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Abstract 

Women constitute a substantial share of India's informal workforce and make significant contributions to 

the country's economy. However, they continue to face limited access to social security due to informal 

employment, low awareness, inadequate documentation, gender discrimination, and administrative 

barriers. This article examines the extent to which women informal workers are able to access social security 

schemes in India and identifies the key challenges affecting their inclusion. The study adopts a qualitative 

research design based on secondary data collected from government reports, policy documents, journal 

articles, books, and publications of international organizations such as the International Labor Organization 

(ILO). It critically analyses major social security initiatives, including the e-Shram Portal, Pradhan Mantri 

Shram Yogi Maandhan (PM-SYM), Ayushman Bharat (PM-JAY), and other welfare schemes aimed at 

improving the socio-economic security of informal workers. The findings suggest that despite several policy 

initiatives, gaps in implementation, awareness, coverage, and gender-sensitive delivery continue to limit the 

effectiveness of these programs. The article argues that strengthening social security through universal 

coverage, simplified enrolment, digital inclusion, and gender-responsive policies is essential to reduce 

vulnerability and promote inclusive development, decent work, and gender equality in India. 
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Introduction  

In rapidly transforming the economy of the India, informal sector plays a pivotal role in employment. In India 

approximate 90% of total workforce is employed in informal sector. Informal economy refers to the economic 

activities that are not regulated or protected by the government. Jobs are not officially registered, workers 

don’t have job contracts, health insurance, pension benefits etc. example street vendor, home based workers, 

in 2003 ILO include part time workers, contract workers, home based workers etc. 

Women are more likely in informal sector than men. India’s labor widely classify into three category based 

on different level of job security, benefits and working conditions. 1. White collar workers who have 

comprehensive employment benefits like job security, health insurance, retirement plans, paid leaves etc. 

which represents 2-3% of the total workforce. Another is regular wage employees which hold formal 

employment but less benefits and security than white collar employees, the third one is unorganized sector 

workers which are more than 90%. These workers are lack of formal employment with minimal or no 

security/benefits. Their employment is often characterized by low wages; hazardous working conditions etc. 

within the vast informal economy, a huge number of workers are women. They usually do low paid, insecure 
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jobs like maid, street vendor, farm workers, construction helpers, home based works, do not get the benefits 

or support of social security schemes.  

Furthermore, the Indian government at different level enacts numbers of legislative acts, schemes, rules to 

protect this unorganized economy such as the recent Code on Social Security, 2020, while aiming to 

consolidate multiple laws, raises important questions about inclusivity and enforcement. But, the concern is 

the existing policies don’t adequately address the issue of vulnerabilities of women in informal 

employment. Despite various commitments made under the International Labor Organization, Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDG 1.3 and SDG 5), implementation remains fragmented and access highly unequal. 

This research seeks to explain this critical policy gap examining the realities of women informal workers in 

India in relation to access to social security schemes. It aims to investigate how gender, education, socio-

economic status and informality intersect to access to social security schemes. By analyzing legal 

frameworks, policy analysis, literature review, empirical data, the study will interrogate the structural barriers 

that render these workers invisible and unprotected in the welfare regime. 

This study aims to identify social, structural, technological, institutional barriers which hinder the access of 

social security in informal sector. It will Examine the nature of access to social security schemes among 

women informal workers in India and analyze how current welfare policies respond (or fail to respond) to the 

needs of women in informal employment. 

Through this research, the goal is not only to map the gaps and contradictions in current social security 

provisions but also to contribute to a gender-sensitive and inclusive policy discourse on labor rights and 

welfare in India. 

Literature Review 

Women informal workers remain an important feature of labor market in developing countries, particularly in 

India, where over 90% of the women workers are informally employed (ILO, 2018). Despite their contribution 

in economy is increasing but they all excluded from the social security benefits such as maternity benefits, 

paid leaves, old age, loss of the income etc. this literature review systematically examine existing social 

security schemes for women workers in India and their applicability, the existing gap between policy 

formation and policy implementation and what are the reasons that hinder the access of social schemes to the 

informal labor. This literature review adopts thematic approach where firstly define the informal labor, policy 

and acts to protect informal labor, the gap between policy formation and policy implementation.  

