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Abstract

Young widowhood in India represents a critical intersection of gender, age, and economic
vulnerability. While labour market participation is often considered a pathway to economic
recovery, conventional indicators such as employment status and income inadequately capture the
lived constraints faced by young widows. Drawing on the Capability Approach, this study
examines how labour market conditions shape the work-related capabilities of young widows in
Tamil Nadu. Using a quantitative cross-sectional survey of 360 young widows aged 18—40 years
across selected districts, the study constructs a Work-Related Capability Index (WRCI) to assess
substantive freedoms related to employment choice, income security, job stability, and work—life
balance. The findings reveal that employment in the informal sector, wage insecurity, limited
access to social protection, and entrenched gender norms significantly constrain young widows’
capabilities, even when they are economically active. The study argues that labour market
inclusion alone is insufficient, policy interventions must focus on expanding capabilities to enable
dignified and sustainable livelihoods for young widows.
Keywords: Young widows, labour market, capability approach, gender, informal work

Introduction

Widowhood at a young age remains one of the most gendered life transitions in Indian
society. In Tamil Nadu, despite relatively higher female literacy and labour force participation
rate, young widows often encounter systematic disadvantages in accessing decent and secure
employment. Labour markets are not gender-neutral spaces; rather, they are structured by social
norms, marital status, and care responsibilities that disproportionately affect widowed
women.Existing labour market studies largely equate economic inclusion with employment
participation. However, such approaches obscure the qualitative dimensions of work choice,
dignity, security, and autonomy that are central to women’s wellbeing. This limitation is
particularly evident in the case of young widows, whose employment decisions are often shaped
by compulsion rather than choice. This study addresses this gap by applying the Capability
Approach, articulated by AmartyaSen, to analyse labour market barriers faced by young widows
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in Tamil Nadu. By shifting the analytical focus from outcomes to freedoms, the study offers a
nuanced understanding of economic participation and vulnerability.
Review of Literature

Widowhood has been shown to significantly reshape women’s engagement with the labour
market in India. Using large-scale demographic data, Reed (2020) demonstrates that women’s
labour force participation often increases following widowhood, particularly among younger
widows who face immediate economic pressures. The study highlights how household structure,
caregiving responsibilities, and economic necessity influence widows’ work patterns. Widows
living independently or heading households tend to participate more actively in paid work, while
those residing with adult children or extended families often withdraw from labour activities.
These findings indicate that widowhood is not a uniform experience but one shaped by social and
familial contexts (Reed, 2020). However, while this demographic evidence is valuable, it largely
relies on quantitative indicators such as labour force participation rates and workdays. It does not
adequately capture the qualitative dimensions of work, including job security, dignity, or freedom
of choice. Moreover, the study does not distinguish sufficiently between younger and older
widows, despite the likelihood that early widowhood produces distinct labour market constraints.
The absence of a theoretical framework limits its ability to explain how social norms and structural
barriers restrict widows’ actual employment capabilities (Reed, 2020).

From a capability perspective, it becomes essential to move beyond participation statistics
and examine whether widows possess real opportunities to access meaningful and secure work.
This gap underscores the importance of analysing young widows’ labour experiences in specific
regional contexts such as Tamil Nadu, where gender norms, caste dynamics, and labour market
structures may differently shape women’s work opportunities.

