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Abstract- The presence of women in the retail and service economy in India has
grown with urbanisation, increased education, digitalisation and increased customer-
facing jobs (organised retail, hospitality, banking/finance, healthcare, education and IT-
enabled service). Meanwhile, employment of women in these industries is still divided
into classes, caste, geography and formality, and the barriers continue to be unpaid care
burdens, safety and mobility, segmented hiring (frontline jobs: a esthetic jobs vs. back-
end jobs) compensational penalties, as well as limited upward mobility. In this paper,
the synthesis of peer-reviewed evidence regarding the role of Indian women in retail
and services and its integration into a mechanism-based framework (i) as the drivers of
entry (education, dynamic household income, aspirations, and digital exposure), (ii) job
characteristics (formalisation, scheduling, emotional/aesthetic labour and customer
interaction) and (iii) outcomes (income, empowerment, wellbeing, retention and
mobility) are presented. Taking the contextual evidence of the recent official labour
statistics, the paper brings into focus that the participation of female labour force in the
last few years has increased yet the sectoral gains have to be accompanied with the
quality-of-work reforms, particularly in the retail and urban services where working
odd hours, surveillance work experience, risk of harassment, and a lack of childcare
facilities characterizes the experiences of women. The paper ends with a policy
roadmap involving employers and government to make their work environments safer,
more predictable in scheduling, allowing employees to have time with their children
and breastfeed, ensuring no sexual harassment occurs, certifying skills in sectors of the
Indian economy that are rapidly expanding, and encouraging career advancement that
decreases occupational segregation and enhances productivity and retention.

Keywords- India, women workers, retail, services, informal work, emotional labour, work—
family conflict, wage gap, safety, organised retail, call centres, policy

|. Introduction

The shift of India into services as a structure has changed the magnitude and the
experience that women work have as well, and in the modern factors of gender, mobility
and livelihood, retail and services jobs are at the core. With the economy no longer
relying on agriculture and conventional manufacturing, women have been
progressively entering into a wide service environment that includes street vending and
supply chains, kirana related, as well as mall-based organised retail, hospitality,
banking, healthcare, education and services enabled by IT. Such spheres have become
the important arenas where women bargain on income requirements as well as social
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conventions governing movement, respectability, and visible presence. Notably, the
notion of services is not a singular type of work, and it comprises a broad range of the
quality of work. On one side are professional jobs (e.g. IT, finance, education,
healthcare administration) of high-skill level, which have better pay and career
progression, but also longer hours of work and leadership constraints. The semi-formal
and formal frontline occupations in the retail and hospitality are in the middle and offer
entry points to young women, but they require a high degree of customer contact and
emotion presentation. At the extreme opposite are low wage informal service jobs such
as home based retailing, vending, domestic and care jobs and other casual jobs where
remuneration is unpredictable and social security is minimal. This heterogeneity is
important as the possibilities and limitations faced by women differ drastically
depending on the degree of formality of employment, both the ability to control and
unpredictability of schedule, and the presence or absence of mobility supports (e.g.,
safe transport) in one context or another, although the job title may seem identical
across settings.

The choice of women into retail and service employment is thus more an economic
decision rather than a social phenomenon that can redefine the bargaining power of
households, consumer behavior and acceptable limits of mobility. There is some
evidence that it is possible to alter aspirations and norms through exposure to new
information environment and labour market opportunities particularly to younger
women. To provide an example, the attitudes and the status of women have been
identified to respond to the exposure of cable television, meaning that new media may
be used to shape gender norms and, possibly, provide women with more opportunities
to decide whether or not to work (Jensen and Oster, 2009).

