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Abstract

The present study on conceptualizes women’s status at the micro-level using the household as a unit and at the  
macro-level using society as a unit and evaluates the status of women in Salem district, South India based on the variables 
viz., occupation, age at marriage, age of first conception, number of conception, abortion, prenatal checkup, breast feeding, 
food, nutrition, educational status, and child care. The results show that among the poorer sections of the population, the 
probability of a child’s death is greater for a mother who is employed than for the one who is unemployed.
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INTRODUCTION 

In India women are considered to be the trend-setters 
in the family as their views and practices are more 
likely to influence the thinking of other members of 
the family, and especially the older women become 
role models for younger females in the household. The 
relationship between women’s status and fertility has 
received a considerable amount of attention both in 
developed and developing countries. The average age 
at marriage for girls, prior to 1951, in India was thirteen 
years, as compared to a high of eighteen years in the 
present time. In the eastern part of Uttar Pradesh state 
of India, the average age at marriage is sixteen years 
(Singh 1976). Similarly, the total fertility rate has also 
declined from 6.37 in 1951 to 4.57 in 1991 (Bhargava and 
Saxena, 1987). A reduction in the number of births may 
be due to a rise in the status of women due to increasing 
levels of literacy among women, which is 39 percent 
for India at the present time (Sipila, 1975).

Though the International Women’s Decade from 
1975 to 1985 highlighted the need to raise the status 
of women, it seems that the low status of women, 
especially in rural areas, where about 80 percent of all 
eligible females of reproductive ages live, may be one 
of the causes of a delayed fertility transition in India 
(MHFW, 2004).  

Recent studies have argued that women’s status 
is the single most important and useful element in 
understanding the demographic situation in India 
(Forbes, 1996 and OECD, 2002). A number of previous 
studies have defined women’s status by taking into 
account factors such as education, employment, 

salary and nature of work (Dyson and Moore, 1983; 
Carr and Conklin, 2002). In recent years, women’s 
participation in the household decision making process 
has substantially increased.

In Indian society, a woman is expected to run 
the household, assume major responsibilities of  
child-rearing, and make adjustments and compromises 
with her husband and other family members. In south 
India women hold a higher status by virtue of their 
lineal heritage, educational attainment, and ownership 
of land and other properties.

The objective of the present article is to evaluate the 
fertility levels of women’s status according to caste, 
education of husband, educational status of household, 
economic status of household, autonomy in decision-
making, role of women in society, and their interactions  
with the media.

AREA PROFILE

The study area viz., Salem District, Tamilnadu, South 
India is located between 11o 14’ and  12o 53’ N,  77o 44’ 
and  78o50’E in the western part of the southernmost 
state of India, viz., Tamilnadu. The total population in 
the district as per 2001 census is 3,016,346. Salem has 
an average literacy rate of 71%, higher than the national 
average of 59.5%: male literacy is 76%, and female 
literacy is 65%. The proportion of males and females in 
the total population is 51.83%, and 48.17%, respectively. 
Out of total population, nearly 68% live in rural areas 
and 32% live in urban areas.    

METHODS

Totally 300 women were sampled using specifically 
designed questionnaire.  The questionnaire schedules 
included the questions generally used in any standard 
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Table 1.  Occupation-wise women status in Salem district, Tamilnadu, South India
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Table 1 Contd.,

Figure 1. Women’s educational status and nature of employ-
ment in the of Salem district, Tamilnadu, South 
India (HSD - Higher Secondary’ UG - Under-
graduate; PG - Post Graduate)

Figure 2. Woman’s age at marriage and their employment 
status in the Salem district, Tamilnadu, South 
India
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socio-economic and demographic survey. On average, 
an interview lasted 45 minutes, thus taking a total of 
six months to complete the survey starting from March 
to August 2006. The language used in designing the 
questions was English, although the respondents were 
given a choice to speak and write in their own language 
and dialect. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 summarizes the results of the present study 
and Fig. 1 shows the educational status of women 
in different occupations in the present study area. 
Collected sample ranged in age from 17 to 39 years, 
with a mean age of 25.3±4.7 years, and a mean height 
of 150.3 ±5.0 cm.  The mean body weight was 52.6 ± 
6.7 kg. Overall, 7.67% have not gone even to primary 
level of education. In total 42% of house wives are in 
Self Help Groups (SHG). Nearly 27% of house wives 
are self employed (like tailoring, knitting, pickle 
production, etc). The results show that 31% of them 
are house wives, 15% manual laborers, 11% private 
sector workers and 7% are Government employees who 
have not completed primary education. Comparing 
Figs. 1 & 2, it is inferred that 45.0 % of house wives 
got married below the age group of 18 years, 57% of 
house wives conceived below 18 years of age 13% of 
house wives had more than 3 conceivings which may 
due to low literacy level among the women in Salem 
district.  The mean gestational delivery period was 
36.8± 5.9 weeks and birth weight was 3179 ± 483 g.  In 
private and government sector employees, number of 
times of breast feeding and frequency of breast feeding 
for their children are only on demand because the 
time associated with children is very low. Among the 
poorer sections of the population, the probability of a 
child’s death is greater for a mother who is employed 
than for one who is not.  Thus the presnt study clearly 
established that the educational, socio-economic and 
employment status of women greatly influence their 
health, marital life, child birth and child care in the 
Salem district of Tamilnadu State, South India.  So, 
various Government Family Welfare Schemes should 
take into account these factors when implementing 
them for the betterment of women’s status.
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