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ABSTRACT 

Bangladesh is a growing economy with heavy dependency on export oriented readymade garments industry. It is the 

world’s second largest readymade garments exporter with 4500 registered garment factories accommodating 4 million 

employees. Of them, about 80% are female workers (3.2 million), ages ranging generally from 18 to 30, who are mostly 

illiterate representing meagre economic background. Majority of the Bangladeshi garment factories depend on manual 

labour and labour-intensive machineries. To gain competitive edge over other countries with increased productivity 

these factories have started automation and workforce downsizing. This potentially threatens a serious toll on female 

workers who lack education and training, but being adults face extreme difficulty in obtaining formal education to 

qualify for alternative employment. Faced with such dire situation the fate of this semiskilled large female workforce is 

a growing concern in Bangladesh. It thus becomes imperative to holistically approach the potential unemployment 

issue of these female workers and qualify them for alternative employment opportunities through need-based 

educational attainment. This would enable them to keep pace with rapidly changing world, support the static economic 

growth of Bangladesh and help achieve SDG Goal 4 by minimizing disparities along the lines of gender. This paper 

studies the feasibility of provisioning lifelong learning for female garment workers alongside their current employment. 

Identifying the basic requirements of empowerment, the paper suggests innovative means of open and distance learning 

that are practically implementable. Data are used from both primary and secondary sources. Primary data are 

collected through structured questionnaire survey and focused group discussions among 182 female workers of six 

garment factories. For further crystallization of concept and validation of arguments of research, question and answer 

session along with small group discussions are planned after paper presentation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

Bangladesh is a densely populated (16.065,920) country that ranks 10th in the world1. Of them, 49.61% is Female 

(2019)1. Hence, it is imperative to ensure participation of female in every sector for the holistic development of 

Bangladesh. Since the late 1980s, garment industry has been contributing a lot for the growth of Bangladesh’s economy 

and as consequent, last year apparel industry contributed 84% of annual exports of Bangladesh2. Thus, the garments 

industry of Bangladesh remains at the second position in garments export worldwide3 (2018). This sector has generated 

more job opportunities than any other sectors of Bangladesh, which now stands about 4 million4 (2017-2018). The most 

important aspect of garments industry is that it helps significantly to empower women economically by giving job to 

about 3.2 million, 80% of the total jobs in Garments industry5. Though the employment in garments sector gives them 

better financial solvency as compared to their poverty ridden village background, yet it is not enough as uncertainty 

haunts them due to their lack of empowerment. Their uncertainty emanates from low literacy level, lack of knowledge 

and understanding of different affairs and their little control over working conditions.  

Recently, there are widespread discussions about automation of the Readymade Garments (RMG) factories in 

Bangladesh. In 2016, the International Labour Organisation predicted that there could be loss of more than 80% of jobs 

in the RMG sector for being automated6. According to Dr. Rubana Huq, president of BGMEA, “It doesn’t make sense 

for us to slow ourselves down” by not automating, whose company provides apparels to H&M, Zara and other Western 

brands6. In 2017, as the knitting process converted to full automation, the Mohammadi Fashion Sweaters Ltd in Dhaka 

is now left with only a few dozen workers in place of hundreds of workers. This picture is not only of Mohammadi 

Fashion Sweaters Ltd but also of other garment factories. This is really a matter of great concern for the Government of 

Bangladesh.   

Despite demerits of automation, it is true that Bangladesh can’t avoid it as there is competition internationally; e.g., 

demands for higher value-added product, lower cost, better working condition, quicker turnaround time and flexibility. 

If Bangladesh can’t cope with the international demand, it can’t hold its present position as apparel exporter worldwide. 

That would be also disastrous for the economy of Bangladesh.   

The above signifies a clear warning for Bangladesh to make the female garment employees competent with technical 

skills to be able to cope with automation and at the same time develop capacity for switching over to alternative jobs 

for those who would suffer the blunt of automation.  

