
Global Research Review in Business and Economics [GRRBE] 

ISSN (Online) 2454-3217, ISSN (Print) 2395-4671    

                                             | Open-Access | Volume 10, Issue 01,  

Pages 105-110 ||2024|| 

 

www.grrbe.in                  CrossRef DOI: https://doi.org/10.56805/grrbe                            Page 105 

Gendering the Night: Decoding the Work Shifts of Delhi 
1Shirin Akhter, 2Vijender Singh Chauhan 

(Associate Professors, Zakir Husain Delhi College, University of Delhi) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Historically, paid employment has predominantly been a male domain, reflecting deeply ingrained societal norms 

and gender roles. For centuries, socio-cultural expectations relegated women to domestic roles, while men were 

deemed the primary breadwinners. This mindset persisted through generations, limiting women's access to 

education and professional opportunities. Even when women made their way into the workforce, they faced 

systemic barriers such as wage gaps, discriminatory hiring practices, and a lack of representation in leadership 

positions. While progress has been made towards gender equality, remnants of this historical bias persist. Societal 
expectations placed women in roles primarily centred around the household, with their participation in the labor 

force considered secondary. In times of labor shortages, due to factors like war or economic demands, women 

were reluctantly allowed to join the workforce. This perspective reinforced the idea that women's employment 

was a temporary solution rather than a fundamental aspect of economic participation.  

 

Following the ‘U’ curve hypothesis of female labour force participation, given by Sinha (1967) and made popular 

by Goldin (1995), getting her the 2023 nobel prize in Economics, women’s workforce participation describes a 

pattern where women's engagement in paid employment follows a U-shaped trajectory over their life course. It 

suggests that women's career involvement tends to dip during the child-rearing years and then rises again as 

children grow older or move out of the paternal home. This initial decline in work force participation can be 

attributed to traditional gender roles, societal expectations, and the challenges of balancing work and family 

responsibilities. As children become more independent, women may seek to re-enter or intensify their involvement 
in the workforce. Though it is important to note that all those women who may want to re-enter the labour force 

may not be able to get the jobs they desire or are qualified for, because of the gap in work experience. Forcing 

women  to remain out of the labour force or to accept jobs and wages that are below their levels of qualification.  

 

Additionally, the participation of women in the labor force undergoes dynamic shifts as an economy transitions 

from low to middle to high-income levels. In many low-income economies, women often engage in informal and 

agricultural sectors, facing limited access to education and formal employment opportunities. As economies 

progress into the middle-income range, there is typically an increase in women's participation in the formal 

workforce, driven by improved education, urbanisation, and changing societal norms. Policies promoting gender 

equality may gain traction, contributing to a more inclusive labor market. In high-income economies, women's 

participation tends to be higher, facilitated by advanced education systems, supportive workplace policies, and a 
greater emphasis on gender equality. However, challenges such as gender wage gaps and underrepresentation in 

leadership roles may persist even as an economy transits from a low income economy to higher income levels. 

 

This research investigates the gender-specific challenges faced by women engaged in night shifts across various 

professions in Delhi, India. The study explores the intersection of societal expectations, professional experiences, 
and space-time dynamics in lives of women who work night shifts. Through detailed interviews and thematic 

analysis, the paper uncovers the multifaceted struggles of women in roles such as healthcare, IT, hospitality, and 

manufacturing. The findings reveal transportation difficulties, safety concerns, and societal biases, highlighting 

the need for systemic changes to foster gender equality in night shift work. The paper concludes with policy 

suggestions to address these challenges and create a more equitable and supportive environment for women in the 

workforce. 
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Efforts made by women to make a transition from surplus labor to a permanent part of the workforce are often 

perceived as encroaching into traditionally male-dominated territory. When women do enter the job market, they 

are typically directed toward roles traditionally considered more suitable for women, such as teaching or nursing, 

or lower-skilled positions like tele-calling or receptionist roles. Consequently, the labor market can be viewed as 

predominantly male-controlled, offering limited space for women in occupations that are often low-paying and 

lack opportunities for advancement. Entering the workforce per se poses challenges for women, while considering 

night shifts, distinct temporal connotations emerge, differentiating them from daytime work. The notion of night 
work being primarily male-dominated is rooted in traditional gender roles and societal norms. Historically, men 

were viewed as the main providers, involved in physically demanding occupations. Night shifts, particularly in 

industries like manufacturing or security, were linked to these roles. Moreover, safety considerations during 

nighttime hours may have reinforced the perception that such work is more suitable for men. 

