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Abstract: Women's literacy is an important factor influencing poverty reduction and
sustainable socio-economic development in India. The present study examines the relationship
between women's literacy and poverty reduction in selected areas of Paschim Bardhaman
district, namely Barabani, Pandabeswar, Raniganj and Durgapur MC. The study is based on
both primary and secondary data. Primary data were collected through a field survey
conducted from October to December 2025 covering 220 women respondents from different
socio-economic backgrounds. The findings reveal that literacy significantly improves women’s
participation in economic activities, household decision-making, health awareness and
children’s education. Educated women were found to have better employment opportunities,
higher household income and greater financial participation compared to illiterate
respondents. The study also indicates that women from urban-industrial areas such as
Durgapur MC showed comparatively higher literacy and socio-economic well-being than
women from mining and semi-rural regions. The analysis further highlights that poverty,
financial constraints, gender bias and early marriage continue to affect educational attainment
among women in several study areas. Despite these challenges, literacy has positively
influenced living standards, social confidence and awareness regarding healthcare and
sanitation. The study concludes that women’s literacy plays a transformative role in poverty
reduction and sustainable development. Strengthening female education, skill development and
employment opportunities can significantly improve the socio-economic condition of women
and contribute to long-term community development in Paschim Bardhaman district.
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1. Introduction

Women’s literacy is widely recognised as one of the most important indicators of social and
economic development. Education not only improves the knowledge and skills of women but
also enhances their ability to participate in household decision-making, economic activities and
community development. In developing countries like India, where poverty and gender
inequality still remain major challenges, women’s literacy plays a transformative role in
improving the overall quality of life. Literate women are generally more aware of health,
sanitation, nutrition and educational opportunities, which ultimately contributes to poverty
reduction and sustainable development.

Poverty is not only related to low income but also to limited access to education, healthcare,
employment and social opportunities. In many rural and economically backward regions,
women often face multiple disadvantages because of gender discrimination, financial
constraints and social barriers. Education helps women overcome these limitations by
increasing awareness, improving employability and strengthening their social position. Studies
conducted in India have shown that women’s education significantly influences household
income, child education, fertility behaviour and health outcomes (Dreze & Sen, 2013).

In recent decades, the Government of India and different state governments have introduced
several schemes to improve female literacy and educational participation. Programmes such as
Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, Kanyashree and adult literacy initiatives
have contributed to increasing female enrolment and reducing gender disparity in education.
West Bengal, in particular, has made noticeable progress in female education through various
scholarship and awareness programmes. However, disparities still exist across regions and
social groups, especially in economically vulnerable and industrial-mining areas.

Paschim Bardhaman district presents an interesting context for examining the relationship
between women’s literacy and poverty reduction. The district is characterised by a mixed
socio-economic structure consisting of mining areas, industrial towns and semi-rural
settlements. Despite industrial development in areas like Durgapur and Raniganj, many
households still experience poverty, unemployment and educational inequality. Women from
economically weaker families often face difficulties in accessing higher education and stable
employment opportunities.

Several studies have examined the relationship between education and socio-economic
development in India. Tilak (2002) highlighted that literacy contributes directly to poverty
alleviation by increasing productivity and employment opportunities. Kingdon (2007)
observed that female education improves labour force participation and enhances family
welfare. Research in West Bengal has also pointed out that women’s literacy positively affects
health awareness, child education and social empowerment (Chattopadhyay, 2016). However,
many earlier studies mainly focused on state-level or national-level analysis, while fewer
studies have explored the issue at the district or local level, particularly in the mining-industrial
belt of Paschim Bardhaman.
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This creates an important research gap. There is limited micro-level understanding of how
women’s literacy influences poverty reduction, household welfare and sustainable
development in different socio-economic settings within the district. The selected study areas,
including Barabani, Pandabeswar, Raniganj and Durgapur MC, represent varied economic and
educational conditions, making them suitable for examining the role of literacy in social
transformation.

Against this background, the present study aims to analyse the impact of women’s literacy on
poverty reduction in Paschim Bardhaman district. The study focuses on literacy status,
economic participation, household decision-making, health awareness and quality of life to
understand how education contributes to sustainable socio-economic development among
women.