Statement of the Problem 

 

Being adults, it is extremely difficult for the female workers to undertake formal educational courses. Neither it is 

possible for them to go to school leaving the workplace nor is it possible to retain job or find alternative job without 

more educational qualification. So, some arrangements should be made to address the potential unemployment issue of 

these female workers by qualifying them for alternative employment opportunities through need-based education. 

 

Bangladesh Open University (BOU) is the sole provider of ODL in Bangladesh. It uses different means and methods to 

deliver education in distance mode to learners across all ages irrespective of whether they are employed or 

unemployed. BOU also has the experience of developing educational curricula to meet the learners’ requirements. The 

same can be replicated for the cause of the female garment workers. In the current context the challenge is whether it is 

possible to develop need-based educational curricula for the female garment workers who have attained adulthood with 

 
1 World Population Review, Bangladesh Population 2019.   

      http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/bangladesh-population/ 
2 Akhi Akter, Bangladesh’s apparel export trend of 2018, Textile Today, January 26, 2019.  
      https://www.textiletoday.com.bd/bangladeshs-apparel-export-trend-2018/ 
3 Desk Repost, Bangladesh remains 2nd largest RMG exporter accounting 6.5 percent market share. August 7, 2018. 

    https://www.textiletoday.com.bd/bd-remains-2nd-largest-rmg-exporter-accounting-6-5-percent/ 
4 BANGLADESH GARMENT MANUFACTURERS AND EXPORTERS ASSOCIATION (BGMEA).     

    https://www.bgmea.com.bd/home/pages/tradeinformation 
5 THE WORLD BANK. In Bangladesh, Empowering and Employing Women in the Garments Sector, February 7, 2017. 

    https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2017/02/07/in-bangladesh-empowering-and-employing-women-in-
the-garments-sector 
6 Automation threatens jobs for garment workers in Bangladesh, bdnews24.com, February 17, 2018.   
      https://bdnews24.com/economy/2018/02/17/automation-threatens-jobs-for-garment-workers-in-bangladesh 
 
 

http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/bangladesh-population/
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https://www.textiletoday.com.bd/bd-remains-2nd-largest-rmg-exporter-accounting-6-5-percent/
https://www.bgmea.com.bd/home/pages/tradeinformation
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2017/02/07/in-bangladesh-empowering-and-employing-women-in-the-garments-sector
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2017/02/07/in-bangladesh-empowering-and-employing-women-in-the-garments-sector
https://bdnews24.com/economy/2018/02/17/automation-threatens-jobs-for-garment-workers-in-bangladesh
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meagre education or with no education at all. The next challenge would be as to how to implement such need-based 

educational curricula while retaining their current employment. 

Significance of the Study 

Educating the female workers of RMG sector would enable them to keep pace with rapidly changing world, support the 

static economic growth of Bangladesh and help achieve SDG Goal 4 by minimizing disparities along the lines of 

gender. In small scale, this will help to empower the mass population of female worker who are less educated and 

belong to low income group and thus prepare them to face the upcoming situation due to automation for RMG sector.  

Objective 

The objective of this research is to study the feasibility of provisioning need-based lifelong learning opportunities for 

female workers of the garments industry alongside their current employment.  

Hypothesis 

Provisioning of lifelong learning alongside current employment will help empower the female workers of RMG sector 

to sustain in current job or manage alternative source of income. 

 

Research Methodology 

This is a qualitative research based on both primary and secondary sources. Secondary sources are research materials, 

scholarly articles, published statistics from governmental websites and official publications. Besides, primary data 

collection and data analysis have been made through structured questionnaire survey and focused group discussion. For 

primary data collection, survey has been carried out on six garment factories in Dhaka Metropolitan City. A total of 182 

female garment workers, thirty from each factory, have been questioned.  

