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Executive summary

Women’s vulnerability to the COVID-19 crisis is 
exacerbated due to their life conditions. A desk review 
of available literature examined the connection between 
gender norms and structural factors that contribute 
to the precariousness of women workers and women 
from vulnerable groups, such as migrant workers and 
refugees. 

Gender norms that decide who does what appear 
to affect not just women’s burdens but also policy 
responses from governments – they seem to be blind 
to the conditions of women or, at the very least, work to 
maintain women’s status as secondary earners. Although 
gender norms, structural challenges manifested in 
the political economy and policies influence financial 
outcomes for women, the knowledge of these norms 
and structural constraints could be used to deliberately 
reduce the negative impact on women. 
  
This research looked at the gender composition of 
decision-making committees and bodies in government 
and found a small number of women in them which 
limits diversity in perspectives. But it also perpetuates 
the belief that women cannot assume decision-making 

roles. Although women’s labour has been used during 
the pandemic to assuage communities and will help 
rebuild communities after the pandemic, women 
continue to be denied power to make decisions. 
Transformative policies are needed to integrate policy 
support, legal protection and state investment into 
the interconnected sectors of industry, agriculture 
and services. Increasing the numbers of women in 
economic activities must be encouraged, among 
other interventions. Women entrepreneurs should be 
provided with financial support, while care infrastructure 
should be provided to women workers to enable them 
to contribute effectively to the economy. Inclusion of 
women in decision-making bodies to reflect the diversity 
of the pandemic-affected communities could bridge 
the effort between women-led community and grass-
roots initiatives. Last, the urgency for governments, 
the private sector, international organizations and 
community organizations to create transformative and 
integrated policies centred on a people’s approach, 
which includes women’s active engagement, would 
create a more resilient future for society in an 
increasingly crisis-prone era. 
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has devastated regular life 
and widened existing cracks in society. The contagious 
nature of the SARS-CoV-2 called for lockdowns as an 
urgent measure to impose social distancing norms to 
slow down its spread. The closures shuttered schools, 
workplaces, public transport and recreational spaces like 
shopping malls, movie halls, hotels and restaurants. It 
affected business activities, such as travel, local fairs and 
trade shows, as governments moved quickly to stop the 
gathering of people. The lockdown measures brought 
about mass displacement of migrant labourers, acute 
shortage of daily essentials, violence within homes, 
aggravation of mental health conditions, burdening 
of health care systems and a devastation of earnings 
and financial health. All crises affect excluded groups 
more than others, and initial reports that have emerged 
from civil society organizations, research groups and 
even the media show that the crisis is indeed negatively 
impacting women and girls more. In fact, the pandemic 
may reverse decades’ worth of gains that movements 
for gender equality have made (Lewis, 2020). The 
lockdowns and closures have seen a vast number 
of women’s livelihoods impacted directly and could 
potentially undo years of financial growth. 

The informal sector supports millions of workers in 
any economy, and many of them, for multiple reasons 
explained further on, are women. These labourers 
who are engaged in jobs like construction, transport, 
small and medium-sized businesses, domestic help 
and care work or are employed by the gig economy 
most often migrate to cities where these jobs are 
available. Although fewer women might be primary 
breadwinners among the migrant community, they join 
their husbands or families in cities taking up informal 
jobs or taking care of their household and children. 
The lockdowns and closures, which were sudden in 
some countries, meant that migrant labourers had 
to return to their native places—often in rural areas, 
facing hardships along the way. Migrants who decided 
to stay back in cities confronted financial, emotional 
and social challenges (Abdul Azeez and others, 2020; 
Che, Du and Chan, 2020; Liao, 2020), which were 
not adequately mitigated by the State. Those who 
returned to their village experienced stigma and/or 
hardships. The historian, Ramchandra Guha called 
the migrant exodus in India the biggest human-made 
tragedy since independence (Guha, 2020), requiring 
several humanitarian organizations, civil society groups 

and individuals to come together to provide help to 
displaced people.

Women’s economic empowerment is crucial for gender 
equality and to help them gain equality in many ways. 
Apart from enabling them to make significant life 
choices for themselves, such as moving out of an 
abusive home and relationship, they also make choices 
on educating their children and investing in their own 
and their children’s nutritional needs. Women’s labour 
participation can draw attention to make workplaces 
and work conditions more equitable and humane for 
all, as previous feminist movements have demonstrated. 

