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Abstract

The Policy Research Working Paper Series disseminates the findings of work in progress to encourage the exchange of ideas about development 
issues. An objective of the series is to get the findings out quickly, even if the presentations are less than fully polished. The papers carry the 
names of the authors and should be cited accordingly. The findings, interpretations, and conclusions expressed in this paper are entirely those 
of the authors. They do not necessarily represent the views of the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development/World Bank and 
its affiliated organizations, or those of the Executive Directors of the World Bank or the governments they represent.

Policy Research Working Paper 10810

Whether and the extent to which social norms matter for 
women’s labor force participation has been shown to vary 
by context. This paper presents rigorous evidence on how 
these relationships hold in the case of Nepal, where female 
labor force participation remains among the lowest in the 
world. Using a representative survey covering four provinces 
in Nepal, data were collected from 2,000 married Nepali 
women and men on their own beliefs about norms-related 
behaviors, their expectations of how common it is for 
others in their social group to engage in those behaviors, 
and the expected social consequences surrounding those 

behaviors. Overall, the study finds that personal beliefs and 
social expectations are generally not very restrictive among 
respondents, and that there are limited linkages between 
social norms and women’s work outcomes. However, the 
study also shows that norms matter for selected subgroups 
and under certain circumstances that are related to the 
woman’s role as a mother and in the household as well as 
to her job characteristics. The findings indicate that relaxing 
norms in those specific circumstances can help to promote 
women’s labor force participation in Nepal.

This paper is a product of the Social Protection and Jobs Global Practice. It is part of a larger effort by the World Bank to 
provide open access to its research and make a contribution to development policy discussions around the world. Policy 
Research Working Papers are also posted on the Web at http://www.worldbank.org/prwp. The authors may be contacted 
at jalaref@worldbank.org.  



Women’s Labor Force Participation in Nepal: An Exploration of The Role of Social Norms 

Jumana Alaref, Aishwarya Patil, Tasmia Rahman, Ana Maria Munoz Boudet, Jasmine 

Rajbhandary1 

JEL Codes: C93, D91, J16, J21 

Keywords: social norms, female labor force participation, South Asia, Nepal 

1 Social Protection & Jobs Global Practice, Mind, Behavior, and Development (eMBeD) team, and the Gender Group, 

World Bank. Acknowledgments: We thank Solutions Consultant (P.) Ltd team in Nepal, led by Suraj Pradhan and Dipa 
Shrestha, for their diligent efforts in implementing the survey that underlies this work. From World Bank management, 
the team is grateful to Nicole Klingen, Faris Hadad-Zervos, Cem Mete, Stefano Paternostro, Lada Strelkova, and Ayesha 
Vawda for their guidance and support. Iman Sen, Maurizio Bussolo, Nele Warrinnier, Sarah Elizabeth Haddock, and the 
American Institute Research (AIR) team headed by Thomas de Hoop provided advice. Abhilasha Sahay, Ioana Botea, 
and the Social Sustainability and Inclusion South Asia Team provided valuable feedback at the peer review stage. We 
appreciate the feedback received from participants from academia and civil society in Nepal during a virtual consultation 
held at the study design stage on April 6, 2023. The study benefited from the generous funding of the World Bank’s 
Rapid Social Response Program (RSR), which is gratefully acknowledged. All errors remain our own. The views and 
findings expressed in this paper are those of the authors alone and do not necessarily represent those of the World Bank 
or its Executive Directors. 



2  

INTRODUCTION 

Female labor force participation (FLFP) in South Asia has been a focus of policy concerns for the past decade. 

The average participation levels in the region remain among the lowest in the world and have stayed at around 

30 percent since the early 2000s.2 Nepal is no exception. Labor force participation for Nepali women aged 15- 

64 was only 26.3 percent in 2017-2018, compared to 53.8 percent among working-age Nepali men.3 

The drivers behind these low levels of economic participation have included the stage of economic growth, 

following Goldin’s (1995) U-shaped relationship between female employment and the transition out of 

agriculture to services; the structure of a country’s economy (Klasen, 2019); women’s human capital and returns 

to education (Peet et al., 2015; Chicoine, 2021); access to services such as childcare (Halim, Perova and 

Reynolds, 2023a); and safe transport (Field and Vyborny, 2022; Buchmann et al., 2023). In the case of South 

Asia, social norms are also frequently discussed as a factor preventing women’s participation in the labor market 

(Jayachandran 2021; Bussolo et al., 2024), whether by themselves or in combination with the more traditional 

supply and demand-side barriers discussed in the literature (for example, Deshpande and Kabeer, 2024; 

Deshpande and Singh, 2021). 

In Nepal, a high share of women outside the labor force are engaged in subsistence farming for household 

consumption as their main economic activity, owing to Nepal being a highly rural economy. And while the 

economy is shifting away from agriculture, and jobs created over the last decade have been a mix of low- and 

high-productivity in industry and service sectors, men have benefitted disproportionately. Of the 3.8 million 

new wage jobs added to the economy by 2018, men took up over two-thirds of those jobs (Ruppert Bulmer, 

2020), including jobs in manufacturing, finance, and business services sectors. These outcomes cannot be 

explained by Nepali women’s education levels – progress in educational attainment of girls is sizable and 

women enjoy high returns to education (Ruppert Bulmer et al., 2020).4 

Young women, particularly married ones, have low attachment to the labor market. Nearly half (47 percent) 

of them are not in employment, education, or training (NEET), vs. 22 percent of young men.5 Over a third 

of young married women aged 20 and 24 report to not have done any work other than housework in the 12 

months before the 2022 Nepal Demographics and Health Survey (DHS), as compared to three percent of 

young married men within the same age group. Social norms related to the unequal gender roles in families may 

compel women to shoulder a disproportionate burden of household work, thereby reducing their availability 

for wage employment and restricting them to jobs with lower employment potential than men. Women are 

more likely than men to be in unpaid farm work (6 million women compared to 2.8 million men). They also 

work, on average, 9 hours per week less than men do, which partly explains a gender gap in mean monthly 

earnings of almost 6,000 Nepali rupees (NPR) in favor of men (Ruppert Bulmer et al., 2020). 

 
2 World Development Indicators (WDI), latest year available. Modeled ILO LFP. The modeled ILO comparable number 
for FLFP in Nepal is 29 percent in 2016, an increase from 22 percent in 2003. 

3 Source: Nepal Labor Force Survey 2017/2018. The labor force participation rate is a measure of the proportion of a 
country's working-age population (individuals 15 years and older) that engages actively in the labor market, either by 
working or looking for work. Following the 19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians in 2013 – the new 
standards that Nepal adopted for the Labor Force Survey in 2017/18 – labor force participation includes work 
performed for pay, profit, or family income, and excludes subsistence work (production for own final use), whether in 
agriculture or in non-agriculture family or household enterprises. In past publications (e.g., Ruppert Bulmer et al., 2020), 
women’s labor force participation was estimated at 75 percent using the 2017/2018 Labor Force Survey as subsistence 
activities were counted in the definition of work. 

4 Over the last three decades, women achieved strong education gains. Average years of schooling rose from 2 years for 
females born in 1960 to over 9 years for those born after 1990. A woman with a college degree, on average, earns double 
what a woman with incomplete primary earns, controlling for sector of work and other factors (Ruppert Bulmer et al. 2020). 

5 Nepal Labor Force Survey 2017/2018. 
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This paper contributes to the evidence on female labor force participation in Nepal by exploring the role of 

social norms in explaining women’s decision to work for pay outside the home in the non-subsistence 

economy, where their share remains low and where normative influences also tend to be more prominent 

barriers for women, as compared to the subsistence economy. Social norms are defined as informal rules about 

acceptable or appropriate behaviors in a given context (Muñoz Boudet et al., 2023). When social norms 

reinforce expectations that men and women will occupy distinct and unequal social roles, they reproduce 

gender inequality in access to resources and opportunities. While there has been research on how to improve 

women’s economic participation, the overall literature on binding and women-specific constraints in Nepal, 

especially in relation to the role of social norms vis-à-vis structural and other factors is limited.6 

This study adds to the literature aiming to empirically identify prevalent social norms related to FLFP. Existing 

studies (Gauri et al., 2019; Sen et al., 2022; Zeitoun et al., 2023) measure social norms by gauging not only 

respondents’ own beliefs, but also their expectations of how common it is for others in their social group to 

engage in related behaviors and the expected social approval or disapproval, including social consequences 

surrounding those behaviors. By rigorously measuring these components of social norms, this methodology 

allows identification of the strength of social norms and how closely associated they are with the outcomes of 

interest. This paper is one of the first applications of these measurements to the topic of FLFP in South Asia, 

presenting rigorous evidence on the extent to which social norms impact Nepali women’s economic 

participation. We add to the existing literature on the topic by highlighting nuances associated with social 

norms under various circumstances faced by married young women in Nepal. 

Given the prevalence of outmigration in Nepal, the paper also explores the flexibility of norms among 

households with migrant spouses. Male migration not only changes intrahousehold power allocations and 

dynamics, as well as upholding of norms (Ahmed, 2020; Ram Mohan et al., 2023), but also local labor markets. 

However, the impacts of male out-migration on labor supply of non-migrating members of the household, 

such as wives, remain ambiguous. On the one hand, receiving remittances could increase members’ 

consumption of leisure and decrease their labor supply (an income effect). On the other hand, a large outflow 

of migration could lead to a reduction in aggregate labor supply, which would in turn increase aggregate wages 

in the local labor market, thereby increasing the opportunity cost of not participating in the labor market 

(substitution effect). Empirical evidence from Nepal shows support for both hypotheses. Shrestha (2017), 

using data on large-scale male migration between 2001 and 2011, finds that a rise of 1 percentage point (p.p.) 

in the share of migrants in the population at the village level increases wages by 2.3 percent and increases LFP 

by 0.4 p.p. in non-migrant households, driven largely by increased female participation and wages in 

nonagricultural employment. The LFP impact for households with a migrant is lower, at 0.2 p.p., suggesting 

some degree of an income effect. Similarly, Lokshin and Glinskaya (2009) and Raju et al. (2018) find that FLFP 

falls for households with a migrant due to an income effect from receiving remittances. Phadera (2016) finds 

that male migration either increases women's workload, potentially overburdening them, or forces them to 

realign their priorities and fill home production and family farm roles vacated by men. This is consistent with 

findings from Ghimire et al. (2021), who find that wives of migrant workers increase their participation in 

farming, but also daily activities outside the home, leisure activities, and media use, suggesting a mixed impact 

on their workload and autonomy. 