Similarly, there is experimental evidence which shows that labour market opportunities
are able to change the preferences and family-related choices of women, which implies
that it is employment possibilities that themselves can become drivers of social change
as they can cause women and families to revise their priorities around education,
marriage timing, and work outside the home (Jensen, 2012). But service work can have
different social meanings, according to the character of the work: jobs that involve
direct contact with the populace can lead to increased scrutiny of the workers and
necessitate negotiation with family members, whereas work at home or informal service
work can be viewed as more socially acceptable but less well-compensated and well-
protected. This produces a sorting effect where women occasionally take up
occupations that conform to gender roles like a front-office worth being in, or informal
jobs that are more flexible, but other positions are hard to obtain because of mobility
restrictions, work at late hours, or because of sexual harassment.

On the macro level, official publications reflect that the participation of women in
labour force has significantly increased over the recent years, and recent PLFS shows
that female labour force participation (15+, usual status) goes to 41.7% and female
worker-population ratio is 40.3%. These gains in engagement, however, do not
automatically imply that work by women is getting more evenly better (whether in pay,
security, or career ladder). Participation benefits can be complementary with job-
quality losses since women can take up low-paying or insecure jobs due to economic
strain on households, or as a result of service professions growing more rapidly than
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supporting infrastructure (e.g. childcare, safe transportation, predictable hours).
Besides, wage discrimination and non-equal returns are issues of major concern. The
evidence among the salaried workers shows that there is still a continual male wage-
female disparity with discrimination playing a significant role even when the
differences that are observable are considered (Deshpande et al., 2018).

Similar analyses also indicate the biased labour-market mechanisms that perpetuate
unequal employment results in the categories (Gupta and Kothe, 2024). These trends in
particular apply to retail and services where supervisory and managerial roles are
restricted to women and are usually concentrated in low-paying positions. Gendered
expectations may also be applied in making assignments in customer-facing jobs: who
is selected to work in front-line positions, who is transferred to the back office, who is
believed to be fit to work late, and so on, further occupational segregation even inside
the firm or workplace.

It is in this context that the paper concentrates on three interconnected questions that
relate sectoral roles, labour market sorting mechanisms and reforms which are
actionable. First, it inquires about the positions of Indian women in retail and services
and how the positions are divided based on the level of skill, formality, and power at
the workplace. This is important as women being concentrated in front line service jobs
can be more exposed to emotional and aesthetic stresses and less able to have
consistency of progress.

Second, the article explores the processes that influence the entry, retention, and
advancement of women especially the interaction between employment norms
(mobility, safety, and care) and job characteristics (scheduling, access to transport, risk
of customer abuse, monitoring, and promotion policies). Discrimination in pay and
promotion can diminish the empowerment potential of work, according to prior studies,
although new opportunities have the potential to shift norms (Jensen and Oster, 2009;
Jensen, 2012), and this fact is confirmed by recent research (Deshpande et al., 2018;
Gupta and Kothe, 2024).

Third, the paper assesses the most effective workplace and policy reforms that have the
most direct beneficial effect on job quality, agency and productivity. The implicit belief
is that enhancing the performance of women is not merely a matter of participation but
a matter of the conducive circumstances that help to support participation; predictable
working hours, clear systems of pay, effective enforcement against harassment, secure
transportation, support of childcare, and plausible career ladder opportunities. That is,
it should be aimed at linking the increasing visibility of women in the Indian service
economy to long-term increases in income, dignity, and progress, and it should be
acknowledged that as much as the growth of the service sector may bring benefits, it
will not be distributed evenly unless structural limits and discriminatory policies are
clearly tackled (Deshpande et al., 2018; Gupta and Kothe, 2024).

I1. Literature Review

e The conceptualization of the work of women in the retail and services.
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The supply and demand-side factors influence the employment of women in the retail
and services. Education, altered aspirations and exposure to information technologies
within the home on the supply side affect the desire and capability of women to work
(Jensen, 2012). Service employers tend to reward a set of so-called soft skills, looks,
and emotional expressiveness, which functions as a form of job ladder, both
empowering and disempowering (first-time workers of women and surveillance) at
once. There is literature on service labour that indicates that women are often engaged
in emotional labour (controlling feelings to achieve customer expectations) and
aesthetic labour (presentation and grooming embodied) as paid labour (Grandey, 2000;
Warhurst et al., 2000).

e The malls and organised retail and frontline feminisation of work.

