
Vol.: (0123456789)
1 3

GeoJournal (2022) 87 (Suppl 4):S607–S630 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10708-022-10620-9

The analysis of unparalleled struggle for existence of urban 
women informal workers in West Bengal, India for survival 
and resilience to COVID‑19 pandemic risk

Manishree Mondal  · Chayon Chakraborty 

Accepted: 23 February 2022 / Published online: 14 March 2022 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature B.V. 2022

praiseworthy but it is a hard reality that this pandemic 
put its evil imprint in every step of their daily liveli-
hoods. The various measures have already been taken 
by the government but, these measures have to be 
continued till the situation will become normal along 
with gender sensitive long term benefit.

Keywords Struggle · informal · COVID-19 · 
survival, measures · gender sensitive

Introduction

The high rate of unemployment in an economically 
backward region like Midnapore and Khargpur has 
pushed the poor people into informal employment 
for survival both rural and urban situation (Bertulfo, 
2011). The term ‘Informal Sector’ was first coined by 
Keith Hart (1973). He defined informal sector where 
employment opportunities is beyond large scale com-
mercial enterprises, factories or government services. 
He also differentiates formal and informal earning 
opportunities depending on wage employment or 
self-employment.

People engaged in this sector are usually des-
ignated as ‘working poor’ because the earning of 
enough money to live a standard living is not possi-
ble from this sector. A huge proportion of women are 
engaged in informal sectors at Midnapore–Kharag-
pur municipal regions of Paschim Medinipur district, 
which are one of the economically backward regions 

Abstract An unparalleled struggle has been wit-
nessed among the urban women informal workers 
of Midnapore and Kharagpur cities in West Ben-
gal, India. Many researchers have advocated and are 
advocating about the deadly impact of COVID-19 
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The result reveals that although their capabilities 
and efforts to cope with this devastating situation are 
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of West Bengal, India. This sector is the only space 
for the poor people of these regions because they can 
take entry with minimum or no investment (Jennings, 
1994, 2013).

The Indian Government took a sudden decision to 
impose a complete lockdown of all economic activi-
ties for the whole nation on 24th day of March 2020, 
which was a shocking 4-h notice. Lockdown was 
implemented because novel coronavirus has already 
punched in Europe and positive cases continue to rise 
while the health infrastructural system of India was 
not well equipped for a battle with unknown nature 
of such deadly virus. Moreover, it was not sure that a 
vaccine will be found soon. Thus, lockdown was the 
best strategy for the government for effective prepar-
edness to defend such crisis. This imparted a devas-
tating impact on the labour market resulted the imme-
diate decrease in employment rate, particularly in 
informal sectors. The unemployment rate was jumped 
to more than 23% in India in the months of April and 
May. It was estimated as three times more than in 
2019 (Vyas, 2020). All economic activities had been 
shut down all of a sudden. This resulted a devastat-
ing impact on women in the informal sector. In India, 
it has been estimated that about 400 million workers 
in this sector are at high risk of creeping poverty due 
to COVID-19 pandemic (ILO, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). 
The impact of this pandemic is severely visualized 
on women’s employment as well as their family lives 
because of their engagement of large number to this 
sector.

The vast majority of people of the study area are 
also employed informally. They do not get any job 
contract, not receive their payment regularly. They 
are frequently employed as casual labour engaged by 
middle-men or contractors or agencies. It has been 
claimed that various attempts had already made to 
register these informal workers, but the reality speaks 
another truth. The major portions are not docu-
mented till now. Due to this they are not included in 
the Covid-19 relief schemes, particularly for urban 
workers.

So, the vital question is that how do these women 
workers survive, what do they eat, how do they pay 
for rent and utilities? For searching the answer the 
present survey has been conducted on urban women 
informal workers across various sectors in two 
municipal areas of Midnapore and Kharagpur cities 
as much as possible. It has been seen that above all 

facts discussed above are absolutely true and appli-
cable to this region. But surprisingly, an unparalleled 
silent struggle has been found among women work-
ers in these study areas. Beside all these hardships 
they have survived and are surviving till now. Despite 
very meager exceptions, the workers were able to 
find out the measures of survival. Obviously it is not 
possible through a magic or any supernatural bless-
ings. It is possible due to their exceptional dynamic-
ity, severe hard work, and socio-cultural set up of the 
towns, community supports and services, administra-
tive help. Presently, they set up an example before 
others that how one can survive his/her livelihood in 
the time at devastating situation. Actually, the poor 
women workers do not want charity or relief. What 
they want is work. In true sense work is a healer for 
them. They are able to build their own ways out of 
this difficulty too. Too many researchers have already 
told about the severe impact of COVID-19 pandemic 
situation on informal workers. It’s really a hard truth 
that this sector is worst affected and the down trod-
den section who lives in hand to mouth in the society 
depends on it. The situation of urban women infor-
mal workers is more devastating due to their limited 
access to resources.

Keeping all the above facts in mind the specific 
objectives set for this study are, (i) to investigate the 
hardships faced by these poor urban women informal 
workers in both lockdown and unlock phases; (ii) 
to analyze their struggle for existence in the market 
economy; (iii) to find out the measures taken by them 
to fight against this deadly pandemic situation for the 
survival and resilience to themselves as well as their 
families; (iv) to assess the roles played by the admin-
istration of all levels, NGOs, local communities for 
their survival; and lastly, (v) to find out the pathways 
and establish the sustainable outline cum approach 
for socio-economic sustainability and resilience to 
these poor urban women workers.

Literature review

System of National Accounts (1993), identify infor-
mal sector where an individual or group of indi-
viduals engaged in production of goods or services 
typically for employment and generation. Nature 
of employment in this sector is casual rather than 
contractual or with any formal guarantee. Informal 
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workers also comprise who worked in household 
enterprises or in equivalent enterprises.

