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Abstract: In Pakistan, as in other developing countries, rural women make ample contributions to the
economy through vital productive and reproductive roles. This study aimed to evaluate the impact of
women’s traditional economic activities that supplement their household economy directly through
earning income and indirectly through savings expenditure and to assess the factors that influence
their productivity performance. For this purpose, six rural areas from Khyber, which is located in the
Pukhtoonkhwah province, were chosen to represent the south, north, and the central plain regions.
About 480 women responded out of 600, which were selected using a snowball sampling technique
from the entire three regions. The data was collected by conducting face-to-face interviews and focus
group discussions (FGDs). About 68.33% respondents were illiterate, 47.71% were 31 to 40 years old,
and 47.92% lived in a joint family system. Due to the strict Purdah (veil) culture, about 71.88% of
the women’s economic activities were confined indoors, such as stitching; embroidery; basket and
candle making; preparing pickles, jams, and squash; dairy products; apiculture; sericulture; livestock;
poultry; nursery raising; and some agriculture-related off-farm activities. It was reported that the
major decisions in the household are made by the male members due to the strong patriarchal norms
and values. Development projects by the NGOs and the government have played a significant role to
provide credit, training, and awareness that has arisen specifically in the north and the south regions.
All of the women were aware of the positive effects of economic independence, but some of them
also revealed the negative effects on their physical and psychological health as well as the social
ties within the households and communities due to the extensive workload and time issues. The
study concluded that many demographic social, cultural, religious, and economic factors negatively
influence the women’s productive potential.

Keywords: traditional economic activities; obstacles and challenges; rural women’s entrepreneurship;
women’s empowerment; gender equity
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1. Introduction

Childcare is considered as the primary concern of women [1]. A mother spends significantly more
time with child-related tasks than with any other family member. Child-related tasks include holding,
cleaning, and feeding their children [2], which makes women the prime caretaker of the children [3,4].
Maternal responsibilities and caregiving persistently clash with opportunities, and it is time for women
to participate in economic activities [4–7]. As a result, women are often deprived of employment,
education, health, and justice.

The Beijing Platform for Action and Millennium Development Goals for gender equality and
women’s empowerment also signifies the need to promote the economic independence of women,
which include decent jobs, the sharing of non-agricultural employment, productive possessions, public
services/facilities, and opportunities [8]. Gender inequities need to be addressed in order to enhance
women’s potentials and their freedom of choice [9] to ensure a social and personal change in mutually
interlinked socio-economic [10], political, and psychological domains that reinforce freedom for the
lives of women [11].

The Pukhtoon caste is one of the most dominant castes in Pakistan that are represented by a strict
patriarchy and religious-based norms and customs. The Pukhtoon culture has been highlighted since
the time of Herodotus (484–425 BC). Also, Alexander the Great explored this culture in Pakistan and
Afghanistan in 330 BC. The Pukhtoon cultural is strongly patriarchal. and women normally wear a
veil, but they can be seen in fields helping men. However, urban women from well-off families stay at
home, raise their children, and take care of family matters [12]. Similarly, the status of rural women in
Pakistan is defined by their community, traditions, cultures, household incomes, living patterns, casts,
and many other aspects [13].

Women often face seclusion and exclusion based on the socio-cultural norms of patriarchy that
ultimately limit their access to development and empowerment [14]. Being deprived of the basic legal
rights of participation in economic activities, restriction on work outside the home, a lack of education
and skills, wrong interpretations and implementations of purdah, and the honor associated with the
women’s sexuality, domestic workloads, and the lack of awareness about the market make them
dependent on their male counterparts, and they are ignored in the nation’s mainstream development
process [15]. As a result, the males get attention in every domain of life for better opportunities that
include food, education, ownership, decision making, and the power of the resources [16]. Pakistan’s
GDI (Gender-related Development Index) is ranked at 120th out of the 146 countries, and its gender
empowerment measurement (GEM) is ranked 92 out of the 94 countries [17]. Pakistani women are
mostly engaged in unpaid and unacknowledged activities that lead them to be the most underprivileged
with no compensation or recognition [18]. Hence, the exclusion of these women from development
plans has resulted in the loss of large productive potential [19].

Generally, the rural women that were expelled had no specific entrepreneurial skills, but they
were attempting to establish livelihoods and self-sufficiency. Under strict patriarchy, only men are
considered responsible to fulfill all the basic needs for their family, and women are supposed to stay
inside the houses as primary caretakers for the family’s health and nutrition, bearing and raising
children, household management, fetching water and fodder, and fuel wood collection. These women
were also engaged in some economic activities to provide income for their sustenance and to contribute
to the household economy. Some government and non-government development interventions assist
women in their economic efforts. For example, women can perform a significant part to uplift the social
and economic standards of their families through microcredit services [20]. Other supporting roles
are provided by the Benazir Income Support Program (BISP) and non-governmental organizations,
such as Barani Area Development Project (BADP), the Saiban International organization, and the
Sarhad Rural Support Program (SRSP). The main purpose of these programs is to strengthen both
the income-generating capacities and the national policies to enhance women’s income-generating
opportunities to mitigate rural poverty. These women’s organizations assisted with traditional
activities through the provision of microcredit, improving health facilities, water supply schemes,
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and capacity-building skills training, such as leadership and accounting, skill-based training like
carpet weaving, crop production, poultry raising, and footwear production to assist rural women’s
decision-making power through awareness and economic independence. A similar explanation is given
by Hoque and Itohara [21] regarding the development organization’s role influencing the decision
making of the rural women to participate in economic activities.

The economic empowerment of women requires a thrust and a willingness for change of the women
themselves, which involves their abilities, awareness, and self-respect, reforming the institutions and
the communities following modification in norms and behavior, and enabling economic environment
with conducive value chains and markets and supportive legal and political environments [22].
However, the working conditions for women are very challenging almost everywhere. If participation
in productive activities makes them economically independent on one hand, it increases work burdens,
exploitation, and social violence on the other [23]. Whether engaged in wage work or running their
enterprises, they are challenged by discriminations and hindrances regarding the division of labor,
customary laws, working conditions, wages, decent jobs, freedom of expressions in major decisions,
political rights, access to information and technology, and law enforcing agencies. Under the strict
patriarchal system, they have to face restricted mobility under the obligations of family honor, religion
and customs, humiliating attitudes toward their development, social insecurity, society’s stereotypes,
and they also face restrictions that affect their social and economic growth, which is even worse, and
it often lead to adverse effects on their mental, physical, and psychological health. These factors are
the consequences of gender disparity and misinterpretation of cultures and religions, making them
unhappy and dissatisfied with their lives and sometimes even more unhappy and miserable than
non-working women.