The organised retail and mall set ups in India are also drawing young women into front
line customer sales positions that focus more on communication, presentation and
adherence to brand scripts. Research on Indian retail situations suggests that autonomy
is low, and emotional labour can increase the risks of exhaustion and burnout
particularly when performance is monitored (Gupta and Mishra 2011). The connection
between emotional labour and burnout and turnover intentions is also recently
demonstrated in an Indian mall setting, and it underscores the potential of retention
issues in frontline retail where margins are determined by consistent service quality
(Pradhan et al., 2025). The other line of India-centred service research records the way
women employees adjust their bodies, speech and posture to conform to the middle-
class work standards - exposing the way their employment may require not only their
labour time, but their identity and self-construction (Islam, 2022).

e Call centres and I1T-enabled services: hidden cost opportunity.

Call centres and IT enabled services increased access to formal(ish) employment of
women to service and remunerations, yet generated new risks: night shifts, surveillance,
customer abuse and transport safety issues. The studies point to the intensification of
labour and control processes prevalent in the BPO context (D’Cruz and Noronha, 2008;
Taylor et al., 2014) and gendered aspect of night work and safety regulation
(Vaidyanathan, 2013). The identities of women and social relations are also redefined
under the influence of language and interactional requirements, which also involve
accent tensions and respectability as well as family acceptance (Forey, 2013).

e Work family conflict, hospitality and professional services, banking.

The organisational support, the expectation to care, and the work-family conflict all
play a significant role in ensuring the retention of women even in more skilled services
(IT, banking, professional services). Work-family balance in both Indian management
and IT is affected by the supporting family structures and HR policies (Valk and
Srinivasan, 2011). Hybrid and work-from-home shifts will help some women
professionals to be productive and maintain continuity, yet could create increased
unpaid care demands unless accompanied by redistribution at the household level
(Kundra et al., 2023).

On a larger scale, meta-analytic results indicate that work family conflict can be related
to wellbeing and work outcomes in a negative manner, suggesting that scheduling,
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autonomy, and care support should be viewed as productivity lever but not as welfare
supplements in India service-sector reforms (Allen et al., 2000; Byron, 2005).

e Wage differences, discrimination and segmented labour markets.

Women in the service sectors have often been discriminated on wages and
occupational sorting. The data on India indicates the existence of large gender
wage disparities among salaried employees, and the elements of discrimination are
high, even when the traits are taken into consideration (Deshpande et al., 2018).
Recent decomposition based literature also highlights that discrimination has the
potential to explain a substantial portion of wage differentials between categories
and types of employment (Gupta and Kothe, 2024). These trends play off with
sectoral division: women are more apt to be in underpaid service (sales support,
domestic and care services, clerical work) positions and less apt in managerial
tracks with no upgrading ladder.

I11. Methodology

e Research design

The structure of this paper is two-part:

1. Systematic review of peer-reviewed articles on the topic of women in the Indian
retail and service sector (organised retail/malls, hospitality, banking/finance,
IT/ITES and urban informal services). The studies were streamlined based on the
following criteria: they should provide data that is specific to India, with clear
methods, and publishable DOIs

2. Triangulation of contextual labour-markets with new official data (PLFS press
notes) to work out sectoral arguments in the context of the national trends (female
LFPR/WPR changes).

e Search strategy and inclusion criteria

The search strategy entailed a systematic review from which articles were selected to
be included in the study.