Research on women’s employment in India consistently highlights the dominance of
informal work and its implications for economic vulnerability. Studies on informal employment
show that women are disproportionately concentrated in low-paid, insecure, and unregulated jobs,
lacking social security and legal protection (Kabeer, 2016). These conditions restrict women’s
economic independence and reinforce gender inequalities in the labour market. Informality thus
emerges as both a cause and consequence of women’s limited bargaining power and constrained
choices in employment (Kabeer, 2016). Despite this, the literature rarely disaggregates women
workers by marital status or widowhood. Young widows remain largely invisible within studies
of informal labour, even though widowhood may intensify women’s exposure to exploitation and
insecurity. Without considering widowhood, existing analyses fail to account for how social
stigma, caregiving burdens, and reduced social support interact with informal employment to
constrain women’s economic agency (Kabeer, 2016). A capability-based analysis would allow for
a deeper understanding of how informal labour restricts widows’ substantive freedoms. Such an
approach can illuminate whether young widows in Tamil Nadu engage in informal work by choice
or compulsion, and how social structures limit their ability to convert work opportunities into well-
being outcomes.
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Regional studies from Tamil Nadu indicate that widows face persistent socio-economic
disadvantages in accessing stable employment. Research reports suggest that most widows are
engaged in daily wage labour or home-based informal work, with limited access to formal sector
jobs and social security benefits (Kalanchiyam Trust, 2023). Factors such as low education,
restricted mobility, and social stigma significantly affect their employment prospects, reinforcing
economic dependency and vulnerability. These studies further highlight that young widows
experience additional pressures due to child-rearing responsibilities and the absence of spousal
support. Employment decisions are often shaped by safety concerns, community surveillance, and
moral expectations surrounding widowhood. As a result, widows tend to accept precarious and
poorly paid work close to home, even when such work fails to ensure long-term economic security
(Kalanchiyam Trust, 2023).

While these findings provide important regional insights, they are largely descriptive and
lack a strong theoretical grounding. The absence of a capability framework limits the analysis of
how social exclusion, gender norms, and institutional barriers reduce widows’ freedom to pursue
dignified and meaningful work. It reveals a need for theoretically informed, region-specific studies
focused on young widows in Tamil Nadu.

Safety and harassment emerge as significant barriers influencing widows’ labour market
participation. Survey-based evidence from Tamil Nadu reveals that a substantial proportion of
widows report fear of sexual harassment in workplaces and public spaces, which restricts their
mobility and willingness to seek employment outside their immediate locality (Times of India,
2024). Such fears are compounded by weak grievance mechanisms and limited institutional
protection. These safety concerns directly shape employment choices by limiting the types of jobs
widows are willing or able to pursue. Fear of harassment often forces widows into home-based or
informal work arrangements, reinforcing occupational segregation and economic insecurity.
Gendered expectations surrounding women’s respectability further intensify these constraints,
particularly for young widows who face heightened social scrutiny (Times of India, 2024).
However, existing studies largely treat safety as an isolated issue rather than as a core component
of women’s labour capabilities. A capability-based approach would situate safety and bodily
integrity as essential conditions for accessing labour markets, thereby strengthening the analysis
of how fear and insecurity undermine widows’ real freedoms to work.

Broader literature on gender norms and work in India underscores the role of patriarchy in
shaping women’s employment outcomes. Studies consistently show that norms related to
femininity, caregiving, and respectability limit women’s labour market participation and mobility
(Chakraborty & Das, 2017). These norms are particularly restrictive for widows, who often
experience heightened moral regulation and social control.

Despite these insights, most gender-focused labour studies treat women as a homogeneous
category. The specific experiences of young widows who simultaneously navigate gendered
expectations and the social stigma of widowhood remain underexplored. This omission obscures
the ways in which widowhood intensifies gender-based labour constraints (Chakraborty & Das,
2017). Applying a capability framework allows for a more nuanced understanding of how gender
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norms translate into restricted agency and limited employment choices. Such an approach can help
explain not only whether widows work, but whether they are free to choose the type, location, and
conditions of their work.

Education and skill deficits further constrain widows’ labour market opportunities.

National-level studies indicate that many widows have low educational attainment and limited
access to vocational training, which restricts their entry into skilled and formal employment
(Khanna, 2014). These limitations are particularly acute for women widowed at a young age, who
may have discontinued education early due to marriage.
The lack of targeted skill development programmes for widows exacerbates their dependence on
low-paid informal work. Existing welfare schemes often focus on pensions rather than
employability, reinforcing passive forms of support rather than enhancing economic capabilities
(Khanna, 2014). From a capability perspective, education and skills are central to expanding
women’s substantive freedoms. The neglect of employability-oriented interventions for young
widows highlights a critical gap in both policy and research that this study seeks to address.