The concept of social security can be trace in the Beveridge Committee Report on Social Insurance and Allied 

Services in 1942, where it was defined as “the way to freedom from want.” The report identified five evils: 

want (poverty), disease, ignorance (illiteracy), squalor (unsanitary conditions), and idleness (unemployment) 

while analyzing the various aspects related to social security. Labor Organization (ILO) defines social security 

is a protection that a society provides to individuals and households to ensure access to healthcare and to 

guarantee income security, particularly in the cases of old age, unemployment, sickness, invalidity, work 

injury, maternity, or the loss of a breadwinner. The International Social Security Association (ISSA) defines 

social security as any program of social protection established by legislation or any other mandatory 

arrangement that provides individuals with a degree of income security when faced with the contingencies of 

old age, survivorship, incapacity, disability, unemployment, or rearing children. As per the Social Protection 

Report 2020-22, social security is not a charity but a fundamental human right. (Barik, Mohapatra, & Sahoo, 

2021).  
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In global picture around 2 billion (61 percent) earn their living in informal economy (ILO, 2018). Informality 

encompasses a wide range of jobs and economic activities with no work-based social protection: from street 

vending, home-based work in global and domestic value chains, waste-picking and domestic work to short-

term contract work. Informal job are more prevalent in developing countries than developed. Worldwide men 

(63%) are in more informal work than women (58%) but in developing countries women (92%) are in more 

than men (87%) informal works.  Women are over presented in family, responsibility contributing role and 

service sector informal job. (Bonnet, Vanek, Chen, 2019). 

In the article Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical Brief by Florence Bonnet, Joann Vanek 

and Martha Chen analysis the correlation between poverty and informal employment is high. The high range 

of informal workers comes from poor household than formal workers. Poor women informal workers are 

more likely to be poor than their male counterparts. It indicates gender- poverty- informality-intersection. 

Along with they studied there is inverse relationship between education and informal employment. Low 

educated workers are more likely to be in informal sector than high educated. Women ratio is more than men, 

women with no education level are more likely in informal sector 96% while men ratios is 92%.  

 In the article Social Security & Contract Labor in India: A Critical Analysis by Barik et al state that social 

security provides protection against various risk associated with employment. International Labor 

Organization made many conventions on social security that mostly countries accepted and adopted. 

 The Social Security (Minimum Standards) Convention, 1952 (No. 102) is one of the most comprehensive and 

foundational international treaties on social security, came into force in 27 April 1955. It lays down minimum 

standards for the provision of social security to ensure workers and their families are protected against 

economic and social distress. It set minimum standard in nine areas; 1. Medical Care, 2. Sickness benefit, 3. 

Unemployment benefit, 4. Old-age benefit, 5. Employment injury benefit, 6. Family benefit, 7. Maternity 

benefit, 8. Invalidity benefit, 9. Survivors’ benefit.  

Social security systems around the world are facing serious challenges. By the late 1990s, people were already 

debating whether social security was too expensive and harmful to economic growth, or whether it wasn’t 

doing enough to protect people, especially during times of high unemployment. More than half the world’s 

people still don’t have any social security. In sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, only about 5–10% of 

workers are covered. At the same time, major crises like wars, natural disasters, and the HIV/AIDS pandemic 

left millions of people without support. To respond to these problems, in 1999, ILO decided to hold a 

discussion on social security in International labor convention 2001 with the aim to address social security 

challenge globally to respond global problem and change in the world. Previously also ILO discussed parts of 

social security such as The Equality of Treatment (Social Security) Convention, 1962 (No. 118), The 

Maintenance of Social Security Rights Convention, 1982 (No. 157), The Social Protection Floors 

Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202) and many more conventions by ILO. In International labor convention 2001 

key issues that have been discussed were one major topic understood the connection between social security, 

employment, and overall development, as strong social protection systems can support both economic growth 

and stable labor markets. Expanding coverage was also a top priority, especially in developing countries where 

large portions of the population remained unprotected. The ILO emphasized the importance of promoting 

gender equality within social security systems, ensuring that women, who often work in informal or unpaid 

roles, receive equal protection and benefits. Another critical issue was how to fund social security fairly and 

sustainably, particularly in countries with limited resources. The ILO also highlighted the need to improve 

social dialogue—encouraging open discussions and cooperation between governments, employers, and 

workers to design better policies. Finally, the organization called for reflection on what areas the ILO should 

focus on in the future to make social protection more inclusive and effective in a changing global landscape 

(International Labor Organization, 2001). 
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While India hasn’t ratified Convention No. 102. However, India has social provisions under Employees’ State 

Insurance Act, 1948, Employees’ Provident Fund & Miscellaneous Provisions Act, 1952, Code on Social 

Security, 2020. Directive principles of state policy (DPSP) also provide social security under the articles 38 

states the need to secure a social order for the pro motion of the welfare of the people, while Article 39 (a) 

directs the state to secure the citizens, men and women, equally, the right to an adequate means of livelihood 

through the policies. Article 41 entails the right to work, to education, and to public assistance in certain cases. 

Articles 42 and 43 emphasize the provision for humane conditions of work, maternity relief and a living wage 

for all kinds of workers. In the concurrent list (Seventh Schedule of the Constitution of India) social Security 

and insurance, employment and unemployment (item No. 23) and labor welfare including conditions of work, 

provident funds, employers’ liability, workmen’s compensation, invalidity and old age pension and maternity 

benefits (item No. 24) are under the scope of both central and state governments. The key recommendations 

of the 2nd National Commission on Labor (2002) are: social security needs to be considered a fundamental 

human right. (Barik, Mohapatra, & Sahoo, 2021). 

Contract labor plays a significant role in the sphere of the Indian workforce and contributes to various sectors. 

Contract labor is being preferred over regular workers due to its low cost and lesser obligation to provide 

social and welfare benefits. . In order to provide social security benefits to contract workers and to regulate 

the employment of contract labor, the Central Government is implementing the Contract Labor (Regulation 

and Abolition) Act, 1970. The Act applies to every establishment in which 20 or more workers are employed. 

These workers avail themselves of social security and other benefits under the Employees’ Compensation Act 

(1923), the Employees’ State Insurance Act (1948), the Industrial Dispute Act (1947), the Minimum Wages 

Act (1948), the Employees Provident Fund and Miscellaneous Provisions Act (1952), the Maternity Benefit 

Act (1961), the Payment of Gratuity Act (1972), etc. (Government of India, 2018).  

In order to provide social security benefits to contract workers and to regulate the employment of contract 

labor, the government implemented the Contract Labor (Regulation and Abolition) Act, 1970. The Act applies 

to every establishment in which 20 or more workers are employed. These workers avail themselves of social 

security and other benefits under the Employees’ Compensation Act (1923), the Employees’ State Insurance 

Act (1948), the Industrial Dispute Act (1947), the Minimum Wages Act (1948), the Employees Provident 

Fund and Miscellaneous Provisions Act (1952), the Maternity Benefit Act (1961), the Payment of Gratuity 

Act (1972), etc. (Government of India, 2018). 

In her article Promoting Female Participation in Urban India’s Labor Force Aditi Ratho discussed why 

women’s participation in informal economy is higher than men, and women contribution mostly is either in 

non paying job like home based or in informal economy. A study conducted in 2018 by researchers at Harvard 

Kennedy School, shows that female labor force participation drops among women in “their early to mid-

twenties in urban areas, suggesting that marriage and family-related responsibilities may specifically limit 

women’s labor force participation.” According to The Periodic Labor Force Survey (PLFS) 2018 In India, 

more women work without these 22 employee benefits than men. In 2017-18, among regular wage/salaried 

employees in the non-agriculture sector, 49.6 percent of the workers were not eligible for any social security 

benefit: 49 per cent among males and 51.8 percent among females.  

