
1 
 

 

  

  

Position Paper #1 

 

 A 12-point Agenda  

of actionable measures 

to help India achieve its gender goals 

and advance its women 

An action plan 
for bridging 
India’s Economic 
Gender Gaps: 
A 360-Degree Approach 

March, 2019 



 

2 
 

Introduction  
If one looks up the numbers, India is not the best place on earth to be a woman, and it 

isn’t really getting much better. The country has remained stuck on the 108th rank (out of 

149) on the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index 2018 for the second year 

in a row, after falling from 87th position in 2016. India also has the World’s highest gender 

wage gap in 2018 (34%). None of India’s 29 states have scored even the passing marks in 

a recent assessment of their progress towards gender equality.  

Given that we are talking about the same economy that is currently World No.1 in terms 

of GDP growth rate, has jumped 53 positions in 2 years on the World Bank’s Ease of Doing 

Business rankings and has shown one of the highest growth in wages in the last decade - 

it is hard to not conclude that Indian women are getting left out of a remarkable growth 

story. 

This fact must sound pretty frustrating to parents who have educated their daughters, to 

companies that have rolled out measures to accommodate the interests of women 

employees and to the Government that has enforced policies like a 26-weeks paid 

maternity leave. After all, these efforts have shown results – India has almost bridged the 

gender gaps in education; senior roles held by women has increased from 14% in 2014 

to 20% in 2018 and companies have reported an increase in maternity retention rates 

post the extension of maternity leave.   

But the problem is that these progressive measures have been stand-alone and un-

coordinated, often “reactionary” rather than “proactive”, and not “big bang” enough to 

have substantial impact. What is needed is an all-out, 360-degree approach that can help 

change the deeply ingrained patriarchal mindsets as well as physically lighten the burden 

of restrictive family duties on women. 

“Gender equality in work will mean the ability of women to 

find employment and be compensated fairly for it, share 

unpaid care work equitably, have the skills and opportunity to 

perform higher-productivity jobs, and occupy leadership 

positions”.   

McKinsey Global Institute 

 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/indicators/india-ranks-108th-in-wef-gender-gap-index-2018/articleshow/67145220.cms
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_650553.pdf
https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/governance/almost-all-states-in-red-zone-on-gender-equality-niti-aayog-62592
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/indicators/indias-september-quarter-gdp-growth-moderates-to-7-1-lower-than-estimates/articleshow/66882111.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/indicators/ease-of-doing-business-india-jumps-23-notches-now-at-rank-77/articleshow/66445814.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/home/education/news/gender-gap-narrowing-in-higher-education-hrd-survey/articleshow/62407944.cms
https://www.grantthornton.global/globalassets/1.-member-firms/global/insights/women-in-business/grant-thornton-women-in-business-2018-report.pdf
https://pm1-31ef.kxcdn.com/pm_images/campaigns/klay_schools_report_nov_19.pdf
https://30percentclub.org/assets/uploads/UK/Third_Party_Reports/MGI_Power_of_parity_Full_report_September_20151.pdf
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With this is mind, at elleNomics (a think-tank focussed on women’s advancement) we 

have created a framework we call Gender-360 to provide a holistic view of the challenges 

facing women, with the objective of finding the best “basket of solutions” to bring about 

real change.  Following is an outline of the approach we recommend and will follow to 

help build an enabling ecosystem for women in India.  

 

Gender Targets to be achieved 
The unfortunate reality today is that India is far short of the world averages on every 

parameter that measures gender gaps. Therefore, at this point, the aim should be to at 

least target achieving the world averages, if not overshooting them. 

Table 1: Targets for Gender 360 
Goals Current Status Target (World 

Average) 

Increase the Female Labour Force 
Participation Rate (FLFP) 

-Hire more women 

-Plug exodus of women 

-More women to “restart”  

- More freelance & part-time work 

25-27% 
 
 
 

<70% corporates employ > 10% females  
 
20mn women quit working between 2002-11 
 
 
less than 25% of freelancers in India are women 

50% 

Increase the proportion of 
women in corporate leadership 

20% 34% 

Increase the proportion of 
women in Parliament 

11% 30% 
(UN reco) 

Increase the proportion of 
women entrepreneurs 

10% 37% 

Reduce Gender Wage Gap 34% 19% 

 

Who is responsible for achieving these targets?  
Every individual or institution who is a part of the “Working Women’s Ecosystem” will 

have to contribute, including educational and training institutions, families, employers, 

the Government and all other career enablers (day-cares and other caregivers, career 

facilitators, investors, tech-enabled gadgets and apps etc).  

