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Abstract

In Bangladesh, women from rural areas make up the majority of handcraft workers. By working in this
unorganized sector, these women can obtain access to and control over financial resources through household
earnings and spending. The goal of the current study is to calculate how women's employment and earnings from
the handicraft industry affect their economic empowerment. This study, which was carried out in Rangpur, used
both qualitative and quantitative techniques based on primary and secondary data. 200 sampled respondents are
used to gather primary data using a multistage sampling approach. The likelihood that respondents will be
economically empowered is estimated using a multivariate logistic regression. The regression result shows that
seven out of eight independent variables including handicraft employment, working hours, and monthly income
affect the economic empowerment of women significantly in the study area.
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Introduction

Women's empowerment has been an important priority area for development organizations and
governments across the world. It is acknowledged that women likely to encounter
discrimination in various forms, even in developed countries (Debnath et al., 2019). Sarumathi
and Mohan (2011), claim that gender discrimination increases poverty, stems economic
growth, hampers good governance, and lowers living standards. Indeed, gender disparity or
women's poor status has been considered as an impediment to equality and inclusive growth.
Women empowerment, on the other hand, is hailed as one of the most significant achievements
in the progression of women, with a focus mainly on their well-being (Sen 2001). Hence,
women empowerment, especially in developing countries, is important (Khan & Noreen,
2012). Women’s involvement in economic activities can promote economic development and
gender empowerment (Rahman et al., 2015). Therefore, engaging with activities like
entrepreneurship can champion the cause of women empowerment. However, in Bangladesh,
women’s participation in entrepreneurship remains low. According to the 2016 survey by the
International Finance Corporation (IFC), micro and small and medium enterprises (MSMEs)
account for 99.93 percent of Bangladesh's nearly 8 million enterprises with women owning
only 7.2 percent of them. Among the MSMEs, female workforce dominates the handicraft
sector. This sector creates income generating opportunities for poor rural and urban women.
As a consequence, women could gain more access to and control over economic resources. It
assists women to contribute towards household expenditure and in the intra-household
allocation of power (Rahman, et.al. 2016). Hence, engagement in the handicraft sector likely
to empower women. Given this context, the main research question in this study is: Does
women's involvement in handicraft industry either as a worker or entrepreneur empower them?
To address this query, the paper examines the present socio-economic status of the women
handicraft workers and measures the impact of women’s employment and earnings from the
handicraft sector on their economic empowerment. The research is conducted in Rangpur
district of Bangladesh.
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1.1 Handicrafts Sector in Rangpur

The Bangladeshi handicraft sector consists of small production units, mainly in rural area,
operated either by the owner or by a small workforce of 10 to 20 individuals. The industry has
a total workforce of roughly three million people, with textile, jute, wood, leather, cane, and
bamboo hired more than three-fourths. (The Monthly Textile Today, Bangladesh, 2018). Most
of the handicrafts in Rangpur are now manufactured, traded, and exported by large NGOs and
private businesses. The export of artisan handicrafts to other countries has been carried out
among them by Karuponno Rangpur, Rangpur Sataranji Ltd, Lebu Staranji Ltd, RDRS satranji
crafts and Sataranji Village Creation, and Pioneers (Islam, 2015).Around four thousand men
and women are involved in various sataranji villages including Nisabetganja, darakapara,
sheikhpara, sataranjipara, damodorpur, sheikhpara, binntari, gilabari etc. (Rahman, et.al.
2016).

As per the data provided by Bangladesh Small and Cottage (BSCIC) Industries, at least 150
entrepreneurs in Rangpur Division are now producing jute products, such as travel bags, bags
of vanity, wallets, sandals, pen-stands, mats, curtains, and various kinds of showcases. Most
manufacturers make jute goods in their own manufacturing facilities and deliver them to Dhaka
and elsewhere in the nation. Some firms serve their contractual craftsmen's homemade jute
goods (The Daily Star, 2011). These handicrafts firms are not only creating income-generating
activities for themselves but also for other poor male and female labor forces. The majority of
the workers in these handicrafts are women who are creating eye- catching handicraft products.
Considering the facts above, the study will be carried out whether employment and self-
earnings through handicrafts can play any role in women empowerment in Rangpur.