Informal sector has been defined in 15th Interna-
tional Conference of Labour Statisticians (1993), at 
ILO as a mass of people who engaged in production 
units basically owned by household or household 
enterprise, including self-employment and employers 
who engaged in small and non-registered enterprises.

 The 17th International Conference of Labour 
Statisticians  (2003) at ILO sets some criteria to 
define informal employment in its guidelines. These 
includes, any ‘remunerative employment’ i.e. wage 
employment and self-employment which is not reg-
istered or regulated by legal bodies and workers who 
are engaged in the informal sector doesn’t enjoy 
social security, employment guarantee and workers 
benefit as well.

Two basic criteria for identification of informal 
sector has been adopted by The National Sample Sur-
vey Organization (NSSO) (2001a), while conducting 
survey on workforce of unorganized sector. These 
are- (i) any manufacturing industry covered under 
Annual Survey of Industries (ASI) shall not be con-
sidered as unorganized sector and vice-versa. (ii) In 
service sector, any enterprise which is not run by the 
Government (Central, State and Local Body) shall be 
treated as unorganized sector. This sector is also the 
most easily accessible for women to overcome the 
under employment and unemployment by creating 
their own sources of income along road side vending, 
hawking or working in the domestic sphere. Although 
all these activities are exposed to financial, social, 
and health risks within the informal economy, but 
they have to concentrate on these low status jobs with 
high vulnerability to poverty due to their access to 
limited resources. (Kasseeah & Tandrayen-Ragoobur, 
2014). The majority of men are engaged in informal 
economy rather than the women in the world, but in 
India this picture is just the opposite. Here, women 
are engaged more in number in these sectors than 
men (Bonnet et al., 2019).

The lockdown had been triggered in India in four 
phases, when the livelihoods of these poor women 
were in peril and, in six unlock phases they were just 
confused and disoriented (Chakraborty, 2020; Kesar 
et  al., 2020). The lockdown and unlock phases in 
2020 are mentioned in the Table 1.

These consecutive lockdowns and unlock phases 
were just adding the humiliation to the wound of the 

people engaged mainly in informal sectors through-
out India for out migration. They were forced to leave 
urban centers due to eviction of rented houses, loss of 
livelihood and starvation (Yadav, 2020). Urban infor-
mal women workers across various sectors are not 
able to pay rent or know where their next meal would 
come from in the lockdown periods (Delany, 2020).
The pandemic actually opens the eyes of policy mak-
ers about the vulnerability and challenges exist within 
this sector and the workforce too (Patel, 2021).One 
ray of hope was applicable particularly in the study 
area that this region did not face such a devastating 
reverse migration. In the meantime, women are dis-
proportionally shouldering the responsibility to sup-
port families and communities to survive.

It has been evidenced that, the economic as well 
as productive lives of women are differently and dis-
proportionately affected rather than men’s lives due 
to this COVID-19 (Grown & Sánchez-Páramo, 2020; 
UN, 2020). Women informal workers have been worst 
affected (Banerjee, 2020). For them, survival has 
become a big question in such a turbulent time. Due 
to the slowdown of all forms of employment oppor-
tunities the management of livelihoods of these poor 
women informal workers just becomes impossible, 
particularly in urban areas where the cost of liveli-
hood is greater than rural areas. The intake of nutri-
tious food by the entire family has been dropped that 
means the access to nutritious food taken by women 
has also dropped because all know ‘women are the 
last to eat and they eat the least’ (Nanavaty, 2020).

Working women in this sector are recognized as 
the people of low socio-economic status at Mdnapore 

Table 1  Lockdown and unlock phases.

Source government of India, 2020

Phases Time span

Lockdown phases 25.03.2020–04.04.2020
15.04.2020–03.05.2020
04.05.2020–17.05.2020
18.05.2020–31.05.2020

Unlock phases 01.06.2020–30.06.2020
01.07.2020–31.07.2020
01.08.2020–31.08.2020
01.09.2020–30.09.2020
01.10.2020–31.10.2020
01.11.2020–30.11.2020



S610 GeoJournal (2022) 87 (Suppl 4):S607–S630

1 3
Vol:. (1234567890)

and Kharagpur municipal areas. They have low lit-
eracy status, low status of employment, lack of capi-
tal resource and a poor standard of living. Generally, 
they don’t know as such about the market and mostly 
dependent on market agents. Most of these women 
have no legal protection. They usually like to do 
work in domestic sphere, such as, daily wage work-
ers, paid per unit, street vendors, family business, 
domestic workers, self-employed and casual workers 
(UN Women, 2016). These women usually accept 
such jobs because they have no such alternative. As 
the society of this study region is rather old fashioned 
and traditional so, that there are strong rigid socio-
cultural constraints, which poses restriction to their 
mobility to take jobs outside the home. The surpris-
ing fact is that more than 25.2% among these infor-
mal workers are widows or left by their husband leav-
ing two or more children in their wives’ shoulder and 
for this they have to struggle for their family survival 
(Table 2).

Women have hit the hardest, because they are 
overrepresented in the most precarious jobs like street 
vending, waste picking, home-based work, construc-
tion, domestic jobs, beauty parlours and gyms, head-
loaders and other short-term contracts (Jadhav, 2020; 
Srivastava, 2020). They mostly belong to below pov-
erty line, and are undocumented to qualify for gov-
ernment aids of both financial and non-financial, 
particularly to this pandemic situation. They are not 
registered to avail the benefits of the social security 
net schemes. These workers often are excluded from 
relief efforts because they are invisible to govern-
ments, Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) and 
relief agencies due to the lack of data. This “formal 
invisibility” should be addressed in urgent basis 
(Hamilton, 2020).