 

 
6 This study does not focus on norms that may impact a range of outcomes that start earlier in life, with implications on 
economic participation at later stages of life. These can include differential investments in girls’ and boys’ education, child 
marriages, as well as other harmful practices related to sexual and reproductive health, such as the practice of menstrual 
isolation (or “chhaupadi”) (Holland et al., 2023). 
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By shedding light on underlying beliefs and expectations that uphold norms, including for specific sub- groups 

such as migrant households, findings from this paper can help inform the design of interventions to improve 

FLFP, as well as reduce the disparity in job quality between men and women. Better information on the type, 

strength, and specific circumstances under which norms bind women’s economic participation can inform 

policies and services to increase their access to the labor market. 

The paper is structured as follows. Following a summary of the country context, Section 1 describes the 

methodology used for measuring social norms. Section 2 discusses the sampling approach for data collection 

and its limitations. Section 3 highlights the demographic and socio-economic characteristics of the sample. 

Section 4 details the empirical strategy employed to assess the role of social norms in determining women’s paid 

work outcomes outside the home. Section 5 presents the findings, starting with descriptive statistics on labor 

market outcomes among sampled respondents, behaviors, personal beliefs, and social expectations towards 

thematic areas associated with women’s work, followed by a systematic exploration of whether and to what 

extent norms and personal beliefs do predict women’s paid work outcomes. This section also discusses the 

role of social norms when considering ‘rational’ factors, observables that may explain liberality (or 

conservativeness) of beliefs and social norms, and whether the influence of social norms on women’s paid 

work outcomes varies for certain groups or under specific circumstances. Section 6 concludes. 

 

NEPAL CONTEXT 

Existing data on personal attitudes and beliefs around gender roles and women’s economic participation in 

Nepal shows a contrast between views and practices when it comes to women’s employment. On the surface, 

most Nepalis have a favorable outlook towards women’s jobs. Per a Survey of the Nepali People – a series of 

public opinion surveys of a nationally representative sample of Nepalis 18 years and older from all 7 provinces 

– over 90 percent of respondents disagree that women should not be encouraged to work outside their homes 

and a similar proportion also disagree that higher education is more important for a boy than for a girl child.7 

However, when asked about attitudes and practices that create an enabling environment for a woman to go 

out to work, the results are not so positive. Almost a quarter of ever- married women report that their husband 

is jealous or angry if they talk to other men. Similarly, a wife neglecting the children is reported by men and 

women as the most common circumstance justifying wife beating, followed by the wife going out without 

telling her husband.8 

Even though over 73 percent of the Nepalis believe that men have equal responsibility in raising children as 

their wives do,9 girls and women disproportionately bear the burden of unpaid work in the household. Almost 

half of the girls (aged 5-17 years) are engaged in household chores as opposed to less than a fifth of the boys 

and almost all women are involved in caring for the family, irrespective of their labor market status.10 Not 

surprisingly, “family and household responsibilities” is the most common reason stated by economically 

inactive Nepali women for not trying to find a job or to start a business, quitting the last job, or for working 

less than 40 hours a week (Table A.1, Annex A). While in the labor market, women are more likely to be 

unpaid family workers and less likely to be wage-employed, both formally and informally (Table A.2, Annex 

A). Moreover, women may face perceived societal biases that could contribute to their occupational 

 
7 A Survey of the Nepali People, 2020. A series of this public opinion survey is led by School of Arts, Kathmandu 
University (KUSOA), in collaboration with Interdisciplinary Analysts (IDA) and The Asia Foundation. 

8 DHS, 2022. 

9 A Survey of the Nepali People, 2018. 

10 Nepal Labor Force Survey, 2017/18. More than 90 more percent of females (but less than half among males) are 
involved in at least one activity of producing services for own final use (activities include preparing meals, doing the 
dishes, cleaning the house, caring for elderly and children). 
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segregation, and to preventing them from realizing their potential as entrepreneurs (Ruppert Bulmer et al., 

2020; USAID, 2019; Xheneti and Karki, 2016; Bushell, 2008). 

Evidence shows that some working women endure hardships that could also discourage them and, potentially, 

other women from working. For example, women who contribute financially report that their spouses subject 

them to physical and emotional abuse. While women who are employed for cash are as likely as those not 

employed for cash or not employed at all to have ever experienced spousal physical, sexual, or emotional 

violence, they are twice as likely to be threatened with divorce.11 

While international migration for better wage job opportunities abroad is an option for most men as an 

alternative to limited labor demand in the domestic market, it is not an option for most women. Just over 5 

percent of external migrants over the last decade have been women, out of over 4 million labor approvals 

since 2008-09.12 Once again, constraints such as safety concerns including gender-based violence or 

exploitation of female migrants, social norms around female care-giving activities, and norms around 

occupations considered “acceptable” for women in sending and receiving countries limit women’s labor 

mobility (Ruppert Bulmer et al., 2020). 

 

SECTION 1: METHODOLOGY 

We collected data from married men and women across four provinces in the country. This survey is 

combined with qualitative data collection with similar individuals across these provinces to gain further 

insights on the determinants of labor market participation, decision-making, and how social norms inform (or, 

not) such decisions. The qualitative data collection preceded the survey in order to inform the questionnaire’s 

social norms module. 

We collected social norms’ data following an adaptation of the framework proposed by Bicchieri et al. (2014) 

and developed by Bussolo et al. (2024, Forthcoming). The survey tool specifically seeks to collect information 

on the main components of social norms, including: (1) individual behaviors (IB) – what people do; (2) personal 

beliefs or personal normative beliefs (PNB) – what people think they ought to do; (3) social empirical expectations (SEE) 

– what people think others in their social group typically do; and (4) social normative expectations (SNE) – what 

people think others in their social group think are appropriate behaviors within the group. Additionally, we 

collected information on (5) reference groups – people who are reported to have influence on one’s perception of 

social norms or to enforce the norms, (6) sanctions – the positive or negative consequences of conforming with 

or digressing from the perceived social norm, and (7) conditionality of norms – specific circumstances or 

characteristics that might make a behavior more or less acceptable or that might trigger a stronger normative 

response.13 

Figure 1 summarizes the measurement framework used in this study to explore whether and to what extent 

social norms influence behavior around women working across the two broad themes identified, namely 

gender roles within the home and women in the public space. The specific focus on these domains and on 

married women is informed by the formative qualitative data collection conducted prior to the survey.14 The 

model specifies that for a behavior to be driven by social norms, it must be conditional on both the social 

empirical and social normative expectations, with some level of social sanctions or rewards expected for 

 
11 Nepal Demographic and Health Survey, 2016 and 2022. 

12 Ministry of Labor, Employment, and Social Security, Nepal, 2020. 

13 For a deeper discussion of social norms theory and concepts, refer to Bussolo et al. (Forthcoming) 

14 Annex D includes details about the qualitative survey. 
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conforming with or deviating from the norm. If individuals engage in a behavior irrespective of what they 

think others are doing or what others believe, then the behavior in unconditional and, therefore, not driven 

by social norms. While we expect behaviors to also be influenced by individuals’ normative beliefs about 

appropriate behavior, without a corresponding social expectation, we do not assume these to be dependent 

on a social norm. Table A.3, Annex A includes examples of questions in the quantitative tool as an illustration 

of one of the themes explored in the study, and Box C.1, Annex C provides a detailed illustration of how 

different components associated with social norms may work together to influence behavior in a context such 

as Nepal. 

 
Figure 1. Social norms measurement framework 

 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on literature and the quantitative tool 

 
 

In addition, a complementary methodology – vignettes – was used to understand how support for women’s 

employment varies under different circumstances and to assess the causal association between women’s work 

status, and respondents’ beliefs and social expectations. Vignettes place a hypothetical character in a situation 

that is typical for an average person in the context of study and ask respondents how they think the character 

would behave in that situation (Hainmuller et al., 2015). By prompting respondents to think from the 

perspective of a third person (the hypothetical character), vignettes can mitigate social desirability bias, which 

is a major challenge when measuring social norms (Samman, 2019). Two types of vignettes were used in this 

study. 

The first set of vignettes asked respondents whether a hypothetical woman, Sarita, would accept a job offer 

available to her given varied levels of social expectations. This methodology sheds light on whether certain 

components of social norms drive behavior more than others. We present a base scenario wherein both social 

normative and social empirical expectations of the hypothetical character are conservative, and then change 

each element to observe if the respondent’s approval of the hypothetical character working outside the home 

for pay changes with each manipulation. Analysis of the differences in responses to each change tells us if 
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social norms are driven by empirical expectations or normative expectations or both, thus helping arrive at 

causality (Bicchieri et al., 2014). Table 1 summarizes the vignette scenarios used in the study. 

Table 1: Vignette to test if the respondent’s approval of Sarita taking up the job changes based on 

changing social expectations. 
 

 Conservative Normative Expectations Liberal Normative Expectations 

Conservative 
Empirical 
Expectation 

Few women in Sarita’s community work 
outside their homes for pay and few people in 
her community believe that it is okay for 
women to work outside their homes. 

Few women in Sarita’s community work 
outside their homes for pay, but most people 
in her community believe that it is okay for 
women to work outside their 

homes. 

Liberal 
Empirical 
Expectation 

Most women in Sarita’s community work 
outside their homes for pay, but few people in 
her community believe that it is okay for 
women to work outside their homes. 

Most women in Sarita’s community work 
outside their homes for pay and most people 
in her community believe that it is okay for 
women to work outside their homes. 

Notes: (1) The situation presented is, “Sarita is a woman whom you don’t know. She lives in a village with her husband who works 

and with her in-laws. She has two children who go to school. She recently came across a good work opportunity. The workplace is 

not too far from her home.” (2) The question asked is, “Do you think that it is okay for Sarita to take up the job? (Yes/ No).” 

 

The strength of social norms may also vary based on the woman’s circumstances, including her own 

characteristics, type of job, and spouse’s employment status. The second set of vignettes explores a few of 

these circumstances to examine the context dependency of norms for women’s LFP and approval for 

women’s participation. Varying the personal, job, and spouse’s circumstances, the vignette asks respondents 

whether they approve of and if they think others approve of the woman’s decision to work. This context 

dependency is important to understand from a policy perspective, as relaxing norms in those specific 

circumstances can help to promote women’s labor force participation. Figure B.1, Annex B summarizes the 

circumstances that were explored in the study. 

Lastly, the study identifies relevant reference groups for respondents across two major aspects of their lives: 

Decisions about important events such as education, marriage, etc. and decisions regarding the main outcome 

of interest – paid work outside the home (Box C.2, Annex C includes examples of these questions). 