CURRENT STATE OF THE FEMALE GARMENT WORKERS AND  

THEIR ABILITY TO MANAGE OWN SOURCE OF INCOME 

Current State 

Demographic Portfolio 

 Findings 

The female workforce comprises of different age groups (Fig 

1), of them 83% fall between 18 to 30 years. Most of them are 

married (78%) (Fig 2), of them 79% got married before legal 

age (Fig 2), i.e.,18 years. Three-fourth of the workforce (75%) 

(Fig 3) belong to nuclear family with 77% of them having 

limited number of family members (2-4) (Fig 3).  
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Half of them have monthly family income worth BDT 20000 – 30000 (Fig 4). According to their 

opinion 69% are not unhappy with their family income. Though almost all of them have very less or 

humble monthly income of less than BDT 15000by themselves (Fig 4).   

 

  

             

Analysis 

Most of the respondents are now adult but got married before the legal age of marriage. Despite their 

early marriage, most of their family size remained small. It seems that they are aware of family 

planning. This may be because of their transition from rural to urban area as research found that 

woman in urban area are much conscious about child birth7. They gave birth to children at early age 

perhaps because of their lack of knowledge about health. Individually they are earning meagre 

amount, but together with other members of the family their aggregate monthly earnings are 

reasonable to run a small family based on their opinion. However, it is to be noted that contribution 

of these female garment workers is crucial for the well-being of their respective families.   

Education 

      Findings 

Majority of the female garment workers are school dropped outs (84%) (Fig 5) for various reasons. Of them, poverty 

(55%) and marriage (25%) are the two most prominent (Fig 5). 56% of them have skilled-based education (Fig 6), but 

almost all of them (95%) do not have any certification (Fig 6). Only a few of them (4%) are currently undergoing some  

 
7Bangladesh and Family Planning: An overview. 

http://www.searo.who.int/entity/child_adolescent/topics/child_health/fp-ban.pdf?ua=1 

http://www.searo.who.int/entity/child_adolescent/topics/child_health/fp-ban.pdf?ua=1
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education program (Fig 5). Interestingly, almost all of them (93%) have expressed their eagerness to pursue education 

(Fig 7). For this, they have mentioned about different reasons (Fig 7). Pursuing only general education is not a 

preferred option, rather most of them want to pursue skilled-based education (Fig 7). They have shown interest for 

attainment of different types of skill, of which tailoring (61%) has been most prominently reflected (Fig 8). Their 

opinion about the education expenditure (Fig 9) shows that managing education would not be a very difficult issue for 

the majority of them.         
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Analysis 

The findings clearly indicate that the female garment workers are well aware of their current state of 

educational qualifications. They have both needs and aspirations in maintaining livelihood and 

prospering in life. Their eagerness to attain mostly skilled-based education reflects their 

determination to continue as working women in any form despite their household responsibilities.   

Lifestyle 

  Findings 

Survey among the female garment 

workers reveal that maximum of 

them (65%) are in possession of 

classic (candy-bar type) mobile 

phones and 18% have 

smartphones (Fig 10). Those 17% 

not in having any mobile phones 

otherwise use other’s phones. 76% 

of them do not use internet (Fig 

11). They own other electronic 

appliances, of which television is 

the most possessed item (78%) 

(Fig 12). Almost all of them 

(95%) have leisure time that they 

can devote for learning (Fig 13). They have preferred holidays as the most suitable time for learning 

(59%) with night time as the next best option (30%) (Fig 13). 
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                           Analysis 

       Findings indicate that the female garment workers do not have technology shyness. Though a handful 

of them use internet but given the scope the numbers could be increased. It can safely be assumed that 

with proper guidance and assistance their habit of using technology, both mobile phone, television and 

radio, could be utilized for the purpose of training and educational development. Since they have 

leisure time and are willing to pursue education, as they have indicated, it is possible to put them 

through training/ educational activities.          