It is believed that rural women’s access to different resources has a major influence on the wellbeing
of the households and expands their livelihood options [24], but most of these livelihood activities
are not considered to be active employment. Their domestic activities are not valued and are seldom
considered productive activities because they are not paid. Hence, they are not recorded in the national
accounting systems [25,26]. Much of their work goes without remuneration and acknowledgment
because it is confined to the domestic realm again and again. Caring for children and older family
members, fetching water, and collecting fuel for cooking and heat are mostly assigned to women and
girls as socio-cultural obligations [27]. Besides performing valuable agricultural tasks, these women
are largely kept engaged in unpaid domestic obligations, and women’s efforts remain neglected and
invisible in development policies [28]. These women are ignored, unseen, unvoiced, and unappreciated
in the development plans, which results in a potentially large untapped economic contribution [19].
As a result, women’s ample input is overlooked in conservative agricultural and economic studies,
and men’s input is the exclusive focus of attention [29,30]. The root cause for no acknowledgment of
the women’s domestic activities is because these activities are seldom considered as generating income
and are valued in terms of non-economic criteria, such as sex that poses serious questions on gender
equity and human justice [31].

Being traditional societies, it was also hypothesized that demographic, social, economic, and
cultural factors would interfere with the women’s economic activities. One of the barriers to translating
women’s issues into development plans is the lack of an adequate database on what women do and
why. This study aimed to evaluate the impact of women’s traditional economic activities on their
household economy directly through supplementing the household income, indirectly through the
savings expenditure, and to assess the factors that influence their productivity performance. In order
to achieve the aim of the study, the following hypotheses are presented.

Hypothesis 1. (H1) Pakistan’s rural women make significant and positive contributions to their household
economies.
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Hypothesis 2. (H2) Rural women’s traditional economic activities have a significant and positive impact on
their socio-economic empowerment.

Hypothesis 3. (H3) Socio-cultural, and economic factors influence women’s productive potential differently.

Hypothesis 4. (H4) Development interventions by governmental and non-governmental organizations
significantly promote women’s traditional economic activities.

The Proposed Model

The conceptual model is proposed to grasp the relative influence of the different types of factors
and the development interventions on women economic activities, which are involved in the women’s
empowerment enhancement (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Conceptual framework.

2. Methodology

The province was theoretically divided in three regions, which included the Central Region with
seven districts and 45% of the entire province’s population, the Southern Region with seven districts
and 20% of the entire province’s population, and the Northern Region with 10 districts with 35% of the
entire province’s population [32]. In the second stage, one district in each of the regions and two rural
areas in each district were selected, which included District Peshawar in region 1, District Karak in
region 2, and District Abbottabad in region 3. It was assumed that all of the three regions were more or
less the same regarding socio-economic conditions, and the women were actively involved in different
economic activities. Before the collection of the primary data, personal visits were made to these areas,
and the houses were identified where the women were actively engaged in various economic activities
through the snowball sampling technique.

Personal Parameters of the Respondents

The data was collected from February to April 2019. Out of a total of 600 women contacted, around
480 women, which was 80% of the respondents, willingly provided information through interviews and
focus group discussion techniques. These women were apprised of the study’s purpose beforehand in
order to gather relevant and correct information. In addition to this, careful personal observations
and keen examinations of the ground realities also supplemented the primary data. The data was
then analyzed to discuss the results and to formulate the recommendations. The characteristics of the
respondents are given in Table 1.

In the present study, a greater proportion of the respondents were in the 31 to 40 years old age
bracket (47.71%), about half were married (50.63%), over 2/3 were illiterate (68.33%), and most of
them belonged to the Pukhtoon caste (82.29%) (see Table 2). One of the possible quoted reasons for
the higher illiteracy rate is that these women were at the age where girls’ education was not very
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much acknowledged in the past. All the respondents could read the Holy Quran as part of their
religious education.

Table 1. The research study area, the sample selection, and the respondents.

Pre-Defined Regions Sample Area No. of Respondents % of Respondents

Central Region (Region 1) District Peshawar 170 85.00
Southern Region (Region 2) District Karak 145 72.50
Northern Region (Region 3) District Abbottabad 165 82.50

Actual respondents (respondents) 480 80.00
Total contacted women 600

Table 2. Personal parameters of respondents.

Description Region 1 Region 2 Region 3 Total
Respondents

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Literacy Status

Literate 64 37.65 40 27.59 48 29.09 152 31.67
Illiterate 106 62.35 105 72.41 117 70.91 328 68.33

Education Level

Primary 53 31.18 29 20.00 40 24.24 122 25.42
Middle 7 4.12 8 5.52 6 3.64 21 4.38

Matriculation 3 1.76 3 2.07 2 1.21 8 1.67
Intermediate 1 0.59 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 0.21

Age (Years)

15–30 48 28.24 42 28.97 51 30.91 141 29.38
31–45 74 43.53 65 44.83 90 54.55 229 47.71

Above 45 years 48 28.24 38 26.21 24 14.55 110 22.92

Marital Status

Single 57 33.53 51 35.17 58 35.15 166 34.58
Married 84 49.41 76 52.41 83 50.30 243 50.63

Widow/divorced 29 17.06 18 12.41 24 14.55 71 14.79

Caste/Language

Pushto/Pukhtoon 120 70.59 133 91.72 142 86.06 395 82.29
Hindko/Non-Pukhtoon 50 29.41 12 8.28 23 13.94 85 17.71

3. Results

3.1. Status of the Household Economy

It was found that the majority of the households fell within the poverty class at a low-income level.
Agriculture was the major family occupation, which is based on the culture, for most of the respondents
(34.38%), which was followed by livestock as the second major occupation (29.79%). About 45.83%
of the respondents reported a monthly household income between 21,000–30,000 PKR. The monthly
household expenditure was 21,000–30,000 PKR, which was reported by 45.42% of the respondents
with monthly savings of 11,000–20,000 PKR, which was reported by 66.25% of the women. The reason
for this hand to mouth economic status was that the majority of the respondents belonged to the
joint family system (47.92%), with lesser earning members compared to the dependent non-earning
members. It was discovered that most women respondents (54.79%) on average had 4–6 children that
were dependent on them. In Pakistan, early age marriages of females under the notion of religion and
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customs influence their tendency to work and ultimately affect their productive capacity particularly in
the rural areas (more details can be seen in Table 3). Moreover, early age marriages exert an additional
burden on the household economy, which leads to larger families with illiteracy, poverty, dependency,
child labor, and many other socio-economic complications. As stated by Gondal [33], the nuclear
family set-up, the number of children, the age and the literacy of the husband, and annual household
income have a stronger influence on the participation of married females in the economic endeavors
in Pakistan.

Table 3. Status of the household economy.