Majority of the workload, though, will have to be shouldered 

by the Government and the private sector – to become career-

enablers as well as women-friendly employers. 

https://www.orfonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Future-of-Work-in-India_Report.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-39945473
https://www.truelancer.com/blog/freelancer-india-report/
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Figure 1: The Entire Working Women’s Ecosystem will have to Become Enabling 
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The Gender-360 Action Plan  
 

We have prioritised 12 action points where the Government and corporates can 

work together to advance women in India:  

 

1. Reform school education to inculcate gender neutral mindsets 

This would involve: 

• Consciously editing regressive content from school text books   

• Training teachers to use gender sensitive language and refraining from 

assigning gender stereotypes (like science and sports is for boys while 

humanities and needlework is for girls) 

• Conducting gender sensitisation training for boys and girls 

• Exposing school girls to role models and mentors like women leaders and 

women in STEM fields 

  

2. Attract more females to enrol in professional, technical and 

engineering colleges   

This will need: 

• Mandating higher enrolment quotas in colleges (only 10% seats in IITs 

currently reserved for women).  

• Giving special attention to building women-friendly hostels and more 

accessible coaching centres  

• Initiating large number scholarships for girls in STEM 

• Establishing girls-only colleges in STEM fields across the country 

 

 

 

 

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/bengaluru/study-finds-gender-stereotypes-aplenty-in-ncert-textbooks/articleshow/59343915.cms
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3. Get more women into Parliament and legislative bodies 

This can happen by: 

• Passing the Women’s Reservation Bill in Lok Sabha 

• Urging political parties to introduce voluntary gender quotas (the single 

most effective tool for ‘fast-tracking’ women’s representation in 

government)  

• Training and financing women with political aspirations  

• Making Government departments “women-friendly” employers  

 

4. Every organisation must become a “women-friendly” employer 

Research shows there’s a lot that organisations can do to become equal 

opportunity employers who hire, retain and promote a diverse set of employees 

in their network.  For this they can: 

• Incorporate Best practices for adjusting their culture, policies, 

infrastructure and attitudes to help build for diverse and inclusive teams  

• Search for candidates in women-only job listing portals in addition to the 

usual sources. 

• Prevent “off-ramping” of talented women 

• Include a fair representation of women on their Boards 

The Government can also compel employers to hire women by: 

• making it mandatory for companies to disclose employee data by 

gender in Annual Reports  

• initiating “name-blind” recruitment campaigns that mandated 

employers to remove jobseekers’ names from applications.  

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Women%27s_Reservation_Bill
https://www.change.org/p/amit-shah-rahul-gandhi-other-party-presidents-please-give-tickets-to-more-women-in-2019-elections-so-next-lok-sabha-can-have-more-female-mps
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/736a199a-d6e1-48e2-b0d3-a087fad9ac7b/SheWorks+Knowledge+Report_Executive+Summary-bm.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lizelting/2017/06/14/why-exactly-companies-need-to-create-women-friendly-workplaces/#6c14b160186b
https://yourstory.com/2016/02/organisations-helping-women-restart-career/
https://hbr.org/2005/03/off-ramps-and-on-ramps-keeping-talented-women-on-the-road-to-success
https://www.catalyst.org/research/the-bottom-line-connecting-corporate-performance-and-gender-diversity/
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-34636464
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Figure 2: Women Friendly Employers Will Support, Facilitate and Respect Women at 

Every Stage of their Professional as well as Personal Life Cycles 
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5. Prevent maternity from becoming a dis-incentive for hiring women  

Cross-country evidence shows that if Government mandated paid maternity leave 

is longer than 140 days (20 weeks) or if financing it is the sole liability of the 

employer, then it acts as a disincentive to hire women. India’s Maternity Benefit 

(Amendment) Act, 2017 mandates employer-financed leave of 26 weeks (182 

days). No other country, apart from India, has mandated such long maternity leave 

that is solely the employer’s liability (Table 2). Already, evidence has begun to 

show a detrimental impact of the policy on women’s employment. To make the 

policy more effective, following options can be considered: 

• Ensure parity between maternity and paternity leave by splitting the 26 

weeks paid-leave into maternity and paternity or family leave, so that 

women are not the sole “cost-burden” on employers  

• Alternate sources of funding and sharing the employers’ cost burden of 

financing the parental benefits have to be found, like in 100 plus countries. 

