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Abstract: The production of the garment factories in Bangladesh depends largely on its 

women workers and thus their demographic characteristics such as, age, marital status, 

age at marriage, age at becoming first mother, health, migration, etc. often contribute to 

affect output of the factories. As this sector has been growing fast need for more women 

labour force seems to become inevitable. But studies on this sector indicate that 

sustainability of women labour force in this sector was observed to be constrained due to 

the changes in the demographic characteristics of women workers. Many of the young 

women workers had to leave this work after having been married and as a consequence 

this sector had to suffer from shortage of necessary labour supplies. However, there has 

been a gradual change in the demographic characteristics of the women garment 

workers in Bangladesh and garments sector is becoming relatively sustainable due to the 

involvement of more and more women workers belonging to medium age group. Thus, 

based on empirical data the present paper aims at examining the demographic 

characteristics of the women labor force working in the garment factories. 

Keywords: Garment’s Worker; Age Structure; Marital Status; Age of Becoming first 

mother; Health; Migration 

Introduction 

Women’s participation in wage-labor of Bangladesh is a very recent phenomenon. At the 

beginning a significant number of uneducated, untrained and unskilled young women got 

employment in the garment factories as a first time wage earner. Most of these women 

workers have had no prior wage work experience. But, over the span of only about three 

decades, the transformation of the dependent, unconfident village women into the 

competitive wage earner has brought about a silent revolution in the society and economy 

of Bangladesh. However, as is observed, at the beginning these women workers 

considered these factories as transit station of work and many of themhad to leave this job 

because of changes in their demographic characteristics. Some of the workers left the job 

whenever they became married and some left as they became sick due to unhealthy work 

environment and living condition at the residence. Some left the job because they 

migrated alone and felt unsecured to live without the family members. But an 
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experienced labourforce is essential to meet the growing needs of the garment 

sector.Against this backdrop the present paper specifically aims at portraying the 

demographic profile of the women workers in the garment factories of Bangladesh. This 

is an empirical study and data was collected in 2010 through sample survey from three 

garment factories in and around Dhaka city and was supplemented by interview, case 

study and observations. For collecting survey data a total of 315 samples were selected 

randomly from three different factories (105 respondents from each factory). However, 

14 samples were excluded because of inadequate answers of the questions made by the 

respondents.Thus, data from 301 women garment workers of three garment factories at 

three different locations (urban, semi-urban, and rural) were taken into consideration for 

the purpose of the study. 

Demographic Profile of the Women Garment Workers 

Readymade garment (RMG) is the most important and the highest export earning sector 

in Bangladesh economy. This sector is not only contributing to the national economy but 

also contributes creating positive effect on society by employing a large number of 

women labour force. Women’s employment in the export-oriented garment industry 

improves their self-esteem and self-confidence which has a consequential effect on their 

conjugal life, matrimonial relationship, fertility, marital age, sharing of domestic chores, 

and decision making (Mazumder and Zohir, 1996). However, the demographic 

characteristics of the women garment workers particularly affect the production of 

garment industries. The following sections illustrate some of the important demographic 

characteristics of the women garment workers in Bangladesh. 

Age structure: 

One of the tools that demographers use to understand population is the age structure. It 

categorizes the population of a given community by age groups and thus allows 

demographers to make projections of the growth or decline of the particular population. 

Table-1 shows, age structure of the women workers working in Factory-1 located in an 

urban area. As is estimated, about 33% respondents belong to the age group up to 20 

years and another 48% belong to the age group 21-30 years. About 14% women workers 

belong to the age group 31 to 40 years. Only 4% respondents belong to the age group of 

40& above.  

Among the respondents interviewed in Factory-2 in a semi-urban area, 31.69% 

respondents belong to the age group up to 20 years, 59.41% respondents belong in the 

age group of 21 to 30 years and 7.92% respondents belong to the age group 31 to 40 

years. Only 2% women workers are from the age group of 40 & above. 
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Data collected from Factory-3 located in  rural area indicates that 33% of  the total 

respondents  belong  to  the  age  group  up  to 20 years, 48%  respondents  belong  to  the  

age  group 21 to 30  years  and  18%  respondents  belong to the age  group  of 31 to 40 

years. Only 4% of the total respondents are found to be in the age group of 40 & above. 