Description Region 1 Region 2 Region 3 Total

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Major Family Occupation

Agriculture 75 44.12 53 36.55 37 22.42 165 34.38
Horticulture 25 14.71 18 12.41 54 32.73 97 20.21

Livestock 45 26.47 56 38.62 42 25.45 143 29.79
Other 10 5.88 14 9.66 17 10.30 41 8.54

Combination/mix 15 8.82 4 2.76 15 9.09 34 7.08

Total Household Income (PKR)

Below 10,000 27 15.88 18 12.41 21 12.73 66 13.75
11,000–20,000 59 34.71 43 29.66 61 36.97 163 33.96
21,000–30,000 73 42.94 75 51.72 72 43.64 220 45.83
Above 30,000 11 6.47 9 6.21 11 6.67 31 6.46

Total Household Expenditure (PKR)

Below 10,000 19 11.18 15 10.34 15 9.09 49 10.21
11,000–20,000 79 46.47 56 38.62 59 35.76 194 40.42
21,000–30,000 65 38.24 69 47.59 84 50.91 218 45.42
Above 30,000 7 4.12 5 3.45 7 4.24 19 3.96

Total Household Saving (PKR)

Below 10,000 22 12.94 29 20.00 31 18.79 82 17.08
11,000–20,000 116 68.24 89 61.38 113 68.48 318 66.25
21,000–30,000 29 17.06 24 16.55 17 10.30 70 14.58
Above 30,000 3 1.76 3 2.07 4 2.42 10 2.08

Family Structure

Nuclear 61 35.88 41 28.28 81 49.09 183 38.13
Joint 81 47.65 93 64.14 56 33.94 230 47.92

Extended 28 16.47 11 7.59 28 16.97 67 13.96

No. of Dependents

1 to 3 47 27.65 33 22.76 37 22.42 117 24.38
4 to 6 87 51.18 81 55.86 95 57.58 263 54.79

Above 6 41 24.12 31 21.38 33 20.00 105 21.88

3.2. Participation in Traditional Economic Activities

As previously mentioned, our respondents performed different tasks that were assigned to them
and also some significant economic activities according to their skills, the availability of raw materials,
the demand of the community and the market, acquired training, and the availability of time and
money. It is worth mentioning that women were engaged in more than one economic activity except
for those who were specialized in some specific activities through some training, market demand,
or as a major household occupation. The probable reason for women working in more than one
economic activity was found the household’s low-income level, a large number of dependents, and a
large size family. It was also found that some development organizations were active for women’s
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capacity building, empowerment, and poverty reduction. Women’s different economic activities
are broadly classified as agriculture and horticulture, livestock and poultry, food processing and
preservation, making handicrafts, apiculture, and sericulture. Naser et al. [34] explained in their study
that women’s individual and external factors could influence the women’s decisions and choices to
start their own businesses.

All the women were quite aware of the fact that they could either earn income or save household
expenditure through their direct or indirect involvement in economic activities. Tables 4 and 5
reveal the participation of the rural women’s participation in traditional economic activities. In poor
households, about 26.04% of the women stated that they started these economic activities in order
to contribute to the household economy by sharing some of the expenditures, while others, which
included 20.63% and 18.33%, started these activities for economic independence and to better educate
their children, respectively. Another relatively small proportion of women, which included 13.75%,
12.29%, and 2.29%, also reported that they started their own businesses due to the motivation from the
development organizations, for better health facilities/better living standards, and as a sole source of
income, respectively.

Table 4. Types of rural women’s traditional economic activities.

Description No. of Respondents
Total

% of
RespondentsRegion 1 Region 2 Region 3

Agriculture and Horticulture 47 31 42 120 25.00
Livestock and poultry 74 71 68 213 44.38

Food processing and preservation 60 50 66 176 36.67
Handicrafts 56 77 60 193 40.21

Other (apiculture/sericulture) 34 41 54 129 26.88

Our respondents in the selected study area were found to be actively involved in many skill-based
activities in order to support their families directly through the growing and preservation of fruits
and vegetables and keeping poultry and other animals, which included indirect small-scale trading,
such as selling milk, eggs, dung cakes, and hand-made products. The majority of the women were
carrying out these activities as part of their routine domestic work. Only the activities through which
the women respondents were earning remunerations directly were recorded. These activities included
preparing pickles, jam, squashes, dry fruits, and dairy products such as cream, butter, lassi, desi ghee,
and yogurt. Some women also stitched clothes, embroidered clothes, and knit sweaters, caps, and
shawls. Also, candles, honey, silk, carpets, baskets, dyed clothes, fresh fruits, vegetables, seeds, dung
cakes, eggs, and chickens are items that the women provide in the market in order to get a handsome
profit for their domestic expenditures. These results are consistent with those of Butt, Hassan, Khalid,
and Sher [15] and Jamali [17].

The respondents in the entire study area were engaged mostly in the activities that they could
perform inside their houses (71.88%), except for a small proportion, which included 14.17% that
worked outdoors and 13.96% that worked both indoors and outdoors. The women either worked
with the males on the family farms, or they did not have a male family member to earn income. The
results are consistent with those of Halim and McCarthy [35], and these activities were mostly confined
inside the homes, such as managing food, health, and other basic needs of the children and the other
family members, so they were mostly engaged in agricultural and non-agricultural activities within
their homesteads.
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Table 5. Socio-economic status of rural women engaged in traditional economic activities.

Description Region 1 Region 2 Region 3 Total

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Reason for Starting Economic Activities

Sole source of income 6 3.53 3 2.07 2 1.21 11 2.29
For economic independence 31 18.24 31 21.38 37 22.42 99 20.63

To contribute in HH economy 53 31.18 29 20.00 43 26.06 125 26.04
To better educate children 36 21.18 31 21.38 21 12.73 88 18.33

For better health and living standard 19 11.18 19 13.10 21 12.73 59 12.29
Self-reliance/decision-making power 14 8.24 11 7.59 7 4.24 32 6.67

Motivated by aid organizations and projects 11 6.47 21 14.48 34 20.61 66 13.75

Location of IGA

Indoor 133 78.24 113 77.93 99 60.00 345 71.88
Outdoor 20 11.76 15 10.34 33 20.00 68 14.17

Both indoor/outdoor 17 10.00 17 11.72 33 20.00 67 13.96

Personal Income (PKR)

Below 10,000 58 34.12 47 32.41 43 26.06 148 30.83
11,000–20,000 97 57.06 87 60.00 91 55.15 275 57.29
21,000–30,000 15 8.82 11 7.59 31 18.79 57 11.88
Above 30,000 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00

Personal Saving (PKR)

Below 10,000 157 92.35 119 82.07 142 86.06 418 87.08
11,000–20,000 13 7.65 26 17.93 23 13.94 62 12.92
21,000–30,000 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00
Above 30,000 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00

Reason for No/Less Saving

Male dominancy 47 27.65 49 33.79 38 23.03 134 27.92
High household expenses 87 51.18 62 42.76 87 52.73 236 49.17

Investment for raw material 31 18.24 19 13.10 27 16.36 77 16.04
Any other (marriage, disaster, illness, etc.) 5 2.94 15 10.34 13 7.88 33 6.88

Husband’s Education

Literate 97 57.06 76 52.41 67 40.61 240 50.00
Illiterate 73 42.94 69 47.59 98 59.39 240 50.00

Attitude of Males Women’s Work

Extremely dissatisfied 28 16.47 33 22.76 17 10.30 78 16.25
Slightly satisfied 55 32.35 57 39.31 55 33.33 167 34.79

Neutral 41 24.12 33 22.76 42 25.45 116 24.17
Very satisfied 37 21.76 14 9.66 31 18.79 82 17.08