Ability to Manage Own Source of Income 

Opportunities for earning can be of two types; employment and entrepreneurial. In Bangladesh, women are free to do 

job or business. The group of women under discussion, represent the grassroot people of the society. Individually, they 

have humble earnings and can manage their expenditure with hardship. They are less educated or do not have any 

education at all. Most of them have shifted from rural to urban areas in order to secure their livelihood. They even do 

not have the basic life skills that are required for starting a business. For most of them, garment factory is their only job 

destination. Most of them have already crossed the prerequisite age for undergoing conventional education. If they have 

to find any alternative jobs, they must compete with others. In one of the most densely populated countries like 

Bangladesh, employment opportunity is very limited. So, considering the age, educational background, work 

experience and other aspects, it can be said that the ability of the female garment workers to manage own source of 

income is a very difficult issue.  

 

 

WAYS FOR STRENGTHENING EMPOWERMENT 

 

In view of above discussions, it is indeed easily discernible that the huge number of female garment workers, who are 

anticipating unemployment being threatened by workforce downsizing due to automation, need to be empowered so 

that they can either retain their current job or manage alternative source of income. What ought to be done based on 

their ability is the key question here. Educating them for better knowledge and skills, indeed, is the only answer to the 

problem. But this requires a clear understanding of what has to be done and then, how it has to be done.  

Strength and Weaknesses of Female Garment Workers 

 Strength 

A close look into the state of the female garment workers reveals that there exist following positive indicators 

in favour of educating them: 

• Their aspirations for better earnings in order to manage better living. 

• They have leisure times and they are willing to pursue education that would benefit them. 

• Most of them have moderate aggregate family earning that could be used to support their pursuit for 

education. 

• They are not technology shy. Given appropriate guidance and assistance they could be put through 

better use of technology, which could otherwise be useful for educating them in distance learning 

mode. 

Weaknesses 

Their weaknesses can be summarized as under: 

• Most of them have crossed the early age for education. However, skill-based education is more 

suitable for them. 

• Most of them are married and they have household responsibilities. 

• Most of them are dropped out from school at different stages. 44% were dropped out between Class I 

and Class V, 40% were dropped out between Class VI and Class X. 5% workers never went to 

school, thus are illiterate (Fig 5). So, to ensure effective education, they have to be addressed in 

groups. 

• Their background suggests that they are likely to have weakness in attainment of life skills that are 

required to manage one’s daily life activities. 

Educational Needs 

Based on above, the educational needs of the female garment workers should be as under: 

Basic Education: Considering the dropouts at different levels prior to qualifying Secondary School 

Certification, it is necessary to put them through some basic educational curricula so that they can be brought 

in similar platform for imparting subsequent education.  
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Life Skills Education: Only education may not empower them sufficiently. For example, one may make a 

good amount of monthly earning but in absence of her basic required knowledge on family planning, health 

and hygiene, household management, banking, etc she might not be able to live up to the standard as per the 

earnings. Unplanned child birth, prevalence of continuous diseases, etc would lead to extra expenditure, thus 

require more earnings. So, life skills education is required to empower them in the management of daily life 

activities.  

Skill-based Education: The female garment workers have opted for different skill-based education like 

tailoring, beauty parlor, computer operator, etc. Separate educational curricula, combining both theory and 

practical, are required to be prepared for skill-based education.     

 

Educating through Lifelong Learning Approach  

Lifelong learning is the "ongoing, voluntary, and self-motivated" pursuit of knowledge for either personal or 

professional reasons. Therefore, it not only enhances social inclusion, active citizenship, and personal development, but 

also self-sustainability, as well as competitiveness and employability.8 Lifelong learning approach is the most 

appropriate learning approach for the female garment workers, for they are motivated and eager to pursue education 

and they can pursue education while retaining their current job.  

 

 

 

EMPOWERING THROUGH LIFELONG DISTANCE LEARNING 

Arrangement and Coordination for Distance Learning 

Bangladesh Open University (BOU) is the only institution in Bangladesh which is capable of imparting lifelong 

distance learning to the female garment workers. It has the required organizational structure to support distance 

learning to learners all over Bangladesh. BOU runs educational curricula for learners from Class IX up to university 

level. It also runs need-based educational curricula for armed forces at Secondary and Higher Secondary level. But, the 

current situation is different. Probably, this is for the first time a particular sector comprising learners of very low 

education levels and of different age groups would seek empowerment through need-based education. It is quite 

challenging. Though BOU will perform the key role, but successful implementation of this type of education would 

require active support of and coordination among following stakeholders: 

• Concerned ministries of the Government of Bangladesh 

• Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA) 

• Respective garment factory 

• BOU 

• Educators 

• Learners 

Concept and Stages of Education 

The concept of imparting lifelong learning opportunities for the female garment workers in Bangladesh Readymade 

Garment (RMG) sector would be to facilitate time-flexible, need-based and goal oriented learning opportunities for 

learners across all ages in a highly supportive learning environment.  