According to the United Nations Development Program’s (UNDP) “India Skills Report” of 2019, 68.3 percent 

of women graduates in 25 urban India are not in paid jobs. The International Labor Organization (ILO) ranked 

India’s female labor force ORF ISSUE BRIEF No. 348 l 4 MARCH 2020 5 ORF ISSUE BRIEF No. 348 l 

MARCH 2020 participation rate at 121 out of 131 countries in 2013, one of the lowest in the world,(Ratho, 

2020) 
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According to Periodic Labor Force Survey (PLFS) annual report 2023-2024 the participation rate for women 

went up 23.3% in 2017-218 to 41.7% in 2023-2024. In 2022-23 number of people who are working or actively 

looking for work is 37% is increased 41.7% in 2023-2024. Those who are actually working in 2022-23 is 

35.9% to 40.3% in 2023-24. Even though the participation and employment is increased, informal women 

worker face struggle. Participation is increasing but protection is lacking. 50% of women had no access to 

social security in 2023-24. 38-40% of formal sector workers are on contractual basis. According to ILO & 

NCEUS nearly 50% of workers in formal sector are informally employed.  

India has developed a wide range of laws and policies to provide social security to its workforce, especially 

focusing on formal sector workers, though recent efforts aim to include informal workers as well. A major 

step forward was the Code on Social Security, 2020, which consolidated and replaced nine earlier labor laws, 

such as the Employees' Provident Funds and Miscellaneous Provisions Act, 1952; the Employees' State 

Insurance Act, 1948; and the Maternity Benefit Act, 1961. The Code aims to expand coverage, simplify 

compliance, and include gig and platform workers under the social security net. It provides for benefits such 

as health insurance, old-age pensions, maternity benefits, and gratuity. Before the 2020 Code, India's social 

security laws were fragmented and mostly limited to formal sector workers, leaving over 90% of the 

workforce—those in the informal sector—largely unprotected. The Unorganized Workers’ Social Security 

Act, 2008 was an earlier attempt to address this gap, but its impact remained limited due to poor 

implementation and lack of awareness. Additionally, schemes like the Employees’ Provident Fund (EPF) 

and the Employees’ State Insurance Scheme (ESIS) have long provided retirement and health benefits to 

workers in establishments above a certain size. India’s evolving social security framework reflects its ongoing 

efforts to adapt to the needs of a large, diverse, and increasingly informal workforce. However, significant 

challenges remain in ensuring universal coverage, effective delivery, and sustainable financing of benefits. 

The legal framework surrounding social security and labor rights in India has been shaped significantly by 

key Supreme Court rulings. For instance, in CESC Ltd. vs. Subash Chandra Bose (1992), the Supreme Court 

emphasized the importance of protecting workers’ rights to fair labor conditions, establishing that employers 

must comply with labor laws designed to safeguard social security benefits. This landmark case reinforced the 

principle that social security provisions are not merely policy options but legal obligations for employers. 

Similarly, in Smt. Kavita Pant vs. State of Uttarakhand (2010), the court addressed issues related to the 

extension of social security protections and benefits to vulnerable groups, including women workers. The 

judgment underscored the state’s responsibility to ensure access to social welfare schemes and highlighted the 

need for inclusive policies that consider the socio-economic realities of informal and marginalized workers. 

These judicial decisions provide critical insights into how social security laws are interpreted and enforced in 

India. They demonstrate the judiciary’s role in promoting labor welfare and influencing policy 

implementation, especially in the context of expanding social protection to informal workers—a key concern 

in current social security debates. 