2. Literature Review

There are a considerable number of studies on women's empowerment and handicrafts. Women
empowerment is a wider issue that is measured by different dimensions in the existing
literature. Some of the important studies are mentioned here. Women empowerment is defined
in a number of ways. Malhotra et al. (2002) divided women's empowerment into six aspects,
including economic, social and cultural, household, legal, political, and psychological
empowerment. As per Jejeebhoy (2000), empowerment may depend on many factors, such as
the decision-making process for women in the family, free movement, authority, and asset
access. Haque et al. (2011) have noted that the empowering status of women in Bangladesh is
determined by women's education and employment, control over their own income, freedom
of movement, household decision-making, and choice on the use of contraceptives.
Empowered women able to take part in socio-cultural, social, economic, and political system
as equal partners. It is the context in which women can make their own decisions and shine as
equals in society (Wiklander, 2010). The economic opportunities for women arising from
entrepreneurial activities encourage other forms of women's empowerment in a community,
leading to the elimination of gender discrimination (Sharma and Varma, 2008). Khatun and
Kabir (2014) indicate the women's role as SME entrepreneurs in ensuring empowerment for
women, the level of awareness of women about their rights, and challenges experienced by
women entrepreneurs.

Handicraft is a handmade skill or incompetent handwork that more usually describes visual
arts that are handcrafted and related to the use of garments or decorations in the residence. In
a context, handicraft could be entirely compatible with arts and crafts in particular those
handmade and machine practiced arts (Encyclopedia Britanica, 1963). Through the
involvement in the handicraft industry rural, less educated women can accumulate assets for
empowering themselves (Nawaz,2010). The local handicraft industry is the most important way
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to offer local women a chance of earning some money. This is a straightforward way to help
women to build personality, to feel important to society, and to be a good example for their
children. The study shows that this example leads to women’s economic empowerment (Liana,
2016). The handicraft industry is one of the sectors where women entrepreneurs are ensuring
their economic status. 7.5% of women entrepreneurs are engaged in the handicraft sector of the
Rangpur area (Rahman and Mottaleb, 2016). Indeed, an important factor for employment is the
handicraft industry. There are nearly 4 million existing employees mostly females in this sector,
many of whom have taken on handicraft as a way of living (Easnin, 2015). Although a body of
research papers is available on women empowerment through SME development from a
national and international perspective, to the best of knowledge, studies on women
empowerment through the development of handicrafts with a particular geographic
concentration are limited. Especially no empirical study is conducted in Rangpur district
regarding the empowerment of women through their involvement either as an entrepreneur or
worker of handicrafts. So this study will be carried out to fill up this research gap.
3. Methodology

3.1 Data Collection and the Study Area
Rangpur is one of the districts in the country with some favorable advantages for handicrafts
sector such as, cheap and abundant labor, and rich agriculture (Islam, 2016). A significant
number of women are working in various handicraft industries located in different upazilas of
Rangpur. In the study sample, the women involved in the handicrafts are entrepreneurs or
workers/employees for a period of not less than one year This study conducts both qualitative
and quantitative methods and is based on both primary and secondary data. A secondary source
of data is the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS).

3.2 Sampling Process
A multi-stage sampling concept is followed for the collection of primary data, but respondents
are broken up into two strata: Female workers and Women entrepreneurs of handicrafts. In the
first stage, two of the eight Upazilas in Rangpur district have been chosen by random selection,
and then the second stage selects two unions from each of the Upazilas. Generally, handicrafts
organizations are scattered. In order to discover the real scenario of the women handicraft
business persons and workers, two villages are selected purposively from each of the selected
unions in the third stage based on secondary data. Finally, 180 handicrafts female workers and
20 handicrafts women entrepreneurs are interviewed purposively from various handicraft
concentrated areas of selected villages. In my study, the data was gathered using the direct
interview method, as it has the benefit that the less educated or illiterate respondents provide
real and desirable information.