This fact is a hard truth found in the study area 
where, a large number of informal workers are unreg-
istered, and it was severely true among women work-
ers. For this, they can not avail the benefits of govern-
ment relief packages.

An important survey has been conducted on the 
impact of COVID-19 among self-employed, casual 
and regular wage women workers across 12 Indian 
states (Lahoti et  al., 2020). It reveals that women 
workers are at a higher risk of food insecurity as 
compared to men. Another survey by Action Aid 
(Sapkal et al., 2021) reveals that the loss of employ-
ment is more among women than men. About 90% of 

women with paid employment are in the informalsec-
tor. More than 52% women workers lost wages due to 
non-payment in the initial phases of the lockdown in 
India (mid-March–May 2020), which led to a loss in 
savings at the household level leaving women work-
ers more vulnerable. A greater demand for new rules 
of labour rights with new amendments to labor codes 
in favour of these workers in informal sectors have 
raised (Das et al., 2015; Magazine, 2020).

The women have already less access to credit, 
land, technology, less savings than men, as well as 
less network of opportunities and less decision-mak-
ing power (WIEGO, 2020a).Huge number of women 
are engaged in this sector for the survival of their 
families. Sometimes they earn more money than their 
male counterpart. Some studies argued that pandemic 
open up new employment opportunities for women 
which acts like a ray of hope in such hard time (Seib-
ert et al., 2013; Zikic & Richardson, 2007). Moreover, 
the saddest side of informal sector is that they have 
to suffer a lot by some serious threats like insecurity, 
eradication issue, low income, e-shopping, shopping 
malls and a low standard of living. They can’t even 
enjoy minimum market amenities and are totally una-
ware about different health and insurance schemes 
which makes them more vulnerable.

Study area

Midnapore and Kharagpur are the two most important 
adjoining urban areas of West Bengal. The astronomi-
cal location of Midnapore is 22°42ʹ N and 87°32ʹ E 
whereas Kharagpur is 22°32ʹ N and 87°32ʹ E (Fig. 1). 
Midnapore is the district headquarters of  Paschim 
Medinipur district of West Bengal located on the left 
bank of the  Kangsabati River  (also known as Kasai 
or Cossye), the life line of both the cities. Midnapore 
city is basically an administrative town with several 
educational institutions of academic, professional and 
technical fields. People are mainly engaged in service 
sectors. Besides the local permanent residents thou-
sands of outside students and people stay here and 
migrate in daily basis. On the other hand, Kharagpur 
city is a multicultural, populated, and a cosmopolitan 
city of this district based on industrial and service 
economy (Census of India, 2011). A large flow of 
short term and daily labour is found here. Both these 
cities characterize faster growth rate of population. 
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Eventually these are dependent on urban informal 
workers in markets, offices, industries, hotels, hostels, 
messes and, homes. Not surprisingly, a major portion 
of these informal workers is constituted by women 
in these areas. The demand of low priced and easily 
available foods and services are fulfilled only by these 
sectors.

The primary population statistics of these two 
cities are given in the Table  2 in which it has been 
evident that the population density is much higher in 
two cities, but it is extreme in Midnapore city (9068/
sq. km) mainly because of administrative and educa-
tional benefits. The literacy rate is very satisfactory. 
Sex ratio is also not bad as compared to West Ben-
gal State average of 950 (Census of India, 2011). But, 
the working status of both the cities is just frustrat-
ing. The devastating scenario has been found in the 
case of female work participation rate. Only 11.76 
and 3.44% women in Midnapore and, 8.70 and 5.51% 
women in Kharagpur are engaged as main and mar-
ginal workers. More than 80% women are recorded 
as non-workers in both cities (Table 2). Here, lies the 

hidden truth. These recorded women non-workers 
are not at all unemployed. Most of them are engaged 
in various unorganized informal sectors which have 
not yet been recorded or registered as workforce and 
excluded from various government welfare schemes. 
These women actually serve the city and run the city.

Research methodology

The cause for the selection of Midnapore and Kharag-
pur cities as the study area is the dependency of 
economy on informal sector. The target groups of 
this study are the urban women informal workers 
who have a major contribution in family survival 
across age, ethnicity, marital status, education, family 
size and migration status. Their struggle against this 
deadly pandemic situation is the main focus of this 
study. The sample size of respondents is 500 equally 
distributed to both the cities. The selection criteria of 
sample respondents are discussed below.

Fig. 1  The location of the study area. Source computed by authors by using ARC GIS 10.7
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First of all, five key informants who had profound 
knowledge about what is going on in their areas were 
identified from local communities. For the selection 
of sample respondents the purposive sampling tech-
nique, a non-probabilistic sampling method had been 
used because, the present research needed the diverse 
as well as expert respondents (Palinkas et  al., 2015; 
Patton, 2014).

The survey has been done in three phases, such 
as i. 15th–20th June, 2020 (Unlock phase 1.0); ii. 
5th–10th August, 2020 (Unlock phase 3.0); iii. 
20th–25th November, 2020 (Unlock phase 6.0) with 
the help of semi- structured and open ended question-
naire schedule of pre-formulated set of questions.