Such terms as India, women, service work, retail, call centre, BPO, hospitality, banking,
emotional labour, aesthetic labour, work-family conflict, wage gap, discrimination
were among the keywords. The studies contained within this paper included those that:

1. covered working conditions, identities/work processes or employment
outcomes;

2. included female as the main participants or gender disaggregated analysis;

3. were peer-reviewed and provided DOI identifiers (only government reports

were used as a context).

e Analytical approach
Findings were coded into:
Noneducated individuals (driving experience, education, household bargaining,
exposure to technology)
1. Work content (formality, remuneration system, work schedule, customer contact,
surveillance)
2. Limitations (care burden, mobility/safety, discrimination, harassment)
3. Consequences (salaries, empowerment, wellbeing, retention, promotion)
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1V. Results

e Sectoralization roles and patterns of segmentation.
Throughout the analyzed evidence, the place of women in retail and services is
concentrated into three general levels:

Tier 1: professional and formal services (greater skill)

IT/software, banking/finance, education, healthcare administration. These jobs are
more pay-and-formalized but limited by the motherhood penalty, long-hour cultures
and leadership biases (Valk and Srinivasan, 2011; Kundra et al., 2023).

Tier 2: Customer facing organised services (mid skill)

Retail in the mall, front desks in hotels, sales staff, customer service. The jobs are the
entry-level positions of young urban women but they are based on emotional/aesthetic
labour and can demonstrate high turnover/burnout in cases where control is high and
support is weak (Gupta and Mishra, 2011; Pradhan et al., 2025).

Tier 3: Mixed skill, informal urban services and micro-enterprises.
Vending in the street, selling at a home, at-home care services, beauty services. These
jobs are flexible and usually have no protection, stable income, and mobility.

e Retention risks, emotional labour and quality of the job.

Retail evidence within the Indian context proves that emotional labour has the ability
to convert itself into emotional exhaustion, especially when the autonomy is low
together with high display rules (Gupta and Mishra, 2011). Emotional labour in mall
situations has been associated with burnout and turnover intention, implying that
organised retail employers are at risk of retention and a latent cost to women in terms
of employment retention (Pradhan et al., 2025).

e Labour-market context: participation, quality improvement.

According to new official publications, the metrics of female participation, such as the
growth of female LFPR and WPR in 202324 (usual status) are improving. This macro-
level enhancement is consistent with the growth of services and education, yet it does
not indicate the presence of decent work: wage discrimination and inequality of returns
continue through all types of employment (Deshpande et al., 2018; Gupta and Kothe,
2024).



Sector Entry
(Retail/Services)

i

— ™\

Job Attributes

International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities

Volume 4, Issue 1
Jan-Feb 2026, PP 01-13

.

* Care Burden
+ Safety/Mobility

. Da'w'iwu‘m(im/Mm:ssmtmJ

Figure 1. Mechanism framework linking women’s entry, job attributes, constraints,

and outcomes

42.5

—e~ Female LFPR (15+)

2004 Female WPR (15+)

37.5 4

Percentage

8 B 8

o w o
A A A

27.5 1

25.0 4

22.5 1

2017-18

2022-23
Year

2023-24

Figure 2. Recent change in women’s labour participation indicators (India, ages 15+)



Unpaid Care & Time Poverty

International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities

Safety & Mobility Constraints

Wage Gaps & Discrimination

Emotional Labour & Surveillance

Volume 4, Issue 1
Jan-Feb 2026, PP 01-13

I|||@‘

Figure 3. Constraint profile affecting retention in organised retail and urban services

Table 1. Roles of Indian women in retail and services and the dominant employment

logic
Typical roles .
Sector/sub- held by Entry Key constraint Ll_kely outcome
sector advantage without reform
women
Organised Sales First  job | Emotional/aesthet | High
retail/malls associate, entry + soft | ic labour  + | burnout/turnov
cashier, floor | skills irregular shifts er
support
Hospitality Front  desk, | Demand Harassment risk + | Attrition,
service staff, | growth  + | long hours limited
housekeeping | service promotion
supervision training
IT/ITES/BP | Customer Formal Night shift + | Health/safety
@] support, back | wages, surveillance strain
office, voice | skills
processes
Banking/fina | Clerical, Formal Glass ceiling + | Mid-career exit
nce relationship employme | care burden
roles nt
Informal Vending, Flexibility | Low protections + | Persistent
retail/service | micro- income instability | vulnerability
S enterprise