This research looked at the economic impact of 
COVID-19 pandemic on women in Asia to understand 
what effects have manifested, the policies that have 
been enacted by states to alleviate the difficulties and 
the role of women’s leadership in building a post-
pandemic society. Three questions guided the research: 
(i)  What has been the economic impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on women in Asia? 
(ii)  What gender-sensitive policies, if any, have been 

enacted to benefit women? 
(iii)  What is the relationship, if any, between women’s 

formal leadership and gender-sensitive policy 
planning and implementation? 

These research questions built on each other and 
centred women’s economic well-being and agency. To 
examine these areas, we gave special consideration 
to the plight of women with a lower position in the 
economic hierarchy. Our research prioritized the 
experiences of women who are disadvantaged because 
of their intersecting identities as poor, lower caste, 
minorities or migrants. The jobs they are engaged in are 
not stringently regulated by the State and leave workers 
in precarious and often exploitive work conditions. 
This research involved a literature review only and 
concentrated on finding similarities and differences 
among Asian countries.

In this paper, we use a feminist perspective in 
understanding the gendered dimension of the 
socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic. Of particular 
concern is the disproportionate economic hardships of 
women who engage in the labour market. We cover 
industries that are feminized and among the most 
disrupted, including small-scale family businesses and 
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seasonal agriculture labour. The gendered dimension of 
the crisis also applies within the home, where women 
have experienced the pandemic-increased burden of 
household and care work. The gendered distribution of 
domestic labour generally causes conflict in negotiating 
between work and family for women; this pandemic has 
exposed them to a more vulnerable situation of income 
or job loss. We also explore the amplified vulnerabilities 
of women living in challenging economic backgrounds, 
difficult political situations or security environments, 
such as migrant workers and refugees. 

Last, we take a deeper look at the policies adopted by 
countries and evaluate how the gender composition 
of policymakers could have influenced the architecture 
of the pandemic recovery. The study concludes with 
some suggestions for state actors as well as for civil 
society groups on how all can come together to 
create a stronger, more regenerative post-recovery 
world. Paramount in the feminist approach is that it 
promotes human well-being as the centre of policy 
response (Bahn, Cohen and Meulen Rodgers, 2020). 
This creates the need to address the impacts of the crisis 
on women’s health and mental situations because of 
their disproportionate presence on the front lines and 
increased rates of domestic violence, which this study 
does not cover.

We hope this research helps consolidate existing 
research and data and supports decision-makers in 
effectively addressing the financial challenges that the 
pandemic has brought upon women in Asia.
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Methodology

Feminist and intersectional 

We adopted a feminist approach to this study. 
Feminist research is not just research about women 
but is research for women (McHugh and Cosgrove, 
2004). It encompasses any non-gender-specific area 
to bring about a change in gender social relations. 
Feminist research eliminates sexist bias in research for 
information, prioritizes the voice of people who are 
marginalized and endeavours to create social change 
Our research spotlighted the challenges that women 
have faced during the pandemic, be it destruction 
of their livelihood, loss of income or exposure to the 
risk of contracting the virus. With our analysis, we 
draw attention to how gender norms simultaneously 
encourage women’s heightened participation in 
these areas and continue to keep work conditions 
precarious. We hope that the research inspires more 
women and feminist leadership in planning and 
creating post-recovery options to sustain the gains that 
movements for gender equality have made thus far, 
instead of regressing, as some of the early research has 
demonstrated it is doing.

Crenshaw’s (1991) intersectional approach posits that 
women’s multiple identities make them vulnerable to 
different types of risk based on those diverse identities. 
Hence, the difficulties faced by women from minority 
religions, ethnicities or poorer households are far greater 
than women who belong to more privileged classes 
and groups. It is thus important that women and other 
excluded groups’ identities are closely evaluated to 
determine what might hinder their life outcomes and, 
at the same time, privilege them. In conducting research 
with an intersectional lens, this means asking what 
factors might be impinging on a woman’s well-being, 
apart from her gender identities, and defending the 
most vulnerable position (Lutz, 2015). The intersectional 
identities that emerged in our research derive from 
gender, region, social identity, ethnicity and economic 
background. All of these have come together to show 
that women are not a homogenous group but have 
multiple differences and resulting needs that must be 
met. Incorporating intersectionality as a critical lens could 
present a challenge in policymaking because it involves 
a unique and complex process of acknowledging the 
diverse identities and experiences that do not fit into neat 
categories and thus are dynamic and open to revision. 
Nevertheless, a greater incorporation of intersectionality 

is a useful method in promoting people-centred 
interventions in the manner that it can encourage the 
creation of specific evidence that is applicable within the 
social context of affected communities.