Comparative data in regards to age structure indicates that the age groups of the 

respondents in all three factories are more or less the same. However, in Factory-2 in a 

semi-urban area, the percentage of the respondents belonging to the age group 21 to 30 is 

more than the other two factories. The distribution of women workers by age indicates 

that most of the women workers (52%) of the garment industries in Bangladesh belong to 

the age group of 21 to 30 and as is calculated their average age isabout 24 years. While, 

in an earlier study it is indicated that about 34% of the garments workers in Bangladesh 

belonged to the age group of 21 to 30 years (Kibria, 1998) and that happens to be much 

lower than the number of women workers of similar age group found in the present study. 

This, however, indicates the increasing trend of worker’s age in garments factories of 

Bangladesh and thus can no longer be considered as a transit station of teenage young 

girls. At present, matured women are working in the garments industry of Bangladesh 

which is indicative of sustainability of the women labour forceofthis sector. In other 

words, present data indicates that the use of child labor is decreasing day by day. 

Table-1: Age distribution of the respondents * 

Age group Factory-1(Urban) Factory-2 (Semi-urban) Factory-3  (rural) Total 

Up to 20 (33) 33% (32) 32% (33) 33% (98) 33% 

21-30 (48) 48% (60) 59% (48) 48% (156) 52% 

31-40 (14) 14% (08) 8% (18) 18% (40) 13% 

40& above (05) 5% (01) 1% (01) 1% (07) 02% 

Total 100 101 100 301 

Source: Field Survey, 2010 

*The mean age of the women garment workers is 24.05. 

Marital Status 

Marital status is the state of a person’s being married or not married. It signifies one’s 

situation with regard to whether one is single, married, separated, divorced or widowed. 

Table-2 shows the marital status of the garment workers of the selected factories of the 

present study. It indicates that among the women workers interviewed in Factory-1 in 

the urban area about 22% are unmarried and 78% are married. Out of the total married 

workers, 4% are separated. Data collected from Factory-2 in a semi-urban area 

indicates that out of the total respondents 22% are unmarried and 78% are married 
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workers. Out of total married workers 1% is widow workers. Almost the same trend has 

been found in case of a Factory-3 in a rural area. From the total respondents 28% 

respondents are unmarried and 72% respondents are married. Out of the total married 

workers 3% are separated. 

In these three factory areas distribution of married-unmarried respondent’s percentage is 

more or less the same. Among the respondents of these three factories on an average 76% 

are married and 24% are unmarried (Table-2). This scenario is quite different from the 

past. As is indicated in a study on women garments workers in Bangladesh 50% of the 

garments workers were unmarried(Kibria, 1998).Thus the present study indicates that 

married women are gradually becoming interested to be involved in the garment factories 

as a wage labourer leading to the sustainability of the stock of women labour force in the 

garment industries. This study, however, shows that there is no significant difference in 

the marital status of women workers due to the locational differences of the factories. 

Table-2: Marital status of the respondents 

Marital status Area                  Total 

Urban 

Factory-1 

Semi-urban 

Factory-2 

Village 

Factory-3 

Unmarried (22) 22% (22)22% (28)  28% (72) 24% 

              

Married 

Still living with 

husband 
(75) 96% (78) 99% (70)  97% (223) 97%  

(229) 

76% Widow 00 (01) 1% 00 (01) 1% 

Separated (03) 4% (oo) (02) 3%  (05) 2% 

              Total 100 101 100  301 

Source: Field Survey, 2010 

Age of getting married: 

The age of getting married is an important issue for Bangladesh. Though the minimum 

age of getting married is 18 years, the reality is different, mainly in rural areas of 

Bangladesh. One-third of women aged 15-49 were married before their fifteenth birthday, 

and nearly three-quarters aged 20-49 were married before their eighteenth birthday in 

Bangladesh (UNICEF, 2006). The incidence of child marriage between 1998 and 2007 

has been estimated at 64 percent in the country: 58 percent in urban areas and 69 percent 

in rural areas (UNICEF, 2006). 