3.3 Analytical Framework
In this research, tabular technique through univariate and bivariate analysis is used to explain
the overall socio-economic characteristics of the sampled women who are involved in the
handicraft industry. For tabulation purposes, using the Social Science Statistical Package
(SPSS) and the Microsoft Excell-2010, collected data are scrutinized and summarized.
Econometric model such as multiple logistic regression is used to estimate the impact of
socioeconomic characteristics including women’s involvement and earnings from the
handicraft sector on the possibility of their economic empowerment.

3.3.1 Dependent Variable

Women’s economic empowerment has many dimensions and somehow specific to the context
under consideration. "The empowerment of women is a comparatively complicated idea that is
hard to define and evaluate' (Islam &Mahmud, 2016). Among the many dimensions of women's
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empowerment, this study considers vital issues like the economic empowerment of women. The
dependent variable economic empowerment ranges from 0 to 1 where there are two extreme
points : 0 (not empowered) and 1 (empowered). Thus, greater values point toward a greater
possibility of having economically empowered women and vice-versa.

Independent Variables

The independent variables are related to the socio-economic characteristics of a respondent.
Here, the average monthly income of the respondents (from handicraft work) is considered as
the main determinant of economic empowerment. Other socio-economic characteristics of the
respondents include- age, education, marital status, income of the family head, head of the
family status, family size and average working hours per day.

We have included these socioeconomic significant variables based on studies like Alonge,
(2014), Shajli & Munir (2014), Islam (2015), and Abshoko et.al (2016). The study assumes
that the probability of women being economically empowered depends on these independent
variables. Regarding age, we predict a positive link between the economic empowerment and
the age level since older women are more likely able to make an economic decision alone or
with other counterparts (Islam, 2016). However, the age level is also negatively linked to
economic empowerment when the women are the oldest member in the family. In this paper,
women handicraft workers comprised of both married, unmarried as well as widow or divorced
women. Irrespective of their different family status, this study considers their possibility of
economic empowerment as a result of their involvement in handicraft sector. We anticipate
that an unmarried or widow or divorced women are relatively free in making decision for
spending their own income. Whereas, married women, on the whole, have less decision-
making power and rely heavily on males and/or husband in familial decision-making. Jan and
Akhter (2008) have found the highly significant differences between married and unmarried
women in the context of their empowerment in India. We also expect a negative association
between women empowerment and family size since the number of the family member is
positively linked with fertility rate and the fertility decline is assumed as the result of the
improvement in women’s empowerment. Moreover, a working woman can give birth to fewer
children for much time allocation in the job. Females are in general family head as a result of
break ups or divorces and when the whole family depends on their earnings. So if a woman is
family head, she has more possibility of empowerment over economic affairs in the family.

Family head income is also important for women empowerment in some cases. Family
head has the higher possibility for dominating in decision making if his or her income is high
enough to afford total expense of the family. So when husbands or other male member are
family head, it has possibility of the less women empowerment. Average working hours is also
related with women empowerment as working hours is positively associated with earnings that
help women to empower themselves. Similarly, respondent’s self-income also helps for
empowerment when they independently make decision on spending from their own income.
Regarding education, it is anticipated that women with higher education are more likely to be
economically empowered than women with no education or who are illiterate since educated
women have greater opportunities to engage in income-generating activities, and they have
more scope of earning much money and more possibility to take part in economic decision
making in the family.