 

Adhering to societal expectations, there's a prevalent human tendency to associate the night with collective 

apprehension. Individuals venturing out after dark are often viewed as courting trouble or embracing risks. This 

fear is deeply ingrained in gendered norms, where traditional ideals of femininity exclude women from roles 

involving risk-taking. This research delves into the gender-specific encounters of women participating in night 

shifts, confronting the dual challenge of entering a male-dominated workforce and challenging gender norms 

related to risk. By working during the night, these women disrupt established notions of space and time, prompting 
an exploration of their experiences to gain insights into societal attitudes. The study aims to investigate the 

spatiotemporal perspectives of women engaged in night shifts and unveil the socio-economic consequences 

arising from their unconventional choices. 

 

Overcoming this mindset requires challenging ingrained stereotypes, promoting equal opportunities, and 

recognising the value of women's contributions to the labor force beyond mere contingencies. Efforts toward 

gender equality involve dismantling these outdated perceptions and advocating for a workforce where individuals 

are valued based on skills and abilities, irrespective of gender. 

 

2. METHODOLOGY 
This study employs a comprehensive methodology to explore the experiences of women working night shifts in 

Delhi across various professions. Employing purposive sampling, a diverse group of women was selected from 

industries such as healthcare, IT, hospitality, and manufacturing to ensure a rich array of perspectives. Informed 

consent was obtained to uphold ethical standards, emphasising participant rights and confidentiality. Semi-

structured interviews were used for the primary data collection method, allowing flexibility in addressing key 

themes like motivations for night shift work, safety concerns, workplace support, and societal perceptions. 

Thematic analysis has been employed to identify recurring patterns in the qualitative data, organising insights into 

categories related to workplace experiences, societal attitudes, safety, and socio-economic impacts. The study 

ensured participant anonymity through pseudonyms and coding systems. This methodology aims to provide a 

nuanced and holistic understanding of the multifaceted experiences of women working night shifts in Delhi. 

 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 
In the early 20th century, Faweett (1918) and Edgeworth (1922) contended that gender discrimination in the labor 

market often took the form of unequal job assignments rather than unequal pay for equal work. They highlighted 

that women were disproportionately concentrated in a limited number of occupations, leading to deflated wages. 

Sociologists attribute gender discrimination to patriarchy and capitalism, while political scientists emphasise 

power dynamics and agency as explanatory factors. Despite differing explanations, social scientists unanimously 

agree that gender-based discrimination is detrimental to both women and society at large.  

 

A notable consequence of such discrimination is the marginalisation of women, relegating them to the periphery 
of socio-politico-economic activities, with men dominating available space and time. The space-time matrix, 

indicating women's presence in a specific space at a given time, is shown to be more constrained for women 

compared to men in existing literature. Mei-Po Kwan's (2000) study on gender differences in space-time 

constraints reveals significant impacts on activity-travel patterns. Additionally, Woortmann et al.'s (2007) research 

explores the interplay of space, time, and gender in the context of changes brought about by plantations and 

tourism in North-eastern Brazil, highlighting the worsening conditions for women over time due to shifts in 

traditional spaces and gendered differences in the use of domestic space. 

 

In the examination of women working night shifts, the intersection of gender and temporal dimensions becomes 

a pivotal focus. Hochschild's (1989) seminal work on the "second shift" highlights the persistent burden on women 

who, even after their formal employment hours, bear the brunt of domestic responsibilities. This concept 
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underscores the intricate interplay between work and domestic realms, shaping the experiences of women working 

unconventional hours. 