 

SECTION 2: DATA COLLECTION 

The quantitative survey instrument was administered to 2,000 Nepali men and women between May 29 and 

June 24, 2023. While individual respondents were selected using an in-field random sampling method, a set of 

criteria and targets guided the selection of provinces and households to ensure sample diversity in terms views 

about social norms and women’s work. Earlier studies have shown regional and provincial differences in key 

labor market indicators as well as differences in views about norms based on ethnic groups and migration 

status of men (Kathmandu University and others, 2019; Paudel, 2019; Phadera, 2016). To capture this 

diversity, we selected 4 out of 7 provinces in the country as opposed to a nationally representative sample to 

ensure that each selected province has a relatively substantial sample size:15 

 
15 While Karnali Province was not considered primarily owing to its remoteness, making it less accessible to 
enumerators, its economic activity is similar to that of rural areas in Sudurpashchim Province. Both Madhesh Province 
and Koshi Province have the highest migration rate as of 2020, however, since Madhesh Province has the highest female 
unemployment rate, it suited the sample better. Lumbini Province was not selected since it is closer to Madhesh Province 
and the national average in terms of female LFP, and closer to Sudurpashchim Province in terms of female 
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1. Bagmati Province, which has the highest employment-population ratio (EPR) and female LFP in the 

country, 

2. Sudurpashchim Province, which performs poorly on EPR and LFP indicators and has the lowest share 

of migrant population, 

3. Madhesh Province, which has one of the highest rates of migration in the country and has the highest 

female unemployment rate, 

4. Gandaki Province. While the above provinces comprise major ethnic groups such as Madheshi, 

Muslims, Newars, and Dalits, vulnerable ethnic groups such as the Janajati population comprise a 

higher share in Gandaki Province. 

Given the low female LFP in Nepal, sampling targets for working and non-working women were set to ensure 

sufficient representation of each group. Additionally, to understand how social norms may impact women with 

migrant spouses in a country where male out-migration is highly prevalent, targets were also set to include 

sufficient respondents from migrant households. As such, the study defined 3 categories of households, with 

a pre-identified target number of respondents within each: (1) Households with working female respondent 

(425 households), (2) households with non-working female respondent (425 households), and (3) households 

with a husband who migrated for work (domestically or abroad) at the time of the survey (hereinafter referred 

to as ‘migrant households’) (300 households). For category 1 and 2 households, a married couple was sampled 

and interviewed,16 and for category 3, only the female spouse of the migrant husband was interviewed. 

To ensure representativeness at the province level, households were randomly selected within the four selected 

provinces. Each province was divided into clusters, or wards, the smallest administrative unit, which served 

as the primary sampling unit (PSU) for this survey. The sampling frame consisted of all wards within each 

selected province. The number of clusters per province was selected based on population size of the province 

and divided across the three categories of households. Ten households were targeted within each cluster. 

Wards for categories 1 and 2 were selected using the probability proportionate to size (PPS) method, giving an 

independent chance of selection to each ward as per its population size. Out of these wards, a subset was 

selected for category 3 households. Finally, in-field random sampling of households within each selected ward 

was done using the spin-the-bottle technique, employing a skip interval to survey every third household in 

rural and every fifth household in urban areas – continuing this pattern until the determined number of 

households were interviewed for each category. Interviewers used a screening questionnaire to ascertain 

eligibility of respondents.17 The final sample includes: 630 respondents from Madhesh Province, 760 from 

Bagmati Province, 360 from Gandaki Province, and 250 from Sudurpashchim Province. Further details on 

sampling are included in Annex E. 

Study limitations 

The study has two main sampling limitations. First, findings cannot be generalizable for all women and men 

in Nepal as the sample is not nationally representative, including not being generalizable to unmarried women 

and men, given that the study focused on married couples only. Second, setting targets for households with 

working women resulted in a higher-than-average employment-to-population ratio (EPR) among women in 

the sample, as compared to the population average (EPR among female respondents in the sample using the 

reference period of 7 days, as Section 5 notes, is 44 percent, whereas female EPR in the 4 provinces is 23.8 

 
unemployment rate. 

16 Married couples were interviewed separately; not together. Measures were taken by enumerators to ensure that each 
individual respondent had privacy, to the extent possible, when responding to the survey. 

17 The screening questionnaire defined working as “participating in any activities for a wage, salary, commission, profit, or 
payment of any kind; this includes working as an employee, or in your own business, or out of own initiative, or paid 
apprenticeship, paid domestic work, or paid farm work.” 
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percent).18 This could generate concerns that the sample is skewed towards liberal views if one is to believe 

that working women are more likely to be liberal. However, it is important to note that the main outcome 

variable for this study is, "I work outside the house for pay" (at the time of the survey), and there, the share of 

women working is 29.39 percent, which is comparable to the average population statistic for the four 

provinces. 

 

SECTION 3: SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 

Household composition and socio-economic outcomes of members 

Out of the 850 households in the sample, 26 percent are in rural areas. Most households are concentrated in 

Nepal’s two ecological regions: hills (47 percent of households) and Terai (48 percent of households). Only 

5 percent of households are from the mountains, given the remoteness of those areas. Table A.4, Annex A 

provides further description of the sampled households. 

Most households are male-headed and have an average of 4.25 members. An average household has 1-2 

children under the age of 18 years and around 2 working age adults (18-59 years). About a third of the sampled 

households co-reside with a mother and/or father-in-law. 

On average, 68 percent of working-age adults are in the labor force (Table A.5, Annex A). The share is higher 

among men - 87 percent vs. 58 percent for women. While most men are salaried workers (59 percent 

compared to 46 percent among women), women are more likely to work as self-employed (39 percent 

compared to 26 percent among men). The proportion currently engaged in unpaid employment is low, among 

both males and females. 

The average monthly income of a household in the sample is reported at 38,738 NPR.19 Most households (80 

percent) report having earned income from employment (Table A.6, Annex A). Other reported sources of 

income in the month preceding the survey include international remittances (26 percent), loans (13 percent), 

and saving or sale of assets (10 percent). A small share of the sample (6 percent) reports receiving government 

transfers from safety net programs. 

The average age of a respondent is 36 years (with an average gap of 5 years between men and women). Most 

respondents are Hindus (86 percent), followed by Buddhist (9 percent), but there is more diverse 

representation of ethnicities – 33 percent identify as Adibasi and Janajati, 29 percent as Khas and Aryan, 27 

percent as Dalit, and 10 percent as Madheshi. 

Migrant Households 

Migrant households in the sample mostly comprise husbands who migrated internationally (93.3 percent) to 

countries such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Malaysia, United Arab Emirates (UAE), and India. According to female 

spouses, work is the main reason for their husbands’ migration, with construction workers, security guards, 

and drivers being the most common occupations. Almost half of migrants have not completed basic 

education. 

Migrant households in our sample differ on some important characteristics when compared to non- migrant 

households. Given the absence of the male spouse, migrant households are less likely to be headed by a male. 

They tend to be smaller and have more children and fewer household members of working age and that are in 

 
18 Authors’ calculation using the Nepal Labor Force Survey 2017/2018. 

19 This likely places the sample in the middle of the income distribution. According to the 2014/2015 Nepal Household 
Budget Survey, the average monthly household income for the third consumption quintile group is estimated at 24,516 
NPR and for the fourth consumption quintile group (second richest group), it is at 32,042 NPR. 
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the labor force. They are less likely to report earned income from employment and more likely to report 

international and domestic remittances. The average amount for international remittances received monthly 

is reported at 41,166.67 NPR, which is much higher than the average monthly income from employment 

among non-migrant households (24,904 NPR). Overall, migrant households report higher total monthly 

income than non-migrant households (49,021 NPR compared to 35,109 NPR monthly, respectively).20 

Female spouses of migrant husbands also tend to be younger and less likely to work both 30 and 7 days prior 

to the survey, compared to women in non-migrant households. Among those who have ever worked, women 

from non-migrant households are more likely to work/have worked longer hours per week and to earn more. 

They are also more likely to work/have worked as own-account worker, and less likely to work/have worked 

as an employer or wage employee. 

 

SECTION 4: EMPIRICAL STRATEGY 

In order to assess the role of social norms in women’s decision to work for pay outside the home (i.e., the main outcome 

variable used throughout the analysis as “Paid Work”), we proceed in two stages. First, we explore the 

correlations between norms and our behavioral outcomes of interest. Examining associations tells us whether 

one’s beliefs and social expectations seem to have any influence on behaviors, and whether they are in the 

direction we hypothesize, i.e., conservative beliefs being positively correlated with conservative behaviors and 

vice-versa. For each norm included in the study, we explore whether conservative beliefs and social 

expectations are associated with corresponding behaviors. Equation (1) presents a bivariate regression of a 

behavior on PNB, SNE, SEE, and sanctions, regressed for each norm. Equation (2) regresses the main 

outcome variable – women working for pay outside the home at the time of the survey – on the same set of 

explanatory variables. 
 

Equation (1)  𝐼𝐵𝑖𝑛 = 𝑏0 + 𝑏1𝐾𝑖𝑛 + 𝜀𝑖 

 

Equation (2)  𝑌𝑖𝑛 = 𝑏0 + 𝑏1𝐾𝑖𝑛 + 𝜀𝑖 

 

𝐼𝐵𝑖𝑛 is the individual behavior reported by female respondents or the spouse’s behavior reported by male 

respondents, 𝐾𝑖𝑛 is the corresponding personal normative beliefs or social normative expectations or social 

empirical expectations or expected sanctions for norm 𝑛 for respondent 𝑖. There are 8 norms examined in 

each specification of this equation: female caregiver (household work mainly done/should be done by 

women), male breadwinner (financially providing for family solely done/should be done by men), working 

women (women do not/should not work outside the home for pay), mobility freedom (women do not/should 

not go outside the home alone/unaccompanied), honor (women working is dishonorable to family), safety 

(women working are subject to harassment), motherhood (women do not /should not leave children with 

someone else when going out to work), and mixed-gender workplace (women do not/should not work in 

mixed-gender places) norms. In equation (2), 𝑌𝑖 is the work status for individual 𝑖 (which is a binary variable 

that takes the value of 1 if the female respondent or, in the case of male respondents, their spouse is engaged 

in paid work outside the house at the time of the survey). 

Next, we consider the three core elements of social norms together (PNB, SNE, and SEE) to further learn 

which element best predicts women’s work status. To do so, we explore the relationship between these 

elements and the outcome of interest using multivariate regressions. Aggregating responses to beliefs and 

 
20 This finding is consistent with existing literature that finds that Nepali migrant households are more well-off than the 
average household in Nepal (IMF, 2020). 
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social expectations pertaining to multiple norms by theme, we create indices across the two themes (gender 

roles within the home and women in the public space) using Bussolo et al.’s (2024, Forthcoming) 

methodology.21 

Our use of personal beliefs and normative expectations to explore the relationship between social norms and 

related outcomes is consistent with the approach taken by other literature as well (Bernhardt et al., 2018; 

Bursztyn et al., 2022; Goldstein et al., 2024).22  Additionally, a single index for sanctions is used in the analysis. 

The index for household roles consists of 2 items – female caregiver and male breadwinner norms, while the 

index for women in public space comprises 5 items – working women, mobility freedom, honor, safety, 

motherhood, and mixed-gender workplace norms. In these indices, each item ranges from 0 to 1, with 1 being 

the most conservative and 0 being the most liberal.23 Beliefs and social expectations for men and women 

across most indices follow similar distributions. As such, we do not report findings from household-level 

regressions. 

