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Abstract

Disability is a biological or acquired condition that in different cultures describes someone being
or doing differently from the normative standards (Chand & Reddy, 2012, p.31). It includes not
only physical impairments but also neurodiversity—ADHD, dyslexia, dysgraphia., et cetera
(Singer, 1990). Recently, one of the major concerns has been the low employment rate of women
with disabilities in comparison to their male counterparts. This paper seeks to study the
employment rate of women with disabilities in various sectors and analyse the reasons behind the
ratio being lower for them. Drawing from the review of literature collected, the key aspects
explored in this paper include not only the employment rate but also the possible reasons that
lead to unequal opportunities for women compared to men. The conclusion specifies ways to
minimise the social barriers and some solutions to resolve the systemic issue of unemployment

among women with disabilities.

Keywords: Disability, neurodiversity, employment, women



Gender and Disability: Examining Employment Inequalities of Women and Men with
Disabilities in India
Apoorva Agrawal
Introduction

What is Disability?

Disability is part of being human. An estimated 1.3 billion people — about 16% of the
global population currently experience significant disability results from the interaction between
individuals with a health condition, such as cerebral palsy, down syndrome and depression, with
personal and environmental factors including negative attitudes, inaccessible transportation and
public buildings, and limited social support (World Health Organisation, 2020). It also
incorporates the idea of ‘neurodiversity' (Singer, 1990), a concept that “challenges the traditional
view of neurological differences as disabilities.” (Coleman-Allan, 2024). These include learning
disorders such as dyslexia, dysgraphia, dyspraxia and conditions such Attention Deficit

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), autism, tic disorders and epilepsy (Wiginton, 2023).

Disability is understood to be a product of social interaction in the wider context and is
defined as “doing or being different” from the normative standards across cultures (Chand &
Reddy, 2012, p.31). However, disability as a universal phenomenon implies disadvantage,
incapability or deficiency that restricts ‘normal achievements’(Reddy & Sree, 2015, p.59). It
could be visible, invisible and temporary or permanent. However, newer definitions do not
conceive of disability as a biological condition but “as a complex product of social, political,
environmental and biological discourses” (Reddy & Sree, 2015, p.59). ‘This categorization lies

within the ambit of social, cultural, economic and historical matrices’ (Mehrotra, 2013).

Social context of Disability Rights Movement in India



Persons with disabilities have been historically marginalised in society due to their
physical or cognitive impairments. They were denied education, employment, adequate health
services and the right to life with dignity. It was only in the 1970s that these issues began to be
addressed by a consolidation of social groups passionate about disability rights (Jha, 2016). By
the 1980s, these groups formally organised themselves under the ambit of Disability Rights
Movement. Gradually, many NGOs in the disability sector filed petitions and held protests that
led to the first government initiative—the Persons with Disabilities (Equal Opportunities,
Protection of Rights and Full Participation) Act, 1995 (Jha, 2016). It reserved three percent of
government posts for those in the PWD category. In 2016, the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Bill was implemented, broadening the scope of the kinds of disabilities that would be recognised

by the law (Jha, 2016).

Disability and Employment

Persons with Disabilities (PWDs) are often considered liabilities and there is very little
data available on their experiences in the labour market. They are often denied employment due
to the lack of inclusive work environments and accessible infrastructure. For both labour demand
and supply reasons, it is speculated that the employment rates of PWDs will be lower than that of
persons without disabilities (Mitra & Sambamoorthi, 2006, p.199). The authors argue that PWDs
experience a higher cost of working due to greater efforts needed to secure employment
compared to persons without disabilities. Both these factors, a higher reservation wage and a
lower market wage led to lower probability of employment among PWDs (Mitra &

Sambamoorthi, 2006, p.199).