 

Acker's (1990) gendered organisational theory contributes valuable insights into the structuring of workspaces. 

Acker contends that gender is not merely an individual attribute but a systemic, organisational phenomenon. This 

perspective proves pertinent to understanding how gender norms are embedded in workplace structures, 

potentially influencing the experiences of women working night shifts. 
 

The concept of the "feminisation of labor" by Reskin and Roos (1990) sheds light on the broader trend of 

increasing female participation in the workforce. This trend, while reflecting positive strides toward gender 

inclusivity, also raises questions about the quality of opportunities and the nature of work available to women, 

especially those navigating non-traditional hours. 

 

Adding to the discourse, West and Zimmerman's (1987) theory of "doing gender" emphasises that gender is not a 

fixed identity but an ongoing performance shaped by social contexts. Applying this lens to women working night 

shifts provides a framework for understanding how gender identity may be negotiated and expressed in the unique 

temporal dynamics of nocturnal employment. 

By synthesising these diverse perspectives, this literature review lays the foundation for exploring the multifaceted 
dimensions of women's experiences in night shift work, acknowledging the intertwined influences of 

organisational structures, domestic expectations, broader labor trends, and the performative aspects of gender in 

the nocturnal work landscape. 

 

In the exploration of gender dynamics within spatial contexts, Alexia Bumbaris (2019) posits that gender concepts 

serve as fundamental organising principles for spaces. She contends that women's pavilions, reflecting middle-

class ideals, reinforce the notion of the private woman primarily confined to her home. This portrayal suggests a 

universal societal expectation. In a related vein, Odih (1999) proposes a radical approach to dismantling the 

conventional male/female time opposition. Rather than a straightforward inversion, Odih advocates for 

deconstruction, drawing on Derrida's concept. This strategy aims to challenge and disassemble the traditional 

binary structures embedded in the metaphysics of presence and, notably, the phallocentric binary. Odih's 

subsequent work (2003) extends this perspective to scrutinise the fixed and unitary subject of feminist critique, 
engaging in the deconstruction of gender-related issues within the time/space economy, particularly in the context 

of 'just-in-time' labor. These theoretical frameworks set the stage for understanding the gendered dimensions of 

women working night shifts, shedding light on the broader discourse surrounding spatial and temporal dynamics 

in the realm of employment. 

 

4. GENDERED ANALYSIS OF NIGHT SHIFTS 
This section of the paper focuses on the gender dynamics inherent in night shifts. It examins primary data obtained 

through interviews with women across diverse industries who engage in nocturnal employment. These interviews 

were conducted to shed light on the multifaceted experiences of these women, revealing the myriad challenges 
they encounter due to societal biases. By delving into the narratives of women working night shifts, we aim to 

unravel the complexities surrounding their professional lives, exploring the nuances of their encounters and the 

impediments posed by ingrained gender norms. The diverse range of industries represented in the data allows for 

a comprehensive understanding of the commonalities and unique struggles faced by women navigating the night 

shift terrain, contributing valuable insights to the broader discourse on gender, work, and societal expectations. 

 

Challenges Faced by Female Doctors During Night Shifts: In unveiling the collective struggles of female doctors, 

exemplified by the experiences of a highly skilled doctors in prestigious Delhi hospitals, a prevalent issue 

surfaces—the difficulty in securing a safe commute after night shifts. Despite professional accomplishments and 

substantial income, female doctors encounter resistance from male drivers hesitant to transport them during late 

hours. This predicament highlights a broader problem faced by women in the medical profession. Beyond 
transportation challenges, female doctors grapple with unequal opportunities, a lack of adequate facilities for their 

specific needs during night shifts, and the persistent societal bias that questions their suitability for demanding 

roles. Additionally, the stories collected emphasise the pivotal role of spousal intervention in securing convenient 

and safe commute, suggesting that systemic changes are necessary to address and rectify these pervasive issues 

for female doctors in their pursuit of successful and fulfilling careers. 