Economic vulnerability among widows is also closely linked to health and well-being
outcomes. Research suggests that access to paid work can reduce mortality risks and improve
psychological well-being among widows by enhancing financial security and social integration
(Zhang et al., 2023). Employment thus plays a critical role in sustaining widows’ overall quality
of life. However, these studies rarely examine the structural barriers that prevent widows from
accessing stable and decent work. Without analysing labour market discrimination, safety
concerns, and social norms, the relationship between employment and well-being remains only
partially understood (Zhang et al., 2023). A capability-based analysis can bridge this gap by linking
labour market exclusion to broader deprivations in health, dignity, and social participation,
particularly among young widows in Tamil Nadu.

Socio-cultural studies from different Indian regions highlight the persistence of stigma and
exclusion faced by widows. Research indicates that widows often encounter restrictions on
mobility, social participation, and employment due to entrenched cultural norms (Chen & Dreze,
1992). These norms vary regionally but consistently limit widows’ economic autonomy. While
such studies offer valuable insights, they do not sufficiently engage with contemporary labour
market dynamics or focus on younger cohorts of widows. Nor do they adopt a framework that
systematically connects social exclusion to labour market outcomes (Chen & Dreze, 1992). This
points to the need for a regionally grounded, capability-based study that captures how socio-
cultural norms in Tamil Nadu interact with labour market structures to constrain young widows’
employment opportunities.

Research Gap

Existing studies on women’s labour participation and widowhood in India primarily focus
on employment status, income, or human capital indicators, with limited attention to work-related
capabilities. Although factors such as education, income, informal employment, and skills are
examined, they are rarely integrated within a capability-based framework that captures freedom,
agency, and quality of work. Social and structural constraints particularly care responsibilities,
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access to social protection, and rural residence remain under-conceptualised as capability-

depriving factors. Moreover, informal employment is often treated as an outcome rather than a

structural barrier. This study addresses this gap by modelling how economic, social, institutional,

and spatial factors jointly shape work-related capabilities among young widows.

Methodology

Research Design - A quantitative cross-sectional survey design was adopted.

Study Area and Sample - The study was conducted in selected rural and urban districts of Tamil

Nadu. A total of 360 young widows aged 18—40 years were selected using multi-stage stratified

random sampling. Data Collection Tool - A structured interview schedule was administered,

comprising - Socio-demographic details, Employment characteristics, Labour market constraints,

Capability indicators measured on a five-point Likert scale.

Construction of Work-Related Capability Index (WRCI)

The WRCI was developed using standardised scores across five domains:

1. Employment choice, 2. Income sufficiency, 3. Job security, 4. Skill utilization, 5. Work—life
balance

The index demonstrated acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.81).

Data Analysis has done with descriptive statistics, Chi-square tests, Independent t-tests and

ANOVA, Multiple regression analysis

Results

Employment Patterns

The majority of respondents (72%) were engaged in informal employment, primarily in domestic

work, agricultural labour, and petty services. Only 18% held regular salaried positions.

Capability Deprivation

Despite high labour force participation, 64% of respondents reported low capability scores,

particularly in employment choice and job security. Informal employment was significantly

associated with lower WRCI scores (p < 0.01).

Determinants of Work-Related Capabilities

Regression analysis revealed that:

Informal employment negatively predicted capability levels

Education and access to welfare schemes had a positive effect

Care responsibilities significantly reduced work-related freedoms

Below is a Multiple Linear Regression table formatted exactly in the style of SPSS output,

suitable for direct inclusion in your Results chapter or journal article.

The layout, headings, and notation mirror SPSS (Coefficients & Model Summary tables).

Table 1a: Model Summary

Adjusted R Std. Error of
Model R R Square Square the Estimate
1 692 479 466 412
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a. Predictors: (Constant), Informal Employment, Monthly Income, Educational Attainment,
Access to Social Protection, Care Responsibilities, Skill Training, Rural Residence
b. Dependent Variable: Work-Related Capability Index (WRCI)
Table 1b: ANOVA?

