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INTRODUCTION

The textile industry in Tamil Nadu is one of the most important 
contributors of employment generation (close to 35 million people 
work in this industry) and also plays a vital role in contributing to 
the growth rate of Tamil Nadu (shares 4% of the state’s GDP). The 

textile industry is primarily centered in western Tamil Nadu, attracting 
labour forces from all over the state. One of the noteworthy aspects of the 
textile industry is that women are employed in high numbers in contrast 
to other manufacturing industries. The textile industry adopts a lucrative 
strategy named “Sumangali Scheme” to recruit adolescent girls with a 
promise of lumpsum money at the end of employement which  could be 
used for marriage. Studies have also showed how such schemes are used 
to deceive and exploit the vulnerable sections of the society. Drought, 
poor socio-economic conditions, low wages and a worsening agrarian crisis 
make people to migrate and seek employment in the textile industries.

The working conditions of people in the textile industries are sub-standard, 
leading to health concerns. The industry has a significant number of 
working female population and it is commonly understood that females 
face different workplace health challenges as compared to males due to 
the multiple roles they play at home and at the workplace.

The current report intended to study the health status of adolescent girls 
working in the textile industries of Coimbatore, Tirupur and Erode. Since 
adolescent health and nutrition has an intergenerational effect, it’s 
imperative that adequate importance is given to their health and studies 
on the status of their health are conducted. The sample for the study 
is taken from Nagapattinam, an economically backward coastal district 
where agriculture is the main source of living



The study compares the health status of those who were 
employed in the past and who are currently employed. It 
is also compared with the health status of those girls who 
were never employed in the textile industry. The area for 
this study includes Sirkazhi, Sembanar Kovil and Kollidam 
blocks of the Nagapattinam District. In order to make the 
study scientific and less biased, a cross-sectional design 
was adopted and simple random sampling technique 
was used to determine the sample for current employees. 
After interviewing currently employed adolescent girls, 
the nearest resident adolescent girls and young women 
who were employed in the past and the nearest resident 
adolescent girls who have never been employed  were chosen 
and interviewed. In case these girls were not residing in 
the same streets as that of the current employee, the next 
sample was chosen by moving in the right-hand direction. 
A total of 321 adolescent girls and young women drawn 
from these three blocks formed the sample for this study. 
For those who are employed with the textile industry, a 
work experience of at least one year was set as a parameter.

AIM AND OBJECTIVES





tools used in the study

Standard of Living Index: Also called wealth index, 
this is used to assess the socio-economic status through simple questions 
and direct observations. It includes consumer durables, basic household 
amenities, housing quality and related accessories.

Patient Health Questionnaire for 

Adolescents (PHQ – 9): Depression screener has 
good sensitivity and specificity and is used in primary care settings. 
Depression screening is one of the important aspects of preventive 
health in adolescents which could prevent suicides.

Indian Adolescent Health Questionnaire 

(IAHQ): This is to measure physical and mental health. It has a total 
of eight modules, which seek details regarding demographics, physical 
health, nutrition, hygiene, medical care and medical history, HIV and 
AIDs, tobacco, alcohol and drugs, domestic violence, unintentional 
injuries, home and school environment and mental health. It also 
includes strengths and difficulties questionnaire which screens for 
behavioural problems which include emotional, conduct, hyperactivity, 
peer problems and pro-social behaviour.

Standardised Nordic Questionnaire: This 
is used for analysis of musculoskeletal symptoms in an ergonomic 
or occupational setting. It has a general questionnaire and specific 
questionnaires for neck, shoulder and low back. It screens for 
musculoskeletal disorders and provides useful preventive measure - 
information matching to such occupational contexts.

The findings of the study have enabled the understanding of the nature 
of problems faced by the adolescent girls from Nagapattinam District 
and leads to some significant insights.



>14y
average age

poor Standard of living
Current Employees 19.62%

Never employed 9.34%

Past Employees 18.69%



Demographic and Educational 
Status

The average age of the girls who join the workforce of 
the textile industry was above 14, which clearly shows 
awareness among the community that employment of the 
below 14 is illegal. The Government of India’s movement 

‘Education for All’ also seems to have created an impact amongst 
the community. But, factors like poor standard of living, family 
problems, disinterest in education and occupational status of 
the fathers and lack of employment opportunities in the home 
town, etc., drive the adolescent girls to look for work in textile 
industries which are located in other parts of the State. 

Even though the per capita income of families who are employed 
currently or employed in the past is significantly higher than 
those who never worked, they too experience a poor standard of 
living. Apart from debts, saving money for the girl-in-the-family’s 
marriage is a key reason. In fact, many girls chose to go to work 
primarily to save money for their own marriage. Majority of 
the girls work for a period of 2.5 years, after which they get 
married. One of the significant findings of the study is that the 
father’s education plays an important role in the education of 
their children. The study also revealed that dropout rate from 
school at younger age was less among the adolescent girls who 
have never worked. This could be due to the fact that, fathers of 
girls who were never been employed had formal education and 
were aware of the importance of the education.



