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Working women too, with a dream of good childcare 

More than 95% of India’s working women are informal workers, but they lack 

affordable services and maternity benefits. 

Gender Equality in India: India’s female informal workforce 

1. The theme for International 

Women’s Day 2022 (March 8) is 

‘gender equality today for a 

sustainable tomorrow’.  

2. However, gender equality is still a 

far cry for India’s female informal 

workforce. According to a 2018 

study by the International 

Labour Organization (ILO), 

more than 95% of India’s 

working women are informal 

workers who work in labour-

intensive, low-paying, highly 

precarious jobs/conditions, and 

with no social protection. 

3. A World Health Organization bulletin says that “women’s informal work is 

central to the feminisation of poverty”.  

4. However, we know little about how informal work affects maternal, neonatal, 

and child health, with the lack of childcare solutions being a serious concern.  

Formal and Informal distinction:  

1. India is ahead of many advanced nations in instituting maternal health 

benefits, and its statutory maternity leave is among the global top three.  

2. The Maternity Benefit (Amendment) Act, 2017 more than doubled the 

duration of paid maternity leave for women employees to 26 weeks, proposing 

an option to work from home after this period, on mutual agreement with the 

employer, and made crèche facilities mandatory for establishments employing 

50 or more women. 
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3. However, these benefits are mostly enjoyed by formal sector women workers, 

constituting less than 5% of the women workforce.  

4. Another ILO study, in 2016, pointed out that a lack of access to quality 

childcare services forces women workers to leave the labour force, ceasing 

their earnings, exposing themselves to discriminatory employment practices, 

and to significant economic and health risks. 

Focusing the women in the informal sector: 

1. India has paid less attention to addressing concerns around childcare support 

for informal women workers.  

2. Here are three ways to enable women to take up more productive paid work 

and improve their maternal and child health outcomes: 

• Extending the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) 

infrastructure;  

• Revitalising national crèche schemes, and  

• Improving maternity benefits 

Expansion of the ICDS 

1. The primary mandate of the 

Anganwadi centres under the 

ICDS is to provide maternal and 

child nutritional security, a clean 

and safe environment, and early 

childhood education, thus 

facilitating the ability of women to 

re-enter work post-childbirth.  

2. However, it has two major 

limitations. First, it does not cater 

to children under the age of three. 

Second, it functions only for a few 

hours a day, making it 

inconvenient to send and pick up 

children during work hours or avail take-home rations provided to pregnant 

women and households with younger children.  
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3. Early intake of children in the Anganwadi centres can have dual benefits — 

allow mothers time for paid work and converge with the National Education 

Policy 2020 mandate that acknowledges quality Early Childhood Care and 

Education for children in the 0-6 age group.  

4. Extending the hours of Anganwadi centres can also address time constraints 

for working women. However, these expansions would also require expanding 

the care worker infrastructure, especially the Anganwadi worker and helper, 

who are already overburdened and underpaid. 

Revitalise the crèche scheme 

1. The National Creche Scheme lays out specific provisions for working women 

but has suffered diminished government funding.  

2. An inclusive approach is required to diversify worksite and working hours and 

overcome implementation gaps.  

3. Revitalising the provisions of the 

scheme and adding a network of public 

and workplace crèches can be hugely 

beneficial. Public crèches can be 

operated at worksite clusters such as 

near industrial areas, markets, dense 

low-income residential areas, and 

labour nakas.  

4. Crèches closer to the workplace allow 

for timely breastfeeding and attending 

to emergencies. This model has been 

tested successfully by Self-Employed 

Women’s Association (SEWA) Sangini in some Indian cities.  

5. Where work occurs at a single site, such as a garment factory or construction 

site, worksite crèches will help; as seen in the construction site crèches run 

by Aajeevika Bureau (Ahmedabad) and Mobile Creches (Delhi).  

