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Breaking the Career Ceiling for Women in South Asia's 
Garment Industry 
A Study of Working Women in Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan 

Labor force participation is only the first step. We study  

barriers to women’s career advancement in South Asia.  

Follow us on Bluesky (@g2lmlic.bsky.social)  
and X (@glmlic)! 

Topic at a Glance 

Ge�ng women into formal employment is only the first step. Our 

evidence from over 6,000 sewing machine operators in 103 

garment factories across Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan shows 

that substan�al gender gaps persist even among men and women 

doing the same jobs in the same workplaces. While men and 

women are equally confident in their on-the-job skills, men are 

more likely than women to expect to become supervisors and to 

plan to apply for promo�ons.  

 
The majority of sewing machine operators are women, except in Pakistan. 

Across all study areas, women‘s representation falls sharply in supervisory 

and management positions. 

These gaps cannot be explained primarily by differences in 

educa�on, experience, hours worked, family support, or concerns 

about long working hours. Instead, our findings point to lower 

aspira�ons among women, a greater perceived need for further 

training, and workplace prac�ces and a�tudes that may limit 

opportuni�es for career advancement. Closing gender gaps 

therefore requires moving beyond policies that focus only on 

ge�ng women into jobs. Employers and policymakers must also 

address the individual and workplace barriers that prevent women 

from turning jobs into careers. 

New Insights 

Much of the policy discussion about women’s employment in 

South Asia focuses on whether women enter formal employment 

(i.e. “get jobs”). Far less is known about what happens a�er women 

obtain these jobs: whether they receive the same opportuni�es to 

develop skills, advance to higher-level posi�ons, and build careers 

as their male colleagues. This project addresses that gap using 

survey evidence from more than 6,000 sewing machine operators 

in 103 large export-oriented garment factories across Bangladesh, 

India, and Pakistan. By studying men and women working in the 

same occupa�on and same factories, the analysis helps iden�fy 

gender differences in career progression among men and women 

who have already entered formal employment. 

• Women remain underrepresented in supervisory and 

managerial posi�ons. Women’s representa�on falls sharply 

between machine operator jobs and supervisory and 

managerial posi�ons across all study areas. 

• Substan�al gender gaps persist even among workers in the 

same occupa�on. Men employed as sewing machine 

operators earn approximately 8 percent more per month and 
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4 percent more per hour than female operators. The 

differences in career expecta�ons are larger: 31 percent of 

men, compared with 12 percent of women, expect to become 

supervisors; 62 percent of men, compared with 42 percent of 

women, plan to apply for promo�on in the future.  

• Differences in observable worker characteris�cs explain only 

a limited share of these gaps. Oaxaca–Blinder 

decomposi�ons account for differences in characteris�cs such 

as educa�on, experience, hours worked, marital status and 

other observable factors. These characteris�cs explain about 

43 percent of the monthly earnings gap, but only about 8 

percent of the hourly earnings gap, 15 percent of the gap in 

expecta�ons of becoming a supervisor, and 20 percent of the 

gap in inten�ons to apply for promo�on. Most of the observed 

gender differences therefore remain unexplained by these 

characteris�cs. 

• The evidence does not support a simple explana�on that 

working women lack confidence, family support or are 

concerned about long working hours. Over 90 percent of 

female machine operators do not expect to leave their job 

any�me soon, and report that their families are happy or very 

happy about their employment. Concerns about long working 

hours or harassment from co-workers or superiors also do not 

appear as primary worries linked to a hypothe�cal promo�on 

to a supervisory role. 

• Low aspira�ons and perceived need for further training may 

be important barriers to women’s career advancement. 

Women report similar confidence in their on-the-job skills as 

men, yet they tend to be less confident in their skills as 

(poten�al) supervisors and exhibit lower aspira�ons for 

supervisory roles, sta�ng that they are “sa�sfied with their 

current job,” par�cularly in Bangladesh and South India. 