2. Study Area

Paschim Bardhaman district is located in the western part of West Bengal and was formed in
2017 after the division of the former Bardhaman district. The district is one of the major
industrial and mining regions of eastern India and is widely known for coal mining, thermal
power generation and industrial activities. The Damodar River flows through the district and
has played an important role in its industrial growth and settlement development.
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Fig. 1: Location Map of the Study Area

The present study focuses on four selected areas of the district, namely Barabani, Pandabeswar,
Raniganj and Durgapur Municipal Corporation (MC). These areas represent different socio-
economic settings ranging from mining-dominated semi-rural regions to urban-industrial
centres. Barabani and Pandabeswar are mainly associated with coal mining and informal labour
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activities, while Raniganj has a mixed mining-urban character. Durgapur MC is comparatively
more urbanised with better educational and infrastructural facilities.

According to the Census of India (2011), the district has a relatively high literacy rate, but
gender disparity in education and employment still exists. Women in mining and economically
weaker areas often face limited educational and employment opportunities. Previous studies
have also highlighted that socio-economic inequality and uneven development continue to
influence educational attainment in industrial regions of West Bengal (Chattopadhyay, 2016).

The selected study areas, therefore, provide a suitable setting to examine the relationship
between women’s literacy and poverty reduction under different social and economic
conditions.

3. Data Sources and Methodology

The present study is based on both primary and secondary data to examine the relationship
between women’s literacy and poverty reduction in Paschim Bardhaman district. Primary data
were collected through a field survey conducted during October to December 2025 in the
selected study areas of Barabani, Pandabeswar, Raniganj and Durgapur MC.

A total of 220 women respondents were surveyed using a structured questionnaire and personal
interviews. The respondents were selected through a multi-stage sampling method to ensure
representation from different socio-economic backgrounds. The sample distribution included
60 respondents from Barabani, 55 from Pandabeswar, 50 from Raniganj and 55 from Durgapur
MC.

The survey collected information related to educational status, occupation, income level,
household condition, health awareness, participation in decision-making and children’s
education. Informal discussions and field observations were also conducted to understand the
socio-economic condition of women in the study areas. Secondary data were collected from
sources such as the Census of India, District Statistical Handbook, government reports and
published research articles related to literacy, poverty and women empowerment.

For analysis, different socio-economic indicators were considered to understand the impact of
literacy on poverty reduction. Simple statistical methods such as percentage analysis and
comparative interpretation were used for examining the collected data. The study also
compares literacy-related socio-economic conditions across the selected study areas to identify
variations in women’s empowerment and household well-being.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Socio-Economic Background of Respondents

The socio-economic profile of the respondents reflects the mixed urban-industrial and mining-
based character of the selected study areas. Most of the surveyed women belonged to lower-
middle and economically weaker households. Considerable variation was observed in
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occupation, family structure and income level across the four study areas. Respondents from
Durgapur MC showed relatively better educational and occupational conditions, whereas
women from Barabani and Pandabeswar were more dependent on informal labour and
household-based activities.

The field survey indicates that a large proportion of respondents belonged to the economically
active age group. Women in the age group of 2140 years formed the largest share of
respondents. This age group was found to be more involved in household management, child
education and economic participation. Nuclear families were more common in urban areas
such as Durgapur MC and Raniganj, while joint family structures were comparatively more
visible in mining and semi-rural regions.

Family Type Occupation Percentage (%)
Household Work 37.3

e 70 B
S 60 Daily Labour 22.3
g, 50 J—
£ a0 Small Business 17.3
S 30 :
£ 20 Service Sector 14.1

10

0 Others 9.0

Nuclear Family Joint Family

Age Group
Above 60 = 18-20 Years

. Years Lears
- \8 Yo = 21-40 Years
{ 28% = = 41-60 Years

Above 60 Years

Source Primary Data
Fig. 2: Socio-Economic Profile of the Respondents

The above figure clearly shows that household work remains the dominant occupation among
women respondents. However, participation in small business and service activities was
relatively higher in Durgapur MC and Raniganj due to better educational and economic
opportunities. In contrast, women from mining areas were more dependent on irregular wage
labour and informal occupations.

