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Abstract

Anganwadi workers in Bihar serve as the backbone of the Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS), playing a pivotal role in child nutrition, early childhood education, and
maternal healthcare. Despite their critical responsibilities, these workers receive meager
honorariums, leading to financial instability, job dissatisfaction, and adverse psychological
outcomes. This article explores the psychological impact of low honorariums on Anganwadi
workers, highlighting issues such as stress, burnout, and diminished self-esteem. By integrating
quantitative and qualitative data, the study underscores the need for better compensation and
supportive measures to improve their mental well-being and overall effectiveness.
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Introduction

Anganwadi workers (AWWSs) are frontline service providers under the Integrated Child
Development Services (ICDS) scheme in India, introduced in 1975 to address child
malnutrition and provide early childhood care. Bihar, one of the country’s most populous
states, relies heavily on these workers to deliver essential services, especially in rural and
marginalized communities. However, the honorarium provided to Anganwadi workers remains
alarmingly low, ranging between INR 4500 and INR 7000 per month, depending on their
designation and location (Gupta & Singh, 2021). This inadequate compensation not only
undermines their financial security but also significantly impacts their psychological
health. This article examines the psychological effects of low honorariums on Anganwadi
workers in Bihar, focusing on stress, burnout, low self-esteem, and job dissatisfaction. By
addressing these issues, we aim to shed light on the urgent need for policy interventions to
improve their working conditions and mental health.

Socioeconomic Profile of Anganwadi Workers

Anganwadi workers in Bihar are predominantly women from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds. Many of them belong to Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), and
Other Backward Classes (OBC), groups that face systemic inequalities in education and
employment opportunities. According to a 2022 survey by the Bihar State ICDS Department,
approximately 70% of AWWs are the primary earners in their families (Kumar et al., 2022).
Their earnings, though meager, are vital for sustaining their households.
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Work Responsibilities
The responsibilities of Anganwadi workers are manifold, including:

1. Nutritional Support: Preparing and distributing meals to children under six years,
pregnant women, and lactating mothers.

2. Early Childhood Education: Facilitating pre-school education for children.

3. Health Services: Conducting immunization drives, health check-ups, and counseling
sessions.

4. Community Engagement: Raising awareness about health, hygiene, and family
planning.

Despite their extensive workload, AWWSs receive honorariums that do not reflect the
significance of their contributions, creating a disconnect between their efforts and rewards.

Psychological Impact of Low Honorarium
1. Financial Stress

The primary source of psychological distress among Anganwadi workers is financial
insecurity. With an average honorarium far below the minimum wage, workers struggle to meet
basic household expenses. According to Singh et al. (2021), 78% of AWWs in Bihar reported
difficulty managing monthly expenses, leading to chronic financial stress. This stress manifests
in anxiety, sleeplessness, and irritability, adversely affecting their overall well-being.

2. Burnout

Burnout is another significant psychological issue faced by Anganwadi workers. Long working
hours, coupled with inadequate compensation, result in emotional exhaustion and reduced
motivation. A 2021 study by Verma and Sharma revealed that 62% of AWWSs in Bihar
experienced symptoms of burnout, including fatigue, cynicism, and a sense of ineffectiveness
in their roles.

3. Low Self-Esteem and Job Dissatisfaction

The lack of recognition and respect for their work contributes to low self-esteem among
AWWs. Many workers feel undervalued and unimportant despite their critical contributions to
community welfare. Job dissatisfaction is further exacerbated by irregular payments,
insufficient resources, and the absence of professional growth opportunities. These factors
collectively diminish their sense of purpose and job commitment (Mishra et al., 2020).

4. Stress from Role Overload

Anganwadi workers are often required to perform tasks beyond their official responsibilities,
such as assisting in government surveys or election duties. These additional duties increase
their workload without corresponding compensation, leading to role overload and heightened
stress levels. This dual burden affects their mental health, family life, and overall productivity.