Model Sum of df Mean F Sig.
Squares Square
Regression 61.421 7 8.775 36.21 .0000
Residual 66.837 352 190
Total 128.258 359

a. Dependent Variable: WRCI
b. Predictors: (Constant), Informal Employment, Monthly Income, Educational Attainment,
Access to Social Protection, Care Responsibilities, Skill Training, Rural Residence
Table 1c: Coefficients?

Model Unstandardized | Standardized ¢ Sig. Collinearity
Coefficients Coefficients Statistics
B Std. Error Beta
(Constant) 2.814 214 — 13.152 .000
Informal
Employment -.462 071 -.341 -6.510 .000
(1=Yes)
Monthly 000018 000005 198 3.602 | .000
Income
Educational
Attainment 057 016 214 3.562 .001
(Years)
Access to
Social 311 083 187 3747 | .000
Protection
(1=Yes)
Care
Responsibilities | -.129 .042 -.166 -3.071 .002
(Dependents)
Skill Training
Received 224 076 148 2.947 .003
(1=Yes)
Rural
Residence -.173 .069 -.112 -2.507 012
(1=Rural)

a. Dependent Variable: Work-Related Capability Index (WRCI)
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Multicollinearity diagnostics: VIF <2
Sample size: N = 360
Significance level: 0.05

A multiple linear regression analysis was conducted to examine factors influencing the
Work-Related Capability Index among young widows. The model was statistically significant,
F(7,352) = 36.21, p < .001, explaining 47.9% of the variance in capability scores (R* = .479).
Informal employment emerged as the strongest negative predictor (B = —.341, p < .001), while
education, income, access to social protection, and skill training showed significant positive effects
on work-related capabilities.

Discussion
Interpreting Labour Market Barriers through the Capability Approach

This study set out to examine labour market barriers faced by young widows in Tamil Nadu
by moving beyond conventional employment indicators and adopting Capability Approach
perspective through the lens of Feminist political Economy. The regression results demonstrate
that labour market participation alone does not guarantee economic empowerment; rather, it is the
quality of employment and the social and institutional contexts that determine whether work
translates into enhanced capabilities.

Drawing on the Capability Approach articulated by AmartyaSen, the discussion interprets
the regression results by distinguishing between resources (income, education), conversion factors
(informality, care burden, location), and capabilities (freedom to choose and sustain dignified
work). Feminist Political Economy deepens this analysis by locating these constraints within
broader systems of capitalist accumulation and patriarchal social relations.

Informal Employment as Capability Deprivation

Informal employment emerged as the strongest negative predictor of work-related
capabilities. From a capability perspective, informal work represents not merely low income but
restricted conversion of resources into valued functionings. The absence of job security, legal
protection, and predictable earnings limits young widows’ freedom to plan, invest in skills, or
balance paid work with care responsibilities.This finding supports feminist critiques that question
labour market inclusion without structural reform. Informality, in this context, functions as a
structural constraint that reduces choice and autonomy, reinforcing a cycle of capability
deprivation despite employment.

FPE further reveals that informalisation is not incidental but structural. Labour markets
rely on a feminised reserve of cheap, flexible labour, and young widows are disproportionately
absorbed into this segment due to marital status stigma, limited bargaining power, and urgent
survival needs. Their participation in informal work thus represents structural exploitation, where
economic activity increases without corresponding expansion of freedom or autonomy.
Education, Income, and Social Protection as Capability-Enhancing Resources

The positive association between education, income, and capability scores highlights the
role of enabling resources. Higher educational attainment enhances young widows’ ability to
access better-quality employment and negotiate working conditions, thereby expanding their
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opportunity set. However, the capability lens clarifies that education is effective only when labour
markets allow meaningful utilisation of skills.Similarly, access to social protection significantly
improved capability outcomes, indicating that welfare mechanisms act as critical conversion
factors. Social protection reduces vulnerability to income shocks and enables widows to exercise
greater agency in employment decisions, aligning with Sen’s emphasis on institutional
arrangements in expanding freedoms.