MS Excel and SPSS have been used for data analy-
sis, whereas the qualitative statistics are represented 
in tables and diagrams by using various cartographic 
techniques. The location map has been prepared 
using ARC-GIS software. The updated version of 
Mishra & Singh (2003); Kumar et  al., (2012); Sal-
eem & Jan (2021) of Kuppuswamy’s (1976) socio 
economic status scale has been followed to identify 
socio-economic status of the informal workers of 
study area. This article mainly uses the 2012 updated 
scale because changes in inflation rate can change 
the values in monetary terms of the monthly income 
range scores. It should be noted that before starting 
the interview process, a discussion session was held 
with the key informants, elders and people engaged 
in the local administration to clarify the purpose of 
this research. This session was very useful to build 

the confidence level of the female respondents, so that 
they could be able to give reliable information with-
out any hesitation and suspicion. After this session, 
the potential willing informants were categorized into 
various groups. To assess the economical sustainabil-
ity and resilience like complex matters, and to fulfill 
the purpose and cross examination of the informa-
tion, the opinion of the people of different age groups, 
income status, educational level, occupational struc-
ture is necessary. Age had provided the information 
on generation gap and future prospects, income and 
occupation had produced the facts of the economy 
behind this practice, education had bestowed the 
understanding of knowledge level of the situation ren-
dering a separate outlook about this system (Fig. 2).

Result and discussion

The economic and socio-cultural background of the 
respondents in this study area is not so much differ-
ent from other informal workers of other developing 
countries. The basic characteristics women informal 
workers in terms of ethnicity, age, educational quali-
fication, family size, migration status, marital status 
have been enlisted in Table 3.

Among the 500 women urban informal work-
ers who were the respondents in the study from 
Midnapore and Kharagpur cities, 37% belonged to 
Other Backward Classes (OBC), 24% General, 31% 
Scheduled Castes (SCs) and 8% Scheduled Tribes 

Fig. 2  Interview of the 
respondents in various 
informal sectors. Source 
field survey
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(STs) communities. Interestingly, the majority of 
women urban informal workers are either mid aged 
or old aged. As per age cohort classification, most of 
them belonged to 45–55 years (38.9%), 55–65 years 
(24.4%) and 35–45  years (21.5%). Among the 
respondents, 21.2% were migrants (coming from 
nearby rural villages to the town), while the rest 
(82.8%) were natives. Most of the women workers are 
married and belonged to the family size of 5–6 usu-
ally consist of the husband, wife, two children and/or 
father and mother-in-laws. It is very unfortunate that 
half of the respondents replied that their husbands are 
jobless and they are the principal bread-winner of the 
family.

It has been also found that almost half of the work-
force doesn’t have the qualification above the primary 
level. These results are in line with Williams & Gur-
too (2011) for India. Illiteracy or low educational 
qualification is the main barrier for the betterment of 
them. They didn’t understand the ups and downs of 
the market properly or couldn’t plan their marketing 
strategies. Due to such lacking of knowledge they are 
often exploited by formal sectors. Low educational 
qualification restricted them to minimum employ-
ment opportunities and forced to sustain with mini-
mum income. Only 7% women informal workers are 
highly educated having graduation. Due to lack of 
employment opportunities they are forced to adopt 
such employment mostly to run their families. Thus, 
the target respondents from backward socio-economic 
and cultural background have to struggle their own 
battle for survival.

Socio-economic status

This study tries to find out the socio-economic status 
of the informal female workers to assess the inten-
sity of vulnerability based on the Kuppuswami scale 
(revised) in the deadly pandemic situation. It has been 
derived on the basis of three basic parameters which 
are income, occupation and educational status of the 
informal workforce. The result is that most informal 
female workers belong to lower-middle and upper-
lower class. More than half of the workforce is listed 
under upper lower class or category IV (Table 4). Just 
imagine that workforce carries either lower- or mid-
dle-class status which arises a vital question that how 
much prosperity they will have to live a well-being 
life. Such socio-economic status reveals the poor So
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educational attainment of the worker, the low level 
of income and the low occupational prestige of the 
entire informal workforce of the study area. All the 
three pillars of the development are somehow very 
week among these informal workers and less potential 
for future development. Thus, the entire workforce 
belongs under the threats of vulnerable situation.

Women dominating informal sectors

Usually, women informal workers are either self-
employed or domestic workers or unpaid/less paid home-
based workers (Chen, 2001, 2016; Sumalatha et  al., 
2021). Self-survival and supporting own family is the 
sole reason behind the development of women entrepre-
neurship and self-employment (Gordon, 2000). The male 
informal workforces are usually either owner operators 
or paid labourers of informal enterprises while women 
informal workers are more likely to be own account 
workers and subcontract workers. Such gender based ine-
quality in workplaces is primarily responsible for relative 
earnings and increasing poverty levels among genders in 
informal workforce (Chant & Pedwell, 2008).

The majority of women is self-employed or casual and 
subcontract workers in various forms of informal sector 
(Fig. 3). Very few employers hire paid workers. The inter-
esting fact is that most of the female traders tend to deal in 
food items and to have smaller scale operations (Fig. 4).

Table 4  Socio-economic status of the informal workers.

Source from field survey

Socio economic status % of the 
informal 
workforce

Upper (I) 0
Upper-middle (II) 13.2
Lower-middle (III) 32
Upper-lower (IV) 44.6
Lower (V) 10.2

Fig. 3  Women domi-
nating urban informal 
sectors. Source computed 
by authors from surveyed 
primary data 19%
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Here, it should be pointed out that why women are 
concentrated in these specific types of sections within 
the informal sector. The argument is that women are 
least capable than men to compete in labour, capital, 
as well as product markets mainly because of low lit-
eracy level of women particularly digital literacy and 
skill. Another observation is that time management 
and mobility is highly challenging for women work-
ers after fulfilling family demands as social and cul-
tural norms of the family, family responsibilities and 
low levels of interest in women’s education, training 
and business (Delaney, 2020).

Challenges faced by the respondents during 
pandemic.