Extremely satisfied 9 5.29 8 5.52 20 12.12 37 7.71

The results depict that the personal monthly income of most of the respondents (57.29%) was
between 11,000–20,000 PKR, which included monthly savings reported by 87.08% of women that were
below 10,000 PKR. The personal income, savings, and expenditures of a respondent also depend on
the total income of the household, the ratio of the dependents and the earning family members, and
the extent of poverty. Generally, rural women have fewer rights to resources in order to run their
own businesses. Even if they started their businesses, the earned income eventually goes to their
husbands. In this study, the reasons for zero or less savings was mostly because the earned money is
either utilized in the household or invested again in the economic activities. Other possible reasons
were a household’s poor economic conditions, the lack of a nearby market, the inappropriate market
price of the products, and no fair price earned for the products that are mostly sold to customers in the
community. The responses for zero or less saving varied, such as high household expenses (49.17%
women), male dominancy (27.92%), and investment in raw materials (16.04% women). Here, 6.88% of
the women reported that their savings are mostly invested in uncertain events, such the marriage of
children or relatives, the treatment of ill family members, and sometimes as a result of disasters.
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With regard to the husband’s education status, almost equal responses were returned by the
majority of the educated men in the Central Region, which is Region 1 and the District Peshawar. As
far as the attitude of these males toward women working is concerned, 34.79% of the women reported
that the males were slightly satisfied with their earnings, which were due to reasons that involved
these activities being inside the houses and contributed to fulfilling the basic needs of the household.
There were some respondents (16.25%) who reported that the male members of the household were
highly dissatisfied or annoyed with the women’s economic activities, which was due to traditional
patriarchal thinking. This type of male dominance was most obvious in the southern region, which
was Region 2 and the District Karak, with a great influence of the Pukhtoon culture.

Among the various economic activities, the greatest number of responses was collected for
livestock and poultry care, which included 213 out of 480 or 44.38% of the total respondents. The
respondents of the all three regions were actively involved in this work both as their routine work
as well as for commercial purposes. Women’s perceived kind nature and patience in rearing and
treating animals make them the sole caretaker in many cases. The major of the activities carried out by
these women included making sheds for the animals, fodder collection and cutting, milking, dairy
products making, poultry care, preparation of fuel and manure from animal waste, breeding animals,
bathing of animals, hatching of eggs, treatment of sick animals, and the feeding and grazing of animals.
The other activities involved making handicrafts, which included 193 out of 480 women or 40.21% of
the total respondents. The major activities in this category included stitching, embroidery, knitting,
basket making, carpet weaving, and candle making. The same results were included by Bishop and
Scoones [36], García [37], Kamdem [38], and Samanta [31].

Food processing and preservation, which was reported by 176 of the 480 women or 36.67%
of total respondents, was also a significant activity that was conducted by our respondents. The
reported activities in this category involved preparing fruit jams, marmalades, squash, vegetable
pickles, ketchup, and the drying and dehydration of vegetables and crops, such as spinach and turnips.
The reason for these activities was to preserve additional fruits and vegetables for domestic purposes,
reduce expenditures, and sell goods in the community and the marketplace.

Similarly, women were also engaged in honey beekeeping and silkworm rearing for domestic
and commercial purposes. Out of the 480 respondents, 129 women (26.88%) indicated that apiculture
or sericulture was part of their economic activities. The responses for agricultural activities are quite
low because it is considered to be purely men’s responsibility to work in the fields outside the houses.
Even then, women were seen in many activities that were agriculturally based, such as weeding,
winnowing and cleaning, kitchen gardening, seed sowing, harvesting, threshing, nursery growing,
vegetable fruits picking, and fodder cutting for the animals. Most of these economically significant
activities were carried out as routine domestic work in order to assist their male counterparts with no
rewards or remunerations. However, there were few cases where the women were being rewarded,
such as with kitchen gardening, nursery raising, weeding, seed sowing, and fodder cutting by older
age women, widows, or poor women who mostly did not have male members in their households.
The women working in this category included 120 women out of 480 respondents or 25.00% of the
total respondents.

The women’s role in livestock is very significant from an economic and environmental sustainability
point of view. It is a fact that the waste material from animals has several benefits for human beings
if it is properly processed to be used as fuel and heating purposes. Also, it is useful for agricultural
purposes in the form of manure in order to increase soil fertility and the production of crops and
fruits/vegetables. The reported activities of the respondents consistent with those from Alsop and
Heinsohn [39], Ibraz [40], and Sarwar et al. [41], which illustrate that, in rural areas, looking after
livestock is considered the prime concern of rural women. Among the various significant activities
is the collection of fodder, the cleaning of animal structures, and the processing of food products.
Likewise, rural women contribute significantly to agriculture, includes seeding and land preparation;
farmyard manure collection and preparation; weeding and hoeing; pickling and harvesting; cleaning,
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drying and preserving grains; and other activities after the harvesting has been completed. Besides
agricultural activities and livestock rending operations, they are also involved in handicrafts.

3.3. Management of Paid and Unpaid Activities

A woman in any society contributes significantly to building a strong and healthy nation. These
women are actively involved in both domestic and productive activities, and they bear double
responsibility for the family’s nutrition, health, and education inside and outside the household, which
is mostly on family farms. They are the first to wake up and begin the domestic chores, and they
are the last to go to sleep. Their working hours range from 9–13 h a day. They are always craving
to be successful in their multiple responsibilities as mothers, even though these responsibilities are
frequently disrupted from the perspective of the household’s poverty [42–45].

Like other rural women, our study respondents whether educated or uneducated, married,
unmarried, or widowed are involved in various domestic activities from dawn to dusk, and 43.47%
of the women reported that they spent 6–10 h a day on domestic tasks, such as cooking, fetching
water, cleaning, and washing as unpaid productive activities. This means that every woman spends
more than half of the day on average working and taking care of children and old age dependents. A
majority (45.42%) of them were managing their household activities themselves, and 41.04% of the
women were managing their household activities with the assistance of other family members if they
lived in joint and extended family systems (see Table 6).

Table 6. Management of paid and unpaid activities by women.

Description Region 1 Region 2 Region 3 Total

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Management of Domestic Activities

Alone 80 47.06 51 35.17 87 52.73 218 45.42
With the help of other 61 35.88 75 51.72 61 36.97 197 41.04

By other family members 29 17.06 19 13.10 17 10.30 65 13.54

Work Hours of Economic Activities

1 to 3 hours 27 15.88 21 14.48 17 10.30 65 13.54
4 to 6 hours 132 77.65 83 57.24 120 72.73 335 69.79
6 to 9 hours 11 6.47 41 28.28 28 16.97 80 16.67

Above 9 hours 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 0

Total Work Hours/Day (Domestic + Economic Activities)

1 to 5 hours 7 4.12 9 6.21 7 4.24 23 4.79
6 to 10 hours 78 45.88 61 42.07 71 43.03 210 43.75

Above 10 hours 85 50.00 75 51.72 87 52.73 247 51.46

Availability of Leisure Time

Less than required for rest 81 47.65 75 51.72 73 44.24 229 47.71
Satisfactory 75 44.12 57 39.31 69 41.82 201 41.88