The particular challenge to our intersectional approach 
is the limited, or rather, unavailable data that should 
encompass a quantitative component of different 
ethnicity and gender identities and other social and 
cultural backgrounds relevant to understanding 
how women in the 14 countries we analysed have 
been affected by the pandemic crisis. Going further 
with intersectionality would require a more in-depth 
and focused study, and this research by nature of 
its methodology limited its scope with the concepts 
of gender norms and women’s triple roles, which 
we elaborate further on. What we have done allows 
the acknowledgement of intersectionality present as 
an inclusive, yet not homogenous, part of women in 
vulnerable groups and sectors across 14 countries in Asia.
   
Our research also relied on Caroline Moser’s (1993) 
Women’s Triple Burden to examine the roles that 
women have in developing societies, depicted across 
categories of productive, reproductive and community 
work. The productive role is associated with income-
earning activity in paid cash or wages or production 
of goods and services for other people (Fajarwati and 
others, 2015). In the productive sphere, strong gender 
norms often do not equip women with leadership skills 
and professional specialization that enable them to 
have higher-earning capacities (McLaren and others, 
2020). Women often undertake work outside the 
home as secondary income earners. This could be 
work in the formal or informal sector or even work 
as entrepreneurs without any employees. These small 
enterprises are commonly seen in Asia, where women 
might not fit into the job market but are able to sell 
some produce through stalls. The reproductive role 
includes the daily work of taking care of children or 
older persons and the household, which are essential 
to ensure the maintenance and reproduction of labour 
within the family domain but is often non-monetized 
and discursively hidden (McLaren and others, 2020). 

The third and final kind of labour is that women 
spend time on community management, where they 
contribute to fulfil community needs as managers, while 
men tend to be involved in community leadership roles 
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associated with increased power and status. Women’s 
role in community is characterized by the extension of 
their reproductive role (Fajarwati and others, 2015), such 
as maintaining social activities and building solidarity, 
which are often seen as voluntary and less essential.

These roles that women have are interrelated, with 
the reproductive roles considered natural to women 
and leaving them little time to pursue paid work. Policy 
planners and employers often do not view women’s 
engagement in the labour market as important and 
undervalue their contribution by paying them lower 
wages or limiting their growth opportunities. At the 
community level too, women’s labour is relied on in 
rebuilding communities, but they are rarely seen as 
decision-makers, which is assumed to be the domain 
of men. Throughout this paper, we use the framework 
to show which role of women that policymakers have 
prioritized while planning relief measures or how 
these burdens have excluded women’s participation in 
decision-making roles.

Scope and methodological approach

The research entailed a literature review of the 
economic impact on women in Asia due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Through the literature review, 
we analysed evidence from datasets and other sources 
of information related to the research questions. To 
highlight how the crisis has affected women differently, 
14 countries (divided among three subregions) were 
selected to assess how the socioeconomic impact varied 
between them:

South Asia: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Nepal, 
Pakistan
Southeast Asia: Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam
East Asia: China, Mongolia, South Korea

In conducting the literature search, relevant and 
representative country-level data and sources were 
tapped. These consisted of academic databases and grey 
literature (working papers, reports and policy documents) 
produced by governments, multilateral agencies, think 
tanks and non-government organizations. Media, such 
as news coverage, selected features, commentaries, 
articles and press releases, were also included to provide 
a comprehensive view of efforts and response, especially 
from the grass-roots level. 

Narrative synthesis is used for this paper to describe and 
compare the dominant themes of women’s economic 
vulnerabilities and the strengths and limitations of 
existing policies as well as to highlight women’s 
initiatives during the crisis across the 14 countries. The 
overall analysis uses gender as a focus. It elaborates 
on the gendered differences in risk areas and presents 
recommendations to enhance the existing policies to 
respond to the immediate practical and strategic needs 
of women. Despite being disproportionately impacted 
by the COVID-19 pandemic and that their roles are 
often invisible and underappreciated, it is women’s skills 
and experience that have contributed to the resilience 
of various systems, as we will see shortly. 
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Gender norms and economic vulnerability 

As several researchers and thinkers have stated, it is not 
the innate differences in women and men that affect 
their vulnerability to disasters and calamities differently 
but the societal gender norms that exacerbate their 
vulnerability before, during and after a crisis (McLaren 
and others, 2020; Bradshaw and Fordham, 2015; 
Moser, 1993). In fact, Barton (1970) suggested that 
if there is an increase in violence against women and 
girls during or after a calamity, one can assume that the 
violence existed even before the crisis emanated (cited 
in Bradshaw and Fordham, 2015). We could apply the 
same logic to the pandemic and lockdown-induced 
problems, such as if the economic problems faced 
by women are intense now, they were likely present 
before the pandemic too. The conditions that result 
in unequal outcomes for men and women, especially 
in terms of economic challenges, are many—such as 
women being employed in low-paying jobs or working 
in the informal economy.
 