The respondents faced a wide range of financial and 
non-financial constraints and obstacles throughout 
the pandemic period. The major challenges confront-
ing these informal workers depicted in the diagram 
(Fig.  5). Many informal workers particularly street 
vendors are always blamed for traffic congestion, 
making cities filthy, causing air pollution, which 
always affect town or cities, and thus tagged as a 
headache to urban administrations as well (Berhanu, 

Fig. 4  Women dominating 
informal sector. Source field 
survey

Fig. 5  Challenges faced 
by the respondents during 
pandemic. Source computed 
by authors from surveyed 
primary data
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2021). Therefore, such activities recognized as mis-
hap for the public. In words of Palmer (2007), the 
importance of street vendors in an urban area should 
not admire in any policy.

In these study areas the women informal work-
ers faced heavy challenges regarding their daily life 
business. High inflation due to pandemic resulting in 
high cost of living had created too many difficulties in 
daily survival. Generally, they lived in rented house 
in urban slums and remote areas for unaffordability of 
permanent houses.

The inflation of acquiring goods, unnecessary 
police harassment, intense competition in the market 
were the associated major challenges with the short-
age of financial growth makes life harder for urban 
informal workers. Due to lack of principal capital 
they are unable to expand their business up to the 
mark. As many of them had no such license so that, 
they naturally bullied by law enforcers and sometimes 
this goes beyond rules and regulations and humanity 
as well.

Dues for poor women informal workers are beyond 
their affordability, particularly in the period of eco-
nomic and personal crisis. They also suffered by 
inadequate staff and space (WIEGO, 2021). Lack of 
maternity protection also affects mothers’ ability to 
breastfeed exclusively for a 6-month period and con-
tinues breastfeeding to supplement solid foods until 
children are two years old, as per recommendations 
of the World Health Organization. Women domestic 
workers and informal traders were reported working 
until childbirth and returning in less than 3 months as 
they need to earn an income (Christiane et al., 2019).

During lockdown no transportation facilities for 
either go to workplace or to brought commodities to 
market mostly hampered informal workers (Fig.  6). 

Many of them who mainly worked in small shops, 
hotels, entertainment parks have suffered by losing 
their job due to financial issues of their superior. This 
is a global phenomenon (ILO, ). These less educated 
women had faced problems to run the business in 
online mode due to their digital illiteracy. Socio-cul-
tural and personal securities were other major issues 
faced by them in the workplace, society and family. 
They had lack of representation and leadership in 
the associations and organizations where they could 
raise their voice for equality. Another major problem 
is the exclusion of women in social as well as the 
economic security schemes due to unawareness and 
non-registration.

Among 360 million only 150 million poor women 
receives emergency cash transfer from the Govern-
ment of India through Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan 
Yojona (PMJDY) (Pande et al., 2020). But this is very 
unfortunate that almost half of poor women did not 
receive such benefits as this scheme was only oper-
ated through PMJDY accounts.

Thus, in this critical time, all sectors of the market 
economy has slowed down, a large extent of employ-
ment opportunities are eliminated, loss of work, 
income, abolition of livelihoods and food insecurity 
makes the life more critical for them.

So, how do these poor informal workers faces 
these challenges and makes them resilient for such 
situation? How do they convert their subsistence to 
sustainable subsistence and reconstruct their life? At 
this very stage, their struggle for existence begins.

Struggle for existence

This pandemic shook the career for lots of people 
around the world (Akkermans et  al., 2020). This 

Fig. 6  Lockdown: shutter-
ing of all economic activi-
ties. Source field survey
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health crisis is now turned into a global financial cri-
sis where job opportunity, income and health of mil-
lions of people as well are at risk across the globe. 
Appropriate containment measures and COVID 
protocols adopted by majority countries in the first 
half of 2020 put a substantial break on most socio-
economic activities (ILO-OECD, 2020).The peo-
ple of this study area also faced the evil face of this 
pandemic. They were shocked initially because sud-
denly they had found themselves jobless. The situa-
tion became terrible among poor women engaged in 
informal sectors. But gradually they were habituated 
to cope with this situation. Their adjustability with 
changing scenario was just surprising. They adopted 
few measures whatever be accessed by them to fight 
against this pandemic and ultimately were success-
fully survived and are surviving till now. The survey 
registered the following measures taken by these poor 
urban women.

To shed light on the struggle for existence the 
study undertook the following measures namely (1) 
Workless women shifted their occupation to adjust 
with the changing situation. (2) The free ration, 
cash in hand, community services of food, clothing, 
safety measures, health services were and are con-
sidered by the respondents as very helpful to sur-
vive. (3) Both economic and mental support from 
the employer especially in lockdown phase played 
the crucial role in their struggle. (4) Poor women 
who are considered as the best house manager tried 
to manage the family expenditure. (5) They sur-
vived in such crisis at the cost of their monthly sav-
ings to minimize the gap between reduced income 
and inflated expenditure. (6) They adjusted with the 
restricted opening and closing timings of the market 
by giving emphasis on selling priority basis con-
sumer goods. (7) The benefits of various economic 

and social protection schemes were taken. No such 
evidences of death due to hunger has been recorded 
in this study area.

Shifting of occupation

To cope with this hard situation, the jobless women 
tried to find the alternatives. The evidences of havoc 
shifting of occupation have been observed. Many 
housewives (22.4%) whose husbands then lost their 
jobs due to lockdown were starting to find any kind 
of work from where they could earn money for 
their family survival. 11.2% self-employed women 
have to take the job of casual labour of daily pay-
ment basis or give various home services because 
their own shops were closed due to lockdown. 
About 10.1% casual workers worked mainly as 
domestic workers because of the dismissal of their 
employers. Many street vendors (5%) did the job in 
nearby villages as agricultural labourers. But the 
most interesting fact is that about 43% respondents 
did not change their occupation. Most of them are 
street vendors of vegetable, fish and other essential 
commodities which were allowed for vending in 
restricted timings. Only 8.2% were claimed as job-
less (Table 5).