In the present study the researcher tried to find out the age factor regarding marriage of 

the factory workers. Data of the surveyed three areas show that 67% women workers 

joined in the garment factories after their marriage and 33% women workers joined 

before their marriage (Table-3). About 39% (Highest portion of workers who married 
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before joining the garments work) women workers got married at the age of 12-14 while 

48% (highest portion of women worker who got married after joining the garments work) 

women workers got married at the age of 18-20. The mean age of marriage is calculated 

to be 15.64 for those who joined before marriage. And the worker who joined after 

marriage their mean age at marriage is 18.04 (Table-3) while the mean age at marriage is 

18.7years (BBS, 2011, p.127) and minimum age of getting married is 18 years in 

Bangladesh. Data from the survey indicates that those who joined the garment work 

before marriage they are three years younger than those who joined after marriage.  

Table-3: Age of getting married of the respondents* 

Age range Before join in garments After join in garments Total 

12-14 60 (39%) 05(7%) 65 (29) 

15-17 54 (35%) 24(32%) 78 (34%) 

18-20 38 (25%) 36(48%) 74 (32%) 

21-23 02 (1%) 10(13%) 12 (5%) 

Total 154                      75 229 

Source: Field Survey, 2010 

* Prior to joining the factory the mean age at marriage is 15.64 and after joining the meanage of 

marriage is 18.04. Out of 229, 67% (154) respondents got married before joining in garments work 

and 33% (75) respondents got married after joining in the garments work. 

Becoming first mother: 

Becoming mother in early age is harmful for women’s health and it increases the fertility 

rate. In Bangladesh 58% women become mother of first child under the age of 20 years 

(National Institute of Population Research and Training: 2004). 

Table-4 shows the age at becoming first mother among the studied female garment 

workers. It is observed to be more or less the same in the surveyed three factories. 

Data indicates that respondents who join in the garments work before their marriage 

most of them (41%) became first mother at the age of 15-17 years. Moreover, their 

average age of becoming first mother is 17.30 years. On the other hand, respondents 

who join garments after their marriage, most (54%) of them became first mother at 

the age of 18-20 years. However,of them the mean age of becoming first mother is 

19.48. This implies the fact that more married women are joining the garments 

industry than it was in the past. At present the mean age of marriage is also increased 

among the women workers. Another positive change is that, the age of becoming first 

mother has also increased which brings enormous positive impact not only on factory 

production but also on society. Especially they can contribute to the factory 

production without interruption for a longer period. 



6 Dr. Md. Anwar Hussain,   Dr. Tahmina Begum 

It is clear from the data that the worker who joined after marriage, they are more 

conscious than who joined before their marriage in regards of becoming first mother. As 

the garment women worker’s age limit of becoming first mother is increasing, so there is 

a probability of decreasing fertility rate.  

Table-4: Respondent’s age of becoming first mother 

                                            Age of becoming first Mother* 

Range of age Before Joining the Job After Joining the Job Total 

12-14 (13)   11% (2)       5% (15)   9%  

15-17 (50)    41% (5)      11% (55) 33% 

18-20 (46)   38% (24)     54% (70) 43% 

21-23 (8)      7% (10)     23% (18) 11% 

More than 23 (4)       3% (3)       7% (7)     4% 

Total 121 44 165 

Source: Field Survey, 2010 

*The mean age of becoming first mother of the respondents before joining the job is 17.30 years 

and after joining the job is 19.48 years. From the category of before joining the garments 33 

respondent, after joining the garments 31 respondents and together three factories 64 respondents 

are excluded because they have no child though they are married. 