Monthly household income also showed considerable variation. Families associated with
service and organised sectors generally reported better economic conditions compared to
households dependent on mining-related labour activities. The findings suggest that socio-
economic inequality still exists within the district despite industrial growth and urbanisation.
Similar observations were noted by Chattopadhyay (2016), who highlighted the uneven pattern
of educational and social development in industrial regions of West Bengal.

4.2 Literacy Status of Women
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Women’s literacy is one of the most important indicators of social development and
empowerment. The study reveals noticeable variation in literacy levels among the selected
study areas. Urban influence, better educational infrastructure and economic opportunities
contributed to higher literacy levels in Durgapur MC, whereas comparatively lower educational
attainment was observed in Barabani and Pandabeswar.

The field survey indicates that younger women had comparatively better educational
attainment than older respondents. This reflects the gradual improvement of female education
in recent decades due to government initiatives and increased social awareness. However,
educational discontinuation after secondary level remains a major concern among
economically weaker households.

Table 1: Educational Status of Respondents

Educational Level |[Number of Respondents | Percentage (%)
Illiterate 46 20.9
Primary Education 58 26.4
Secondary Education 59 26.8
Higher Secondary 35 15.9
Graduate & above 22 10.0
Total 220 100.0

Source Primary Data

The above table shows that secondary education forms the largest educational category among
respondents. Around 20.9 per cent of women were found to be illiterate, while only a small
proportion had graduate-level education. Educational inequality was more visible among
women from poor and mining-dependent households. Financial difficulties, early marriage,
household responsibilities and lack of educational support were identified as some of the major
reasons behind low educational attainment.

The findings also suggest that women’s literacy is closely connected with occupational
opportunities and social awareness. Educated respondents showed greater participation in
employment, decision-making and healthcare-related activities. Similar findings were reported
by Kingdon (2007), who observed that female education significantly improves social
participation and economic mobility in India.

4.3 Literacy and Economic Participation

The relationship between literacy and economic participation was clearly visible in the study
areas. Women with higher educational attainment were found to be more actively engaged in
income-generating activities compared to illiterate respondents. Education helped women
access better employment opportunities, financial independence and improved household
living conditions.

In mining and semi-rural regions, illiterate and less educated women mainly depended on daily
wage labour, household work and informal economic activities. In contrast, women with
secondary and higher education were more involved in private service, teaching, small
businesses and office-related work.
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Table 2: Literacy and Income Level of Respondents

Average Monthly
Educational Level | Household Income (In| Main Occupational Pattern
Rs.)

Illiterate 6,500 Household Work/Daily Labour
Primary Education 8,200 Informal Labour/Small Business
Secondary Education 11,400 Small Business/Service
Higher Secondary 14,300 Service/Private Employment
Graduate & above 18,600 Organised Service Sector

Source Primary Data

The above table clearly indicates that household income increases with higher educational
attainment. Respondents with graduate-level education reported nearly three times higher
average household income compared to illiterate women. Better education improved
employability and economic participation, which ultimately contributed to poverty reduction.

The field survey further revealed that literate women were more confident in handling banking
activities, savings and financial planning. Some respondents from Durgapur MC and Raniganj
also reported participation in Self-Help Groups and small entrepreneurship activities. These
findings support the argument that education acts as a catalyst for economic empowerment and
social mobility. Tilak (2002) also emphasised that education contributes significantly to
poverty alleviation through increased productivity and employment opportunities.

4.4 Literacy and Household Decision-Making

Women’s literacy has a strong influence on household decision-making and social
participation. Educated women were found to have greater involvement in decisions related to
children’s education, healthcare, expenditure and social matters. Literacy improves confidence,
awareness and communication ability, which strengthens women’s role within the family.
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Independent Joint Participation Male-Dominated
Participation Decisions
Decision-Making Pattern

Source Primary Data

Fig. 3: Participation in Household Decision-Making
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The above figure shows that 41.4 percent of respondents participated jointly in household
decision-making. Independent participation was reported by 24.1 per cent of women, while
male-dominated decisions were still common in economically weaker households.