3.3.2 Diagnostic Test of the Logistic Model
Among the most important assumptions, first one is that the multicollinearity would not be
high. Another important assumption is - there will be no extreme outliers in the outcome. Third
assumption is the linearity in log odds space for independent variables. There may arise the
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issues of violating assumptions of binary logistic regression model. We can test for these
assumptions using some diagnostic tools. Multicollinearity is tested by generating and
illustrating collinearity diagnostics using SPSS software. More clearly, this assumption is
checked based on the values of correlation matrix among the predictors and variance inflating
factor (VIF). A general rule of thumb is the possibility of high- inter correlation between
independent variables, if the bivariate correlation coefficient is higher than 0.70. The most
common test tool of multicollinearity is variance inflating factor (VIF) which indicates high
collinearity when VIF is more than 10. We have a binary dependent variable and also
independent variables. Three variables are categorical and four variables are continuous. For
categorical variables, outlier is not crucial however one needs to find outlier in the continuous
cases. There are a number of ways of measuring extreme distance or outliers. We use
Mahalanobis distance to measure the existence of outliers. Mahalanobis distance and
corresponding P-value for each observation are generated using SPSS software. Any p value
less than 0.001 would be considered as outlier. Finally, to check the last assumption, we
generate an interaction term of a continuous variable with its natural logarithm, and then
estimate the binary logistic model considering that interaction term as well as other eight
predictor variables. When the coefficient of the interaction term is significant (p<0.05), it
indicates that linearity assumption is violated. In logistic regression, homoscedasticity
(residuals at each level of the predictor have the same variance) is not an assumption. The
binary output in logistic regression, on the other hand, is heteroscedastic (0 or 1), therefore a
relevant estimate must be compatible with it. The correlation matrix table (See Appendix,
Table B.1) reveals that none of the bivariate correlation coefficient is high which means there
are no inter-correlations between independent variables. Looking at the result of the Table B.2
(See Appendix) showing variance inflating factor (VIF), it is also clear that collinearity
problem does not exist in the model since every independent variable’s VIF is below 10. We
can see from Table-C (See Appendix) that there are a quite few observations where
corresponding P-value from Mahalanobis distance are less than 0.001 which indicate the
existence of outliers. However, p-values in the most of the cases are above 0.001. This study
is assumed to have the minimal effect of outlier as we have mostly expected outcome and
minimum disturbance in the estimated outcome. The linearity assumption is not violated since
the coefficient of the interaction term not significant (p>0.05) (See Appendix, Table-D).
4. Results and Discussions
4.1 Analysis of Descriptive Statistics
4.1.1 Socio-demographic Profile of the Respondents

Socio-economic characteristics play a catalytic role to affect the economic empowerment of
women through their participation in income-generating activities in the handicraft sector.
Table- A.1 (see Appendix) shows the age composition of the respondents. It is observed that
only 1.5 percent of respondents lie in the range of below 20 while 31 and 17 percent
respondents in the range of 20-29 and 40-49 respectively. It shows that a major (44.5%)
proportion of female workers belong to the working-age group 30-39. In terms of religion,
about 94.5% of respondents are Muslim and the rests are Hindu.

In regards to the marital status, 89% of the respondents are married whereas 8.5 percent are
still unmarried and 2.5% are widow or separated. Table- A.1 (see Appendix) also demonstrates
that 64% of respondents belong to a family which lies in the range of 4-6 persons whereas 30.5
% and 5.5 % of respondents have a family size range of 1-3 and above 6 members respectively.
The level of education encourages the empowerment of women. It is seen from Table A.1 (see
Appendix) that 35% of respondents are illiterate or having the inability to signature. About

308


http://guman.com.pk/
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2709-4022

» AL-AASAR Journal Vol. 3, No.1 (2026)

Quarterly Research Journal Online ISSN: 3006-693X
/ N www.al-aasar.com Print ISSN:3006-6921

11% of respondents are literate but did not complete their primary education whereas 29.5%
and 14.5% of respondents completed primary and Secondary School respectively. About 5.5%
of respondents have HSC and 4.5% have a degree or more than degree-level education.
Table-A.1 (see Appendix) also depicts that about 94.5 % of respondents are not their family

head. Being a family head is very important for women's empowerment. The monthly Income
of the major (52.5%) family head of the respondents is in the range of 4001-6000 taka. About
25% respondents’ family head earns about 6001- 10000 taka and 8.5% family head earns more
than 10000 takas in a month on average.

4.1.2 Analysis of Survey Findings of Women Empowerment Indicators
Over time both males and females are being aware of their fashion or clothes and other personal
required items. They could more be satisfied if they can purchase clothes or personal items by
their choice. Most handicraft workers or entrepreneurs are not exceptional to the above-stated
norms. It is seen from table-2 that 38% of respondents alone make the decision on purchasing
cloths and other personal items. The majority (43%) of the respondents jointly decide with
husbands or others whereas 19% of respondents having no decision, their husband or family
head only can take a decision on purchasing clothes and other personal items.
Table 2: Decision on purchasing clothes and other personal items

Decision on purchasing

cloths and other personal Frequency (N=200) Percentage
items

Respondent Alone 76 38

'With husband/Head of

the family/others 86 43

Only husband/head of the

family/others 38 19

Total 200 100

Source: Field Survey-2019

It is clear from various research findings that having access to the wealth or earning capacity
of female persons could empower them economically. Many of them can independently make
a decision about the spending of their own income.