More than required for rest 14 8.24 13 8.97 23 13.94 50 10.42

In the present study, it was an appreciable fact that, besides managing their domestic chores,
rural women were keenly involved in varied traditional economic activities. Being cognizant of the
productive capacities of the contribution to some extent in the household economy, 69.79% of them
were engaged in economic activities, and they sacrificed their leisure time, rest time, and other social
activities. They spent an average of 4–6 h on these activities. Almost 47.71% of the women reported that
the available time for rest is less than their health requirement. Most of their time is spent on domestic
activities, and almost the same proportion (41.88%) reported satisfaction with the available rest time.
These women mostly belonged to a joint or an extended family system, which have other family
members to help with the domestic activities. As stated by Gondal [33], married women’s participation
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in economic activities has a stronger association with the nuclear family structure, children’s ages
and numbers, the husband’s age and literacy level, and the annual household income in Pakistan.
Similarly, the leisure time of the women is defined by Dixon-Mueller [46]. The result is also in line
with that of Ali [47]; Biswas, Bryce, and Bryce [2]; Chaudhry et al. [48]; Gondal [33]; Grace [49]; Halim
and McCarthy [35]; Mason [4]; McIntyre, Glanville, Raine, Dayle, Anderson, and Battaglia [3]; McPhee
and Bronstein [6]; Niamir-Fuller [50]; Roy, Kulkarni, and Vaidehi [45]; Shaleesha and Stanley [1]; and
Tyyska [7].

3.4. Source and Value of Traditional Economic Activities

In the previous discussion, it was quite evident that almost all the respondents belonged to
low-income families with little savings and liquidity available for investment. In this scenario, the
availability and the purchase of raw materials and the market for final products also affects the choice
and the extent of the women’s motivation and zeal to participate in traditional economic activities.
In the present study, it was discovered that most women (42.92%) rely on their household produce,
such as crops, vegetables, fruits, milk, and dung, and there were few exceptions who purchased the
raw material from the market (26.25%). Also, roughly 1/5 of the women (19.58%) received assistance
from the development organizations that work for poverty reduction and women empowerment, and
only 10.21% of the women received assistance from the community to start and run their traditional
ventures (See Table 7).

Table 7. Source and value of traditional economic activities.

Description
Respondents in

Region 1
Respondents in

Region 2
Respondents in

Region 3 Total

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Source of Raw Materials

Own produced 85 50.00 61 42.07 60 36.36 206 42.92
Purchased by market 51 30.00 33 22.76 42 25.45 126 26.25

From Community 21 12.35 17 11.72 11 6.67 49 10.21
Aid organizations 13 7.65 34 23.45 47 28.48 94 19.58

Price Value of Products

Extremely dissatisfied 33 19.41 29 20.00 33 20.00 95 19.79
Slightly satisfied 54 31.76 51 35.17 59 35.76 164 34.17

Neutral 34 20.00 27 18.62 43 26.06 104 21.67
Very satisfied 21 12.35 31 21.38 21 12.73 73 15.21

Extremely satisfied 17 10.00 7 4.83 9 5.45 33 6.88

The Major Use of Products

Within household 55 32.35 45 31.03 55 33.33 155 32.29
Sold in community 47 27.65 27 18.62 53 32.12 127 26.46

Sold in market 68 40.00 73 50.34 57 34.55 198 41.25

The satisfaction of the respondents was also dependent on the total household income, living
standards, expenses, number of family members (ratio of dependents and earning members), personal
savings, and the attitudes of the family members (especially males). Regarding the price value of their
produce, it was noted that the women were not very happy with the price and the reward they obtained
for their products. Almost all of them stated that they could fetch higher prices for their products if
they were facilitated with proper marketing services. Almost 34.17% of the women reported very slight
satisfaction with the price value of their products, and only 6.88% were extremely satisfied with the
income. Moreover, more than half of the products, such as poultry, eggs, milk, preserved food, honey,
and clothes, were either consumed within the household (32.29%) or sold in the nearby community
(26.46%) at lower prices. The remaining 41.25% of the women declared that they sell their products at
the market. The probable reasons for selling the products at cheaper prices in the community were
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the lack of a nearby market, restricted mobility of the women to the market, restriction on sale or
purchase of raw materials themselves, and high transportation costs. These findings are consistent
with Cavalcanti and Tavares [51], who stated that women’s labor market output, wages, capacity for
choices, and agencies are affected by gender inequalities, discrimination, and a range of factors that
include social norms that may vary across regions and the country.

3.5. Effects of Traditional Economic Activities on Rural Women’s Lives

Empowerment plays an important role in most of the aspects of the peoples’ lives [52,53]. The
concept of empowerment implies woman’s consciousness of self-esteem, self-identity, eagerness,
and the potential to resist a subordinate position and identity her ability to observe strategic control
over her life and to negotiate associations with those who are inevitably superior to her. Women’s
ability to contribute on equality basis to restructure societies that they reside in for democratic and
the fair distribution of power and development potentials are necessary [54]. Women’s participation
in economic activities has effects on their lives in terms of their decision-making power [55] and
empowerment in terms of expanding human rights, resources, and the ability to act independently in
different social, political, and economic spheres [56].

To assess the effects of women’s traditional economic activities on their lives, they were asked
questions regarding their lives before and after starting economic activities inside and outside the
household with the other community members, on their family member’s lives, on their living
standards, the socialization of their children, their social linkages, and their decision making power.

Almost all of the respondents agreed that their economic participation has a good effect on their
lives, which enables them to be economically independent and fulfill their basic needs themselves
(70.42%). Moreover, 56.88% of the women also reported that these economic activities were very helpful
to make good linkages with the community members through the selling of their products, while
45.21% stated that their living standards were uplifted as a result of their participation in economic
activities. Some of them (51.88%) were convinced that by contributing to the household economy,
these women were also assisting with providing better education for their children and other young
dependents. A significant proportion of the respondents also highlighted the positive effects of the
economic activities with improving their living standards (45.21%) (See Tables 8 and 9). The results
are in line with Dixon [57], which stated that organizing self-reliant economic activities make women
not only economically independent, but they also lead to positive outcomes in a range of women’s
decision-making power to lower fertility rates to produce less children.

Almost all of the respondents belonged to conservative families with mostly negative attitudes
regarding women’s mobility and socio-economic freedom. Being convinced by women’s positive
contributions to the household economy and assisting in reducing household expenditures, the male
members of the family, such as the husbands, fathers, brothers, and sons, also changed their attitudes
toward women working in some cases. This was a very positive indicator of women’s empowerment
through reforming the existing gender division of labor (reported by 32.71%). Moreover, it was
observed that these respondents felt honored and encouraged compared to others, while they narrated
the positive attitudes of their men toward their work. Various studies on the impacts of the men’s
support or resistance toward women’s work and empowerment have revealed that approval or support
from the male family members, specifically husbands and fathers, have greater positive effects on
women’s psychological, social, and economic wellbeing. A similar fact is stated by Hast [58], which
mentions that a family is the main unit that employs a greater proportion of gender interactions. Men
as fathers and husbands have a greater contribution to the physical wellbeing and the socio-economic
outcomes of women, and they bring about gender equality both in developed and developing countries.
It is generally believed that men in almost every society have dominance and superiority in many
spheres of life. Specifically, in developing countries, which includes Pakistan, men are in full charge of
the economic resources, and they have full control of women’s health and socio-economic matters



Sustainability 2020, 12, 2731 13 of 23

in some cases. This unequal allocation of family care and domestic chores in the developed world is
considered a barrier to the productive potential of women.