Women with higher education levels showed comparatively greater independence and social
participation. They were more likely to discuss financial matters, educational decisions and
healthcare needs within the family. On the other hand, illiterate women often remained
dependent on male family members for important decisions. The findings indicate that literacy
gradually changes traditional gender relations and improves women’s social position within
households.

4.5 Literacy, Health Awareness and Child Education

The study reveals that women’s literacy has a strong influence on health awareness, sanitation
practices and children’s education. Educated women were generally more aware of hygiene,
nutrition, immunisation and healthcare facilities compared to illiterate respondents. They also
showed greater interest in ensuring regular schooling and educational support for their children.

During the field survey, it was observed that women with secondary and higher education were
more likely to visit healthcare centres, maintain sanitation practices and seek medical treatment
during illness. In contrast, respondents with low educational attainment often depended on
traditional practices and lacked proper awareness regarding health and nutrition.

Table 3: Literacy and Health Awareness Indicators

Indicators Number of Percentage

Respondents (%)

Awareness of Child Immunisation 164 74.5

Use of Sanitary Toilets 152 69.1

Awareness of Government Health 118 536

Schemes

Regular School Attendance of

Children 173 786

Source Primary Data

The above table indicates that awareness regarding child immunisation was relatively high
among respondents. Around 78.6 per cent of women reported regular school attendance of their
children, while 69.1 per cent used sanitary toilets. However, awareness regarding government
health schemes remained comparatively lower, especially among women from economically
weaker households.

The survey also revealed that literate mothers were more concerned about children’s education
and future employment opportunities. In many households, educated women actively
participated in helping children with school activities and maintaining regular communication
with teachers. These findings suggest that women’s literacy not only improves individual
awareness but also contributes to long-term human resource development within families.
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Health and educational awareness were found to be comparatively better in Durgapur MC and
Raniganj due to better access to schools, healthcare facilities and communication networks. In
Barabani and Pandabeswar, however, poverty and low educational attainment continued to
affect healthcare utilisation and educational continuity among children.

Previous studies in India have also shown that female literacy plays a crucial role in improving
child welfare and family health conditions (Dreze & Sen, 2013). Thus, women’s education
contributes significantly to social development and intergenerational improvement in living
conditions.

4.6 Women’s Literacy and Poverty Reduction

The findings of the study clearly indicate that women’s literacy has a significant impact on
poverty reduction and improvement in household well-being. Educated women were more
capable of participating in income-generating activities, managing household expenditure and
supporting children’s education. Literacy also increased awareness regarding savings,
healthcare and government welfare programmes.

Households with educated women generally reported better housing conditions, more stable
income sources and improved living standards. In contrast, illiterate households were more
dependent on irregular labour activities and faced greater economic insecurity. Women with
secondary and higher education were also more likely to contribute financially to household
expenses, which reduced economic dependency on male family members.

= Improvement in Household
Income

= Better Educational Support
for Children

Increased Health
Awareness

Improved Living Standard

® Greater Financial
Participation

Source Primary Data
Fig. 4: Perceived Impact of Literacy on Household Well-Being

The above figure shows that a large proportion of respondents believed literacy had positively
improved household income, health awareness and educational support for children. Around
82.3 per cent reported that literacy helped them provide better educational opportunities for
their children, while 68.6 per cent experienced improvement in overall living standards.

The field survey further indicates that educated women were more likely to participate in
savings groups, banking activities and small entrepreneurship initiatives. In Durgapur MC and
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Raniganj, several respondents reported involvement in private service, tailoring, tuition and
small businesses, which helped strengthen household income.

The findings suggest that literacy acts as an important tool for socio-economic mobility and
poverty alleviation. Similar observations were made by Tilak (2002), who argued that
education directly contributes to poverty reduction by increasing employment opportunities
and productivity.