Table 3: Decision on how to spend respondents’ own income

Decision on how to Frequency (N=200) Percentage
spend respondents own

income

Respondent Alone 68 34

'With husband/Head of 110 55
the

family/others

Only husband/Head of 22 11
the family/others
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Total 200 100

Source: Field Survey-2019

Table-3 depicts the decision on how to spend respondents' own income. The majority of the
respondents (55%) can make decisions jointly with the husband or family head or another
person of the family where a significant number of respondents (34%) can make the decision
alone and for the rest of the respondents (11%), only husband or head of the family take a
decision on how to spend respondents own income. Where Haque et al. (2011) show in their
study that respondent alone can take decision is 48 percent.

Table 4: Decision on saving/borrowing/use of loan

Decision on Frequency Percentage
saving/borrowing/use of loan (N=200)

Respondent Alone 46 23
'With husband/Head of the 98 49
family/others

Only husband/Head of the 66 33
family/others

Total 200 100

Source: Field Survey-2019

Generally, females have more saving tendency than male counterparts of their family. Women
of the poor family mainly borrow from different NGOs located in their community but the
decision on the use of saved or borrowed money is not always independently taken by female
borrowers or savers. It is clear from table-4 that most of the respondents (49%) jointly make a
decision on saving or borrowing money use whereas 23% of respondents can take the decision
alone about the use of their savings or borrowings. But in the case of 33% of respondents, only
the husband or head of the family would decide on saving or borrowed money use issue.
Table 5: Decision on Buying livestock/large purchase for family

Decision on Buying

livestock/large purchase for Frequency Percentage

family (N=200)

Respondent Alone 26 13
'With husband/Head of the

family/others 126 63
Only husband/head of the

family/others 48 24
Total 200 100]

Source: Field Survey-2019

Buying livestock or large purchase is one of the big decision-making issues for the poor family.
Table 5-reveals that 13% of respondents alone take a decision on buying livestock or large
purchase for the household where the majority (63%) can make a decision on large purchases
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for the household jointly with husband/head of the family and 24% cannot participate in taking
a decision on large purchases or buying livestock for the household. Where Haque et al. (2011)
depict in their work that joint decision is 35.8 percent.
4.2 Quantitative Analysis
4.2.1 Interpretation of Regression Result

A multiple logistic model is estimated to examine the research hypothesis about the association
between the probability of women's economic empowerment and socio- economic
characteristics of respondents including employment and earnings from the handicraft sector.
Table 6: Regression Result of Logistic Model for Women Empowerment

Variables Odds Ratio Standard Wald
Error

(Constant) 2.625 0.708 13.746
X1(Age Level) 0.306** 0.119 6.612
X>(Marital Status) -0.263** 0.113 5.417
X3(Family Size) -0.186%* 0.097 3.677
| X4(Education) 0.313* 171 3.360
X5 (Head of the family) 1.063%%* 0.187 32311
X (Average working hours per 0.286** 0.123 5.406
day)
X7 (Family head Income) -0.129 0.099 1.697
X7 (Respondent’s Income per ~ 0.385%** .166 5.367
month

Note: Dependent Variable is Women’s Economic Empowerment Sample Size(N)=200
Nagelkerke R? = 0.59

kxR ¥ indicate significant at 1%,5%, and 10% levels, respectively
Source: Authors’ Calculation using SPSS

The result of the estimated logistic regression model for economic empowerment of
women is briefly discussed in table-6. The estimated results show that variables like Age (X1),
Education (X4), Average total working hours per day (Xe), Head of the family (Xs), and
Average monthly income of the respondent (Xs) have a statistically positively significant
impact but family size (X3) and Marital status (X2) have statistically negative effect on the
possibility of economic empowerment of women at various level of significance (o =1%, 5%
& 10%). While the income of the family head (X7) is reported as negative and insignificant.