Table 8. Positive effects of economic activities on women’s lives.

Description Region 1 Region 2 Region 3 Total

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Economic independence 114 67.06 103 71.03 121 73.33 338 70.42
Developing social linkages 98 57.65 72 49.66 103 62.42 273 56.88
Education of dependents 73 42.94 62 42.76 114 69.09 249 51.88

Living standard 63 37.06 73 50.34 81 49.09 217 45.21
Family male’s support 89 52.35 71 48.97 136 82.42 157 32.71

Table 9. Positive effects of traditional economic activities on women’s access and control over resources.

Description Region 1 Region 2 Region 3 Total

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Access to health facilities 84 49.41 92 63.45 108 65.45 284 59.17
Access to economic resources 61 35.88 47 32.41 61 36.97 169 35.21

Access to human resources 76 44.71 64 44.14 62 37.58 202 42.08
Access to time 61 35.88 59 40.69 73 44.24 193 40.21

Access to mass media/IT 67 39.41 71 48.97 82 49.70 220 45.83
Access to physical resources 82 48.24 61 42.07 75 45.45 218 45.42

Control over economic resources 62 36.47 56 38.62 60 36.36 178 37.08
Control over human resources 65 38.24 67 46.21 74 44.85 206 42.92

Control overtime 72 42.35 58 40.00 69 41.82 199 41.46
Control over mass media/IT 71 41.76 50 34.48 53 32.12 174 36.25

Control over physical resources 43 25.29 52 35.86 57 34.55 152 31.67
Decision making for self (partial) 27 15.88 33 22.76 52 31.52 112 23.33

Decision making for self (full) 43 25.29 31 21.38 36 21.82 110 22.92
Decision making for self (nil) 100 58.82 81 55.86 77 46.67 258 53.75
Decision making for family

members (partial) 67 39.41 51 35.17 53 32.12 171 35.63

Decision making for family
members (full) 54 31.76 51 35.17 71 43.03 176 36.67

Decision making for family
members (nil) 49 28.82 43 29.66 41 24.85 133 27.71

Only 22.92% of the women respondents stated positive effects in the decision-making area, which
only a few of them were able to exercise their decisions for their family members who were mostly
dependents (children, elders), and almost all of them were deprived of decision-making power for
themselves. This was a very depressing fact, because even though they were economically independent,
their major life-related decisions were handled by others. The reason behind this depressing finding is
rigid culture and a lack of awareness regarding women’s rights. Most of them consider it a part of
modesty, and they are obliged to hand over their major life-related decisions to their male counterparts,
always trying to remain silent and humble and be content with their subordinate position. As
previously stated, gender inequality is the difference in the status and power of women and men, so
power is gendered. Specifically, men (relative to women) enjoy greater control of resources, have less
social compulsions to uphold, and culturally dominate ideologies in the various domains of life [59–61].
This is very common in rural areas because women utilize their children, other females, and the males
of the family to some extent for assistance with domestic and economic activities or for assistance with
day to day life.

As these respondents belonged to a traditional rigid patriarchal culture, most of the decision
making was made by the men, which was either the father, husbands, brothers, and even sons.
Cain et al. [62] explained that, traditionally, under patriarchy, the decision-making power within
families is in the hands of the men, which makes women powerless and dependent on men.
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While mentioning the positive effects, almost half of the respondents also narrated the negative
effects of economic activities on their physical health (22% due to extensive work), mental health (19%
due to restlessness and financial pressure), and social ties and harmony (18% due to time, money, and
expectations), which is same as reported by Dunn [63] and Terjesen and Elam [64]. These results are
provided in Table 10.

Table 10. Negative effects of traditional economic activities on women’s lives.

Description Region 1 Region 2 Region 3 Total

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Negative Effects on physical health 54 31.76 48 33.10 47 28.48 149 31.04
Negative Effects on mental health 31 18.24 34 23.45 39 23.64 104 21.67

Negative effects on social harmony
/security 25 14.71 32 22.07 24 14.55 81 16.88

No negative effects 60 35.29 31 21.38 55 33.33 146 30.42

3.6. Factors Influencing Rural Women’s Traditional Economic Activities

Even though drastic development changes have taken place over the past 20 years, these changes
have not alleviated poverty or women’s vulnerability [65]. The socio-cultural factors that affect female
participation and their labor input and income activities are the age of the women, the education of
the adult males, the husband’s occupation, and the socio-economic status of the family [66]. Despite
various rural development initiatives, the ratio of the working women to the men is still quite small.
The reason for women’s decreased interest and contribution to the economic activities is genuinely very
basic, such as no or little access to education, skill development, decent paid work, property, assets,
financial services, leadership, and social protection. Moreover, voluntary care and domestic workloads,
inappropriate and discriminatory policies, lack of political will, and lack of gender sensitized actors in
policymaking, all of which exacerbate the situation.

It has been revealed that all the above-stated factors significantly interfere with women’s
performance in economic endeavors (Table 11). The most devastating factor reported by the majority of
the respondents (79.79%) is the restriction on mobility to work outside the household or deal with the
community or the market due cultural restrictions, because younger women are not allowed to work
outside the household or go to the market without permission from their male counterparts. The results
are in line with that of Irfan [67]. The other factor reported by 61.67% of the women was illiteracy,
because they believe that they cannot use many technologies without assistance from men. These
women mostly lack the available benefits of mass media communication and marketing techniques.

Table 11. Factors influencing rural women’s traditional economic activities.

Description Region 1 Region 2 Region 3 Total

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Mobility/Outdoor activities 150 88.24 102 70.34 131 79.39 383 79.79
Financial 110 64.71 51 35.17 65 39.39 226 47.08

Availability of time 72 42.35 58 40.00 69 41.82 199 41.46
High transportation 81 47.65 63 43.45 71 43.03 215 44.79

A load of dependents 49 28.82 61 42.07 81 49.09 191 39.79
Technology and information 52 30.59 71 48.97 90 54.55 213 44.38

Domestic workload 53 31.18 55 37.93 76 46.06 184 38.33
Religious/political stakeholders 51 30.00 81 55.86 61 36.97 193 40.21

Illiteracy 109 64.12 89 61.38 98 59.39 296 61.67
Low market price 51 30.00 71 48.97 61 36.97 183 38.13

Lack of nearby market 43 25.29 34 23.45 98 59.39 175 36.46
Lack of Skills/training 79 46.47 65 44.83 54 32.73 198 41.25

Cost of production 51 30.00 30 20.69 45 27.27 126 26.25
Social conflict 31 18.24 41 28.28 33 20.00 105 21.88
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As women respondents were engaged almost all day long in domestic and economic activities
side by side with their men and with economic activities for additional income contributions to the
household economy, they reported that time scarcity was one of the major factors that affected their
economic activities. Because the majority of the respondents were living in a joint family system, had
illiterate and less educated husbands, had low household incomes, and little or zero savings, almost
47.08% reported a financial barrier. As a result, 46.25% of the respondents reported the domestic
workload, 45.21% reported the time scarcity, and 42.08% women reported the responsibilities of
the dependents, which included children and elderly household members, as the major factors that
influenced their productive potential. A similar fact was studied by Hast [58], who illustrated that the
women’s time allocation to an income-generating activity is influenced by the division of the labor in
the household, the women’s time use pattern, the decision-making power, and some demographic
factors. Women within a smaller family system can better deliver and allocate more hours to economic
activities. Similarly, women with cooperative husbands who assist in household maintenance could
provide more time for their projects.