From the qualitative survey the researchers expe-
rienced a notable observation that was though 
pandemic becomes a career shock and negatively 
impacted, but may bring positive vibes with a new 
dimension of employment opportunity in due time. 
Few educated respondents replied the same dur-
ing the personal interviews. Many who just per-
formed as housewives are now moving on as workers 
whatever the work is and contribute to their family 
income. They are now much satisfied rather being a 

Table 5  Shifting of 
occupation.

Source from field survey

Shifting of occupation Percentage 
of respond-
entsBefore pandemic After pandemic

House wife Very small self-employed sector, domestic 
worker, home based work

22.4

Casual Domestic worker, home based work 10.1
Self employed Casual, home service 11.2
Self-employed urban labourers Rural agricultural labourers 5
No change 43.1
No job 8.2
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housewife. The study indicated that what had today 
seemed like disheartening had tomorrow opened new 
hopes for them which ultimately increased their job-
satisfaction and opportunities.

Management of livelihoods

The socio- cultural set up of these two cities allow 
everyone to be concerned about others. Most of 
the women claimed that free ration provided by 
both state and central governments in the Pub-
lic Distribution System (PDS) and cash in hand 
from government, NGOs, and personal levels 
saved their lives. Various initiatives were taken 
in organizational as well as individual levels to 
run the community kitchen for supplying cooked 
food for needy persons during lockdown and even 
after lockdown phases (Fig. 7). Almost all women 
managed their household expenses with reduced 
income. Their savings were almost withered off to 
meet their needs. About 32.6% respondents seek 
support and help in cash or kind from their nearest 
relatives and friends while 46.2% women managed 
the household expenses by borrowing money from 
money lenders (Table 6).

Employers support

Because of sudden collapse in employment supply 
and loss of income, the livelihood of many women 
informal workers become terrible and due to closure 
of all income sources or loss of income of other adult 
male members of the family makes their life worse. 
This was the time they face the most awful face of 
poverty.

Many of the workers reported behalf of favourable 
support from their employers in such difficult time. At 
the meantime, few workers reported that they had got 
favourable support from their employers end during 
this pandemic. These are material support (65.7%), 
such as, groceries, consolation to re engagement 
in work when this lockdown shall over (85.2%) and 
advance salary payment (12%). Another 37% worker 
claimed that they were frequently asked by their 
employers about the conditions of workers in regu-
lar basis over telephone during lock down and 11.5% 
also received assurance of salary hike in the future 
(Table 7).

Management of household expenses

Usually, it is being told that women are the best man-
agers of families and it is better evidenced at the time 
of deadly pandemic when the families of poor urban 

Fig. 7  Help and assistance 
from various sourced dur-
ing lockdown. Source field 
survey

Table 6  Management of livelihoods.

Source from field survey

Parameters Percentage of respondents 
(100% for each category)

Managing with reduced income 94.7
Support from friends and relatives 32.6
Use of existing savings 85.3
Borrowing money 46.2
Help from temporary community 

kitchen and voluntary material 
supply

76.4

Free ration 95.7
Financial aid 96.8
No change 12.5
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women informal workers were on the edge of the 
ditch. They performed a wonderful job by standing at 
the back stage of society.

Majority of the women (87.2%) cut off in the use 
of luxurious consumer goods whatever they accessed. 
32% women subscribed only few channels in televi-
sion (T.V). They (92.8%) used electricity as mini-
mum as possible. Those (57.3%) who did not have 
free Liquid Petroleum Gas (LPG) connection had to 
switch on to other less expensive fuel consumption 
like kerosene, fuel wood and coal (Table  8). Their 
credentials are great in management of food and med-
ical expenses. Besides 2 or 3 items they cooked one 
major item out of existing vegetables and tried home 
remedies to cure common diseases. Classes were held 
in on line mode and West Bengal Government pro-
vided onetime cash of Rupees (Rs.) 10,000.00 (Ten 
thousand Rupees only) to purchase smart mobile 
phone for all students to avail online classes. So, no 
such expense was incurred for educational purpose in 
lockdown and onwards.

Reduction in monthly income and savings

To understand the household dynamics and livelihood 
during Pandemic, the nature of household expendi-
ture management, changes in household income, 
savings and debt, versatile family relationships and 
long-term and short-term impact on the family were 
investigated. Beside only 3.4% almost all respondents 
reported the reduction of income specified in different 
magnitude (Table 9). The women engaged in domes-
tic services, street stalls and small shops were worst 
affected in the lockdown period of the first phase. 
Street vending and vegetable or fish markets were 
restricted in stipulated timings. In times of no income 
or the reduction in income, family sustenance was 
predominantly dependent on using savings or borrow-
ing money from relatives or money lenders.

People always try to make some savings which 
helps them in the future. It always remains a backup 
for everyone if any unexpected threats come into life. 
For this, the present study focuses on the nature of 
savings by informal workers. This is very unfortunate 

Table 7  Employer support during pandemic.

Source from field survey

Employer support during pan-
demic

Percentage of respondents 
(100% for each category)

Extra payment 6.2
Assurance for future hike in salary 11.5
Materials support (grocery and 

others)
65.7

One month advance salary paid 12
Frequent phone calls and enquiry 37
Assuring work after lockdown 85.2
No support 21

Table 8  Management of 
household expenses.

Source from field survey

Parameter Percentage of respondents 
( 100% for each category)

Cut off in luxury consumer goods 87.2
Priority basis cable connection 32
Managing electricity use 92.8
Shifting large rented house to small 12.4
Daily basis food management 86
Shifting in fuel consumption 57.3
Reduction in medical expenses 81.1
Reduction in education expenses 83.7

Table 9  Reduction in monthly income.