Equation (3) shows the regression specification that explores association between women’s work status and 

indices for each of the two core elements of social norms. Across the different specifications, household-level 

and individual controls are included.
 

Equation (3)  𝑌𝑖 = 𝑏0 + 𝑏1𝑃𝑁𝐵_𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝑏2𝑆𝑁𝐸_𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝑏𝑖𝑋𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖 

𝑌𝑖 is the work status for individual 𝑖 (which is a binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the female 

respondent or, in the case of male respondents, the spouse is engaged in paid work outside the house at the 

time of the survey), 𝑃𝑁𝐵_𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑡 and 𝑆𝑁𝐸_𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑡are indices of relevant personal normative beliefs, and 

social normative expectations for theme 𝑡 for respondent 𝑖. 𝑋𝑖 is a set of control variables that include 

respondent characteristics such as age squared and years of education, as well as other household control 

variables including having child(ren) younger than 5 years old, living in an urban area, ethnicity, province, log 

of total household income, presence of at least one of the parents-in-law in the household, and whether it is 

a migrant household. 

 
Next, we run an OLS regression that incorporates, in addition to the indices, “rational” factors that may 

play an important role in determining women’s work decisions. 

 

Equation (4)  𝑌𝑖 = 𝑏0 + 𝑏1𝑃𝑁𝐵_𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝑏2𝑆𝑁𝐸_𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝑏𝑖𝑍𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖 

 

The outcome variable and indices are the same as in equation (3). 𝑍𝑖 includes educational attainment, 

household income, the presence of other working-age women who are in the labor force as well as adolescent 
girls in the household, and awareness of the respondent regarding job search methods. 

 

 
21 Using the data collected for this survey, the authors developed two indices using rigorous measures of reliability and 
internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha and factor analysis) of all items within each social norms’ element, as well as testing 
for their predictive validity when it comes to predicting women’s work status. The two indices derived from this analysis 
were mostly consistent with the classification proposed earlier in this paper, with the exception of the motherhood norm 
that was not deemed suitable for either index. 

22 Internal consistency of the SEE variables, however, was low and the factor loadings were inconsistent and incomparable 
with the SNE and PNB indices. As per Bussolo et al.’s conclusion, SEE variables and indices are thus excluded from the 
regression analyses. 

23 The distribution of the aggregated belief and social norm indices across these elements is provided in Figures B.2, 
Annex B, broken down by gender. 
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To explore if and which observable characteristics about an individual or their household are associated with 

the prevailing liberality (or conservativeness) of beliefs and social expectations, we run an OLS regression of 

each thematic index on household and individual-level characteristics of respondents, using the specification 

presented below. 

 

Equation (5)  𝑌𝑖 = 𝑏0 + 𝑏1𝑓𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑖 + 𝑏2𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑖 + 𝑏3𝑒𝑑𝑢𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖 + 𝑏4𝑐ℎ𝑖𝑙𝑑𝑖 + 𝑏5𝑢𝑟𝑏𝑎𝑛𝑖 + 

𝑏6ℎℎ_𝑖𝑛𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑖 + 𝑏7𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑣𝑖𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑖 + 𝑏8𝑀𝑎𝑑ℎ𝑒𝑠ℎ𝑖𝑖 + 𝑏9𝑚𝑖𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑡𝑖 + 𝑏10𝑖𝑛 − 𝑙𝑎𝑤𝑠𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖 

𝑌𝑖 is the PNB, SNE, or Sanctions index score and 𝑏1 to 𝑏10 are various individual and household 

characteristics of individual 𝑖. 
 

We conduct heterogeneity analysis by estimating equation 5 for each index across the two components (PNB, 

SNE) and separately for each of the two themes. 

Equation (6)  𝑌𝑖 = 𝑏0 + 𝑀𝑖 + 𝛼1𝑃𝑁𝐵_𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝛼2𝑆𝑁𝐸_𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝛽1𝑃𝑁𝐵_𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑡 ∗ 𝑀𝑖 + 

𝛽2𝑆𝑁𝐸_𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑡 ∗ 𝑀𝑖 + 𝛾𝑋𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖 

The outcome variable, indices, and the set of controls being the same as in equation (3). 𝑀𝑖 captures the 

dimension of heterogeneity: migration status of the male spouse in the household (migrant vs. non- migrant 

households) and ethnicity (Madheshi vs. Non-Madheshi). 𝛼𝑖 captures the estimate on the association between 

each index and outcome when 𝑀𝑖 = 0, and 𝛼𝑖 + 𝛽𝑖 is the estimate when 𝑀𝑖 = 1. 

 

SECTION 5: FINDINGS 

Labor market outcomes and constraints faced by Nepali men and women. 

Among the sample interviewed for this study, we find low levels of human capital investments which are 

comparable to the national average.24 Education levels are low, with a third of respondents having completed 

some basic education (started a grade between one and eight but did not complete it), and 26 percent reporting 

not being educated at all. Only 19 percent of respondents have completed grade eight or some secondary 

education. On average, women have less education than men, with 34 percent having no education (compared 

with 15 percent among men), and only 7 percent of women having completed basic education (compared to 

13 percent among men). Table 2 presents sample statistics pertaining to key labor market outcomes of Nepali 

men and women (further details provided in Table A.7, Annex A). 

Most male respondents report having worked in the past 7 and 30 days prior to the survey. On the other hand, 

over half of all women indicate they have not worked in the past 30 days or in the week prior to the survey (57 

percent). Almost 40 percent of women are not working nor looking for work. 

The main reasons for not working in the past 30 days among women include household chores, lack of 

trustworthy childcare options, and lack of suitable jobs, with the latter being the most common reason for 

not working among men. Among non-working respondents, while 59 percent of men report having worked 

at some point in the past (most of them in the construction sector), only 17 percent of women report the 

same (most of those worked in the agriculture, forestry, and fishing sector). Among non- working women 

 

 
24 A third of all working age individuals (15 years and above) in Nepal are illiterate, and 27 percent have up to basic 
education (Nepal Labor Force Survey, 2017/2018). 
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who have worked in the past, the main reasons for stopping include the burden of juggling household 

chores and work (43 percent), having children (24 percent) and getting married (13 percent). Men, on the 

other hand, face other distinct barriers, as a majority cite illness, injury, or disability (24 percent), lack of desire 

to work (21 percent), or lack of suitable jobs (19 percent) as the main reasons for stopping work. 

Additional barriers reported by both women and men include lack of resources for job search. Most 

respondents (99 percent among women, and almost all men) report that access to networks followed by having 

own/family business (37 percent among women, and 36 percent among men) are the two channels to find jobs. 

A negligible share of both men and women has heard about employment service centers (ESCs) run by the 

Ministry of Labor and Social Security (MoLESS) and only a few mention job agencies as a resource. Over 95 

percent of men and women found their job using networks or having a family/own business. 

Over 82 percent of non-working women and men expressed willingness to take a job if an opportunity 

becomes available in their city/village, but it drops to 40 percent among women if the opportunity becomes 

available outside their city/village. Distance appears to be a factor for women. Among women who currently 

work or have worked in the past outside the home, most walked to their job, and very few take public 

transportation or own a car or a bike in contrast to working men. On average, it takes women 21 minutes to 

commute to work if working outside the house, compared to 26 minutes for men. 

Almost all respondents who worked in the past 30 days are engaged in paid work. Women are twice more likely 

to work inside the house (41 vs. 18 percent among men), work as own-account workers (45 vs. 26 percent 

among men), and work in the agricultural sector (25 vs. 14 percent among men). Similarly, women are also 

slightly more likely to work as paid helpers in a family business and/or farm, while men are more likely to 

work as salaried/wage workers (46 vs. 31 percent among women) or casual laborers (20 vs. 15 percent among 

women). 

Overall, women are more willing to work for lower wages than men –15,030 NPR a month, compared to 

22,060 NPR a month for men. The average monthly wages received by women and men show a clear raw 

gender wage gap of 34 percent, with men receiving on average 20,071 NPR monthly and women 13,235 NPR 

monthly in gross income from paid work in cash.25 However, there are no gender differences in jobs offering 

social security contributions and a written contract, with only 8 and 15 percent of respondents in the sample 

receiving those benefits, respectively. 

Working women in the sample are still confronted with constraints that other non-working women face. For 

example, working women rely on family for childcare and very few rely on non-family options, such as 

workplace-provided childcare and a babysitter. Non-family options are largely unavailable or not trustworthy 

(as reported by 48 and 53 percent, respectively, of women who report working in the past 30 days or ever 

worked). Moreover, among women with a desire to start a business, 32 percent report that their childcare, 

eldercare, or household responsibilities are major barriers to starting a business (compared to these 

responsibilities reported as a barrier by just 7 percent of men). 

 

 

  

 
25 The raw gender wage gap is the difference between average gross monthly income of men and women as a percentage 
of men’s gross income. 
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Table 2. Key labor market outcomes for Nepali men and women in the sample 
 

Indicator Women (%) Men (%) 

Education   

No education 34.09 15.29 

Some basic 29.39 32.12 

Basic complete (complete grade 8) 7.22 12.94 

Some secondary (start grade 9 or 10) or 

complete (pass S.E.E/S.L.C.) 

14.17 22.71 

Some higher secondary (start grade 11 or 12) 

or complete (pass H.S.E.B final) 

12.60 13.06 

Diploma/bachelor’s complete or higher 2.53 3.88 

Worked in 30 days preceding the survey 44.78 88.35 

Worked in 7 days preceding the survey 43.48 86.47 

Work status of all respondents   

Self-employed 23.56 24.71 

Salaried/wage employee 19.04 60.35 

Unpaid worker in the family business 2.17 3.29 

Does not work and not looking for work 39.92 5.30 

Does not work but is looking for work 15.30 6.35 

Reasons for not working, among non-working 

respondents (multiple responses) 

  

Illness, injury, or disability 2.20 14.14 

Childcare, no other options I trust 36.85 0.00 

Eldercare 7.72 1.01 

Household chores, no one to take over 57.95 16.16 

No support from family 9.61 2.02 

No suitable jobs available 31.18 55.56 

Other 16.69 29.29 

Notes: (1) Self-employed includes those who are own-account workers with no employees and those who are employers with at least 1 

employee, the share of the latter being less than 1 percent. (2) Salaried/wage employees includes paid workers in family businesses, 

army. (3) Does not work and not looking for work includes not looking because currently studying, training, or upgrading – the shares 

for which are small (0.35 and 0.24 percent for females and males resp.) (4) The category “Other” under reasons for not working is an 

aggregate of the following: no desire to work, retired or too old, currently studying/upgrading qualifications, want to migrate abroad, 

no financial need. Among females, the largest share is no desire to work at 9.45 percent. Among males, it is retired/too old at 13.13 

percent, followed by no desire to work. 