Economic empowerment is negatively associated with family size, and marital status at
10% and 5% significance respectively. Accordingly, a one-unit increase in family size
decreases the likelihood of economic empowerment of women by 0.186 keeping the other
variables constant. An unmarried or divorced women have an almost 0.263 times higher
probability of being economically empowered. Since married women (at least an initial period)
are mostly dominated by their husbands or other family members. However, unmarried or
divorced women, who have own income, enjoy more freedom from their family in case of
decision making on their own income. Moreover, after marriage, women are generally
dependent on the decision of their husband or sons. Jan, and Akhter (2008) observed that there
are a significant difference between married and unmarried women in the context of women
empowerment.
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According to the regression result, the log odd of economic empowerment of women is
positively related to the age of the women at a 5% level of significance. Indicating that the
older the woman the more likely to make an economic decision alone or with others. That is a
one-unit increase in woman's age increases the likelihood of economic empowerment of
women by 0.306 other things remaining constant. Since Age has an effect on the status of a
woman in the family. A traditional Bangladeshi system indicates that a daughter —in- law can
be responsible for domestic work; however, the mother has the power to decide household
matters. Similarly, the research findings show that older participants are more empowered
(Haque et al. 2011).

With regards to the effect of education, it is found that the log odds of economic
empowerment of women increase by 0.313 as the respondent are more educated other things
remaining constant. Women with more education have a higher probability of being
economically empowered, compared to women with no education or illiterate. A similar result
is found in the study of Yeasmin, et. al (2016).

Table-6 also shows that the log odds of economic empowerment are significantly
influenced by a change in average working hours, and average per month income with 5%
statistically significance respectively. The log odds of the likelihood of being economically
empowerment of women increases by 0.286 as average working hours of the respondent
increases and the probability of economic empowerment increases by 0.385 when the income
of the respondent rises other things remaining constant. Concerning these, women who work
more hours, and earn higher are more economically empowered compared to those with fewer
working hours, and smaller income respectively. Since women with higher income have more
possibility to take part in the economic affairs of the family.The coefficient of the variable
'head of the family is 1.063 which indicates that the log odds of economic empowerment of
women are positively related to whether the respondent is family head or not. When women
themselves are head of their family, the probability of being economically empowered is 1.063
times higher than that of those respondents whose family head are their husband or brother.
However, family head income is not significantly associated with their economic
empowerment as shown in the regression result. That indicates that poor or rich families head
has not significant impact on the empowerment of women.

. Summary and Conclusion

The paper aims to explore whether involvement in the handicraft industry can help women to
be empowered economically in Rangpur. In the descriptive analysis, the paper has attempted
to assess the socio-economic profile of the women who are engaged in the handicraft industry.
The result shows that the socio-economic background of the respondents is not good in the
study area. The regression results of the logistic model suggest that seven out of eight socio-
economic characteristics including employment, working hours, and per month income level
would possibly affect the economic empowerment of women significantly in the study area.
The likelithood of economic empowerment of women is increased in a significant way when
Age, Education, Average total working hours, Head of the family, and Average monthly
income of the respondent -are changed positively. But number of family members and marital
status — affect economic empowerment negatively in the study area. While the family head
income is not a significant determinant.

Based on the current scenarios, it may be argued that the development of the craft industry
needs the creation of common centers to provide training, marketing, market intelligence, links
to financial institutions, supply raw materials, and supply managerial inputs. Besides to develop
the handicraft industry in Rangpur in favour of the female entrepreneurs and workers, there are
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some other. specific recommendations based on the survey findings: Education, especially
training and skill development programs are important for handicraft workers.In order to raise
income or profit margin of the handicraft entrepreneurs, government as well as NGO should
help more in getting raw materials, financial assistance at reasonable rate. Government and
NGO should come forward more in exporting and promoting handicrafts in foreign and local
market respectively so that this sector can generate more women employment and thereby lead
to higher women empowerment.
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