6. The construction sector is a case in point where the Building and Other 

Construction Workers Welfare Board mandates the running of crèches. The 

funds collected under the construction cess can be earmarked for running 

crèches at construction sites. 
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Maternity benefits and limitations: 

1. Childbirth and childcare are financially stressful and compel many women to 

return to work within a few weeks of childbirth.  

2. Women in informal employment did not have maternity benefits until the 

National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013, entitled pregnant and lactating 

mothers to a cash transfer of at least ₹6,000.  

3. However, the scheme notified for this purpose, the Pradhan Mantri Matru 

Vandana Yojana (PMMVY) limits the benefit to the first birth and has also 

reduced the amount to ₹5,000. 

4. States such as Tamil Nadu (Dr Muthulakshmi Maternity Benefit Scheme), 

Rajasthan (Indira Gandhi Maternity Nutrition Scheme), Odisha (Mamta 

Scheme), Gujarat (Kasturba Poshan Sahay Yojana), and Chhattisgarh 

(Kaushalya Maternity Scheme) try to bridge the coverage gap, incentivising 

health-seeking behaviours.  

5. Of these, Tamil Nadu has an expansive and ambitious scheme offering 

₹18,000 in cash and kind for two live 

births. Right to Food ( demands that 

universal and unconditional maternity 

entitlements of at least six months of 

the minimum wages for pregnant 

women and lactating mothers be 

implemented. 

6. The cash transfers under the PMMVY 

are insufficient, by both evaluations 

on the ground and the NFSA 

benchmark, as well as for nutrition 

needs and wage compensation.  

7. The compensation, which is lower 

than the minimum wages, is 

inadequate in postponing the mother’s return to work for the first six months. 

The amount also does not match an inflation-adjusted NFSA benchmark 

(nearly ₹9,400 in 2022). 
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The lack of affordable and quality childcare services and maternity benefits 

increase the burden on informal women workers, aggravating gender and class 

inequalities. Presently, it is up to individuals and families to find a resolution to 

this tension of a worker-mother, putting women, girls, and children at a gross 

disadvantage. It is imperative that we consider affordable and quality childcare 

infrastructure as an employment-linked benefit and as a public good. 
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Reaping the potential of the female workforce  

Fresh employment opportunities have opened up for women in the gig, platform 

and care economy. 

New opportunities:  

1. The large-scale 

adoption of digital and 

smartphone 

technologies and the 

increased need for personal care for the sick, elderly and children have opened 

up employment opportunities, especially for women.  

2. Why is that? The gig 

and platform 

economy offers 

flexibility and 

freelancing jobs. 

Those engaged in 

providing health and 

personal care have 

always been an 

integral part of the 

economy and have 

been on the front 

lines during the 

pandemic. Women 

form a large 

proportion of this segment. The COVID-19 pandemic has further augmented 

the need for health and personal care, thus opening up more employment 

opportunities. 

3. What we need are concerted efforts and targeted strategies along with a change 

in attitudes, for women to take advantage of these new labour market 

opportunities.  

4. Access to higher education, skill training and digital technology are the three 

great enablers in helping India reap the potential of its female labour force. 



 

7 

 

08.03.2022      Tuesday 
 
India’s demographic dividend 

1. The participation of 

women in the 

workforce in India has 

dropped from 32% 

working or looking for 

work in 2005, to 21% 

in 2019.  

2. India’s female labour 

force participation 

(FLFP) rate is the lowest among the BRICS countries and is also lower than 

some of its neighbours in South Asia such as Sri Lanka and Bangladesh.  

3. Increasing FLFP in India is crucial not just to achieve economic growth but 

also to promote inclusive growth and achieve Sustainable Development Goals. 

4. India’s population is among the youngest in the world. In 2020, the median 

age in India was about 29. Women and girls form a significant part of India’s 

demographic dividend.  

5. However, their inability to stay employed or, at times, take up employment 

due to economic and social factors at both the household and macro level has 

been a challenge for the labour market and economy.  

6. Countries like China, Singapore, Taiwan and South Korea are examples of 

how the demographic dividend can be reaped to achieve fast-paced economic 

growth. 