 

Deciding to work, whose opinion matter in driving behavior? 

Identifying the reference group is crucial for understanding how social norms affect women’s LFP. Spouses and 

other household members are the most influential voices for Nepali women’s (Figure 2) decisions around 

working outside the house for pay. Other family members who do not reside in the same household, and 

community members are important, but to a lesser extent, with 28 percent of respondents indicating their 

opinions matter to some or to a large extent. 
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These answers are consistent with decision-making influencers when it comes to life events such as education, 

migration, children’s education, and their marriage (Figures B.3, Annex B). Women are slightly more likely 

than men to report that their spouses’ and non-household family members’ opinions matter to them when 

taking decisions about life events and about paid work outside the home. This may be the case as typically, 

married women in Nepal do not live with their natal families, and thus may consult with their parents and/or 

siblings when making these decisions. 

Among female respondents, those who are engaged in paid employment are more likely to report that their 

spouse’s opinion matters when taking decisions about major life events and less likely to report that their non-

household family’s opinion matters to them. When it comes to decisions about working outside the home for 

pay, there are no significant differences in the importance of a spouse’s opinion between working and non-

working women. On the other hand, non-working women are more likely than working women to value 

community member’s opinions about working outside for pay. 

Men with working wives consider their spouse’s opinions about decisions regarding both life events and paid 

work outside to a greater extent than do men with non-working wives. This may point to higher agency for 

working women; when a woman is working, her spouse is more likely to value her opinions about important 

decisions. However, it could also indicate that women who have more influence on their spouses’ decisions to 

begin with are able to negotiate better at the intra-household level when making employment decisions. 

Women with migrant husbands are less likely to report that their spouse’s opinions about life events matter 

to them, perhaps given the physical absence of the husband, women are the ones responsible for major 

decisions around the household. Their natal families appear to be more influential about such decisions and 

about paid work outside the home, and their community’s opinions seem to matter more than it does for 

women from non-migrant households. 

 

Figure 2. Reference groups for working outside the home for pay 

 
Notes: Family include parents or parents-in law, siblings or siblings-in-law, children, etc. that live within the same household as the 

respondent. Non-HH (household) family includes relatives who do not live in the same household as the respondent. 

Community includes neighbors, friends, religious leaders, groups that the respondent is part of such as women’s groups, 

cooperatives, agricultural groups, religious groups, etc. 

 

  



16  

Behaviors, personal beliefs, and social expectations regarding women in the public space 

Beliefs and social expectations are explored across two themes as noted in above: women in public spaces, and 

traditional gender roles in the household. Figure 3 presents behavior, personal beliefs, and social expectations 

across five questions that relate to women in the public space and their mobility. 

There is widespread support for women working outside the home for pay. On a scale of 0 to 100 (100 being 

the most conservative), the average support for women not working outside for pay is 16, indicating 

widespread liberal opinions among both male and female respondents. Respondents’ own beliefs are in line 

with what they believe others think as well.26 On average, respondents expect only 23 percent of others in 

their reference group to find it not acceptable for women to work outside for pay, with only 8 percent 

expecting negative societal sanctions for women who work outside for pay. We also elicited respondents’ 

personal opinions (PNB) about aspirations they have for their daughters and daughters-in-law to learn whether 

beliefs are in line with respondents’ expectations of their children (not shown in Figure 3; refer to Table A.8, 

Annex A). Most respondents aspire for the next generation of female members to work outside the home and 

earn a living (with 87 percent of respondents wanting their daughters to work and 82 percent wanting their 

daughters-in-law to work). 

Similarly, when it comes to views that relate to women’s mobility and being in the public space – working in 

mixed-gender environments, going out unaccompanied, not being exposed to harassment or not bringing 

dishonor to family because of working – few respondents hold conservative personal beliefs and expect others 

in their reference group to hold them as well. Consistent with social normative expectations, very few expect 

negative sanctions for women acting liberally on those dimensions. 

A low share of female respondents (or in the case of male respondents, their spouses) in the sample behaves 

in a conservative manner on some of those dimensions. For example, only 30 percent of working women report 

not working in gender-mixed environments or unwillingness to do so and only 8 percent report not going 

outside the house to the market unaccompanied by a family member. In fact, female and male respondents 

appear to overestimate how conservative women in their reference group are in terms of how they behave on 

those two dimensions. They estimate that 42 percent of those that work do not work or are unwilling to work 

in gender-mixed environments, and that 26 percent do not go outside unaccompanied. The only exception 

within the public space, where female respondents’ behavior aligns with more conservative or traditional 

gender norms is the low share of women that actually works for pay outside the home. On average, 70 percent 

of women in the sample report not working outside for pay at the time of the survey.27 In contrast, 

respondents appear to think that in in their reference group less than half of the women do not work outside 

(46 percent). 

 

  

 
26 For ease of interpretation, the scales for behaviors, beliefs, social expectations, and sanctions have been adjusted so 
they are comparable. The original scale of 0-10 for social expectations has been adjusted to go from 0- 100 for this chart. 

 

27 Note that the recall period for the statement was “I (my wife) work(/s) for pay outside the home” was “at the time of the 
survey”, and hence the share of women not working (70 percent) differs from the earlier reported statistics that used 
different recall periods (last 7 days and 30 days). Responses to this question, "I work for pay outside the home” (at the 
time of the survey) is consistently used in the analysis as the outcome variable. 
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Figure 3. The behavior, beliefs, and social expectations of Nepalis regarding social norms around 

women in the public space 

 
 

Notes: Individual behavior is a binary variable that presents the share of female respondents (or as it pertains to the behavior of the 

spouse if asked to the male respondent) behaving in accordance with the conservative statement. Values for statements pertaining to 

personal beliefs show the average support among male and female respondents for a statement that takes the value on a scale of 0 to 

100, where 0 is the most liberal and 100 is the most conservative. Values for statements pertaining to social normative expectations 

and social empirical expectations show the share of male and female respondents’ reference group members whom they expect to hold 

more conservative beliefs or act in a conservative manner, respectively. Sanctions is a binary variable that presents the share of male and 

female respondents who expect a negative sanction for not adhering to the norm in question. Questions on sanctions and individual 

behavior were not asked on the two dimensions related to harassment and dishonor. 

Table 3. Bivariate regressions of behaviors on beliefs – Women in the public space 
 

Beliefs and 

social 

expectations 

Individual behavior (IB): 

Women do not work outside 

the house for pay 

IB: Women do not work in 

mix-gender environment 

IB: Women do not go 

outside the house 

unaccompanied 

PNB 0.15** 

(0.06) 

0.20* 

(0.11) 

0.52*** 

(0.08) 

SNE 0.16** 

(0.07) 

0.12 

(0.09) 

0.52*** 

(0.07) 

SEE 0.21*** 

(0.07) 

0.06 

(0.06) 
0.26*** 

(0.06) 

Sanctions 0.05 
(0.04) 

0.15*** 
(0.04) 

0.27*** 
(0.04) 

Notes: (1) A positive correlation implies that more conservative beliefs are associated with conservative behaviors. (2) All items on 

beliefs and social expectations are scaled from 0 to 1, with 0 being the most liberal and 1 being the most conservative. Sanctions is a 

binary variable that presents the share of respondents who expect a negative sanction for not adhering to each statement. Outcome 

variable is coded as 1 if the individual respondent answered “yes” to conforming to the conservative behavior. If the behavior pertains 

to the other gender, the respondent was asked about his/her spouse’s behavior and the variable was coded accordingly. (3) No controls 

and regional fixed effects are included. (4) SEs clustered at the ward level. (5) Robust standard errors in parentheses. (6) *** p<0.01, 

** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 
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Overall, behaviors seem to be generally correlated with beliefs. Table 3 shows that conservative behaviors, 

especially around working outside for pay and going out unaccompanied, are correlated with conservative 

beliefs and social expectations. When it comes to working in mixed-gender environments, however, while 

beliefs are correlated with behavior, we find no association between behaviors and social expectations. The 

association with sanctions, however, is mixed. There is no correlation between respondents’ expected 

sanctions and behavior when it comes to women working outside for pay. On the other hand, women not 

working in gender-mixed environments and not going outside the house unaccompanied are strongly 

associated with respondents’ expectations about high sanctions, for those that expect them. 

 

Behaviors, personal beliefs, and social expectations regarding traditional gender roles within the 
household 

When it comes to fulfilling gender roles within the household, Nepali men and women in the sample are not 

as liberal in their beliefs and expectations (Figure 4). For example, for statements that ask about personal 

beliefs around women leaving their young children with someone else when they go out to work for pay (i.e., 

motherhood norm), as well as around spousal roles in the household, such as household work being done by 

women (i.e. female caregiver norm) and financially providing for family is the man’s sole responsibility (i.e. 

male breadwinner norm), respondents report support of around 50, 40, and 37, respectively, on a scale of 0 to 

100 (with 100 being the most conservative). This indicates an overall higher adherence to traditional gender 

roles as compared to norms around women in the public space. 

 

Figure 4. The behavior, beliefs, and expectations of Nepalis regarding social norms around gender 

roles within the home 
 

 
 

Respondents expect others in their reference group to strongly adhere to traditional gender roles, especially 

around the motherhood norm. For example, they estimate that two-thirds of the people in their reference group 

will not approve of women leaving their young children with someone else if they go out to work and will face 

sanctions for breaking the norm. About half of the women in the sample (53 percent) report not leaving or not 

being willing to leave their young children with someone else to go to work and expect a higher share (67 

percent) of people in their reference group to behave accordingly. These personal beliefs and social 
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expectations around motherhood translate into respondents’ views about other females in the household – we 

observe a 17-23 p.p. decrease in respondents’ aspirations for their daughters and daughters-in-law to work 

outside the house for pay if they have school-going children.28 

Respondents estimate that about half of those in their reference group agree or behave in a way that allocates 

women the caregiver role, in line with their own behaviors. However, the average support for this norm among 

male and female respondents is 40 and less than half of respondents (40 percent) would expect sanctions for 

households that do not adhere to this norm. 

When it comes to norms around men’s breadwinner role, personal beliefs and behavior are less conservative 

compared to social expectations, but for this norm, overall individual views and expectations are less 

conservative compared to women’s roles as mothers and caregivers. Only 30 percent of respondents reported 

that financially providing for their households is solely the responsibility of the man, despite estimating that 47 

percent of their community live in households with such arrangements. Only 20 percent of the respondents 

expect negative sanctions for households where men are not the sole providers. 

Conservative behaviors correlate very strongly with conservative beliefs and social expectations across all three 

norms around gender roles, as shown in Table 4. There seems to be no notable differences in the correlation 

coefficient between the three components (PNB, SNE, SEE) for the two norms on women’s and men’s 

household roles. However, on the motherhood norm, SEE coefficient, while still statistically significant, is 

much lower than PNB and SNE. 