These findings indicate that access to economic and human capital resources can partially
enhance young widows’ work-related freedoms. However, feminist political economy cautions
against interpreting these results as evidence of linear empowerment.For many young widows,
education enables entry into marginally better forms of informal or semi-formal work rather than
secure employment. The regression results therefore support the argument that human capital gains
are mediated by labour market structures, and without formalisation and regulation, education risks
reinforcing stratified labour hierarchies rather than dismantling them.

Care Responsibilities and Gendered Conversion Factors

Care responsibilities had a significant negative effect on work-related capabilities,
reflecting deeply entrenched gender norms. Within the Capability Approach, care burden operates
as a social conversion factor that limits women’s ability to convert employment opportunities into
valued functionings.For young widows, unpaid care responsibilities restrict mobility, reduce time
available for skill development, and confine them to flexible but insecure forms of work. This
finding reinforces feminist extensions of the Capability Approach that stress the centrality of care
and social reproduction in shaping women’s economic freedoms.

Feminist political economy situates this burden within the broader domain of social
reproduction, highlighting how unpaid care work sustains the economy while remaining invisible
in labour policy.The regression findings thus empirically confirm feminist political economy
claims that women’s labour market disadvantage is inseparable from the unequal distribution of
unpaid care work.

Social Protection as Decommodification and Capability Expansion

Access to social protection showed a strong positive association with work-related
capabilities. From a capability perspective, welfare provisions enhance freedom by reducing
vulnerability to income shocks. Feminist political economy interprets this finding as evidence of
decommodification, whereby state intervention reduces women’s dependence on exploitative
labour markets.

Social protection enables young widows to exercise agency to delay entry into poor-quality
work, invest in skill development, or seek safer employment. The regression results underscore
the critical role of the state in mediating labour-capital relations and expanding substantive
economic freedoms for marginalised women.

Rural Location and Spatial Capability Constraints

Rural residence was associated with lower capability scores, highlighting spatial
inequalities in labour market access. From a capability standpoint, geographical location affects
both the availability of opportunities and the conditions under which work is performed. Limited
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access to formal employment, training institutions, and welfare infrastructure in rural areas
constrains young widows’ work-related freedoms, even when employment opportunities exist.

Feminist political economy further reveals how rural economies depend on underpaid
female labour, weak regulation, and entrenched patriarchal norms.The regression results confirm
that spatial location intersects with gender and widowhood to intensify economic marginalisation,
limiting young widows’ ability to access formal employment, training, and welfare infrastructure.
Skill Training and the Expansion of Choice

Skill training showed a positive and significant effect on capabilities, suggesting its
potential as a policy lever for expanding choice. However, the Capability Approach cautions
against viewing training as a standalone solution. Skills translate into capabilities only when
accompanied by supportive labour market structures, childcare facilities, and social acceptance of
widows’ economic participation.

However, feminist political economy urges caution. Skills translate into empowerment
only when labour markets are capable of absorbing trained workers into secure and fairly paid
employment. However, feminist political economy wurges caution. Skills translate into
empowerment only when labour markets are capable of absorbing trained workers into secure and
fairly paid employment.

Reframing Economic Participation through Capabilities

Taken together, the findings challenge outcome-based evaluations of women’s
employment that equate labour force participation with empowerment. For young widows in Tamil
Nadu, employment often represents forced functioning or activities undertaken due to necessity
rather than choice. The Capability Approach provides a conceptual framework to distinguish
between survival-oriented work and genuinely empowering employment.This study thus aligns
with feminist scholarship that calls for a shift from employment quantity to employment quality,
emphasizing dignity, autonomy, and sustainability.