What is also needed is for the private sector to openly discuss the Maternity 

leave policies with the government and decide mutually beneficial terms, 

rather than just merely complying or trying to circumvent the cost burden 

Table 2: Maternity leave policies around the world

 
Source: Maternity & paternity at work: Law and practice across the world, ILO 

http://blogs.worldbank.org/psd/how-can-policy-makers-increase-women-s-labour-force-participation
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/@publ/documents/publication/wcms_242615.pdf
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/small-biz/startups/newsbuzz/improved-maternity-benefits-could-prove-counterproductive-survey/articleshow/63978085.cms
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/equality-and-discrimination/maternity-protection/publications/maternity-paternity-at-work-2014/lang--en/index.htm
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6. Facilitate women to “rejoin” after career breaks  

Since several women quit the workforce to look after family commitments, it is 

important to take measures that would facilitate them to join back. 

Employers could facilitate this by: 

• Enforcing a policy of ignoring career breaks for deserving candidates 

• Open up flexible/work-from-home/project-based opportunities for 

women create bridges for women trying to return 

• Initiating formal “Restart programs” 

 The government can incentivise women to restart via  

• tax exemptions to women professionals returning to work  

• fines on employers who reject women on ground of career breaks  

• free-of-cost reskilling courses and conducting restarting campaigns and 

roadshows. 

 

7. Ensure gender pay equality  

Employers can voluntarily do this by: 

• conducting third party wage audits  

• discontinuing use of a candidate's prior remuneration to determine the 

starting salary offered 

• making salaries non-negotiable.  

The Government could consider introducing an equal wage law or impose fines 

on companies that underpay women, options which several countries have 

used. 

 

8. Train women with leadership and life skills 

The private sector will need to take responsibility for providing and financing 

job-specific skills and leadership training for women to stay and grow in their 

organisations.  

https://sheroes.com/articles/25-returnee-programs-for-women-in-india/Njg0NQ==
https://www.wsj.com/articles/france-prepares-to-get-tough-on-firms-that-pay-women-less-1542542400
https://www.laborandemploymentlawcounsel.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/224/2018/03/Pay-Equity-Around-the-Globe-7-March-2018-Webinar.pdf
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• For this, they need to invest in Women Leadership Programmes that 

develop women leaders to lead themselves, lead others and lead the 

business.   

• Senior men and women in leadership roles not only need to mentor 

potential women leaders but also help to finance formal training programs 

for women aspiring to reach the highest levels. 

 

9. Promote quality, affordable and acceptable childcare  

Even though the availability of day-cares has increased significantly, there is still 

need for influencing mindsets to encourage greater usage of the option. For this, 

employers need to verify the quality of day cares within or close to their premises 

(as mandated by the Maternity Act, 2017) and also counsel the female employees 

into using the facilities.  

But the Government will need to: 

• Regulate childcare services, which can be done by the speedy implementation 

of the draft 'Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Policy'     

• Make affordable childcare options available (evidence shows that a 50% 

reduction in price of childcare increases the labour supply of young mothers by 

6.5 -10%). For this, the Government can 1) implement the proposed National 

programme for crèche and day care facilities 2) consider providing tax 

deductions against cost of childcare to women 3) provide tax relief to the day 

cares to reduce their costs. 

In addition to childcare, innovative solutions for elder-care 

need to be developed, as a very large proportion of women 

reportedly quit the workforce to look after parents. 

