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Summary: 

 

Public Humiliation and harassment were common themes for women working in the EPZ. Public 

humiliation was related to the status of the women in society and in particular the stereotype 

of factory workers being "easily available" and "easily cheated". 

 

Humiliation and harassment using public transport was also a common theme. Perceived lack of 

respect for factory women in the public areas to be related to the change in lifestyle and dress 

attire of the women working in the zones.  

 

Factories sometimes provide transport to and from work and thus many workers are not 

exposed to the outside world. Provisions of private transport may be an important factor for 

reducing sexual harassment and humiliation when travelling to and from work. 

 

Verbal abuse took place when failing to reach targets, when requesting to take maternity leave. 

The women in the focus groups discussed the issue of being scolded on a regular basis at work 

and episodes of unfair treatment and favouritism among supervisors. 'Telling tales' was 

encouraged and could mean better work conditions for some and the expense of others. Also, it 

was difficult to speak up about unfair treatment as they were more likely to be penalised or 

have their jobs suspended. 

 

The cases reported show that women working in EPZs are particularly vulnerable to abuse and 

harassment in the workplace and community due to their low status in society, labour 

conditions, adoption of city culture and living arrangements outside the 'norm' for Sri Lankan 
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women. This is likely to improve slowly over time but not without a significant shift in public 

opinion (particularly from males) and societal treatment of women in working in factories. 

 

The overall data shows very little inclusion at the general societal level, where the overall 

opinion towards factory women in society is low.  

 

The negative opinion of family and villages towards EPZ workers undermines women's 

empowerment and sense of belonging their local community. In contrast, women who felt 

respect and support from their local community were likely to experience greater 

empowerment. 

 

One of the major frustrations for women across all EPZs was the overall negative opinion of 

women factory workers in society, due to widespread stereotyping. There was also a general 

sentiment among women in the survey that "social inclusion depended on the girl's behaviour" 

and if they behaved well they would be included. Others were saddened by the lack of 

recognition of their contribution to the economy. 

 

 

Recommendations :  

 

A) Finding/Recommendation 

 

SDG 5 seeks to end discrimination and exploitation against all women and girls.  Encouragingly, 

our statistical data indicated that very few among our cohort of working women experienced 

public humiliation while engaged in formal employment, nor were many exposed to negative 

social attitudes on their return to their homes or villages.  Our qualitative and observational 

data confirmed that this was inextricably linked to the fact that these women were recognised, 

by family and by peers in the community, for their financial and care-related contributions to 

family and village life.   

 

Overall, such trends depicted a positive image and indicated that Sri Lankan opinion may be 

shifting with regard to the perceived place of women and their value to the economy.  

However, it should be noted that some among our cohort of working women continued to feel 

a lack of respect from family, their communities and society as a whole.  This suggests that 

educational campaigns aimed at both promoting the success stories and benefits of female 

employment and reducing sexism and gender discrimination will remain of great importance in 

continuing to change public perceptions of working women in Sri Lanka as part of larger gender 

development frameworks.  

 



B) Finding/Recommendation 

SDG 5 seeks to build infrastructure and social protection policies to promote shared 

responsibility within the household and the family as nationally appropriate.  Linked to this is 

recognising and valuing unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of public 

services.  A clear barrier to respondents’ full socio-economic engagement, autonomy and 

empowerment on returning to homes or villages was an inability to balance paid work, unpaid 

(private) work and local community or cultural responsibilities.   

 

This is of salience to the Sri Lankan context, given the importance of family and culture to 

women’s identities.  More positively, despite the patriarchal systems still inherent in Sri Lankan 

society, around half of our sample was not only still engaged in economic activities on returning 

home, but many self-classified as the primary breadwinner.  They expressed greater autonomy 

at home, in terms of household decisions and control over children’s education or wellbeing, as 

well as in their communities; with such power argued to be a direct result of their ability to 

continue earning and saving.  

 

There have been shifts in the division of labour and societal structure; women have adopted a 

more central role, not just in terms of the traditional emotional or organisational support, but 

in managerial and leadership roles and even as financiers.  Such trends and success stories need 

to be better promoted in order to create greater societal awareness among both women and 

men about the long-term benefits of female participation in formal employment.  Indeed, our 

cohort of working women appeared to act as role models for other females.  Arguably, it will be 

necessary to develop and implement social policies that foster greater flexibility between 

women’s public and private work as part of a greater gender development strategy; thereby 

eliciting institutional change in workplaces and individuals’ home settings and supporting the 

cultural shifts that our data suggest is occurring in Sri Lankan families and across regional 

communities.  

 

C) Findings/Recommendation 

 

SDG 5 seeks to ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for 

leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, economic and public life.  Our study 

confirmed findings from our prior research that while working in Sri Lanka’s manufacturing 

industry, women began building a strong foundation of economic and social capital; a 

foundation that many working women continued to build on after returning to their 

communities or villages.  Most among our sample continuously used regular income (and 

savings) to meet short-term goals aimed at improving their personal situations – purchasing 



necessities such as daily living expenses and household items, investing in their future financial 

security through both informal savings schemes (purchasing jewellery) and more formal savings 

mechanisms (a fixed deposit in a bank) and even securing their own dowries, many having left 

formal employment to marry and start a family.  

 

This was a sign of increased social stability and adherence to Sri Lanka’s traditional socio-

cultural roles, with women feeling pride in motherhood and their ability to care for family.  

Indeed, both during and after formal employment, women targeted earnings towards familial 

living expenses, not only pooling money to buy a family home, but procuring household items 

for others.  They also focused on improving the quality of life and life status of family members, 

paying for parents’ medical costs, their (younger) siblings’ and children’s education and even 

family leisure time.  In addition to this more extrinsic focus, they also maintained their own 

wellbeing, using earnings (savings) for personal health care and leisure activities.  