E-Shram is developed by labor and employment has developed e-shram portal for creation of a comprehensive 

national database of unorganized worker such as construction workers, agricultural workers, domestic 

workers.  

Methodology 

This research adopts mixed methodology qualitative and quantitative approach including explanatory 

approach to examine Invisible and Unprotected: Examining Women Informal Workers’ Access to Social 

Security Scheme in India. Data for the study have been collected from a wide range of credible sources, 

including reports and publications of the Ministry of Labor and Employment, e-Shram Portal, Periodic Labor 

Force Survey (PLFS), National Sample Survey (NSS), NITI Aayog, International Labor Organization (ILO), World 

Bank, and UN Women. In addition, peer-reviewed journal articles, books, government policy documents, 
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legislative frameworks, and official reports have been consulted to provide a comprehensive understanding 

of the subject. 

Analysis 

The analysis reveals that the challenge is not merely the absence of social security schemes but the gap 

between policy formulation and effective implementation. Weak coordination among different institution 

often leads ineffective implementation. Furthermore, existing policies are not always sufficiently gender-

responsive. Many schemes have been designed for the informal workforce as a whole without adequately 

addressing the specific vulnerabilities faced by women workers, including maternity protection, childcare 

support, occupational health risks, and social norms that limit labor market participation. 

Findings 

The study finds that women informal workers continue to face significant barriers in accessing social security 

despite the expansion of welfare schemes in India. Although the Government has introduced several initiatives 

such as the e-Shram Portal, Pradhan Mantri Shram Yogi Maandhan (PM-SYM), Ayushman Bharat–Pradhan 

Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana (AB-PMJAY), and Pradhan Mantri Matru Vandana Yojana (PMMVY), their 

benefits have not reached all eligible women workers effectively. 

The analysis reveals that lack of awareness, limited literacy, inadequate documentation, digital exclusion, 

irregular employment, and migration are among the primary factors restricting access to social security. 

Women employed in domestic work, agriculture, home-based work, street vending, and construction are 

particularly vulnerable due to the absence of formal employment contracts and stable incomes. The study also 

finds that gender-specific challenges, including unpaid care responsibilities, restricted mobility, and wage 

inequality, further limit women's ability to enrol in and benefit from welfare schemes. 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings, the study proposes a gender responsive approach to strengthen social security for 

women informal workers in India. Emphasis should be placed on creating awareness through varies ways to 
ensure women workers informed about available social security schemes and their eligibility criteria. The 
registration process should be simplified by reducing documentation requirements, expanding offline 
enrolment facilities. Furthermore, social security policies should adopt a gender-responsive approach by 
strengthening maternity protection, childcare support, occupational health and safety measures, and 
income security for women engaged in informal employment.  

Finally, India should move towards a universal social protection system that guarantees minimum social 
security coverage for all informal workers, irrespective of their occupation or employment status. Such 
measures would not only enhance the socio-economic security of women informal workers but also 
contribute to achieving the objectives of inclusive development, decent work, gender equality, and the 
Sustainable Development Goals. 

Conclusion 

This research shows that many women working in India’s informal sector are still invisible and unprotected 

when it comes to social security. Even though the government has created many schemes to support 

unorganized workers, most women do not get the benefits. They often don’t know about the schemes, face 

difficulties in applying, or are simply left out because of how informal work is structured. 
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Women in informal jobs usually earn less, have no job security, and face many challenges at work. On top of 

that, social security systems are not designed with their needs in mind. Problems like lack of documents, 

digital barriers, and weak law enforcement make things even harder. 

Reports, court cases, and surveys all agree that more needs to be done. There must be better laws, easier 

processes, and stronger efforts to include women in decision-making. Most importantly, policies should be 

simple, fair, and reach women where they are—at home, in markets, in farms, and on the streets. 

In short, protecting women informal workers through social security is not just a government duty—it’s also 

a way to ensure fairness and help India grow in a more equal and sustainable way. 
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