Source from field survey

Reduction in income (%) Percentage of 
respondents

10–20 12.5
20–40 9.5
40–60 18.6
60–80 21.8
80–100 34.2
No reduction 3.4
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that a threat for their future has been already assigned 
as the level of their savings dropped down signifi-
cantly (Fig.  8). Inflation of all items in the market 
and reduced income or no income during and post 
lock down phase forced them to cut off their monthly 
savings. This is a very common strategy of the poor 
people which was triggered for their survival in such 
terrible crisis.

The devastating scenario has been found in the 
picture of monthly family savings of women work-
ers in this sector. A dangerous gap is found in sav-
ings between pre and in-COVID situation due to the 
depression in business. People are not ready to pur-
chase any street foods. Workers are confined at homes 
due to series of lockdowns. Domestic workers are not 
yet welcomed. Purchasing power of people is reduced 
due to the set back of every sector of the economy.

Adjustment with the market economy

For survival, the urban women informal workers have 
to adjust with the ups and downs of the market as well 
as the situation. The COVID-19 pandemic situation 

teaches a lesson to these women that how they could 
adjust in every step of their livelihoods.

The opening and closing times of market has been 
restricted by the administration in the lockdown and 
unlock phases to limit the spread of this deadly virus. 
Gradually, these women (76.2%) were habituated 
with this system. For sale, they (68.6%) emphasized 
on priority consumer goods. Generally, they are not 
comfortable with online payment but in this time 
they have learned and used online payment systems 
like Bharat Interface for Money (BHIM), Phone Pay, 
Google Pay and Paytm. About 14.3% women learned 
the system of digital marketing and the use of online 
payment mode so that, they could take the order 
and receive the payment in online. Many women 
(26.8%) started to supply home delivery of cooked 
food, vegetables, groceries and medicines. The local 
residents of both the towns are fully dependent on 
local urban markets. Therefore, the market is always 
full of demands. The evidences of supply chain dis-
ruption of essential commodities in heavy amount 
have not been recorded in these areas because the 
daily basis requirements come from nearby villages. 
About 43.8% respondents claimed that administration 
helped them by providing information about market 
related issues time to time as much as possible they 
can but 69.5% women blamed police for unnecessary 
harassment (Table 10). More or less it might be said 
that the situation of women was not so much severely 
acute in the market due to their own understanding, 
cooperation and help.

Social safety net measures

Social safety net measures provided crucial sup-
port to all informal workers where they could be 
accessed particularly to widows and left by husband 
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Fig. 8  Savings gap between before and after pandemic situa-
tion. Source computed by authors from surveyed primary data

Table 10  Adjustment with 
market economy. Source 
from field survey

Parameters Percentage of respondents 
(100% for each category)

Adjust with opening and closing time of market 76.2
Emphasis on priority basis consumer goods 68.6
Using online payment device 14.3
Starting home delivery of food, non-food materials and medicines 26.8
Benefit of the dependency of residents on local market 46.1
Timely provided information by administration 43.8
Police harassment 69.5
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because they played the sole responsibilities towards 
their children and other family members (Srivastava, 
2013). In the short term, they received emergency 
cash transfer from both the Union and State govern-
ments, various NGOs. Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan 
Yojana (Rs. 500 per month) and state government 
schemes like Sneher Paras (One Time ex-gratia Pay-
ment of Rs. 1000), Prochesta (One time ex-gratia 
of Rs. 1000 exclusively for the pandemic situation 
of jobless persons) are very helpful as cash in hand. 
SasthaSathi (free medical facilities) of state level 
and Ujjala Yojona (free LPG connections to women 
for BPL Category) in central level are also two most 
beneficial schemes for these poor women. Even many 
people helped them as cash in hand to women work-
ers. Many initiatives were taken by various organiza-
tions, NGOs, personal level to give them food relief, 
both in cooked and uncooked forms. The most impor-
tant relief is the free ration which they avail till now 
from both the governments (Table 11).

Unconditional cash transfer as basic income is the 
immediate relief for the struggling families. It also 
helps to boost local economies as well. All social pro-
tection measures like food supply and cash transfer 
needed to be particularly focused on women informal 
workers. Although many women are less likely to 
know about all schemes that are beneficial for them 
and are less comfortable with digital modes to access 
the schemes, but gradually they are accustomed to 
take the benefits due to the initiatives taken by admin-
istration and knowing from relatives or neighbours.

Major findings

The above analysis portrays the struggle of urban 
women informal workers for their existence against 
this deadly situation. Women engaged particularly 
in informal sectors are surrounded by aggression of 
socio-cultural, economic and even political vulner-
abilities. Their psychological, political and socio-eco-
nomic well-being needs urgent attention along with 
labour rights. These women require the gender sensi-
tive rights with welfare approach based on long-term 
goals. This becomes possible only when multiple 
stakeholders such as central to state administrations, 
NGOs, local communities and worker’s associations 
together will give efforts at their level best for their 
welfare.

Figure  9 clearly reveals the expectations of the 
women informal workers from government as the 
urgent basis. They also invariably mentioned that 
these are all ‘words of mouth’; nothing will happen 
in the future.

The Government of all levels should urgently iden-
tify the sectors where women workers are considered 
as the most vulnerable due to the complete absence 
of any protection and recognition as workers, such 
as domestic work or home-based petty manufactur-
ing. Administration should immediately take action 
for their registration, social security, protection from 
exploitation and sexual harassment, and access to 
labour rights and laws and implementation of griev-
ance redressal mechanisms.

This is the proper time for the revival of local and 
self-sufficient production and consumption networks 
as a more viable alternative to the massive supply 
chains. This is also the high-time for the implementa-
tion of the universal basic income which will even-
tually boost up the demand at the market by enhanc-
ing the purchasing power of the poor (Chakraborty & 
Emanuel, 2020).