Alcoholism is a major issue amongst the members of the 
community and it invariably ends in  debts and thereby forces 
the children to seek employment. Because of the practice of 
alcoholism by their husbands, mothers of adolescent girls 
are not able to provide nutrition to children  due to financial 
reasons. More than half of the study population (57.32 %) has 
remained hungry in the last one month due to lack of food at 
home. Alcoholism was widely present among the fathers of 
girls/women in all three groups.

ALCOHOLISM IN 
THE STUDY AREA



Prevalence of underweight

Current employees 45.8%

Never employed 52.3%

Past employees 41.1%

57% 
Hungry



Health Issues

When it comes to nutritional status of the girls, there 
is a significant difference in the consumption of 
fruits and vegetables. 90 % among the never been 
employed have consumed fruit in the past one 

week and 80 % in the past employees and the never been 
employed have consumed vegetables at least once during the 
last one week, whereas this was not the case with those who 
are currently employed in textile factories. This is due to the 
lack of provision of nutritional food to the girls in the factories 
and the qualitative study reported a lack of concern on the part 
of the management. But, the consumption of fast food and soft 
drinks is relatively high among the currently employed which 
shows a change in food habits. Interestingly, the prevalence 
of underweight among the never been employed is high as 
compared to the other two groups.

Menstrual irregularities were significantly high among the 
currently employed and those who were employed in the past 
than those who had never been employed. However, though 
issues like anemia, physical and mental stress can be attributed 
to this, the problem of menstrual irregularities has to be probed 
further. Though,  more than 90 % of the girls in each group 
perceive being physically fit is very important,  only the girls 
among the never been employed involve themselves in sports 
or dance, whereas, the involvement of current employees is less. 
This might be due to lack of recreational activities in workplace. 
Interestingly, more than half of the study population in each 
group perceives their health is in good status. Also more than 
50 % of girls in all the groups say that they can’t go to hospital 
when they are sick. This is particularly high (76%) among the 
currently employed.



DEPRESSION
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Never employed
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Abuse
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Psychological Issues

Startling results were recorded when the girls were 
screened for depression and behavioral abnormalities. 
30 % among current employees and 24.3% among 
past employees reported suicidal thoughts in the past 

one month as compared to 11.2 % among the never been 
employed. Among those who had suicidal thoughts in the 
past one month 41 % had even attempted suicide in their 
lifetime. More current employees and the past employees 
needed treatment for depression as compared to those who 
have never been employed. Among those who are suffering 
from depression 26.5 % experience abuse (either physical 
or verbal). Behavioural problems were also significantly 
different among the three study groups. Though, pro-social 
behaviour was normal among most of the study population, 
behavioural problems were more among current employees 
(59.8 %) and past employees (63.6 %) as compared to the 
never been employed (32.7 %).
 
Musculoskeletal pain was more among current and past 
employees as compared to the never been employed. Around 
50 % in the current employees reported pain in neck and 
shoulders. 54% in the past employees reported pain in the 
neck region. This pain has prevented the girls from doing 
normal work in the last one year. Neck and shoulders are 
the most common regions affected by musculoskeletal pain. 
There was a high prevalence of body pain among current and 
past employees as compared to the never been employed. 
Long working hours, overtime and inadequate rest could be 
the reason for body pain in the current and past employees.



musculo-skeletal Pain

Current employees 67.3%

Never employed 18.7%

Past employees 67.3%



Conclusion and 
Recommendations:

The study though being the first one conducted to assess the health determinants and 
the health status of adolescent girls, its findings have serious ramifications. The study 
shows the need for better working conditions at workplace, time for recreation and oth-
er activities, counseling, access to quality health care and also availability of nutritious 
food. It also clearly illustrates the prevalence of alcoholism and its effects on families 
and their future. The following recommendations are made based on the findings of 
the study:

1. To provide education up to higher secondary level for adolescent girls.
2. To strengthen the mandated provisions of health facilities and to train the factory 
personnel to improve the health of the employees.
4. Appropriate ergonomic measures are to be undertaken at work places to avoid mus-
culoskeletal pain and injuries.
5. To raise the awareness on labour rights, abuses and education in communities.
6. Capacity building of employed adolescent girls by leadership skill developing to 
make them stand up for their rights should be done by NGOs.
7. Establishing community colleges in the study area could improve the skills of ado-
lescents and prepare the study population for various job opportunities even if they 
failed in formal education.
8. Awareness on ill effects of alcohol, early identification, treatment, rehabilitation and 
sustained follow-up care of alcoholic individuals should be done in rural areas.
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