A study involving 19 OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development)
countries revealed that the average employment rate of PWDs is just over 60 percent as
compared to persons without disabilities (Mitra & Sambamoorthi, 2006, p.199). Despite the
RPWD Act, 2016 mandating reservation for PWDs in the government sector, the employment

situation had not improved. This situation of unemployment affects more women than men with



disabilities due to the former being subordinated and doubly discriminated against owing to their
gender and disability status (Mitra & Sambamoorthi, 2006, p.199). Mitra and Sambamoorthi
draw from a single study conducted by Erb and Harriss-White (2001) in three villages in Tamil
Nadu which found that a majority (about 60 per cent) of persons with disabilities worked.
Therefore, the authors concluded that in an agrarian economy, only extreme disability was a

barrier to employment (Mitra & Sambamoorthi, 2006, p.199).

Employment Inequality among Women with Disabilities

History of women entering formal workplaces

Women are considered inferior and subordinate to men across cultures (Ortner,1974).
Traditionally, women were relegated to the domestic sphere, responsible for nurturing her
children into ‘culture beings’ (Ortner,1974). It was much later, post World War-II that women
began to seek work in the public sphere (Feist-Price & Khanna, 2003, p.10). This situation of
women’s subordination and marginalisation becomes of a higher degree in case of a woman with
a disability as she faces ‘dual discrimination’ due to her sex and disability both (Feist-Price &

Khanna, 2003, p.10).

Methodology

There is scarce data that specifically addresses the problem of the low employment
among women with disabilities in the public IT sector, compared to their male counterparts. This
paper aims to draw a comparative analysis between the two groups within the IT sector of
employment using secondary sources while answering the key question: how many women with
disabilities are employed in India's IT sector compared to men with disabilities? What are the
social factors responsible for the lower employment rate of women with disabilities in
comparison to their male counterparts?

Literature Review



A Report by market intelligence firm “Unearthinsight” revealed that around 17,000
Persons with Disabilities (PWD) students graduated in engineering or computer science or
related fields (Pti, 2021). Out of these 17,000 PWDs the IT services sector employs around
8,000 PwD employees whereas software product employs around 5,500 and the alternate tech
talent. In the technology industry, SAP and Microsoft lead the highly trained tech PwD talent in
India's software product industries, while TCS and Accenture are the bigger employers of PwD
personnel in the country's IT services sector. Similarly, in the organised retail sector 13,000
PWDs have been employed and 8,000 within the ambit of the technology sector. The report also
noted an increase of opportunities in the banking and finance sector, especially in State Bank of
India (Pti, 2021). This report analyses the distribution of PWDs across both males and females
and private and public sectors. It serves as a good starting point for further analysis of the
employment ratio of PWDs in the public sector.

Annual Report (2023-2024) of the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment,
Department of Empowerment of Persons with Disabilities (Divyangjan) provides the current
statistics of the employment ratio of both men and women with disabilities based on age, gender
and occupational sector i.e. agriculture. A report on Employment Exchange Statistics of disabled
job seekers between the years (2018-2022) recorded a lower percentage in 2022 compared to the
other years.

A study also was conducted in Hyderabad, Andhra Pradesh on understanding the
perceptions of employees and employers regarding the barriers hindering PWDs in the IT Sector
and ITES (Information Technology Enabled Sectors). This study provides comprehensive data
for analysing the gendered aspect of employment among PWDs working in the IT/ITES sphere.
Out of 147 respondents, two-thirds were male, and the rest were females. It also explained the
percentage of PWDs employed in the public sector in India, published by NCPEDP (National
Promotion for Employment of Disabled Persons). The research sought to study the issues of low
self-esteem, discrimination and accessibility issues that prevent a person with disability from

finding employment (Ramachandra et al., 2017).



An article, “Employment Inequality for Women with Disabilities” explores the
dimensions of both gender and disability causing the double discrimination of women possessing
disabilities. It explores the ‘pervasive cultural attitude’ that makes men having jobs more
important than their female counterparts (Feist-Prince & Khanna, 2003, p.11). Its major finding
includes that men are 44 percent more likely to find employment and earn twice as much as their
female counterparts (Feist-Prince & Khanna, 2003, p.11). This can be attributed to social factors
such as education, marriage, parenting, gendered biases in labour market such as unequal wages
and vocational rehabilitation services and related adjustments (Feist-Price & Khanna, 2003,
p.11).