Sectors with potential 

1. According to United Nations Women estimates, women make up a significant 

proportion of all healthcare workers and more than 80% of nurses and 

midwives.  

2. Women also form a significant proportion of the workforce in the education 

sector in India, especially in primary education and early childhood care.  

3. The care service sector, which includes health, education, and other personal 

care services, is more labour-intensive than sectors such as manufacturing, 

construction or other service sectors where the employment potential gets 
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affected due to factors such as the introduction of tools, technology and 

increased mechanisation. 

4. Not only would greater investment in better health and care facilities improve 

the well-being of India’s people and hence their economic productivity, global 

evidence documented by the International Labour Organization (ILO) also 

suggests that it will lead to more employment opportunities for women.  

5. The ILO Report on Care Work and Care Jobs for the Future of Decent Work: 

Key findings in Asia and the Pacific (2018) indicated that increasing 

investment in the care economy has the potential to generate a total of 69 

million jobs in India by 2030.  

6. Investments in the health and care sector can go a long way in boosting India’s 

economy. Investments to set up child care services through collaborative 

models in office 

complexes and 

with industry 

associations in 

industrial 

corridors are 

important.  

7. Such initiatives 

can significantly 

support women 

in managing 

their care 

responsibilities, 

enabling them to 

devote sufficient 

time to paid employment. 

Gig Economy and Gender: Enablers and challenges 

1. The gig economy comprises platforms that offer innovative solutions in 

different sectors such as transport, retail, personal and home care. India has 

emerged as one of the largest countries for gig and platform work.  
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2. Digital platforms in India have thrived as a result of the increasing use of 

smartphones, the low cost of the Internet and other initiatives under the Digital 

India campaign.  

3. The gig economy has demonstrated resilience even during the pandemic, with 

platform workers playing an indispensable role in urban India.  

4. Platform jobs have low-entry barriers and cater to the needs and aspirations of 

workers with varying degrees of skill sets.  

5. Studies indicate that women appreciate the income-generating potential of the 

gig economy. The ILO Global Survey (2021) noted that working from home 

or job flexibility is particularly important for women. 

6. Digital platforms that allow remote work is, in principle, accessible to men 

and women in any location. However, access to the Internet and smartphones 

can be a restricting factor. Data suggest that in India, women’s access to the 

Internet and to smartphones is much lower than that of men.  

7. According to the GSMA Mobile Gender Gap Report, only 25% of women-

owned smartphones compared to 41% of men in India in 2020. Closing this 

gap can be significant in boosting women’s employment in the gig and 

platform sector. 

Policies and measures 

1. Women and girls’ access to higher education (beyond secondary education) 

and skill training is critical to improving their employment outcomes.  

2. Women and their families need to be motivated to take up higher education 

through incentives such as scholarships as well as transport and hostel 

facilities. 

3. Enabling women to acquire both physical assets (through credit facilities, 

revolving funds, etc.) and employable skills is crucial for them to take up 

employment opportunities in new and emerging sectors.  

4. Skill training of women in job roles aligned to the gig, platform and care 

sectors as well as other emerging sectors such as those covered under the 

Production-Linked Incentive Scheme needs to be encouraged. 
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5. Online skill training can also be beneficial to women who face constraints in 

physical mobility due to social norms, domestic responsibilities or concerns 

over safety.  

6. We need training programmes with well-defined outcomes for women’s 

digital access and to mentor them to take up employment opportunities in 

emerging sectors. 

7. Under cooperative federalism, for India to reap the potential of its FLFP, 

constant dialogue and engagement with the States on action strategies will be 

required. Inter-ministerial coordination is required.  

8. Governments, skill training partners, private firms, corporates and industry 

associations as well as civil society organisations all need to come together to 

create enabling measures for women.  

Policies supporting the expansion of care services along with gig and platform 

sectors can serve as an effective strategy to strengthen aggregate demand, while 

simultaneously improving long-term economic growth, gender equality and 

societal well-being. 

 