• Workplace prac�ces emerge as poten�ally important 

barriers to advancement. Women report less favorable 

experiences in areas including skill development, evalua�on 

systems, employment prac�ces, and grievance mechanisms 

Policy Recommenda�ons 

The findings suggest that policies to increase women’s economic 

opportuni�es should look beyond labor force par�cipa�on and 

formal employment to focus on what happens a�er women enter 

the workplace. Increasing women’s access to jobs remains 

essen�al, but our results show that substan�al gender gaps in 

earnings, promo�on inten�ons, and expecta�ons of advancement 

can persist even among men and women working in the same 

occupa�on and same workplaces. Employers and policymakers 

should therefore consider barriers on both worker and workplace 

side to create pathways that allow women to turn jobs into careers. 

• One priority is to strengthen access to skill development and 

make pathways to advancement more transparent. Employers 

can establish clear criteria for promo�on, communicate what 

workers need to do to move from produc�on posi�ons into 

supervisory and managerial roles, ensure that women have 

access to training and opportuni�es to acquire higher-level 

skills, and ac�vely encourage high-poten�al women to pursue 

these opportuni�es. 

• A second priority is to strengthen workplace systems that 

affect career progression. More transparent performance 

evalua�ons, promo�on procedures, and grievance 

mechanisms can help ensure that advancement reflects 

worker performance rather than informal prac�ces or 

subjec�ve judgments. This is par�cularly relevant because 

observable differences in worker characteris�cs explain only a 

rela�vely small share of several of the gender gaps 

documented in the study. 

• Finally, employers should pay greater aten�on to the role of 

supervisors. Our results reveal gender differences in workers’ 

percep�ons of how supervisors evaluate their skills. Training 

supervisors to recognize poten�al gender bias, establishing 

more objec�ve performance measures could help reduce the 

influence of subjec�ve percep�ons on men’s and women’s 

career opportuni�es. 

Together, these recommenda�ons imply a shi� in emphasis from 

simply increasing the number of women in formal employment 

toward addressing both the supply- and demand-side barriers that 

may shape their career progression once employed. Importantly, 

our ongoing research is tes�ng whether these barriers can be 

changed. Through a randomized controlled trial, in a subset of 

factories, we are evalua�ng supply-side interven�ons designed to 

strengthen women’s skills, confidence, and aspira�ons for career 

advancement, alongside demand-side interven�ons targe�ng 

managers and supervisors. The evidence generated by the next 
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stage of this project will help iden�fy which approaches are most 

effec�ve in enabling women to turn jobs into careers. 

Limita�ons 

Several limita�ons should be considered when interpre�ng the 

findings. First, the study covers more than 6,000 workers in 103 

large, export-oriented garment factories across Bangladesh, India, 

and Pakistan. The factories were selected by leveraging the 

researchers’ partnership with the H&M Group and its sourcing 

rela�onships with domes�c supplier factories. The sample 

therefore represents a specific segment of the garment industry - 

large factories connected to global export markets - and should not 

be considered representa�ve of all garment factories or other 

workplaces in South Asia. 

Second, while we document substan�al gender gaps and iden�fy 

worker- and workplace-level factors that may contribute to them, 

we cannot establish that these factors cause differences in career 

advancement. In par�cular, the unexplained por�on of the 

Oaxaca–Blinder decomposi�ons should not be interpreted as 

discrimina�on. Establishing causality is the focus of the next stage 

of the project, which evaluates supply-side interven�ons targe�ng 

women workers and demand-side interven�ons targe�ng 

managers and supervisors within par�cipa�ng factories. 

Read more  g2lm-lic.iza.org/gender-parity/from-jobs-to-

careers/ 

G²LM|LIC is a joint program by IZA and the UK Foreign, Common- 
wealth & Development Office (FCDO) – improving worldwide know-ledge on 
labor market issues in low-income countries (LICs) and pro-viding a solid 
basis for capacity building and development of future labor market policies. 