Overall, the study demonstrates that women’s literacy has both direct and indirect effects on
poverty reduction. It not only improves economic participation but also strengthens social
awareness, health practices and long-term family welfare.

4.7 Sustainable Development Perspective

Women’s literacy is closely connected with sustainable development because it influences
economic growth, social equality, health awareness and community participation. The study
findings indicate that educated women are more aware of social responsibilities, environmental
cleanliness, healthcare practices and educational opportunities for children. Such awareness
contributes to long-term social and economic development within communities.

The survey also revealed that literate women were more interested in stable employment,
savings and skill development activities. Many respondents expressed that education increased
their confidence and social recognition within society. Women with higher literacy levels were
more likely to encourage girls’ education and oppose early marriage practices. This reflects the
broader social impact of literacy on gender equality and social transformation.

In urban-industrial areas such as Durgapur MC, women showed comparatively better
participation in organised employment and social activities. On the other hand, women from
mining and semi-rural regions faced greater socio-economic challenges despite gradual
improvement in literacy levels. These regional variations highlight the need for balanced and
inclusive development planning.

The findings therefore suggest that women’s literacy should not be viewed only as an
educational issue but also as a major component of sustainable development and poverty
reduction. Improving female literacy can strengthen human capital, reduce social inequality
and improve the overall resilience of households and communities.

5. Problems and Challenges
5.1 Educational Inequality

Although female literacy has improved in Paschim Bardhaman district, educational inequality
still remains a major challenge. Considerable variation exists between urban-industrial and
mining-semi-rural areas. Women from Durgapur MC showed comparatively better educational
attainment, whereas lower literacy levels were more common in Barabani and Pandabeswar.
Financial hardship, lack of educational support and poor awareness continue to affect women’s
education in economically weaker households.
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In several cases, girls discontinue education after the secondary level due to family
responsibilities and economic pressure. Access to higher education is also limited for women
belonging to low-income families. These inequalities create long-term barriers to socio-
economic development and poverty reduction.

5.2 Poverty and Financial Constraints

Poverty remains one of the major obstacles to women’s literacy and empowerment. Many
families in mining and labour-dependent areas struggle to meet daily household expenses,
making education a secondary priority. Women from economically weaker households are
often engaged in household work or informal labour activities from an early age.

The field survey revealed that several respondents could not continue higher education because
of financial difficulties. In some households, educational expenditure for male children
received greater importance compared to girls. Such economic constraints directly affect
literacy levels and employment opportunities among women.

5.3 Gender Bias and Social Barriers

Traditional social attitudes and gender bias continue to influence women’s educational
participation in some study areas. In conservative households, women’s role is still largely
confined to domestic responsibilities. Limited decision-making power and dependency on male
family members reduce educational and economic opportunities for women.

The survey also indicated that women from less educated households often faced restrictions
regarding employment, mobility and participation in social activities. Although social attitudes
are gradually changing, gender discrimination still affects women’s empowerment in several
communities.

5.4 School Dropout and Early Marriage

School dropout among girls remains another important challenge, particularly in economically
weaker and semi-rural regions. Financial difficulties, household responsibilities and lack of
educational motivation contribute to discontinuation of studies. Early marriage was also
identified as an important factor affecting female education.

Many respondents stated that girls are often expected to support household work after
adolescence, which affects educational continuity. Early marriage further limits opportunities
for higher education, employment and financial independence. This creates a cycle where low
literacy and poverty continue across generations.

5.5 Limited Employment Opportunities

Although literacy improves employability, suitable employment opportunities for women are
still limited in several parts of the district. Women with lower educational attainment mainly
depend on informal labour, household work, or low-paid economic activities. Even educated
women often face difficulty in obtaining stable and secure employment.
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In mining and industrial regions, employment opportunities are largely male-dominated and
women’s participation in organised sectors remains comparatively low. Lack of skill
development and vocational training also limits economic advancement among women.

Overall, these challenges indicate that improving women’s literacy alone is not sufficient for
sustainable poverty reduction. Educational development must be supported by economic
opportunities, social awareness, gender equality and inclusive policy measures to ensure long-
term socio-economic transformation.