Thus, it is revealed from the study that working in garment industry not only makes the 

women workers economically solvent but also makes them conscious socially and 

biologically. So it can be said that female involvement in garment work make a positive 

impact on the age of becoming first mother which is helping to decrease the fertility rate 

and control the population growth of Bangladesh. 

Health: 

Health and productivity of labor are highly correlated. The better the health condition of a 

worker the higher is her/his productivity. For a worker, health is important not just as an 

end in itself, but also as a means to end; prerequisite to fight for survival within an 

efficient labor market. The general health of women workers is not good. Majumder 

(2003, p.131) has shown in her  empirical study that the incidence of illness like cough, 

cold and fever, malnutrition anemia, chest pain, urinary tract infection etc. is higher 

among women than men. 

Working women’s health issues are observed to be a matter of common concern to the factory 

owners because of their contribution to factory production depends on their sound health. In 

of view of this the present research attempted to understand the health issues of the garment 

workers working in surveyed three factories. Table-5 shows, about 16% respondents had 

some physical problem before joining in garment industry. On the other hand, at present 84% 
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respondents are suffering from various health problems. This scenario is fully opposite to 

their previous health status. 

Table- 5: Health problem before and after joining in garment factories 

Physical 

Problem 
Factory-1 Factory-2 Factory-3 Total 

Previous Present Previous Present Previous Present Previous Present 

Yes (14) 14% 85 (85%) (18) 18% (81) 

80% 

(17) 17% 87 (87%) (49) 16% (253) 

84% 

No (86) 86% 15 (15%) (83) 82% (20) 

20% 
(83) 83% 13(13%) (252) 

84% 
(48)16% 

Total 100 100 101 101 100 100 301 301 

Source: Field Survey, 2010 

Generally, the work environment of the garment industries cause a variety of health 

complains among the workers of the garment industries. Table-6 shows that in the 

surveyed three factories, out of 49 respondents, 84% had minor healthproblems 

(headache, fever, back pain etc.), 12% respondents sufferedfromsemi-serious health 

problems (asthma, jaundice etc.) and only 4% respondents had serious health problems 

(tumor, cancer etc.) before they entered into garment’s work. On the other hand, in the 

surveyed three factories out of 253 respondents, 89% had minor health problems 

(headache, fever, back pain etc.), 8% from semi-serious health problems (asthma, 

jaundice etc.) and 3%  suffered from serious health problems (tumor, cancer etc.) after 

joining in the garment’s work. This means that the percentage of sickness of the workers 

has increased highly after joining the garment industry.  

Table-6: Patterns of the Physical Problem before and after joining the garment industry 

Patterns of physical 

problem 

Factory-1 Factory-2 Factory-3 Total 

 Previous Present Previous Present Previous Present Previous  Present 

Minor health problem 

(Headache, Fever, Back 
pain,  Cold and Cough, 

Stomach pain, Diarrhea, 

Weakness 

(12) 

86% 

(74) 

87% 

(15) 

83% 

(71) 

88% 

(14) 

82% 

(79) 

91% 

(41) 

84% 

(224) 

89% 

Semi-serious health 

problem (Asthma, 

Jaundice, Gastritis, 

Typhoid, TB    etc. 

01 

(7%) 

(09)  

11% 

(03) 

17% 

(07) 

8% 

(02) 

12% 

(05) 

6% 

(06) 

12% 

(21) 

8% 

Serious problem 

(Tumor, Cañar etc.) 

01 

(7%) 

(02) 

2% 

00 (03) 

4% 

(01) 

6% 

(03) 

3% 

(02) 

4% 

(08) 

3% 

Total 14 85 18 81 17 87 49 253 

Source: Field Survey, 2010 
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The present study shows that after joining the garments industry the percentage of 

sickness has increased 68% (present 84%-previous16%) among the surveyed garment 

workers. About the causes of increasingphysical problem of the respondents the doctors 

of these three factories were in the opinion that the main reasons are dust from yarn, 

continuous pressure on eyes and other parts of body due to working for a longer time, 

lack of balanced food, unhealthy living place and lack of consciousness about their 

health. The doctors of the factories were also indicated that, women workers who used to 

visit them were more in numbers than those of the male workers. Most of them had 

complains about headache, back pain, weakness, gastric and eye pain. However, in cases 

of married women workers there were some complains about the problem of miscarriage. 