5. Impact on Family Relationships
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The financial strain and emotional exhaustion of Anganwadi workers often spill over into their
family lives. Many workers report strained relationships with their spouses and children due to
the constant pressure of managing work and home responsibilities. This familial stress further
compounds their psychological distress.

Data Analysis

To analyze the psychological impact of low honorariums, a mixed-method study was
conducted involving 400 Anganwadi workers from various districts in Bihar. Data were
collected through structured surveys, interviews, and focus group discussions.

Quantitative Findings
1. Financial Stress Indicators:
o 85% of workers reported financial difficulties.
o 68% had outstanding debts.
2. Mental Health Metrics:
o 72% experienced moderate to high levels of stress.
o 56% showed symptoms of anxiety and depression.
3. Burnout Symptoms:
o 64% reported feeling physically and emotionally drained.
o 48% indicated a loss of interest in their work.
4. Job Dissatisfaction:
o 70% expressed dissatisfaction with their honorariums.
o 65% believed their efforts were undervalued.
Qualitative Insights

During interviews, several workers shared personal accounts of their struggles. Meena Devi,
an Anganwadi worker from Gaya district, stated, “I work tirelessly to ensure the health and
education of children in my community, yet | barely earn enough to feed my own family. The
stress is overwhelming.” Another worker, Suman Kumari, highlighted the lack of recognition,
saying, “Despite doing so much, we are treated as insignificant. It’s disheartening.”

Factors Contributing to Psychological Challenges
1. Gender Inequality

As a predominantly female workforce, Anganwadi workers face gender-based challenges,
including societal expectations to balance work and family responsibilities. These expectations
often lead to additional stress and emotional burden.

2. Policy Gaps
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The ICDS framework does not classify Anganwadi workers as formal employees, leaving them
without access to benefits like health insurance, pensions, or maternity leave. This lack of
institutional support contributes to their job insecurity and financial stress.

3. Inadequate Training and Resources

Many Anganwadi centers lack basic infrastructure and supplies, forcing workers to manage
with limited resources. The absence of proper training and tools further hinders their ability to
perform effectively, leading to frustration and low morale.

4. Irregular Payments

Delayed payments are a recurring issue for Anganwadi workers, adding to their financial woes
and exacerbating their mental health challenges. Irregular honorariums disrupt their household
budgets, leading to further stress and anxiety.

Recommendations for Improvement
1. Increase in Honorarium

The most immediate need is to raise the honorarium for Anganwadi workers to align with
minimum wage standards. A fair wage would alleviate financial stress and improve their
quality of life.

2. Mental Health Support

Introducing mental health programs tailored to the needs of Anganwadi workers is essential.
These programs should include:

o Counseling services to address stress and anxiety.
e Workshops on stress management and resilience-building.
o Regular mental health check-ups.

3. Policy Reforms

Anganwadi workers should be recognized as formal employees under the ICDS scheme,
granting them access to benefits like health insurance, pensions, and paid leave. This
formalization would enhance their job security and morale.

4. Improved Working Conditions

Investments in infrastructure and resources at Anganwadi centers are critical. Providing
adequate facilities, teaching materials, and safety measures would enable workers to perform
their duties more effectively and reduce their stress levels.

5. Regular Payment Mechanisms

Ensuring timely disbursement of honorariums is crucial to reducing financial insecurity. A
streamlined payment system, possibly through direct bank transfers, should be implemented to
avoid delays.
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6. Social Recognition Programs

Public recognition of the contributions of Anganwadi workers can boost their self-esteem and
job satisfaction. Initiatives like awards, community appreciation events, and media campaigns
can highlight their efforts and foster a sense of pride in their work.

Conclusion

Anganwadi workers in Bihar face significant psychological challenges stemming from low
honorariums, financial insecurity, and lack of recognition. These challenges not only affect
their mental health but also hinder their ability to perform effectively, ultimately impacting the
success of the ICDS program. Addressing these issues requires a multifaceted approach that
includes wage reforms, mental health support, policy changes, and improved working
conditions. Recognizing and valuing the contributions of Anganwadi workers is essential for
their well-being and the betterment of the communities they serve.
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