Raising voices, trade unions, cooperatives are cru-
cial need for these workers to be visible, build self-
confidence and influence policies. The majority of 
urban women informal workers in study areas are 
not registered as workers. Therefore, they have more 
limited access to social and economic benefits of gov-
ernment schemes during this crisis period. The three 
major aspects of the informal economy—namely, the 
existence of casual labour force in greater number, 
para-legality, and lack of organization are put into 
question.

Many associations and organizations had already 
initiated to fight for justice to the workers of informal 
sectors considering the burning issues like equal pay 
for equal job, personal as well as social security and 
legal labour rights particularly during this pandemic 
situation (Roy, 2020). Both the Union and State Gov-
ernments had already announced relief packages as 
stated earlier during lockdown and unlock periods to 
help the informal sector workers. Effective PDS and 
sanction of cash transfers as well as doubling food 
grain rations are helpful to a greater extent for the 
survival of these workers (Dreze, 2020). Besides all 
these, the troubles of the informal workers are still 
continued because the expenditure of non-food things 
cannot be met easily through these temporary aids.
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The effective planning is necessary to boost up this 
slow economy. For this, a long term basis relief pack-
age should be sanctioned for the livelihood sustaina-
bility of these poor and marginalized women workers. 
Temporary relief to pay house rent and utility bills 
should be extended. The most important thing is that 
all these activities should be efficiently monitored by 
administrations, law enforcing agencies and NGOs so 
that the reliefs reach to the proper needy persons. The 
local administration should pay greater attention to 
look after the rehabilitation process of those informal 
shops which are constructed on the footpaths. This 
could help in both ways. First, the workforce of this 
sector will get rid from the threats of eradication and 
also will be able to give stability to their family. Sec-
ond, people of both Midnapore and Kharagpur cities 
will be free from the hectic traffic congestion which 
they suffer on the daily basis.

Women have played a crucial role for local com-
munities, particularly for their own community 
by extending help to supply food materials during 
COVID-19 pandemic (Sen & Atkins, 2020). The 
introduction of supportive economic packages, such 
as—cash in hand to the women, tax relief, extended 
unemployment opportunities, and extended family 
and child benefits will provide tangible help for the 
families of vulnerable women right now.

The loan at subsidized rate, relief in tax, stimulus 
funding and specific grants should be sanctioned to 
self-employed women in the informal sector.

Government should secure whatever possible 
it may be for encouraging women. Priority should 
be given to women dominating sectors. It is utmost 

necessary forbridging the gender pay gap by imple-
menting proper laws and policies which will be help-
ful for proper evaluation of their works (ILO, 2020a, 
2020b, 2020c; NCEUS, 2006; UNWOMEN, 2020).
Above all, the Government should include represent-
atives from this category of economic sector in deci-
sion making processes so, that, the ground truth will 
be revealed and recognized.

Strengthening women’s decision-making power, 
access to education, training, market-oriented skills 
development, access to technologies, access to digi-
tal literacy (Lakshmi Ratan et  al., 2021), control of 
productive assets and financial inclusion are utmost 
necessities as medium term policy measures for 
capacity building of the female employees engaged in 
informal sectors.

Conclusion

The results revealed that, basically these urban infor-
mal workers were the poor and marginalized section 
of society. The COVID-19 pandemic induced lock-
downs severely hit their livelihoods. Their education, 
income, savings and existing resources were not suf-
ficient for coping with this situation. At the very first 
stage they were puzzled and disoriented, but gradu-
ally, they were habituated to cope with the damages. 
During unlock phases they again started their fight to 
move for the sustenance of families.

In this paper the main focus has given on the 
unparalleled struggle of urban women informal work-
ers for their existence and calls for their prioritization 

Fig. 9  Expectations 
from government. Source 
computed by authors from 
surveyed primary data
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in recovery packages. The impact of COVID-19 is 
more severe and long lasting on women’s employ-
ment due to social distancing, limited marketing tim-
ings, poor access of resources, the very little amount 
of savings, joblessness lack of copping capacity and 
insecurity. Women workers’ have experienced a lot 
of vulnerabilities in working places, family lives as 
well as in society, mainly due to their poverty and low 
social status.

They have got various types of help from govern-
ment, non-government, community level and even 
individual level; but these are all in temporary basis. 
If governments of all levels do not pay specific atten-
tion to mitigate their necessities in permanent basis, 
they will just prepare the grave of risk to the loss of 
these vital economic contributors. This will again 
push them into a more critical and distressed future. 
Furthermore, if the economic empowerment of 
women starts to go in reverse mode then, their fami-
lies, communities, and ultimately, societies will be in 
great danger. That is why; this risk is so severe, so 
crucial, and so deep rooted.

The COVID-19 pandemic condition has created a 
grave situation and what is petrifying is that anybody 
is not sure when the situation will normalize, until 
then everyone has to fight a lonely battle. This study 
witnessed an outstanding struggle of less educated 
and illiterate poor urban women informal workers 
who ought to be saluted.

Every critical situation gives an opportunity to 
learn and COVID-19 is actually no different. With the 
struggle against difficulties, survival in the vulnerable 
situation, no death due to hunger, this dark cloud also 
has a silver lining.

There is no guarantee that such types of situations 
will occur in the future but these women have learned 
so many things which they could not imagine earlier. 
They also realized the importance of measures such 
as technology in business (Joshi et  al., 2020) which 
was ignored earlier.

One thing is clearly evidenced from the survey that 
at any cost they never lost their confidence and fought 
with teeth clenched to cope with this deadly pan-
demic situation. Till now they are fighting their own 
battle not only against this pandemic but also against 
the economy, society and culture.
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