These results coincide with our study findings that state that the majority of the women respondents
in our study that conduct these activities belong to joint family systems. In Pakistan, the likelihood of
rural women’s participation in economic activities is higher in large families because of the greater
availability of human resources to share responsibility for both domestic and economic activities.
Gondal [33] stated that the participation of women in economic activities is negatively correlated
with the existence of a nuclear family structure and small children, because they interfere with the
women’s time allocation to the economic activities. Similarly, the husbands’ age, literacy level, and
annual household income are expected to negatively effect the involvement of married women in
economic activities. Other sequentially influencing factors were the lack of skills/training, the lack of
access to information and modern technology, religious and political stakeholders, high transportation
costs, low market price of the products, and lack of nearby market, which was reported by 41.25%,
40.63%, 40.21%, 38.33%, 38.13%, and 36.46% of women, respectively. Few of them [68] reported that
the cost of production and the social conflicts with the family members and the community might also
hinder their economic performance and productivity, which was reported by 26.25% and 21.88% of the
women, respectively. The same facts were reported by Lovell [69] for the significance of microfinance
and credit facilities for women’s economic activities.

Similarly, Islam et al. [70] stated that rural women’s participation in economic activities is also
influenced by the access to education facilities, mass media, extension workers, and the husbands’
attitude. Irfan [67] concluded that the women’s age, education, the age of the youngest children, the
number of children, the availability of the mother, the husband’s education, the husband’s occupation,
the income status, the availability of land, the tenure status, and the use of tractors are the significant
factors that influence their participation in various economic activities. The same results were stated
by Francis [71], Lin [72], Thakor and Patel [73], Twenge [74], and Van Vuuren et al. [75]. Also,
Stevens [76] explained that a woman’s life is affected by socio-economic factors, such as her marital
status, employment, income, position in the household, education outcomes, health condition, family
structure, access and control over resources, the husband’s unemployment, loans available to the
household, urban locality, number of children born (up to eight), the education and religion of the
parents, and the region affect women’s lives.

The study revealed that, due to limited mobility and contacts, the limited scale of production, the
lack of awareness of the market, the lack of information, and little or no education are the salient factors
that affect women’s productivity in terms of disappointment and receiving a lower price than expected,
which leaves little profit for savings and investment. This results in the consumption of a significant
proportion of the products either in the respondents’ household or sold in the near community just for
the sake of earning a few rupees. Others were selling off their products to markets through their male
family members because they had no permission to deal with the market themselves. Their products
were not valued and rewarded appropriately, so they were mostly unsatisfied with their earned income.
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As mentioned above, these factors are considered responsible for the quality and the price of the raw
material purchased indirectly through their male counterparts who have the least interest. They know
little about the women’s productive activities’ requirements and mostly perform it as a liability.

Kabeer [77] stated that women’s work is influenced by gender-based constraints in the domain
of family and kinship. Some of these restrictions are the imposition of the men’s dominance over
the women’s use of time, their obligation to assist with only the male’s family farms and economic
activities, their primary responsibility for the domestic care work, the women’s compulsion to work
only in those activities that are socially approved for them, the mobility restrictions in the public
domain, and the customary laws with little or no rights over economic resources and property.

Class, caste, and regional differences also have great effects on the women’s economic participation
and status [78]. There is some variation in the above-stated findings because the respondents of the
three regions belong to different castes and backgrounds, vocational facilities, male education, religious
and political influences, social interaction of the area with urban areas, and mostly because of the
efforts carried out by women organizations to create awareness regarding women’s development,
which provide credit and training. According to Jamil [79], Paul and Saadullah [80], and Younis [81],
almost everywhere, which includes educated and uneducated women, women are alike and involved
in domestic, productive, reproductive, and community management activities.

3.7. Suggestions by Women Respondents

One thing observed during this study, which was quite appreciable and noteworthy, was that
women of the area were quite sensible and aware of their rights and responsibilities in society. Even
though they were illiterate, they were not contented with their subordinate position, and they wanted
to break these discriminatory locks and were also desperate to quit the vicious circle of poverty. They
were trapped by conservative norms and customs, but they did not stop contributing to development
though through indoor economic activities. Their contributions to the household economy were
small, but they were successful to some extent in changing the mindsets of the society stakeholders
toward women’s potential and responsibilities. Their contributions were considered small in regard to
monetary value as compared to the past, but this could be counted as a bold step toward the mega goals
of poverty reduction and women’s empowerment. This fact was highly supported by the suggestions
given by the women respondents for community development through women’s economic activities.

Most of the women respondents (56.04%) suggested training and skills development opportunities
to assist women’s productive potential to contribute to the household economy, and an almost equal
proportion (52.04%) stated that there was a need to modify the societal norms and values towards
women’s rights and socio-economic responsibilities. The other 48.54% and 37.29% of the total women
respondents suggested providing micro-credit facilities and appropriate marketing facilities to value
their productive potential in monetary terms so that they could convince their families about the
advantages of them working through greater contributions to the household to uplift their living
standards (see Table 12).

Table 12. Suggestions by women respondents.

Description Region 1 Region 2 Region 3 Total

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Training and skill
development 93 54.71 87 60.00 89 53.94 269 56.04

Awareness-raising for
Socio-cultural reform 115 67.65 67 46.21 72 43.64 254 52.92

Micro-credit 89 52.35 65 44.83 79 47.88 233 48.54
Market 51 30.00 57 39.31 71 43.03 179 37.29
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4. Discussion

In almost every society, rural women participate in productive utilities of some type. These
economic activities are both income-earning and expenditure saving in nature [40]. It is believed that
the primary concern of a woman is the wellbeing of her family. Most women have little time for
rest or recreation, work between nine and thirteen hours a day, and have to carry on the essential
domestic chores, such as family nutrition, food security, childcare, cleaning, fetching water, and
collecting firewood. Outside tasks (such as farm activities, paid or unpaid labor for sowing, weeding,
harvesting, animal husbandry, fodder cutting, applying fertilizers and pesticides, threshing, food
processing, transport, and marketing) and off-farm economic activities (such as sewing and hand
knitting) contribute to the household economy and reinforce livelihood strategies [1,2,42,44,68,82–84].
By acknowledging these vital roles in formulating the structures, decisions, and the rules that control
their lives, long-term sustainable development can be ensured [43,85,86]. However, women’s significant
input has continued to be underestimated in the traditional agricultural practices, economic studies,
and policy formulation, and men’s input has remained as the central and sole focus of attention [29,30].