6. Recommendations
6.1 Strengthening Female Education

Improving women’s literacy requires greater attention towards female education at both school
and community levels. Educational facilities should be strengthened in mining and
economically weaker areas where female literacy remains comparatively low. Financial
assistance, free educational materials and scholarship programmes can help reduce school
dropout among girls. Awareness campaigns should also be organised to encourage families to
support higher education for women.

6.2 Expansion of Adult Literacy Programmes

A significant number of women in the study area still remain illiterate or have only primary-
level education. Therefore, adult literacy programmes should be expanded, particularly in
semi-rural and labour-dominated regions. Evening learning centres and community-based
literacy initiatives can help women continue education even after marriage or household
responsibilities.

Special attention should be given to functional literacy, including financial awareness, digital
literacy and health education, so that literacy directly contributes to socio-economic
improvement.

6.3 Skill Development and Employment Support

Education should be linked with livelihood opportunities to ensure sustainable poverty
reduction. Skill development programmes related to tailoring, handicrafts, computer training,
entrepreneurship and small business management can improve women’s economic
participation.

Government agencies and local institutions should create more employment opportunities for
educated women, especially in mining and industrial regions where female participation in
organised sectors remains limited. Support for Self-Help Groups and small entrepreneurship
activities can also strengthen financial independence among women.

6.4 Improvement of Health and Social Awareness
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Awareness programmes related to health, sanitation, nutrition and child welfare should be
strengthened at the community level. Educated women can play an important role in spreading
awareness regarding healthcare practices and educational participation within families.

Community meetings, school campaigns and local women’s groups can help increase social
awareness and encourage positive social change. Such initiatives are particularly important in
economically weaker and socially conservative areas.

6.5 Reducing Gender Bias and Social Barriers

Social attitudes towards women’s education and employment need further improvement.
Families and communities should be encouraged to provide equal educational opportunities for
girls. Awareness programmes against early marriage and gender discrimination can help
improve educational continuity among women.

Local administration, schools and community organisations should work together to promote
gender equality and women’s participation in social and economic activities.

6.6 Inclusive and Sustainable Development Planning

Development planning in Paschim Bardhaman should focus on reducing regional and social
inequality in education and employment. Special attention is required in mining and
economically backward areas where women continue to face educational and financial
disadvantages.

Policies related to literacy, employment, healthcare and women empowerment should be
integrated to ensure long-term socio-economic development. Improving women'’s literacy will
not only reduce poverty but also contribute to sustainable community development and social
resilience.

Overall, the study suggests that women’s literacy should be treated as a major development
priority. Combined efforts in education, skill development, employment generation and social
awareness can significantly improve the socio-economic condition of women and help build a
more sustainable future in Paschim Bardhaman district.

7. Conclusion

The study highlights that women’s literacy plays an important role in poverty reduction and
socio-economic development in Paschim Bardhaman district. Educated women were found to
have better participation in economic activities, greater awareness regarding health and
education and stronger involvement in household decision-making. Literacy also contributed
to improved living standards, financial participation and child welfare.

The findings show clear variation among the selected study areas. Women from Durgapur MC
had comparatively better educational and employment opportunities, while respondents from
mining and semi-rural regions continued to face challenges related to poverty, low educational
attainment and limited employment opportunities. Gender bias, financial constraints and early
marriage were identified as important barriers affecting women’s educational progress.
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Overall, the study suggests that women’s literacy is closely linked with sustainable
development and long-term social transformation. Improving female education can strengthen
household well-being, reduce poverty and improve community development in the district.
However, educational progress must be supported by employment generation, social awareness
and inclusive policy measures to ensure sustainable socio-economic improvement.

However, the study has certain limitations. The analysis is based on selected study areas and a
limited number of respondents, which may not fully represent the entire district. The study also
focuses mainly on socio-economic aspects and does not include detailed statistical or spatial
analysis. Future research can include larger sample sizes and more advanced analytical
methods for deeper understanding of the relationship between women’s literacy and poverty
reduction.
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