 

Nurses' Nightly Ordeal: In delving into the collective experiences of approximately 30 female nurses navigating 

night shifts, a poignant narrative unfolds, illustrating the profound challenges etched into their nightly commute. 

The arduous journey begins with a solemn nightly stroll from the hospital premises to the bus stop, where each 
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nurse contends with the unpredictability of public transport. Waiting for buses becomes an ordeal in itself, 

compounded by the constant fear of missing scheduled rides, a fear exacerbated by the rare punctuality of public 

transportation during those late hours. 

 

Compounding these transportation challenges is the immense familial pressure exerted on these nurses to secure 

coveted day shifts. However, institutional policies that mandate at least two night shifts per week create a 

formidable hurdle. As a result, female nurses find themselves in a delicate balancing act, negotiating, requesting, 
and even resorting to financial exchanges with their male counterparts to swap night duties. This practice not only 

impacts their earnings but also forces some nurses into continuous shifts spanning day and night, a compromise 

made to evade the vulnerabilities associated with being out after dark. 

 

Beyond the realm of transportation woes, these collective narratives unveil additional layers of hardship. 

Inadequate facilities during night shifts, such as well-lit and secure rest areas, compound the challenges faced by 

these dedicated healthcare professionals. Unequal opportunities persist, and the enduring societal expectation that 

questions the commitment of women to demanding roles in the medical field casts a shadow over their pursuit of 

a fulfilling and equitable professional life. The shared experiences of these nurses thus underscore the need for 

systemic changes addressing the multifaceted obstacles hindering the progress and well-being of female healthcare 

professionals during their night shifts. 
 

Collective Struggles of Police Women During Night Shifts: As we explore the experiences of approximately 25 

police women working night shifts, a nuanced narrative unfolds, dispelling conventional expectations and 

shedding light on unexpected challenges. Contrary to assumptions, these dedicated officers grapple with a 

spectrum of issues, notably eve-teasing and heightened safety concerns, painting a stark contrast to the anticipated 

nature of their duties. Familiar locales undergo a transformation during the night, adopting an unforeseen and 

potentially threatening character that complicates routine patrols. The very places these police women navigate 

become fraught with added dangers, making their duty more demanding and laden with uncertainties. 

 

Adding a layer of complexity is the intrinsic nature of their job, which involves dealing with potential adversaries. 

This dynamic contributes to an extra layer of fear during night shifts, prompting police women to exercise caution 

and potentially avoid confrontations they might handle confidently during daylight hours. This impact on 
assertiveness not only compromises their effectiveness but also raises concerns about the overall safety and 

security of the public. 

 

Beyond these anticipated challenges, additional hurdles emerge in the form of limited support systems during 

night shifts, potential bias or skepticism from their male counterparts, and the constant need to prove their 

capability in a traditionally male-dominated field. The shared experiences of these police women illuminate a 

collective struggle that extends beyond the visible threats, prompting a deeper reflection on the systemic changes 

needed to ensure the well-being and effectiveness of female officers during night shifts. 

 

Narrative of Call Center Women's Collective Struggle: In the vibrant realm of call centres, where night shifts are 

routine, the collective narrative of approximately 50 female employees, exemplified by the story of Ananya, 
unfolds a complex tapestry of challenges. Ananya, a young woman dedicated to managing customer service calls 

for a multinational company in Delhi, mirrors the experiences shared by many of her colleagues in this bustling 

industry. Navigating the challenges of late-night commuting, these women rely on public transportation—a 

lifeline that, unfortunately, becomes a source of apprehension due to unreliable schedules and safety concerns, 

casting a shadow over each nightly journey. However, the ordeals here extend beyond transportation woes. The 

nature of work in call centre exposes these women to the added strain of handling irate customers during the night. 

Despite the lack of physical visibility in phone interactions, the anonymity doesn't shield these women from 

occasional harassment and inappropriate remarks, highlighting the gender-based challenges persisting within the 

supposedly modern call center environment. 