In Pakistan, women account for almost half of the population, contribute substantially to
productive labor, and even sometimes exceed men in agricultural activities in addition to performing
significant domestic responsibilities, but the socio-cultural set up in Pakistan with gender inequality
in the labor force creates a lot of constraints for women’s participation in productive activities.
The government of Pakistan has implemented many policies for poverty alleviation through the
development of both agriculture and non-farm income opportunities to ensure food security and
social justice. Unfortunately, these policies mostly ignore addressing the equity issues that hinder
women’s potential to be fully harnessed. Similarly, non-governmental organizations have also devised
many policies and implemented interventions to enhance their productivity, but they did not come up
with any noteworthy outcomes, mostly because of the traditions and cultures that exist in Pakistan’s
rural areas. In rural areas in particular, women are mostly illiterate and are unaware of their rights
to development, their lack of access and control over assets, their lack of decision power, their being
deprived of decent job training and capacity building opportunities, and their low health standards.
Various demographic, social, cultural, political, and religious factors influence women’s lives and
productivity potentials in every domain of their lives in the household, community, workplace, labor
market, and the overall national level. Most women are restricted to stay inside their houses, or they
are confined to family farms and perform domestic and economic activities.

The present study concluded that the majority of our respondents were providing a very crucial
role in supporting their families through productive and reproductive roles. Among these various
activities, the most important were agricultural, livestock (which includes poultry, milking, feeding,
grazing, cleaning the animals’ lodgings), vegetable and fruit preservation, and making handicrafts.
The study area respondents mostly belonged to a background with strict cultural norms and customs,
so they were not allowed to work outside the home, but these women had not stopped supporting
their families even then through the traditional abilities, skills, and talents, which proved that they are
as an asset rather than a liability. Younger women were not allowed to go outside with male members,
but widows or those women with no earning male members or the elderly were allowed to go and
work outside. The majority of our respondents believed that economic activities are supported to raise
the household economy and develop good social linkages with the community and the developing
world. Factors, such as the lack of a market, the high cost of transportation, the low prices due to a lack
of market information, and the dependency on males for raw materials and the sale of their products,
affect the women’s work negatively. They also pointed out some other challenges, such as culture and
restrictions from political and religious clerics. They also mentioned that if they are provided with
technical training, credit, fair market, technologies, and equipment, their income and family prosperity
would increase.
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5. Conclusions and Recommendations

Based on the results, it is quite evident that almost all the women in the research area are
actively involved in supporting their families by performing productive and reproductive activities
to supplement their own needs and to contribute to the household economy. Due to rigid customs
and strict societal norms, which exist throughout the entire province, most women stay inside their
houses and are not allowed to move freely in the community. For this reason, they are limited by these
attributes and develop few skills from the very beginning of their childhood as a result of adjusting
with their norms and customs. Various demographic, social, cultural, political, and religious factors
influence women’s lives and their economic activities, productivity potentials, and capacities.

From the findings of this study, it is concluded that academic institutions and researchers
should highlight the on-the-ground realities and put forth suggestions to develop fairer policies for
the empowerment and the development in a true sense, which is not to just merely increased job
opportunities and income. More importantly, the nature and the extent of factors that hinder women
vary according to women’s age, education, type of family, household income level, caste, ethnicity,
rural–urban settlement, and marital status. Therefore, each factor could either be a constraint or an
enabler. In this context, a gender sensitized analysis is considered necessary to understand women’s
capacities to exercise choices related to their economic, social, and political lives. It also requires
a careful analysis and a stronger commitment from all the stakeholders of the society, especially a
thrust for change by women themselves to improve their passive condition. There is a need to be
realistic about what can be achieved and what can bring additional value and how such a message can
be effectively conveyed and understood. It also requires a careful modification of the social norms,
legal frameworks, and the policies that lead to gender equality to ensure women’s equal control
over resources and their futures, which lead them to development in its true sense with fairness,
empowerment, peace, and happiness. Based on this study and the respondents’ opinions, the following
suggestions are made.

i. Some need assessment training and surveys should be conducted to identify the women’s direct
needs, desires, abilities, and contributions as well as to accurately record the true data with the
consultation of the women themselves before conducting any capacity-building training and
other development interventions in order to ensure the efficiency and the effectiveness.

ii. Soft credit facilities should be provided for females to enhance their productive potential and to
break the deadlock of the vicious circle of poverty in the area and to increase the incomes, the
savings, and the investment of the study area.

iii. Advanced, safe, and hygienic techniques should be introduced, and that information should be
delivered through easy language and communication channels to the poor and illiterate women
regarding the methods of processing and the preservation of various fruits, vegetables, and
livestock products.

iv. Adult education programs, education, and skill development training are required in the study
area with the inclusion of elder women for valuable information and experience sharing regarding
the various aspects that directly or indirectly affect women’s lives.

v. Awareness-raising campaigns are required to support the remunerative working activities of the
rural women by interventions and awareness-raising campaigns.

vi. Resource mobilization is required to increase women’s access to savings, credit, and investment
schemes and programs to equip them with capital, knowledge, and tools that assist their
productive potentials. Access to and the use of critical rural infrastructure, such as energy and
transport and public goods, which include water and communal resources, are required.

vii. Policies are needed to address the lack of leisure time, rest hours, and recreational and soothing
activities and practices for working women to help them recover from health fatigues and
psychological pressures.
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viii. Last but not least, fair markets and fair price control mechanisms are required to encourage rural
women in their economic activities.

6. Limitations of the Study and Suggestions for Future Research

As with all research, the findings of the present research need to be viewed in terms of its
limitations. First, the present study was a micro-survey conducted in a few randomly selected parts of
the provinces of Pakistan. Therefore, these findings cannot be generalized for the entire population
that resides in other parts of the provinces. In order to make accurate policies and more generalized
observations, there is a need for more longitudinal studies on the subject matter instead of the micro
and the cross-sectional studies.

Second, the sample size and the areas selected for this study were also justified by the limited
resources of time, finances, and the societal barriers involved to approach all of the women. For more
accuracy, there is a need to ensure a more parallel and meaningful analysis.

Third, the rural women in this study were involved in economic activities, which involved income
earnings or expenditure savings. Therefore, it was difficult to differentiate the type and the extent of
activities that the women render for their income earnings beyond meeting household needs. In the
future, this differentiation should be studied separately in a more focused way. Women can also be
studied who are involved in economic activities solely for household expenditure savings as well as
for a more comprehensive understanding of the comparison with non-earning.

Fourth, there were some questions where the respondents’ self-perceptions were important to
consider as well as the perceptions of other family members, such as their male counterparts with respect
to decision making and contributions to the household economy. There might be some differences in
opinions with women’s monetary and non-monetary activities and the value of their contributions,
especially in the rural areas as compared to the urban areas. In the future, this comparison should be
kept in mind.

Fifth, due to the strict patriarchal structure and cultural barriers, some of the respondents were
reluctant to provide accurate information because of some previous unpleasant experiences. Therefore,
it took more time to gain these respondents’ confidences and make the purpose of the research clearer.
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