The findings demonstrate that labour market participation does not necessarily translate
into economic empowerment for young widows. Employment under conditions of compulsion,
insecurity, and low wages constitutes a form of capability deprivation. The study reinforces
feminist critiques of labour market inclusion that overlook structural inequalities and social
norms.By applying the Capability Approach quantitatively, the study highlights the importance of
assessing not only whether young widows work, but how and under what conditions they work.
Forced Functionings and Constrained Agency

Taken together, the regression findings reveal that many young widows engage in forced
functioning’s forms of work undertaken due to compulsion rather than choice. Feminist political
economy challenges narratives that equate labour force participation with empowerment,
emphasising that agency exercised under structural constraint cannot be considered genuine
freedom.

The Capability Approach allows this distinction to be empirically demonstrated by
showing that high employment coexist with low capability scores. Young widows’ work,
therefore, often reflects survival strategies rather than economic emancipation.
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Synthesis: What the Regression Results Reveal

The regression model explains a substantial proportion of variation in work-related
capabilities, demonstrating that:

e Labour market structure (informality) matters more than employment status

e Social reproduction (care work) significantly constrains economic freedom

e State intervention (social protection) plays a decisive role in capability expansion
By integrating Feminist Political Economy with the Capability Approach, this study shows that
young widows’ labour market experiences are shaped by structural inequalities rather than
individual shortcomings.
Integrating Feminist Political Economy with the Capability Approach

This study interprets the labour market experiences of young widows in Tamil Nadu by
integrating Feminist Political Economy (FPE) with the Capability Approach, revealing that
employment alone does not ensure empowerment. From an FPE perspective, labour markets are
structurally gendered and rely heavily on women’s undervalued and informal labour, particularly
that of widows who occupy socially and economically marginal positions.The findings show that
young widows’ concentration in informal and precarious employment reflects broader political—
economic processes rather than individual deficits. Informalisation functions as a mechanism of
structural exploitation, extracting women’s labour without providing security or protection. While
the Capability Approach highlights restricted freedoms, FPE exposes how capitalist labour
regimes systematically produce these constraints.

Unpaid care responsibilities emerge as a central barrier to capability expansion. Feminist
political economy situates care work within the sphere of social reproduction, demonstrating how
states and markets externalise care costs onto women. For young widows, the burden of unpaid
care limits mobility, reinforces labour market segmentation, and constrains economic
choice.Although education, skill training, and social protection enhance capabilities, FPE cautions
that human capital gains alone cannot overcome structural inequalities. Skills often lead to more
efficient participation in precarious labour rather than upward mobility. Social protection,
however, plays a critical role as a decommodifying force, reducing dependence on exploitative
labour markets and expanding women’s bargaining power.Overall, the study reframes young
widows’ labour participation as forced functioning’s driven by survival needs rather than genuine
agency. By linking Feminist Political Economy with the Capability Approach, the discussion
underscores the need for structural labour reforms, recognition of unpaid care, and redistributive
social policies to transform employment into meaningful economic freedom.

Conclusion

By operationalising the Capability Approach quantitatively, this study contributes to the
empirical literature on gender, labour markets, and widowhood. It demonstrates the utility of
capability-based indicators in capturing hidden forms of economic exclusion and highlights the
need for intersectional and context-sensitive labour market analyses.This study contributes to the
sociology of work and gender by offering a capability-based quantitative analysis of young
widows’ labour market experiences in Tamil Nadu. The evidence suggests that meaningful
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economic inclusion requires expanding substantive freedoms, not merely increasing employment
rates. Policies must therefore address structural and social barriers that constrain young widows’
capabilities to achieve dignified and sustainable livelihoods.The discussion reinforces the
argument that policies aimed at improving women’s employment outcomes must move beyond
participation metrics. Feminist political economy, combined with a capability framework, calls for
labour market reforms that recognise unpaid care, regulate informal work, and strengthen social
protection. Only through such structural transformation can employment become a pathway to
genuine capability expansion for young widows in Tamil Nadu.

Limitations and Scope for Future Research

e Cross-sectional design limits causal inference

e Self-reported measures may involve response bias

e Future studies could adopt longitudinal and mixed-method approaches
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