 

The stages of education would be as under: 

 

• Stage 1: Basic Education  - As per grouping of educational background 

• Stage 2: Life Skill Education - For all 

• Stage 3: Skill-based Education - Theory and practical. As per learner choice 

Delivery of Education 

  

Mode of Delivery 

 

Considering few factors like learners’ educational background, power of understanding, their financial 

condition, etc, a complete distance mode does not become a suitable option. There is also a need for 

 
8 Lifelong Learning  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lifelong_learning 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Active_citizenship
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lifelong_learning
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conducting practical lessons for skill-based education. As such, distance learning with blended approach 

would be the most suitable mode of delivery of education.  

 

 Means of Delivery 

  

For skill-based courses, practical tutorial classes can be organized. For distance learning, the learners may be 

supplied with printed self-learning materials (SLM). They may also be supplied with audio and video contents 

for their better understanding of the lessons. 

 

Management of Education 

 

 Organizing Different Learner Groups 

BOU in coordination with respective factories would organize different learner groups based on educational 

levels and learner choice for skilled-based education.   

Conduct of practical Tutorial Classes 

BOU in coordination with Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA) and 

respective factories would organize classes for different learner groups. Classes may be organized at 

respective garment factory or at a separate venue, i.e., a Study Centre earmarked by BOU. Options for 

organizing skill-based tutorial classes for different learner groups is shown graphically in Fig 14.   

 

 

 

 

 

                  

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Facilitation of Distance Learning 

 

Facilitation of distance learning can be made by supplying printed self-learning materials and audio-video contents. 

The printed materials would be made learner friendly with maximum pictorials. The audio-video contents can be 

downloaded to the learners’ mobile phones. In Fig 10, it is shown that all of the workers have access to mobile phones, 

though 18% of them are in possession of smart phones. In this regard, the learners may be encouraged to convert to 

smartphones. They may also be encouraged to purchase smartphones on micro credit system. Concerned authorities 

may facilitate this arrangement. This would help the learners to read or watch the lessons at their leisure times for better 

assimilation. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

RMG in Bangladesh is a thriving sector for the economic growth of the country. The lion’s share of the garment 

workforce is female comprising different age groups. They are less educated or illiterate, migrated from rural to urban 

areas for the sake of earning livelihood. They are anticipating unemployment resulting from workforce downsizing due 

to automation. They will face difficult situation in managing their own source of income. Thus, empowering this huge 

workforce is a great concern for the country. 
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Educating this female workforce is the only viable option for empowering them. Given their state like age, education, 

background, household responsibilities, lifestyle and choice for acquiring skilled-based education; it is felt that the 

entire workforce cannot be addressed as a whole. Rather, they should divide into different learner groups and be put 

through basic education, life skills education and skilled-based education as per requirement. BOU can perform the key 

role of educating them through lifelong distance learning, which would basically be a distance learning with blended 

approach. Successful implementation of this idea can only be possible when all concerned realize the importance of the 

problem and come forward for the good of the country.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Following recommendations are made: 

 Policy Level 

Policy governing education of female garment workers should be made at governmental level in order to bring 

all stakeholders on same footing and create conducive environment for their education.  

Execution Level 

BOU should carry out further research on the preparation of need-based educational curricula so that interest 

of the female garment workers is well preserved. Thereafter, BOU should prepare pictorial-based and mobile 

phone friendly audio-video contents so as to make the delivery of education learner friendly. 
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