Sometimes management individually or jointly (with NGO) arranged campaign among 

the workers to build up awareness about their health. It was argued from the management 

side that the workers had a tendency to avoid using mask during working on the floor 

although they were instructed to do so and they became vulnerable to be attacked by 

various kinds of diseases.  

Before joining the garment factory, 15.61% and 82.39% respondents used to consult 

MBBS doctor and village doctor respectively. But after their joining in the garment’s 

work medical facilities became available for them in the factory yard as there was a 

regular doctor to consult in each factory and some necessary medicines were also 

provided by factory management. This implies that the workers had a better access to 

modern health services after joining in the garment’s work than before. 

The present research thus reveals that a large number of women workers used to 

suffer from minor ailments after joining the garment industries. Though the type 

of sickness is not serious, in a way or other, this suffering of the workers hampers 

the production. However, regarding the worker’s health problems the worker’s 

access to modern treatment is observed to be increased due to the presence of 

MBBS doctor in the factory. 

Migration: 

In Bangladesh, men are often considered to be the principal bread winners and 

they thus tend to dominate the overall rural-urban migration flows. Men used 

to migrate and send remittances for the survival and betterment of their 

families in the village. But recently the scenario has changed. A huge number 

of women are migrating from rural to urban area independently. To understand 

the new types of migration this survey focused on the cause and trend of 

women worker’s migration.  
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In surveyed Factory-1, 92% workers, Factory-2, 91%, Factory-3, 85% women 

workers migrated from rural area (Table-7.A). Together in three factories a total 

of 89% workers migrated from rural areas. In regards to the companion of their 

migration, Table-7.B shows that, altogether in three factories 29% workers 

migrated with their parents, 34% workers migrated with their husbands, 6% with 

other persons and 31% women workers in the garment factories migrated alone 

from rural to urban area.  

Table-7: Women worker’s place of birth, migration companion, duration and 

reasons of migration* 

 

 

 

 

A 

Variables 

of 
migration 

Indicators of 

Migration variables 

Factory-1 

(Urban) 

Factory-2 

(Semi-
urban) 

Factory-3 

(Rural) 

Total N 

Place of 

Birth of the 
Respondent 

Out of working 

place 

92(92%) 92(91%) 85(85%) 269 

(89%) 

301 

Around working 

place 

08(8%) 09(9%) 15(15%) 32(11%) 

 

 

B 

Companion 

at the time 

of 
migration 

Alone 28(31%) 27(29%) 27(32%) 82(31%)  

 

269 
Family member 24(26%) 32(35%) 22(26%) 78(29%) 

Husband 37(40%) 27(29%) 28(33%) 92(34%) 

Others 
(Relatives/Neighbor) 

03(3%) 06(7%) 08(9%) 17(6%) 

C Duration of 
migration 

1-2 Years (35) 38% (27) 29% (36) 42% (98) 
36% 

269 

3-4 Years (14) 15% (15)16% (14) 17% (43)16% 

5-6 Years (10) 11% (10) 11% (11)13% (31) 
12% 

7-8 Years (11) 12% (13) 14% (10)12% (34) 
13% 

More Than 8 Years (22) 24% (27) 30% (14) 16% (63) 
23% 

D Reasons 

of 
migration 

Financial problem 83(83%) 90(89%) 88 (88%) 261(87%
) 

301 

Family problem 00(0%) 03(3%) 00(0%) 03(1%) 

Marriage 17(16%) 08(8%) 12(12%) 37(12%) 

Total 100 101 100 301  

Source: Field Survey, 2010 
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*From the urban factory 8 respondents, semi-urban factory 9 respondents, rural factory 
15 respondents and together in three factories 32 respondents are excluded from Table 

4.7B and 4.7C because these respondents were not migrated. 

