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Gender inequality remains one of the most persistent barriers to inclusive
economic development in South Asia. Although the region has recorded
considerable improvements in women’s education, health, political
representation, financial access, and legal rights, women continue to
experience substantial disadvantages in employment, wages, ownership
of productive resources, entrepreneurship, mobility, workplace safety,
and household decision-making. Female labor force participation in South
Asia remains among the lowest in the world: approximately 32 percent of
working-age women participate in the labor force, compared with 77
percent of men. This disparity represents not only a social justice concern
but also a significant loss of human capital, productivity, household
welfare, and regional economic growth. This article examines the
structural, institutional, economic, and sociocultural factors influencing
women’s economic empowerment in South Asia. It argues that education
and economic growth alone do not automatically produce gender equality
because women’s choices are shaped by unpaid care responsibilities,
restrictive social norms, unsafe transportation, occupational segregation,
informality, discriminatory employment practices, limited financial
control, and unequal access to land and technology. Drawing on the
empowerment framework of resources, agency, and achievements, the
article emphasizes that effective empowerment requires women to
possess assets and opportunities, exercise meaningful decision-making
power, and translate these capabilities into improved economic and social
outcomes. The article concludes that transformative change requires
coordinated investment in care infrastructure, safe transportation, social
protection, equal-pay enforcement, digital and financial inclusion, skills
development, property rights, and institutional accountability.
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Introduction:

Women’s economic empowerment refers to the process through which women acquire the resources,
capabilities, opportunities, and decision-making authority necessary to participate equally in economic life.
It includes access to decent employment, income, property, credit, technology, education, entrepreneurship,
social protection, and leadership. Empowerment cannot be measured solely through employment statistics
because a woman may be economically active while remaining underpaid, unprotected, overburdened, or
unable to control her earnings. Kabeer’s influential framework defines empowerment through three
interconnected dimensions: resources, agency, and achievements. Resources include education, income,
land, technology, social networks, and institutional support. Agency refers to the ability to make decisions,
negotiate, resist discrimination, and pursue strategic life choices. Achievements are the improvements in
well-being, autonomy, security, and social status that result from effective control over resources. ia presents
a particularly important context for examining gender inequality. The region has experienced rapid
economic growth, urbanization, technological expansion, rising female education, and increased financial
connectivity. Nevertheless, these improvements have not consistently translated into equal economic
participation. According to the World Bank, only around 32 percent of working-age women in South Asia
participate in the labor force, compared with approximately 77 percent of men. The regional female rate is
also substantially below the approximately 54 percent average reported for emerging market and developing
economies.The relationship between development and empowerment is therefore neither automatic nor
linear. Economic development may create opportunities for women, but discriminatory institutions and
social norms may prevent women from using them. Similarly, women’s empowerment contributes to
development through increased household income, improved child welfare, better human-capital
investment, broader entrepreneurship, and more efficient labor allocation. However, sustained policy
commitment remains necessary because economic growth alone may not eliminate gender inequality.
ructural Dimensions of Gender Inequality Gender inequality in South Asia is embedded in household
arrangements, labor markets, legal systems, educational institutions, property relations, and community
expectations. Women frequently experience disadvantages from childhood through adulthood. These may
include unequal nutrition, interrupted education, early marriage, limited mobility, restricted inheritance,
unpaid household labor, and pressure to prioritize family responsibilities over paid employment.
Educational attainment has improved substantially across the region, but women’s education does not
always translate into employment. In some settings, educated women remain outside the labor force because
available jobs are considered unsafe, socially unacceptable, poorly paid, or incompatible with domestic
responsibilities. This produces a paradox in which greater educational investment raises women’s potential
productivity without ensuring their economic participation. Property ownership is another critical
dimension. Land, housing, livestock, machinery, and business assets provide collateral, income security,
bargaining power, and protection against economic shocks. Although inheritance and property laws may
formally recognize women’s rights, implementation is often weakened by customary practices,
administrative barriers, family pressure, and women’s limited legal awareness. Gender inequality is also
reproduced through unequal household decision-making. Women may contribute to family farms,
businesses, and household enterprises without being recognized as owners or paid workers. In Pakistan, for
example, a substantial proportion of women’s employment has historically been classified as unpaid
contributing family work, demonstrating how women’s productive contribution can remain economically
invisible. ntly, women’s economic empowerment must involve more than expanding employment
opportunities. It must address control over income, access to assets, legal identity, freedom of movement,
workplace dignity, and meaningful participation in household and community decisions.
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Labor-Market Exclusion and the Quality of Women’s Employment:

The low level of female labor force participation is one of the most visible expressions of gender inequality
in South Asia. The regional participation gap of approximately 45 percentage points indicates that millions
of women who could contribute to production, innovation, entrepreneurship, and public services remain
excluded from paid economic activity. o enter the labor market are disproportionately concentrated in
informal, low-paid, insecure, and home-based occupations. They frequently work in agriculture, domestic
service, garment production, family enterprises, handicrafts, education, health care, and small-scale retail.
Informal employment generally provides limited access to written contracts, maternity protection, pensions,
health insurance, unemployment benefits, minimum-wage enforcement, or mechanisms for addressing
harassment. The ILO reports that informal employment accounts for approximately 86.6 percent of
employment in South Asia, while effective social-protection coverage remains limited. Such conditions
disproportionately affect women because they are more likely to work in informal, temporary, home-based,
and unpaid positions. onal segregation further restricts women’s earnings. Women are often concentrated
in socially accepted occupations, while men dominate engineering, transport, construction, senior
management, information technology, energy, and other higher-paying fields. Even within the same sector,
women may be assigned lower-status roles or denied promotion because employers assume that marriage,
childbirth, or caregiving will reduce their commitment to work. Gender wage inequality compounds these
disadvantages. Differences in occupation, working hours, education, experience, firm characteristics,
informality, and discrimination all contribute to wage gaps. Pakistan’s national gender-pay-gap reporting,
for example, found that women in wage employment earned approximately 25-30 percent less than men
depending on the wage measure, with a wider disparity in informal employment. g women’s employment
therefore requires attention to both participation and job quality. A numerical increase in employment
should not be regarded as genuine empowerment when women remain underpaid, unsafe, unprotected, or
unable to control their earnings.

Financial Inclusion, Entrepreneurship, and Digital Opportunities:

Financial inclusion can strengthen women’s economic autonomy by enabling them to save securely, receive
wages, obtain credit, manage business transactions, purchase insurance, and cope with emergencies.
However, merely opening a bank account does not guarantee empowerment. Women must also be able to
access, understand, use, and independently control financial services.Research from India demonstrates the
importance of financial control. An experimental intervention that provided women with individual bank
accounts, account-use training, and direct wage deposits increased women’s engagement with the labor
market and influenced gender norms surrounding women’s work. The findings suggest that strengthening
women’s control over earnings can affect both economic behavior and social expectations. trepreneurs in
South Asia face several interconnected constraints. These include limited collateral, smaller professional
networks, inadequate market information, restricted mobility, lower digital literacy, complex business-
registration procedures, unpaid care responsibilities, and discrimination by lenders, suppliers, and
customers. Women-owned enterprises are consequently more likely to remain small, informal, home-based,
and concentrated in low-profit sectors. Digital technology offers opportunities to overcome some barriers.
Mobile banking, e-commerce, digital identification, remote work, online education, electronic payments,
and social-media marketing can connect women to customers, training, and financial institutions without
requiring frequent travel. Digital employment may be particularly important for women living in areas
where transportation, safety, or social norms restrict mobility. Nevertheless, digitalization may reproduce
existing inequality when women lack smartphones, internet access, digital skills, identification documents,
privacy, or control over household technology. Online harassment, fraud, data misuse, and platform-based
insecurity may also discourage participation. Digital inclusion policies should therefore combine
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infrastructure with affordable access, cybersecurity awareness, financial literacy, consumer protection, and
women-centered training.

Unpaid Care Work, Social Norms, Safety, and Mobility:

Unpaid care and domestic work constitute major barriers to women’s economic participation. Cooking,
cleaning, childcare, eldercare, water collection, household management, and care for persons with
disabilities are essential economic activities, yet they are usually excluded from conventional employment
and income statistics. Women and girls perform a disproportionate share of unpaid care work worldwide.
UN Women estimates that they collectively undertake billions of hours of unpaid care each day, limiting
the time available for education, paid employment, rest, political participation, and entrepreneurship. South
Asian estimates demonstrated the severity of the imbalance. Women were reported to spend approximately
ten times as much time as men on unpaid care and domestic work in Pakistan, nearly seven times as much
in India, and almost three times as much in some other regional settings. Although time-use patterns vary
by country and methodology, the evidence consistently shows that care responsibilities are highly unequal.
ive social norms interact with care responsibilities. In some communities, women’s paid employment is
considered acceptable only when it does not conflict with domestic duties, family honor, marriage
expectations, or male authority. Women may be discouraged from working with men, travelling alone,
working at night, accepting leadership positions, or earning more than their husbands. Social norms can
therefore suppress women’s employment even when education, jobs, and financial services are available.
nd mobility are equally important. Harassment in public spaces, unsafe transportation, long commuting
times, inadequate sanitation, and workplace violence can prevent women from accepting employment or
remaining in the labor force. Families may restrict women’s movement when they perceive travel or
workplaces as unsafe. Employers may then interpret women’s lower mobility as a lack of commitment,
reinforcing discriminatory recruitment. Recognizing the importance of the care economy, South Asian
governments and UN Women advanced regional cooperation in 2026 to promote care systems and
strengthen women’s labor force participation. Such initiatives reflect increasing policy recognition that
childcare, eldercare, maternity protection, parental leave, and care-sector employment are essential
economic infrastructure rather than private household concerns.

Pathways for Transformative Economic Empowerment:

A transformative strategy for women’s economic empowerment must address barriers at the individual,
household, community, market, and institutional levels. First, governments should invest in affordable and
accessible childcare, eldercare, maternity services, community-care centers, clean water, energy, and labor-
saving infrastructure. These investments can reduce women’s unpaid workload while creating formal
employment in the care economy. Second, safe transportation and workplace protection should be treated
as economic policies. Reliable public transport, safe walking routes, workplace grievance systems, anti-
harassment enforcement, adequate sanitation, and secure industrial and commercial zones can substantially
expand women’s employment choices. Third, labor-market institutions should enforce equal pay, minimum
wages, maternity protection, nondiscrimination, occupational safety, and social insurance. Social-protection
systems should include informal workers, domestic workers, agricultural laborers, home-based workers, and
platform workers. Fourth, education and skills programs must be connected to actual employment
opportunities. Women should receive market-relevant training in science, technology, engineering, digital
services, financial management, green industries, manufacturing, logistics, and entrepreneurship.
Employers should be encouraged to recruit, retain, train, and promote women in traditionally male-
dominated sectors. Fifth, financial inclusion must move beyond account ownership. Policies should support
women’s control over accounts, digital payments, savings, insurance, collateral alternatives, credit histories,
business registration, procurement opportunities, and access to formal markets. Sixth, property and
inheritance rights require stronger implementation. Legal-aid services, simplified registration systems,
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public awareness, digitized land records, and institutional monitoring can help women claim and retain
productive assets. Seventh, social-norm interventions should involve men, families, employers, community
leaders, educators, media institutions, and religious authorities. Programs should challenge the belief that
caregiving is exclusively women’s responsibility and promote men’s participation in household work.
Finally, governments should improve gender-disaggregated data on employment, wages, time use,
enterprise ownership, property, financial control, workplace harassment, disability, migration, and digital
access. Effective monitoring must measure not only how many women work but also the quality, security,
remuneration, and autonomy associated with their work.
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Summary:
Gender inequality in South Asia is sustained by the interaction of labor-market structures, unpaid care
responsibilities, restrictive social norms, weak legal implementation, financial exclusion, mobility
constraints, occupational segregation, informality, and workplace discrimination. The region’s female labor
force participation rate of approximately 32 percent, compared with 77 percent for men, illustrates the
magnitude of the economic divide. 5Women’s economic empowerment should not be reduced to the number
of women entering employment. Genuine empowerment requires access to productive resources, control
over income, freedom from violence and harassment, equal opportunities, social protection, decision-
making authority, and the ability to transform economic participation into improved well-being. The
evidence indicates that isolated interventions are unlikely to produce lasting change. Education without jobs,
bank accounts without financial control, employment without childcare, and legal rights without
enforcement cannot achieve substantive equality. Effective reform must simultaneously strengthen
resources, agency, and achievements. South Asian economies can benefit substantially from recognizing
women as workers, entrepreneurs, asset owners, consumers, innovators, caregivers, and leaders. Investment
in care services, safe mobility, decent work, digital inclusion, financial autonomy, property rights, social
protection, and norm transformation would not only improve women’s lives but also strengthen household
resilience, productivity, poverty reduction, and long-term regional development.
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