Owing to their low educational qualifications, women 
could be unfit for the formal job market, which could 
lead them to set up their own business. Often, women 
might not be employed at all nor have a source of 
income and be dependent on the men within the 
household for their financial needs. All these issues that 
predispose women to the challenges of poverty could 
be due to existing gender norms that, in consequence, 
prevent women from being economically independent 
in the first place. In most of the economies in which 
women’s financial well-being has been adversely 
affected by the pandemic, it could be possible that social 
security measures were either weak or non-existent to 
begin with, heightening the negative consequences of 
the pandemic. Gender norms that prevent women from 
acquiring quality education, being gainfully employed 
or perceive them as only secondary income sources 
to their family could have all lead to their increased 
financial strains now. 

While we explore gender norms and economic 
vulnerability, we proceed keeping in mind that women 
in Asia are a heterogeneous group and not all experience 
gender norms in the same manner. While some might 
face multiple and severe constraints based on their being 
women, other identities could intensify or even alleviate 
the challenges that arise due to gender norms. 

Because women’s labour force participation is intricately 
linked with prevalent gender norms, we explore some 
of these norms in this section. We begin with Moser’s 
(1993) triple burden framework, which delineates 
the three types of roles that women are expected to 
handle, thus interfering with their life outcomes, and 
then outline how each of these roles has been evident 
during the pandemic. 

Moser’s framework has been used widely over the 
years to uncover the triple burdens of labour that 
women shoulder in their reproductive, productive 
and community roles. This framework can be used to 
uncover the kinds of gender norms that govern the 
labour women and men perform and how these could 
help in planning relief measures. The triple burdens 
that women must shoulder are influenced by gender 
norms because women are perceived to be adept at 
reproductive labour, such as bringing up children and 
managing the household, which leaves them little 
time to take on productive labour or any form of paid 
employment. This means that women are stuck in 
reproductive labour that limits their earning potential, 
or because of their role being perceived as primarily 
within the household, they are paid less even when 
they are employed. For example, in Vietnam, television 
shows implied how women could be happy in the 
pandemic because their husbands were spending more 
time at home. This line of reasoning overshadowed any 
conversations around women’s increased workload and 
instead glorified their reproductive role (McLaren and 
others, 2020). 

Additional demands are made on women’s labour 
during crisis situations in rebuilding communities or 
lessening the impact of crises, often without giving 
them any leadership or decision-making powers. All 
these forms of labour overburden women, leaving them 
physically exhausted and time poor, which means that 
they suffer multiple burdens in any crisis.

In this pandemic and various lockdowns, women’s 
reproductive labour has increased for several reasons. 
The closure of schools and workplaces has meant that 
children and other family members have nowhere to go, 
increasing family members’ demands that need to be 
met and therefore increasing household chores. These 
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household chores are often the responsibility of women. 
In some cases, elderly family members, who are more 
vulnerable to the virus, have either fallen sick or died, 
again, increasing the care responsibilities of women. 
Adding to these challenges, gendered expectations 
that men are the breadwinners in a family has led 
several organizations to deprioritize the employment 
of women, asking them to be furloughed, leave their 
job or face a salary cut (Hill, Baird and Seetahul, 2020c). 
These expectations could spiral into women within the 
households being forced to shoulder additional domestic 
responsibility due to their waning responsibilities in their 
work or productive roles. In some cases, the burden of 
employment coupled with the demands of caring for 
their home has resulted in women opting out of the 
labour force or choosing less work, which can negatively 
affect their growth and success. 

Women’s participation in the labour force, or their 
productive role, has always been considered to 
be secondary to their primary role as mothers or 
wives. Various efforts generally are made to enable 
women in their reproductive role. For example, a study 
prior to the pandemic by Balgah and others (2019) on 
the division of household labour in Cameroon found 
that women’s productive labour had decreased so that 
they could spend more time in the household because 
they should “do what they are good at” (p. 8). At the 
onset of pandemic responses, according to McLaren 
and others (2020), some governments provided child 
support in highly feminized sectors, such as front-line 
health workers, so that women could take on their 
productive role as health care workers, thus implying 
that arranging for childcare is a woman’s job. 