Findings

As per Census of India 2011 (the most recent census because no such exercise has been
conducted since), there are 2.68 crore (2.21%) PWDs living in India, out of 1.50 crores are males
and 44 percent, 1.18 crores are females (DEPwD Annual Report, 2023, p.7). Census data also
revealed lower literacy of disabled women in comparison to disabled men i, e., 45 percent and 62
percent, respectively (Social Statistics Division, 2016). This data also revealed the percentage of
employed males and females and the sector with the highest population of PWD employees.
Only 36 percent of the PWD population is working (47% males and 23% females). The
maximum number of PWDs can be found in the agricultural sector (31%). The age group 15-59
recorded a 50 percent employment rate and about 4% among children below the age of 14 years
(Annual report Depwd, 2023, p.8). This data exemplifies how education and literacy levels are
lower among disabled women which are then directly proportional to their employment ratio
being lesser than disabled men. The overall statistics of disabled job seekers showed that in the
year 2022, the rate had fallen compared to previous years (Employment exchange statistics,

2023, pp.23-24).

Aforementioned study conducted in Hyderabad, Andhra Pradesh explores inaccessibility
of infrastructure and unawareness about reservation in jobs available in the public sector

contributed to a low employment rate in the IT/ITES sectors (Ramachandra et al., 2017). The



study revealed that only 3.8 percent of the employees were actually aware about reservation of
jobs in the public sector. NCPEDP. The precise values were found by the National Sample
Survey Organisation in 2002 when the total working population of PWDs was 25 percent.
Gender comparison in survey revealed that only 10% of females with disability were employed
males compared to 36% males (Ramachandra et al., 2017). These figures reveal a gendering of

occupation within the IT sector that discriminates against women more than men.

The employment of PWDs within corporations such as Microsoft, TCS, Accenture.
However, the employment of PWDs is higher in the sectors of organised retail, finance and
banking (Pti, 2021). State Bank of India (SBI) and Punjab National Bank (PNB) as of Financial
Year 2022-2023 had the highest rate of employment for PWDs 5,141 (2.2%) and 2,795 (2.68%)
respectively (Basu, 2024). This data represents the lack of structured and gendered data on
employment of PWDs. Nevertheless, from the data available it can be deduced that the rate of
employment is higher in the public sector due to mandated reservation of jobs presumably.
However, the data for how many women have been employed in the technology and banking

sectors remains unfinished.

Women are expected by society to look after the household and the children. In modern
times they are expected to fulfil these responsibilities with a job lying outside the confines of the
household. However, these expectations pose a twofold problem for women with disabilities.
Due to prejudice, ignorance and reluctance of employers while hiring them, women with
disabilities face unemployment or inaccessible working conditions or discrimination within the
workplace (Feist-Price & Khanna, 2003, p.11). This makes it difficult for them to fulfil these
normative standards of expectations. The authors suggest some solutions to eradicate the existing
inequalities in disabled women’s employment (Feist-Price & Khanna, 2003, p.12).These include
increasing their participation in employment and training programs, creating gender-fair courses,
career counselling, equal pay, inclusivity at workplace, and positive media representation

(Feist-Price & Khanna, 2003, p.12).



Conclusion

Disability affects an estimated 1.3 billion people, about 16% of the global population,
significantly (World Health Organisation, 2023). Even though strides have been made in the
society to ensure equal opportunities for Persons with Disabilities, as research shows that women
with disabilities face higher degree of unemployment, inaccessibility, lack of opportunities and
discrimination compared to men with disabilities (Feist-Price & Khanna, 2003, p.10). There is
scarcely any recent research on the employment rates of women and men with disabilities in
India, especially those with neurodiverse or invisible disabilities. Thus, before addressing
employment inequalities, it is important to minimise social barriers—education, earnings gap,
gendered division of labour market and stereotyping of occupation that renders a woman
“unemployable” (Feist-Price & Khanna, 2003, p.11). Employment and training programmes,
positive media representation of disabled women and a comparative analysis of disabled women
with their non-disabled counterparts could be some solutions to resolve the systemic issue of
unemployment (Feist-Price & Khanna, 2003, p.12). However, more extensive research for

effective solutions should be done by stakeholders.
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