Table 4. Bivariate regressions of behaviors on beliefs – Gender roles within the home 
 

Beliefs and social 
expectations 

Individual behavior 

It is a woman’s primary 
responsibility to take care of 
the household (cooking and 

caring for children) 

A man is the sole 
financial provider for his 

family 

Women do not leave young 
children with someone else 

when they go out to work for 
pay 

PNB 0.72*** 
(0.06) 

0.49*** 
(0.05) 

0.72*** 
(0.03) 

SNE 0.70*** 
(0.06) 

0.49*** 
(0.05) 

0.81*** 
(0.05) 

SEE 0.75*** 
(0.06) 

0.56*** 
(0.04) 

0.58*** 
(0.08) 

Sanctions 0.24*** 
(0.05) 

0.15*** 
(0.03) 

0.36*** 
(0.04) 

Notes: (1) A positive correlation implies that more conservative beliefs are associated with conservative behaviors. (2) All items on 

beliefs, and social expectations are scaled from 0 to 1, with 0 being the most liberal and 1 being the most conservative. Sanctions is a 

binary variable that presents the share of respondents who do not expect a negative sanction for not adhering to each statement. 

Outcome variable is coded as 1 if the individual respondent answered yes to conforming to the behavior. If the behavior pertains to 

the other gender, the respondent was asked about his/her spouse behavior and the variable was coded accordingly. (3) No controls 

and regional fixed effects are included. (4) SEs clustered at the ward level. (5) Robust standard errors in parentheses. (6) *** p<0.01, ** 

p<0.05, * p<0.1. 

 

  

 
28 The decrease in aspirations for daughters is from 87 to 64 percent, whereas that for daughters-in-law, it is from 82 to 
65 percent. 
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Association between social norms and women’s employment 

This sub-section examines whether and the extent to which decisions about women’s work for pay outside the 

home may be influenced by personal beliefs, social empirical and normative expectations, and perceptions of 

sanctions for not conforming to norms across the two themes explored in this study. 

Bivariate regressions reported in Table A.9, Annex A show that the association between personal beliefs and 

social expectations and the outcome of interest (women’s work for pay) are in the direction we hypothesized, 

i.e., more conservative norms are associated with lower participation of females in paid work outside the home 

For example, on a scale of 0-1, with 1 being the most conservative, going from most liberal to most 

conservative in one’s personal belief that a woman should not work for pay outside the home is associated 

with an average 15 percentage points lower probability of the woman working for pay outside the home. 

Similarly, going from most liberal to most conservative in one’s social expectations about the proportion of 

reference group members who do not approve of women working for pay and the proportion of other women 

who do not work for pay reduces the probability of a woman working by 16 percentage points and 21 

percentage points, respectively. The only exception is the motherhood norm, where beliefs and expectations 

do not correlate with women’s work outcomes. 

However, important differences emerge across the two themes as well as between male and female 

respondents. First, beliefs that relate to traditional gender roles for men and women in the household tend to 

correlate with women’s work status more so than the beliefs around women in public spaces. Social norms – 

both empirical and normative expectations – appear to correlate with women’s work status when work 

challenges gender traditional roles. This is also true for social expectations specifically around women working 

outside the home for pay, but it is not the case with most other dimensions of women in public places. Second, 

social sanctions, which are relatively low to begin with, are not correlated with women’s work status, with the 

exception of when households breach the male provider norm. For both men and women, higher expected 

severity of social sanctions on the male breadwinner role is associated with a lower probability of the woman 

working. 

Overall, women's personal beliefs and social expectations are more significantly correlated with their work 

status as compared to their spouses’. For men, social expectations rarely correlate with their spouses’ work 

status, with the exception of empirical expectations about other women working for pay outside the home 

and working in mixed-gender environments. Their personal beliefs also correlate less with women’s work 

status and do not appear to matter when it comes to beliefs about appropriateness of women working outside 

the home and about men’s provider role. 

When we analyze the individual level predictors of women’s work outcomes (Table 5), we find that for norms 

around household roles, personal beliefs, rather than social expectations tend to be more strongly correlated 

with women’s work status. Going from most liberal to most conservative in the PNB index for household 

roles is associated with an average 8 percentage points lower probability of women working for pay outside 

the home. In contrast, when it comes to norms around women in the public space (column 2) associations with 

personal beliefs and social normative expectations are not statistically significant. These results also hold 

when variables across both themes are considered in the same regression specification. For male 

respondents, however, even their own beliefs do not appear to influence employment outcomes of their 

spouses.29  

Overall, these findings suggest that mainly women’s own beliefs around gender roles influence women’s 

employment outcomes, and that there is limited social disapproval expected towards women who participate 

 
29 The same regressions were run without any controls, the results for which are reported in Table A.11, Annex A. 
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in the labor force. This is further confirmed by the low expected sanctions and lack of association between 

women’s work and expected sanctions, as shown in Table A.10, Annex A. These findings are consistent with 

the descriptive results that show unanimous high acceptance among respondents for women’s mobility and 

being in the public space, and less so for norms that challenge the status quo related to traditional gender roles. 

However, these results also show that when considering all elements of social norms together, the relative 

strength of the relationship between these elements and women’s work outcomes can vary. 

We further contextualize findings in Table 5 by unpacking the two key items within the gender roles within the 

household index (Table 6). For the female caregiver norm, women’s conservative beliefs are negatively 

associated with their own employment outcomes, but not men’s beliefs on this issue. On the other hand, for 

the male breadwinner norm, men’s conservative beliefs negatively correlate with women’s work outcomes. In 

addition, women’s beliefs that their reference group holds conservative views on this issue also negatively 

correlate with their work outcomes. Tables A.12, Annex A include these results for each norm within the 

public space index. When looking at the full sample, we find no association of beliefs and social 

expectations about each norm that forms the public space index with the outcome variable – women’s paid 

work outside, which in line with results of Table 5. 

 

Table 5. Individual-level regressions of social norms indices predicting women’s work outcomes 
 

 Full sample Females only Males only 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 

 Paid 

work 

Paid 

work 

Paid 

work 

Paid 

work 

Paid 

work 

Paid 

work 

Paid 

work 

Paid 

work 

Paid 

work 

PNB Index – 
HH Roles 

-0.08** 

(0.04) 

 -0.08** 
(0.03) 

-0.09** 
(0.04) 

 -0.08** 
(0.03) 

-0.08 
(0.06) 

 -0.08 
(0.06) 

SNE Index – 

HH Roles 

-0.04 

(0.05) 

 -0.04 

(0.05) 

-0.08 

(0.06) 

 -0.08 

(0.06) 

0.01 

(0.07) 

 0.01 

(0.06) 

PNB Index – 
Public Space 

 -0.03 
(0.03) 

-0.01 
(0.03) 

 -0.03 
(0.03) 

-0.02 
(0.03) 

 -0.02 
(0.03) 

-0.00 
(0.03) 

SNE Index – 

Public Space 

 -0.00 

(0.03) 

-0.00 

(0.03) 

 -0.00 

(0.03) 

0.00 

(0.03) 

 0.00 

(0.04) 

-0.01 

(0.04) 

 
Constant 

-0.04 

(0.26) 

-0.12 

(0.24) 

-0.03 

(0.26) 

-0.00 

(0.26) 

-0.12 

(0.24) 

0.01 

(0.27) 

-0.09 

(0.26) 

-0.14 

(0.25) 

-0.08 

(0.26) 

Obs. 2,000 2,000 2,000 1,150 1,150 1,150 850 850 850 

Adjusted R2 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.04 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.00 0.01 

Controls YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Regional FE YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Notes: (1) Negative correlation means that more conservative beliefs and social expectations are associated with lower probability of 

women working for pay outside the house. (2) For all indices, higher the value, more conservative the beliefs and expectations. 

Outcome variable “Paid work” is binary with 1 if the female reported a “yes” to “I work outside the house for pay.” And if a male 

reported “yes” to “My wife works outside the house for pay.” (3) Standard errors clustered at the ward level. (4) Robust standard 

errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 
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Table 6. Individual-level regressions of norm items within the HH roles index predicting women’s 
work outcomes 

 

 Full Sample Females Only Males Only 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
 Paid work Paid work Paid work Paid work Paid work Paid work 

PNB – Female caregiver -0.13* 
(0.06) 

 -0.17** 
(0.06) 

 -0.07 
(0.10) 

 

SNE – Female caregiver -0.07 

(0.10) 

 -0.09 

(0.12) 

 -0.05 

(0.12) 

 

PNB –Male breadwinner  -0.18** 

(0.08) 

 -0.15 

(0.09) 

 -0.23**  

(0.09) 

SNE – Male breadwinner  -0.07 
(0.10) 

 -0.18* 
(0.10) 

 0.08 
(0.12) 

Constant -0.06 

(0.26) 

-0.03 

(0.25) 

-0.04 

(0.27) 

-0.00 

(0.25) 

-0.11 

(0.26) 

-0.09 

(0.26) 

Obs. 2,000 2,000 1,150 1,150 850 850 

Adjusted R2 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.01 0.01 

Controls YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Regional FE YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Notes: (1) Negative correlation means that more conservative beliefs and social expectations are associated with lower probability of 

women working for pay outside the house. (2) For all items, the higher the value, the more conservative the beliefs and expectations 

are. Outcome variable “Paid work” is binary with 1 if the female reported a “yes” to “I work outside the house for pay.” And if a male 

reported “yes” to “My wife works outside the house for pay.” (3) Standard errors clustered at the ward level. (4) Robust standard 

errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10. 

 

The role of social norms when considering “rational” factors determining women’s work outcomes 

 

Findings thus far suggest that social norms may not be very restrictive in Nepal, as evidenced by limited social 

disapproval expected towards women who participate in the labor force. Specifically, social normative 

expectations are not strong predictors of women’s LFP in Nepal, though personal beliefs (i.e., preferences), 

especially around household roles, do appear to matter. However, we also know that practical, “rational” 

factors - such as educational attainment, household income, the presence of other working women within the 

household, the presence of adolescent girls (10-19) in the household, and awareness regarding job search 

methods, among others- play an important role in decisions related to women’s employment.30 

 

We run an OLS regression that incorporates these factors, in addition to personal beliefs and social normative 

expectations and find that when rational factors are considered, only personal beliefs about household roles 

matter (Table 7), whereas normative expectations overall and personal beliefs about women in the public 

space are not predictors of women’s work outcomes.31 Not surprisingly, financial need shows up as a strong 

predictor of whether women take up paid jobs outside the home: An increase in family income (without 

factoring in the income of working females within the household) reduces the likelihood that women will 

work for pay. The presence of other working age women within the same household who are in the labor 

force is also associated with a reduced probability of the female respondent working for pay outside the home, 

 
30 It is important to note that this is not meant to be an exhaustive list of rational factors that can influence female LFP.  

