 
demography of development
Bangladesh is at a crossroads of 
several major social and demographic 
trends. Women are at the centre of 
these trends. Falling birthand death 
rates are generation-defining trends in 
Bangladesh today. In the years since the 
birth of Bangladesh, expected length 
of life has increased by over 25 years 
on average and more so for women. 
Life expectancy rose from 50 in 1972 to 
over 75 today. Until the 1990s men and 
women had about the same lifespan 
–females born now can expect to live 
up to 76 years while males will live 
up to 73 years. In approximately this 
same timeframe, birth rates declined 
from over 6 children per woman in the 
1970s to just over 2 births per woman 
on average. In historical perspective 
demographic transition in Bangladesh 
happened at great speed—in Europe 
similar change took 150 to 200 years. 
Understandably, cultural change has 
not kept pace.

A RAPID DEMOGRAPHIC SHIFT

Fewer births and longer life can have 
promising implications for development 
but only if the right investments are 
made. These trends create favourable 
conditions for economic growth, 

for a limited period of time, when the 
working age population has relatively 
few dependents. When birth rates 
decline the ratio of child to adults is low. 
Bangladesh is now enjoying a window of 
opportunity of low dependency ratios 
when it can benefit from a relatively 
large workforce. However, this is only 
a potential dividend that depends 
crucially on the right investments. 
East Asian economies that reaped the 
benefits of demographic dividend to 
catapult themselves out of low levels of 
development made crucial investments 
in education and work opportunities 
for women.

THE PROMISE AND FRAGILITY OF 

THE DEMOGRAPHIC DIVIDEND

Bangladesh has made great strides in 
improving female education but these 
have not translated into expected trends 

in the workforce. Women constitute 
half the population but represent only 
a third of the workforce. Even that does 
not show the full extent of women’s 
under-employment. Most women work 
part-time. While women’s labour force 
participation has improved in rural areas 
it has declined in urban Bangladesh. 
Some part of this declining trend is in 
the garment sector but that is not the full 
story. The changing nature of garment 
production, in knitwear and other less 
labour-intensive sectors, is likely the 
cause of decreases in feminisation of 
the workforce—in the initial years of the 
introduction of garment manufacturing 
for export the workforce predominantly 
female with some estimates suggesting 
90 per cent were women and girls. 
Recent surveys show women constitute 
only 54 per cent of the workforce in the 
garments industry.

WHY EDUCATION HAS NOT 

TRANSLATED INTO WORK

There are other much more foundational 
barriers to entry for women, in terms of 
acquiring requisite skills and cultural 
expectations around early marriage 
and child-bearing as well as exclusive 
responsibilities of providing care to 
children and elderly, and household 
chores. These constitute hurdles at 
individual, household and societal 
levels, that if not overcome, will present 
formidable challenges to development 
at all of these levels. Analyses of national 
labour surveys that routinely collect 
time use data show that on average 
women spend 3 to 4 times more time 
in child care, elderly care and domestic 
work compared men who spend less 
than an hour of average. Women are also 
more likely to leave the workforce when 
they marry, whereas men are more likely 

to join the workforce in order to marry. 
Even now, nearly 50 per cent of all 
women are married before the legal age 
of marriage of 18 years.  Choices about 
childbearing and childrearing further 
entrench these differences, setting 
men and women on vastly different 
career trajectories with implications 
throughout the life-course.

CARE, MARRIAGE AND THE 

GENDERED EXIT FROM WORK

Broader cultural change is needed to 
reduce these gendered inequalities. 
Greater sharing of care and domestic 
responsibilities between men and 
women can be at the core and need not 
be limited to preaching about norm 
change. Changing minds and mindsets 
have to be in the pathway but the road 
to such change needs to occur at the 
level of incentives and motivations that 
perpetuate norms and expectation. 
Within household changes can and 
ought to be supported by policies 
that incentivise such sharing. What is 
needed is greater investment in reducing 
the burden of care through better 
technologies and support, compensation 
for care provision, and incentivising 
better workplace support for care. For 
example, reducing the burden of care 
can be varied—for families with school 
age children this might take the form 
of after-school programs. In urban 
Bangladesh transporting children to and 
from school and providing supervision 
during holidays can be decisive hurdles 
to parents being able to work 9-5 jobs. 
Globally, there are now emerging success 
stories of financial compensation 
programmes paid to family members 
who take time off work to take care of 
indigent and elderly family members. 
Such support can take the form of tax 
credit for childcare for parents such as 
those offered in the United States, or 
through direct subsidies to institutions 
that provide such care in many countries.
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