Table-7.C shows, the duration of migration of women workers was 1-2 years (36%), 

3-4 years (16%), 5-6 years (12%), 7-8 years (13%) and more than 8 years (23%). 

Table-4.7.D indicates that together in three factories 87% women workers migrated 

rural to urban area to join garment factories to minimize financial problem of their 

family, 1% workers migrated for avoiding problem in their family life and only 12% 

women workers migrated as spouses. In fact the women workers had no job 

opportunity in the rural areas and to earn on their own they had to migrate to the 

urban areas in search of work. The following case illustrates the migration of a rural 

young girl to join garment’s work in an urban area to overcome the serious economic 

hardship of her family.  

Case study- There was no job opportunity in village for me 

My father was a madrasha teacher. We are five sisters and brothers and I am the 

eldest child of my parents. After my father’s death my family fell in serious 

economic hardship. We had no alternative source of income. At that time my age was 

only eight years. Despite unwillingness of guardian I had to take decision to join 

garment’s work because there was no job opportunity in village for me. One of my 

father’s female students was working in this garment. I came to her and with her help 

I joined in this factory (Samina, age-20 Linking operator ID-99, Factory-2). 

[Interviewed 23 December 2011] 

One significant feature of recent urbanization in Bangladesh has been the large scale 

migration of rural poor women to major cities, particularly Dhaka. This has happened 

mainly as a result of the growth of the export oriented garment industries. However, 

women in the past would only migrate to city as spouses or female members of the family 

(Islam, 1999, P.13). That means in the past migration of women was associational types 

and now the migration type is changed. The present study shows that only 12% married 

women workers migrated as spouses. About 77% women workers said that they came to 

urban area to join as worker in the garment factories. So it is clear that today’s female 

migration type is ‘independent’3. But the important issue remains with the companion of 

these female migrants. A study in the late 1990s shows that only 3% rural women 

migrated alone to join in garment works in the urban areas (Afsar, 1998, p.108). But this 

                                                             
3    The migration type of the respondent is independent because most of them migrated for maximizing 

income gains and minimizing the family’s poverty. They are not migrated mere as a member of the family 
or as a dependent spouse of the husband. 
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scenario is observed to be changed over the period. The present study shows that about 

31% of the women workers migrated alone. This however indicates that in comparison to 

the previous type of migration near about ten times more women garment’s workers of 

the selected factories migrated alone. Further, it is also revealed that a large number of 

married women migrated to work in the garment factories than those migrated in the past. 

This implies that more women migrated alone and those women who migrated with their 

husbands did not migrate only as dependent wife, but as an independent person to work in 

garment factory. 

The study thus reveals the fact that the women worker’s involvement in garment 

industry has developed a new pattern of migration. In the past rural women migrated 

only with their parents, which indicates that the previous migration was of associational 

type. But with the change of time the rural women has traversed the hundred year’s 

tradition, social norms and values to join the garment industry so that they can meet 

their necessities. This means an individual type of migration among the women has 

been developed which is very new to the society. Moreover, the study shows a huge 

number of women workers have migrated from the rural area to the city alone and this 

indicates the sustainability of the garments industries in Bangladesh. 

Conclusion 

The demographic profile portrays the general character of the garment’s workers. 

Although most of the previous studies show that the workers were very young (teen 

age), the data of the present research proves that the previous situation is changed; now 

medium aged women are working increasingly in the garment industry. The marital 

status of workers is also changing. Most of the women workers are found to be married 

which is opposite to the previous situation. At present a significant number of women 

are migrating independently which is new phenomenon for traditional society of 

Bangladesh. According to the above discussions it may be said that at present garments 

industry is not the transit point of teenage women workers, rather this sector has 

become relatively sustainable in natureas it has managed to have a sizable number of 

experienced and stable women work force to carry out the large volume of works 

required to produce garments to export. 
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