31 These factors reflect only those variables that were asked to all respondents in the survey. Robustness check using the 
postestimation variance inflation factor test reveals that multicollinearity is not a concern; VIF values for all variables are 
less than 10 with a mean VIF of 2.54. 
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perhaps due to the need for at least one woman in the household to be available to assume responsibilities 

such as cooking and cleaning and looking after children. Relatedly, a woman is more likely to work outside 

the home for pay if there is presence of adolescent girl(s) in her household, indicating that young girls could 

act as substitutes for working women’s domestic responsibilities.32 

Table 7. Explanatory power of “rational” factors on women’s work outcomes vs. that of social norms 
 

 PAID WORK 

PNB Index - HH Roles -0.08** 
(0.03) 

SNE Index - HH Roles -0.05 

(0.04) 

PNB Index - Public Space -0.01 

(0.03) 

SNE Index- Public Space -0.01 
(0.03) 

Years of education 0.00**  

(0.00) 

Log of household's total income minus working females' 
earned income (NPR) 

-0.03*** 
(0.01) 

Presence of other working-age women in HH in labor force -0.12***  

(0.03) 

Indicator for adolescent girl(s) in respondent's HH 0.07*  

(0.04) 

Respondent is aware of non-network methods of job search 0.01 
(0.03) 

Constant 0.64***  

(0.07) 

Observations 2,000 

Adjusted R-squared 0.05 

Regional FE YES 

Notes: (1) Apart from the “rational” factors included and shown in the table, no additional variables were included as controls. 

(2) SEs clustered at the ward level. (3) Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 

 

What explains liberal beliefs around social norms? 

What predicts liberal personal beliefs and social normative expectations among survey respondents? We 

explore this question by looking at the association between beliefs and norms and various observable 

household and individual-level characteristics of the respondents. 

 

We find that a higher level of education is negatively and significantly correlated with conservative beliefs and 

social expectations, but only when it comes to norms around women in the public space (Table 8). This 

suggests that more educated respondents are not more likely than those less educated to hold more liberal 

beliefs and expectations around men and women’s household roles. However, they do tend to expect lower 

sanctions for norm transgression overall, compared to their less educated counterparts.33 

 
32 In our sample, 35.05 percent of respondents have adolescent girl(s) in the household, and 26.65 percent of 
respondents report the presence of other working-age women in the household who are in labor force (excluding those 
studying). 

33 We repeat the same OLS regression separately for women and men (Tables A.13, Annex A). 
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Table 8. Explaining Social Norms 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 PNB Index - 

HH Roles 

PNB Index - 

Public Space 

SNE Index - 

HH Roles 

SNE Index - 

Public Space 

Sanctions 

Index 

Respondent is female -0.00 

(0.03) 

-0.03 

(0.04) 

-0.01 

(0.02) 
-0.07* 

(0.04) 

0.02 

(0.11) 

Respondent’s age in years, 
squared 

0.00 
(0.00) 

-0.00 
(0.00) 

-0.00 
(0.00) 

-0.00** 
(0.00) 

-0.00 
(0.00) 

Years of education, derived 

from education level 

-0.01 

(0.01) 
-0.02* 

(0.01) 

-0.00 

(0.01) 
-0.02*** 

(0.01) 

-0.08*** 

(0.02) 

Indicator for respondent 
having child younger than 5 

years 

-0.01 

(0.02) 

0.05 

(0.04) 

-0.04 

(0.03) 

-0.00 

(0.05) 

0.33 

(0.23) 

Respondent lives in urban area 0.00 

(0.05) 

0.02 

(0.13) 

-0.08 

(0.05) 

-0.08 

(0.13) 
-0.93* 

(0.48) 

Log of household's total 
income minus working 

female’s earned income (NPR) 

0.01* 
(0.01) 

0.00 

(0.01) 

0.00 

(0.01) 

-0.01 

(0.01) 

0.11 

(0.07) 

Madhesh Province 1.09*** 

(0.08) 

0.68*** 

(0.11) 

0.97*** 

(0.06) 

0.82*** 

(0.10) 

-0.28 

(0.54) 

Gandaki Province -0.16** 

(0.06) 

-0.31*** 

(0.08) 

-0.23*** 

(0.06) 

-0.28*** 

(0.09) 

-1.65*** 

(0.46) 

Sudurpashchim Province 0.46*** 
(0.08) 

0.50*** 
(0.13) 

0.50*** 
(0.14) 

0.30** 
(0.14) 

-1.76** 
(0.66) 

Respondent belongs to 

Madheshi (non-Dalit) ethnic 

group 

0.13* 
(0.06) 

0.00 
(0.21) 

0.20*** 
(0.05) 

0.09 
(0.14) 

0.72** 
(0.34) 

Migrant HH -0.00 
(0.03) 

-0.03 
(0.05) 

-0.01 
(0.03) 

-0.00 
(0.04) 

-0.52* 
(0.30) 

At least one among MIL and 

FIL live in the HH 

-0.01 

(0.02) 

-0.04 

(0.05) 

-0.00 

(0.03) 

-0.04 

(0.04) 

0.02 

(0.19) 

Constant 0.32** 
(0.14) 

0.60** 
(0.25) 

0.63*** 
(0.15) 

1.21*** 
(0.24) 

17.16*** 
(0.97) 

Observations 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 

Adjusted R-squared 0.66 0.27 0.63 0.34 0.08 

Notes: (1) Higher the outcome variables, higher the conservativeness of beliefs and social expectations and higher the expected 

sanctions. (2) Reference group for province is Bagmati Province. (3) SEs clustered at the ward level. (4 Robust standard errors in 

parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. SEs clustered at the ward level. 

Contrary to intuition, we find no evidence of respondents in rural areas being more likely to hold conservative 

beliefs either about norms around women’s household roles, or about women being in the public space as 

compared to those in urban areas. However, those in rural areas are more likely to expect negative sanctions 

for breaching a norm. These variables, together, explain between 27 and 66 percent of the variation in the 

social norms indices, and 8 percent of the variation in the sanctions index. 

Geographically, respondents from Madhesh and Sudurpashchim Provinces are more likely to hold 

conservative beliefs and social expectations, as compared to those from Bagmati Province. On the other hand, 

respondents from Gandaki Province are more likely to be liberal. Relatedly, those who belong to the Madheshi 

ethnic group tend to be more conservative. These differences are supported by earlier literature showing that 

Nepal’s socio-cultural practices differ along the lines of castes and ethnicities. For example, Chakravarty et al. 

(2019) find that in Southern Nepal (Terai and Madhesh), women are more frequently confined to the 
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household and are unable to travel outside of their immediate community for any work. In addition, in 

conservative parts of the Terai districts, cultural norms prohibit women from interacting with men other than 

their family members. Within the Hindu-based caste structure, Dalit women experience worse discrimination 

due to oppressive structures rooted in caste and class, as well as higher incidences of gender-based violence 

(Whetstone & Luna, 2023). 

Heterogeneity in association between social norms and women’s work outcomes 

While there is limited linkage between social norms and women’s work outcome for the average respondent, 

we explore whether there is heterogeneity in this association for some groups. We explore variations by 

migration status of the male in the household, ethnicity, locality (urban vs. rural), presence of one of the 

parents-in-law in the household, and respondent having children under 5 years of age. 

We do not find evidence of any difference in the effect of change in a person's personal beliefs or social 

normative expectations on women's participation in paid work based on whether one lives in an urban or 

rural area, whether at least one among mother-in-law or father-in-law reside in the household, and whether 

the respondent has young children. We find some variation with ethnicity and migration experience.34 

When examining the theme of gender roles within the household, there appears to be no statistically significant 

differences in the association between women’s work status and PNB and SNE indices across the Madheshi 

and non-Madheshi ethnic groups. However, for norms around women in the public space theme, conservative 

personal beliefs may be associated more strongly with women’s work outcomes for non-Madhesi than for 

Madhesi respondents, though this result does not hold when examining both themes together. On the other 

hand, conservative social expectations about one’s reference group around norms related to women in the 

public space do appear to be more strongly associated with Madheshi women's participation in paid work 

outside the home as compared to non-Madheshi women (Table A.14, Annex A). 

Similarly, for migrant households (based on migration status of the spouse), no statistically significant 

differences are observed in the association between women’s work status and PNB and SNE indices for 

household roles (Table A.15, Annex A). Association between conservative social expectations and 

negative work outcomes for women do appear to be stronger for migrant households, but this disappears when 

examining both themes together. 

When do norms matter? 

We find that social normative expectations are not strong predictors of women’s work outcomes among 

respondents of this study. Given the generally low level of social sanctions and liberal social expectations 

around various domains of gender roles and women in public places, this is not altogether surprising. 

However, this is not to say that social norms are not important at all in the context of women’s employment 

in Nepal. In fact, the study does find that varying the circumstances under which employment decisions are 

made can have a bearing on the level of approval or support for women’s work. 

To capture the circumstantial variation of social norms on women’s employment decisions, we use two types 

of vignettes that asked about decisions of a hypothetical woman on whether or not to accept a job offer and 

personal and social approval of her decisions under specific conditions or circumstances. While regression 

analysis examines the association of personal beliefs and social expectations with women’s work status, these 

types of vignettes are tools that allow us to examine which element of social expectations (normative or 

empirical) appear to be driving women’s employment decisions. 

 
34 In our sample, 15 percent of respondents live in migrant households. Almost 10 percent of respondents identify as 
Madheshi. 
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The first set of vignettes asked respondents whether Sarita would accept a job offer available to her given varied 

levels of social expectations (Section 1 presents details). Analysis of these vignettes shows a statistically 

significant difference between respondents’ approval of Sarita taking up the job opportunity when both SNE 

and SEE change, indicating that respondents’ approval is conditional upon whether other women in the 

community are working and whether others in the community approve of women working. Respondents also 

approve of Sarita working if she expects most (instead of a few) members of her community to believe that it 

is okay for women to do so, given her empirical expectations remain conservative. However, changing 

empirical expectations alone does not appear to be sufficient to drive a change in approval (Table A.16, 

Annex A).35 

Similarly, there is evidence that the generally high approval for women’s work outside the home drops once 

specific conditions are imposed that relate to women’s characteristics and roles and their job’s characteristics. 

The second set of vignettes explore personal approval and social approval for a woman’s decision to work 

under varied conditions of the woman and her household, the job characteristics, and circumstances around 

her husband’s employment status. 

Figure 5. Do beliefs and expectations of Nepalis around women working outside the home for 

pay change under certain situations? 
 