Table 2. Selected India-focused empirical findings relevant to retail and services

Study focus Setting Core finding Implication

Emotional labour — | Retail Emotional labour | Reduce display-rule

exhaustion (India) predicts  emotional | intensity; raise
exhaustion autonomy
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Study focus Setting Core finding Implication
Emotional labour — | Mall Emotional labour | Retention requires
burnout/turnover retail linked to burnout and | support +
(India) turnover intention scheduling reforms
Body rules & identity in | Urban Women shape | Training must avoid
service work services | speech/body to fit | coercive
(India) workplace class | “respectability
norms policing”
Wage gaps among | India Wage gaps persist; | Equal pay +
salaried workers (national) | discrimination promotion
component transparency
substantial
Work—family balance in | India Family context | Childcare,
IT shapes coping; HR | flexibility,
policies must be | supportive
context-fit supervision

Table 3. Policy and employer action matrix for women’s job quality in retail and

services
What it looks like in . Government/system
Problem - . Employer action :
retail/services action
Time poverty | Exit after | Childcare  tie- | Affordable childcare
(care work) marriage/childbirth ups; lactation | ecosystems; care
rooms; infrastructure
predictable
rosters
Mobility/safet | Night shifts; unsafe | Safe transport, | Safer public transport;
y commutes escorts, verified | enforcement
routes mechanisms

Wage Pay gaps; opaque | Pay bands, | Anti-discrimination
discrimination | increments audits, enforcement; reporting
promotion
panels
Emotional Burnout, turnover Breaks, staffing | OSH standards for
labour strain norms, psychosocial risk
supportive
supervisors
Low Stuck in frontline | Skill ladders, | Credentialing +
progression roles training, skilling pathways
mentoring

V. Discussion & Conclusion

The involvement of Indian women in retail and services is two-fold: it signifies
increasing the entry but the ongoing lack of inclusion in terms of employment quality
and promotion. The literature indicates that services may be a source of empowerment-
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increasing the income and bargaining power of women- but service work may also
enhance domination over women bodies, time and feelings. Social mobility and initial
wages might be provided by the retail and mall job, but emotional labour and
surveillance can lead to increased exhaustion and turnover (Gupta and Mishra, 2011;
Pradhan et al., 2025). Call centres and IT-enabled services professionalise the work of
most women and introduce the dangers of night-work and the monitoring of the workers
(D’Cruz and Noronha, 2008; Taylor et al., 2014). At the same time, there is ongoing
stress in the professional services on the continuity of career and norms of care giving
and work family conflict is one primary retention problem (Valk and Srinivasan, 2011;
Byron, 2005).

The quality-of-work agenda becomes decisive as a window of opportunity opens due
to the recent enhancement of the female labour indicators: the more women get paid,
the more decisive is the policy relevance. Authoritative publications attribute better
female LFPR and WPR in the past few years. However, when retail and services remain
dependent on low predictability, low transport safety, and opaque system of
wages/promotions, gains of participation can be frail. Evidence on wage gaps suggests
that discrimination is a significant factor in the earnings differences that are observed
(Deshpande et al., 2018; Gupta and Kothe, 2024).

To empower the Indian women in the retail and services sector, there is a need to change
the current access only to access + retention + progression. The most economically
productive leverages are usually functional: predictability of time schedule, mobility
safety, support of child care, anti-harassment measures, and open pay/promotion ladder.
Not only do these reforms promote gender equity, but they also lower turnover
expenses, enhance service provision and increase the growth potential of India in its
largest and fastest-growing sectors of employment.
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