 

Similar to the experiences of the surgeon, nurses, and police women, these women grapple with societal 
expectations that question the propriety of 'good' women being out late, injecting an additional layer of complexity 

into their professional life. This collective narrative of 50 female call center employees unveils a shared struggle, 

emphasising how gender-based challenges persist even in a supposedly modern and forward-looking industry. 

These women, tirelessly working to meet the demands of a global clientele during unconventional hours, reflect 

a broader need for comprehensive changes to foster an environment that priorities the well-being and equal 

opportunities of female professionals in the call center industry. 
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These stories illuminate the multifaceted challenges that women across different professions encounter while 

working night shifts, shedding light on issues related to transportation, safety, and societal expectations. 

 

5. CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY SUGGESTIONS 
Gender inequalities manifest in distinct access to resources, roles, and responsibilities for women and men, both 

within the household and in the broader market. These disparities operate at the meso (institutional) and micro 

(individual) levels, creating macro-level implications. These implications signify interconnected relationships 

between family and market institutions, influencing each other reciprocally. It's crucial to recognise that 

discrimination isn't merely an issue of either equity or efficiency; rather, it represents a challenge encompassing 

both dimensions simultaneously. Addressing discrimination requires a comprehensive approach that 

acknowledges its impact on both fairness and effectiveness. Since discrimination can impede overall growth 

processes, corrective measures are essential at both micro and meso levels. 

 

Efforts to tackle discrimination should not be isolated into addressing either equity or efficiency alone. Instead, 

it's imperative to understand that these two dimensions are intertwined. Discrimination, particularly against 

women, poses a hindrance to growth in multifaceted ways. Therefore, rectifying these imbalances requires a dual-
pronged strategy. The key lies in widespread education, where economic growth and social development can only 

accelerate when policymakers ensure accessible and universal education. Additionally, advocating for job security 

or safety nets for women is essential to provide them with assured and safe working environments. By addressing 

both educational disparities and workplace vulnerabilities, society can work towards dismantling the roots of 

discrimination and fostering a more equitable and efficient environment for all. 

 

Following are some policy measures that could contribute to improving the condition of women in general and 

reducing gender inequalities: 

 

One, it is important to Implement policies that ensure free and universal access of women to education, with a 

particular focus on closing gender gaps in literacy and skills development. To this end we need to establish 
programs to address barriers that hinder girls' education, such as cultural norms, early marriage, and lack of 

infrastructure. 

 

Secondly, policies that provide job security and safety nets for women, ensuring they have access to safe working 

conditions and protection from discrimination and harassment, laws promoting gender equality in the workplace 

should be enforced and strengthened. Care should be taken to address issues such as equal pay, opportunities for 

career advancement, and combating workplace harassment. Companies should be encouraged to adopt transparent 

reporting mechanisms on gender-related metrics and practices and introduce measures like paid family leave, 

flexible work arrangements, and affordable childcare facilities to support women in balancing work and family 

responsibilities. 

 

Implementation of targeted economic empowerment programs for women, including access to credit, 
entrepreneurship training, and support for women-led businesses to encourage women's participation in 

traditionally male-dominated sectors by providing incentives and removing barriers is another important policy 

intervention to aid the cause. Introducing gender-responsive budgeting to ensure that government expenditures 

consider the different needs and experiences of women and men should be strengthened and resources should be 

allocated to programs addressing gender disparities in healthcare, education, and economic opportunities. 

 

Promotion of Equal Parental Responsibilities is another important moral intervention that can be made. Individuals 

should be encouraged and incentivised towards equal sharing of parental responsibilities within families, 

promoting a more balanced distribution of caregiving duties. 

 

This can be done along with launching community awareness campaigns to challenge gender stereotypes and 
promote a culture of equality and respect and to foster gender sensitivity and inclusivity from an early age. By 

implementing a combination of these policy measures, societies can work towards creating a more equitable and 

inclusive environment that empowers women and reduces gender inequalities. 
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