 
 

 

Figure 5 shows that personal and expected community support drop for women who would have to leave 

young children with non-family members or when they are unable to keep up with household chores. Support 

also drops when the job requires travel outside the city, it is physically demanding, and if it is in the hospitality 

sector, with the latter suggesting that norms around jobs considered “safe” or “suitable to women” are 

contributing to occupational segregation. On the other hand, personal and social support remains high under 

 
35 Each of the 3 scenarios are compared with the base scenario of conservative SEE and SNE using t-tests. The p- 
values associated with the t-tests are small (p<0.05) when comparing conservative SEE & SNE with (i) liberal SEE & 
SNE, and (ii) conservative SEE & liberal SNE. The p-value associated with the t-test is not small when comparing 
conservative SEE & SNE with liberal SEE & conservative SNE. Results when changing both SEE & SNE hold even 
when taking males only and females only samples. 
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circumstances that challenge the husband’s traditional roles within the household such as inability to provide 

financially for his family. This is consistent with findings noted earlier that suggest low negative sanctions 

for households that challenge men’s breadwinner norm, as compared to women’s caregiver norm. 

It is worth noting that across all circumstances, respondents’ own views are less conservative that than their 

reference group’s views, although the extent of the divergence is not consistently large across all situations. 

For example, while 51 percent of respondents approve of paid worker in the hotel/restaurant sectors, they 

estimate that only 28 percent of others in their reference group would approve. 

 

Table 9. Bivariate regression coefficients – Beliefs about whether women should work under different 

contexts predicting women’s work for pay outside the home 
 

Theme 
Circumstances/ 
contexts 

Core elements 

measuring 

social norms 

Paid work 

Full 

sample 

Female 

sample 

(self) 

Male 

sample 

(spouse) 

A woman’s 

characteristics 

 and roles 

Children <5 looked 

after by non-family 

Respondent 0.08*** 0.14*** 0.01 

approval (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

Community 0.12** 0.14*** 0.09 

approval (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) 

Unable to keep up 

with household tasks 

Respondent 0.09*** 0.11*** 0.07** 

approval (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) 

Community 0.07*** 0.11*** 0.02 

approval (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) 

A woman’s job 

characteristics 

Occasionally travel to 

work outside the 
village/city 

Respondent 0.10*** 0.09*** 0.10*** 

approval (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) 

Community 0.05* 0.08*** 0.01 

approval (0.03) (0.02) (0.04) 

Job physically 

demanding 

Respondent 0.07*** 0.07*** 0.08*** 

approval (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) 

Community 0.06* 0.06** 0.05 

approval (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) 

Works in a 

restaurant/hotel 

Respondent 0.09*** 0.10*** 0.08** 

approval (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) 

Community 0.05 0.08** 0.02 

approval (0.04) (0.03) (0.05) 

Notes: (1) Positive correlation means that approvals are associated with higher likelihood of women working for pay outside the house. 

(2) Respondent and community approval variables are binary variables coded as 1 if the respondent approves of the behavior. Outcome 

variable is coded as 1 if the female respondent answered yes to working outside the house for pay. In the case of male respondent, he 

was asked whether his wife works outside for pay and the variable was coded accordingly. (3) No controls and no regional fixed 

effects are included. (4) SEs clustered at the ward level. (5) Robust standard errors in parentheses. 

(6) *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 
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Table 9 shows that women who are more likely to approve or to expect community approval of work under 

any of the listed potential circumstances are also more likely to work than women who do not approve nor 

expect community approval under the listed scenarios.36 For example, women who approve of leaving children 

under five years of age to be looked after by non-family members while working are 14 percentage points more 

likely to be working than women who do not approve of working under the same circumstance. When it 

comes to job characteristics, women’s own personal approval seems to be more closely correlated to their 

work outcomes compared to their perception of community approval, in line with earlier findings. For men, 

it is only their personal approval of a woman working under the listed set of circumstances that is associated 

with women’s work outcomes. The exception is leaving children younger than five with non-family members. 

Approval of women’s work under specific circumstances also varies between several groups (reported in 

Tables A.18, Annex A). Findings reveal that spouses of migrant men are less likely to approve of a woman 

working outside the home for pay if she works further away from home or travels for work. The absence of 

husbands from home may contribute to making the wives feel more responsible toward being nearer to their 

homes. 

 
 

SECTION 6: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Whether and the extent to which social norms matter for women’s labor force participation has been shown 

to vary by context. This paper is the first to provide rigorous evidence on these relationships in Nepal. Table 

10 summarizes the paper’s findings. 

 

Our findings show that, overall, Nepali men and women hold relatively supportive views and social 

expectations around women working outside the home for pay, despite actual FLFP being low in Nepal and 

among the survey respondents. This is especially true for norms related to women’s mobility and presence in 

public spaces, where beliefs and social expectations are generally very liberal, with low expected sanctions, 

and not associated with women’s employment outcomes. 

In comparison, we find more restrictive views and expectations of others when it comes to traditional gender 

roles within the household, in particular around the motherhood norm. We find that views on spousal roles 

in the households (male breadwinner norm and female caregiver norm) are associated with lower employment 

for women, suggesting that these norms are relevant for women’s labor market decisions. However, 

beliefs and expectations around motherhood, which are the most restrictive, are not associated with 

employment outcomes. 

Indeed, we find that for the most part, personal beliefs are statistically significant predictors of women’s 

employment outcomes, but normative expectations are not. This suggests that factors other than norms are 

likely to be stronger determinants of Nepali women’s decisions to work for pay outside the home. Further 

analysis shows that when rational factors related to employment – such as educational attainment, household 

income, other working women within the household, presence of adolescent girls in the household, and 

awareness regarding job search methods – are considered, only personal beliefs about household roles are 

associated with women’s work outcomes, confirming further that normative expectations are not binding 

constraints. 

 

 

  

 
36 Table A.17, Annex A includes results for all contexts surveyed. 
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Table 10. A snapshot of the key findings 

Association with women's decision to work outside the home for pay (Full sample) 

Beliefs and social expectations 

 ↓* Personal beliefs 
Female caregiver norm (-) Social normative expectations 

 ↓ if woman unable to keep up with household tasks 

Male breadwinner norm 
↓** Personal beliefs 

(-) Social normative expectations 

Motherhood norm (-) 

 
Working women norm 

↓ if childcare by non-family 

↓ for job characteristics: travel outside village/city, physically demanding, hospitality 
sector 

Norms on: Mobility 
freedom, Honor, Safety, 
Mixed-gender workplace. 

(-) 

Rational determinants ↓*** if other working-age women are present in HH 
↓** with increase in HH income (less female income) 

↑* with presence of adolescent girls 

↑** with increase in education 

(-) awareness of job-search methods 

Impact by sub-groups Increases for Madhesi women and for women with migrant spouses 

(-) Presence of children <5, presence of in-laws, living in an urban area 

Notes: (-) not significant; ↑ significant positive association; ↓ significant negative association (*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * 
p<0.1). Text in italics refers to personal beliefs and social expectations for norms under specific circumstances/contexts. Associations 

reported in this table indicate overall results, refer to Table 6 above and Tables A.12, Annex A for details and results separately for male 
and female samples. Each variable and its association with the outcome variable should be interpreted independently and in conjunction 
with messages highlighted in this section. 

 

Given that personal beliefs and social expectations are generally not very restrictive among the study 

respondents, it is likely that a norm tipping point has been reached when it comes to FLFP in Nepal, where a 

critical share of the community has eased up on enforcing a traditional norm- as suggested by low sanctions- 

or adopted new, more supportive norms towards FLFP. Bicchieri (2017) suggests that norm change gains 

momentum when about a third of the population abandons an old norm, encouraging moderately norm-

sensitive people to reconsider their behavior, with the tipping point occurring once more than half the group 

deviates. In the case of Nepal, further research is required to unpack when and how norms have shifted over 

time, and what the enabling factors might have been. World Bank (2022) finds that in contrast to Nepal, 

progressive attitudes towards gender equality have either progressed slowly or even regressed over time for 

most South Asian countries, although women and higher educated people tend to have less restrictive attitudes. 

While there is limited linkage between social norms and women’s work outcome for the average respondent, 

there appears to be some heterogeneity in this association, particularly by ethnicity (Madheshi vs. non-

Madheshi) and migration status of the spouse. Heterogeneity in normative expectations across groups and 

geographies is important to note as social norms may be more influential for some, depending on the extent 

of restrictive views expected in their respective reference groups. This is also validated by the vignette analysis, 

which shows that in extreme hypothetical cases (where most people are conservative in their beliefs or 

behaviors), social norms can be binding constraints to women’s FLFP decisions. This, however, seems unlikely 

in the context of Nepal given our findings. 
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Support for women’s work also tends to vary depending on certain circumstances, in particular, when it comes 

to delegating childcare to non-family members or being unable to keep up with household chores. Support 

also drops depending on women’s job’s characteristics, especially if the job requires travel outside the city or 

village of residence, if it is physically demanding, and if it is in the hospitality sector. There is some evidence 

of pluralistic ignorance with regard to these beliefs and expectations, however, as normative expectations are 

generally more restrictive than personal beliefs. Pluralistic ignorance is a common conformity trap around the 

tipping point, wherein behavior may be driven by misperceived social expectations that are more conservative 

than one’s own beliefs. When this is the case, disclosing strong but hidden social support could be a direct 

intervention strategy to correct these norm perceptions and encourage behavioral change (Bursztyn et al., 

2020). However, when both beliefs and social expectations are restrictive, as is the case with leaving children 

under 5 years with non-family members, norm-transformative interventions may be useful to consider. For 

example, a new norm can be created by reframing childcare around the value of investing in early childhood 

development for better prospects in the future. 

It is also important to consider policy interventions that indirectly address normative barriers around the 

motherhood norm and appropriate jobs for women. For example, interventions that address supply-side 

challenges to childcare, such as lack of affordable, accessible, and quality options are important given that care 

options beyond immediate family appear to be a barrier to women. Demand-side constraints as evidenced by 

low personal and community support for leaving children with non-family members also matter, which may 

necessitate information and awareness campaigns about the benefits of early childhood development centers. 

Similarly, interventions to increase workplace safety, improve access to affordable and safe transport, and 

promote female role models may support women’s work outside female-dominated sectors and in cases where 

the job requires commuting. Lastly, longer-term interventions that can help adjust beliefs and practices related 

to the husband’s own involvement in household work would be beneficial to improve young mothers’ work-

life balance and allow them to participate in productive employment. 

Overall, the combination of relatively high support for and low normative restrictions around women working 

outside the home in Nepal creates conditions that are ready for a huge push in FLFP. Policy interventions 

should consider addressing both structural barriers and conformity traps around motherhood norms and 

appropriate jobs for women. On the former, in particular, a deeper dive into types of services, preferences, and 

social expectations around childcare is necessary to gain more insights on adequate policies and framing of 

childcare services that can allow mothers to avail such services without triggering social sanctions, thereby 

creating an enabling environment for them to pursue employment. Lastly, more research is needed to 

understand how social norms interventions can be tackled in combination with other non-norm barriers that 

address limited labor demand and improved employability and agency among women. 
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