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1. The care economy 

Greater investment in care services can create an additional 300 million jobs globally, 

many of which will be for women. In turn this will help increase female labour force 

participation and advance Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 8 (which is to ‘promote 

sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and 

decent work for all’). 

What is care work? 

· The International Labour Organisation (ILO) broadly defines care work as “consisting 

of activities and relations involved in meeting the physical, psychological and emotional 

needs of adults and children, old and young, frail and able-bodied. Care workers include a 

wide range of workers from university professors, doctors and dentists at one end of the 

spectrum, to childcare workers and personal care workers at the other. Care workers also 

include domestic workers.” 

Status of Care Economy in India 

· India spends less than one per cent of GDP on care work infrastructure and services, 

including pre-primary education, maternity, disability and sickness benefits, and long-term 

care as per the ILO. 

· There is a disproportionate burden of unpaid care on women, who perform 10 times the 

domestic work than men. 

· The country’s 2.5 million women Anganwadi workers (AWWs), auxiliary nurse-midwives 

(ANMs) and accredited social-health activists (ASHAs) are not recognised as workers or 

paid fixed monthly salaries in many States. 

· There has been little progress on formalising working conditions for India’s 3.9 million 

domestic workers (of whom 2.6 million are women). 

· The Maternity Act, 2017 mandates that employers must provide crèche facilities within a 

prescribed distance. Yet, in practice, implementation remains dismal. IFC surveys conducted 

in 2019 show only 49 per cent of employers had creche facilities in place. The absence of 



 

 

clear implementation guidelines, penalty provisions, or monitoring makes non-compliance 

pervasive as has been reported. 

· While paternity leave is recognised as an enabler for both mothers and fathers to better 

balance work and family responsibilities, it is not provided in India. 

Potential of care Economy 

· Creating jobs, especially for wome: An analysis by the Women’s Budget Group (2019) 

showed that if an additional 2 per cent of the GDP was invested in the Indian health and care 

sector, 11 million additional jobs could be generated, nearly a third of which would go to 

women. Moreover, countries which invest in a combination of childcare infrastructure and 

parental leave policies to offset the burden on women, have a higher maternal employment to 

population ratios as per the ILO. 

· Stoking gender-inclusive economic growth: Women’s unpaid work is valued at 3.1 per 

cent of GDP in India. Recognising AWWs, ANMs, ASHAs and domestic help (amongst 

others), as formal sector workers would allow their economic contribution to be counted in 

the GDP. Investment in care infrastructure and services can also be in the form of public 

private partnerships, to develop expertise of the private sector. 

· Reducing gender-based income inequalities: OECD’s cross-country analysis shows 

countries where women work longer unpaid work hours have higher gender wage gaps. 

India’s average female daily wage was 59 per cent of the male wage in 1993-94 and 

improved to 72 per cent in 2018-19, with differences being higher for casual work. Investing 

in care infrastructure can prevent “occupational downgrading”, so that women become less 

likely to end up with lower pay when looking for flexibility, or part-time roles owing to care 

work responsibilities. 

What needs to be done? 

· The ILO proposes a 5R framework for decent care work centred around achieving gender 

equality. The framework urges the Recognition, Reduction, and Redistribution of unpaid 

care work, promotes Rewarding care workers with more and decent work, and enables 

their Representation in social dialogue and collective bargaining. 

· Recognition: Paying a wage is a formal recognition of the fact that unpaid domestic and care 

work is no less important than paid market work, as the latter is parasitic on the former. 



 

 

· What governments could do is recognize this unpaid work in the national database by a 

sound time-use survey and use the data in national policies. 

· Reduction: Women’s burden of unpaid work can be reduced by improving technology (e.g. 

better fuel for cooking), better infrastructure (e.g. water at the doorstep), shifting some 

unpaid work to the mainstream economy (e.g. childcare, care of the disabled, and care of the 

chronically sick), making basic services (e.g. health and transportation) accessible to women. 

· Redistribution: Policy measures should also envisage redistributing the work between men 

and women by providing different incentives and disincentives to men (e.g. mandatory 

training of men in housework, childcare, etc.) and financial incentives for sharing housework. 

· These measures will give free time to women and open up new opportunities to them. 

Further, payment of pension to old women (60+ years) may be a better idea to compensate 

them for their unpaid work. 

Conclusion 

A human-centred and inclusive recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic that benefits 

workers, employers, and the government, requires a more significant investment in and 

commitment to supporting the care economy, which cares for the society at large. 

Source: The Hindu 

Practice question: A comprehensive care economy infrastructure can support women to 

participate in economic activity. Discuss 
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