 

10. Support female entrepreneurs  

Apart from making the overall ecosystem enabling for women to work, specific 

measures to promote entrepreneurship are needed, especially to increase their 

access to finance and other resources. 

http://www.forbesindia.com/blog/business-strategy/how-companies-can-develop-a-solid-women-leadership/
https://www.techsciresearch.com/news/3003-preschool-child-care-market-in-india-to-grow-at-23-through-2022.html
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2013/sdn1310.pdf
http://www.forbesindia.com/blog/business-strategy/why-indian-women-leave-the-workforce/
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For this, the Government can:  

• Take an “engendered approach” to improving India’s ease of doing 

business by also addressing specific problems women face in starting and 

running businesses 

• Encourage better usage of government schemes for women entrepreneurs  

• Create pooled procurement, marketing and logistics resources to facilitate 

women entrepreneurs sell their products. 

The private sector can help by: 

• Building lending platforms for women that provide friendlier terms of 

collateral, maturity and interest rates. 

• Consciously including more women-led businesses in their value chains as 

suppliers and vendors 

• Supporting and promoting firms and funds dedicated to funding female 

start-ups 

• Creating a network of angel investors only for women-run businesses 

 

11. Finance, develop and promote technology products that help women 

Technological advances help women reduce the hours they spend on unpaid work 

as well as provide access  to work opportunities via digital platforms (“gig economy”). 

To develop and make such technologies universally accessible to all Indian women: 

• Digital businesses (like e-commerce for essential supplies and services, digital 

wallets, online skilling courses etc) must acknowledge their role as career 

enablers and consciously tailor products and marketing strategies to this 

consumer segment 

• Women-only co-working spaces can be developed to provide resources for 

luring more women to part-time/freelance work, especially in smaller towns 

where women otherwise are not digitally well connected.   

• Career helplines for working women can be set up, that use multiple digital 

channels to (i) make information about options and solutions accessible to all 

women (ii) connect women with the right resources (iii) provide counselling and 

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/the-power-of-parity-advancing-womens-equality-in-asia-pacific
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support on issues like guilt, dealing with in-laws and husbands, finding childcare 

support, how to start a business or restart a career, etc 

 

12. Influence mindsets via media and social media  

#MeToo has shown the impact that media, especially digital media, can have on 
changing the lives of women. This “mindset-influencing” power can be used further in 
the following ways: 

• Scale up reporting and visibility on women in the media, since women’s voices 
are grossly underrepresented in the media  

• Spread positivity by giving importance to content focussed on the progress and 
available solutions and not just on “viral content” about problems women face.  

• Promote a balanced and non-stereotyped portrayal of women in the media   

• Showcase and celebrate those who support a woman’s advancement – husbands, 
mothers-in-law, companies, seniors and managers.   

 

How can this “package of actions” be delivered?  
One option is that the government initiates a revolutionary campaign similar to Japan’s 

“Womenomics” or America’s “Rosie-the Riveter”. Or they could initiate a public-private 

partnership platform along the World Economic Forum’s Gender Parity Task Force 

model. Otherwise women leaders could form an industry association of sorts to lobby for 

necessary action with the government and the private sector. 

It will all depend on who is most committed to narrowing the sticky Gender Gaps. 

Ellenomics is building a platform for collaborative actions on 

all the above 12 agenda items through partnering with 

different players in the ecosystem.  

We would be happy to get involved in, share, escalate and 

celebrate any career-enabling actions, so please do get in 

touch for partnerships and collaborations. 

 

 

 

https://www.youthkiawaaz.com/2018/11/how-the-media-can-support-womens-advancement/
https://www.youthkiawaaz.com/2018/11/how-the-media-can-support-womens-advancement/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-09-19/what-is-womenomics-and-is-it-working-for-japan-quicktake
https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/rosie-the-riveter
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GenderParityTaskforces_Brochure.pdf
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Ellenomics is on a mission to change the economics of women in India 

We have two identities 

A think-tank 

 conducting meaningful research 

to find actionable solutions for 

advancing women  

  A platform 

 for joint actions and 

collaboration between players in 

the working women’s ecosystem 

 

 

To know more visit www.ellenomics.in  

To partner on research and initiatives 

Write to 

Shravani Prakash, Founder, Ellenomics 

at shravani.prakash@ellenomics.in 

http://www.ellenomics.in/
mailto:shravani.prakash@ellenomics.in