 

The benefits of formal employment went beyond economic security and were most clearly 

reflected in an increased social status and level of engagement on returning home.  Work 

experiences often led women to adopt leadership positions, taking charge in local cultural 

activities or facilitating (quasi) governmental community development.  This reduced poverty 

and disadvantage in their local area and the women were effectively part of a movement 

towards building the capacity of Sri Lanka’s rural regions.  Moreover, female employment was 

also viewed as an increasingly normal part of the Sri Lankan society and economy.  Overall, 

most female, former factory workers believed themselves to be better off than other Sri Lankan 

women yet to engage in formal employment.  

 

Given the above trends, experiences and outcomes, we argue that female economic 

engagement in formal employment is unequivocally related to facilitating women’s 

participation.  Despite such positive outcomes, perhaps ironically, a ‘lack of time’ posed the 

most common barrier to their full participation in village life, with paid work and family 

commitments taking priority.  Further to this, women sometimes expressed feelings of isolation 

and depression, disconnected from their former peers and work colleagues.  Women also 

lacked either an awareness or interest in civic processes – even though many were, in reality, 

involved in grass roots initiatives aimed at reducing regional disparity; simply disliking politics 

and generally distrustful of politicians.  Programmes aimed at building flexible work and 

supportive home environments, emotional health and community support services for women 

transitioning out of employment and back to home life and increased efforts by the Sri Lankan 

government to appear more transparent and approachable, especially to its female citizenry, 

will be of significant importance in bridging gaps in women’s full socio-political participation 

and ensuring their continued personal wellbeing.  



 

D) Findings/Recommendation 

 

SDG 5 seeks to undertake reforms to give women equal rights to economic resources, including 

access to ownership and control over land and other forms of property, financial services, 

inheritance and natural resources, in accordance with national laws.  Encouragingly, in terms of 

their use of earnings and savings, many women opened personal savings or fixed deposit 

accounts with banks, bought land and set up economic ventures, obtained dowries and 

purchased jewellery as an investment – many are the sole owners of homes, agricultural land 

and businesses.  Overall, our data showed that working women continued to experience a high 

level of economic independence as a result of their time in formal employment, further 

espousing the short and long-term benefits of female labour force engagement.   

 

In cases where there was joint ownership of property, it was apparent they were still 

predominantly reliant on male spouses, rather than other family members such as parents, 

siblings or children.  However, qualitative findings revealed that in regard to making financial 

decisions, family and community members valued their perspectives and their relationships 

with husbands were often described as ‘equal partnerships’.  Despite this, their sustained 

autonomy of choice was often predicated on their ability to continue earning an income and 

therefore, be viewed as contributing resources of tangible worth.  

 

There appeared to be additional barriers to full economic participation among women 

representing our rural sub-sample.  Overall, they reported a lower current average monthly 

income than their urban counterparts, invested a smaller proportion of earnings (savings) in 

banks and appeared less likely to take out loans.  Qualitative and observational data suggested 

that a lack of time, or ability to navigate bureaucratic procedures and meet stringent criteria, 

posed potential further issues to all women, with literature indicating that rural populations are 

further disadvantaged by these formal systems.   

 

Therefore, as part of a greater gender development strategy, female-friendly financial services 

and assistance will be essential to women’s continued socio-economic engagement and 

independence, particularly among rural populations.  This may involve incorporating the 

principles of ‘good faith’ evident in informal savings schemes, coupled with efforts to minimise 

the stringent requirements of more formal banking mechanisms.  Therefore, the promotion of 

micro-finance initiatives that are currently being integrated into Sri Lanka’s financial systems 

warrants further investigation.  

 



E) Finding/Recommendation 

 

SDG 5 seeks to adopt and strengthen ‘sound’ policies and enforceable legislation for the 

promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls at all levels.  

Essentially, our study provides a ‘snap shot’ of women’s life after leaving formal employment in 

Sri Lanka.  This was achieved through a mix of collecting primary quantitative, qualitative and 

observational data and collating seminal academic, grey and popular literary sources as 

secondary data.  This evidence-based foundation, coupled with respondents’ stories of socio-

economic outcomes and achievements, will be invaluable for the contextualisation and 

realisation of local, national and global gender development strategies.  However, perhaps 

most revealing were the observations made by our female research assistants (RAs).  Indeed, 

their field notes offered a more objective interpretation of these working women’s subjective 

experiences.  Our research offers insight into Sri Lanka’s population of working women, both 

while employed in factory work and after returning to their homes, communities and villages 

and conveys the importance of female economic engagement to the empowerment of 

individuals, families, communities and society as a whole.  

 

We believe that further, rigorous social research is essential to developing polices and 

enforceable legislation for the promotion of gender quality and female empowerment.  

Moreover, future studies, whether on manufacturing industries or gender equality generally, 

should include local women in the data collection and analysis processes; thereby ensuring an 

accurate and contextual understanding of gender equality issues and women’s empowerment, 

particularly in developing countries.  This will provide cross-cutting, empirical and contextually 

relevant evidence to inform multi-faceted gender development strategies in the future; rather 

than remain reliant on macro-positivistic measurements and frameworks (such as gender 

mainstreaming) that may in fact perpetuate patriarchy (see Adusei-Asante, Hancock & Soares 

Oliveira, 2015; Hancock et al., 2011a; 2011b; Hancock, Parker, Middleton, Moore, & Edirisinghe, 

2011c).  We also maintain that with regard to our use of local, female RAs, their involvement 

was not only essential to enhancing our conceptual understanding of the women sampled and 

our data, it also allowed for the RAs to develop research-related skills and gain personal and 

societal-level knowledge that might prove essential for their own empowerment.  
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