Apart from the gender norms on reproductive labour 
that have impinged on the productive role of women, 
there are other factors within the economy that have 
failed to consider norms that affect women. The 
lockdowns and closures due to the pandemic have 
resulted in shocks both at the global and local levels 
of economies. At the local level, it is the informal 
sector that has been affected the most. In looking at 
the migrant crisis in many countries in Asia through a 
gender lens, one can see how women’s productive role 
was affected too. Some women who accompanied 
their husbands to urban areas but had a job had to 
give up that job, face a salary cut or make an onerous 
journey on foot to their native home (Abdul Azeez and 
others, 2020; Che, Du and Chan, 2020). Most women 
who accompany their husbands who are migrants are 
employed in the informal economy as domestic help. As 

the pandemic responses took hold, many women had to 
let go of their job due to the social-distancing measures. 
Some migrant labourers, both male and female, who 
chose to stay in a city during the lockdown experienced 
severe shortage of money and basic necessities (Abdul 
Azeez and others, 2020). 

Gender norms governing the perception that women 
are more hospitable has led to the feminization of care 
roles, such as customer service and front-line health 
work. Both of these job types increase women’s risk 
of contracting the coronavirus because they cannot 
be fulfilled remotely. Additionally, female staff, such 
as female health care workers in India, were unsure 
of government measures to ensure their safety 
while on the job (Srivastav, Priya and Hathi, 2020). 
Government schemes that aimed to alleviate the 
challenges that women had faced similarly failed to 
adequately consider women in their productive role. 
Several women, who had to be repatriated from other 
countries to their own, were unable to access welfare 
measures, such as the distribution of food grains meant 
for women because they did not have the necessary 
documents that proved they were local residents. Other 
women, who had only temporarily returned to their 
native place, possibly in rural areas, were not able to 
avail of cash transfers that governments made because 
they lacked a bank account. 

Finally, gender norms also affect the community 
role that women undertake at times of crisis. 
According to Moser (1993), women rarely choose or 
are given leadership duties in community work, hence 
contribute to community rebuilding without having 
any decision-making powers. Take for example the 
scores of teachers, largely female, who were forced to 
undertake online teaching during the lockdowns and 
will continue to have a huge part in mass vaccination 
programmes but had little say in how teaching could 
take place during the lockdown (Khanapurkar and 
others, 2020). Gender norms also determine who is 
seen as a leader, thus reducing women’s readiness to 
take on leadership roles. However, as Bradshaw and 
Fordham (2015) pointed out, women are proficient 
in handling crises because they are accustomed to 
the lack of necessary resources required for living. 
Because they lack opportunities to make their voices 
heard, they might not share the solutions that are 
useful. Hence, gender norms not only have affected 
women’s economic outcomes during the pandemic but 
will continue to do so during the pandemic recovery, 
potentially furthering inequality. 
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Economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
women in Asia

In this section, we respond to the research questions 
around the economic effects of the pandemic on women 
in Asia. The findings are presented through the lens of 
gender norms that govern social relations and labour 
practices. These findings are founded on the assumption 
that if the pre-crisis conditions influenced life during the 
crisis, then actions and decisions during the crisis will have 
implications for life after the pandemic.
 
As stated in several sources, pre-existing gender 
inequalities have contributed significantly to the 
reproduction of vulnerabilities during and most likely 
after the crisis (McLaren and others, 2020; Bradshaw 
and Fordham, 2015; Moser, 1993). The COVID-19 
crisis has reflected the existing gendered power and 
freedom and intensified unfavourable socioeconomic 
conditions for women. This section begins with a 
snapshot of women’s labour force participation prior 
to and during the pandemic to highlight how their 
work has been influenced by their social status during 
the crisis. Another area of study is unpaid care work 

because much of women’s productive labour hinges on 
the responsibilities they accrue within the household. 
This paper highlights female communities with 
additional complexities, such as migrant workers and 
refugees. These themes emerged while we studied the 
14 countries. The findings show that women’s activities 
across productive and reproductive spheres remain 
undervalued and have contributed to hazardous work 
arrangements during the pandemic that limit their well-
being and economic empowerment.

Labour force participation

The labour force participation rates in figure 1 reflect 
the proportion of the population aged 15–64 who 
supply labour for the production of goods and services, 
including work and first-time job seekers (World Bank, 
2020b). The data indicate that women had relatively 
lower participation rates than men before the 
COVID-19 crisis that have continued.

Figure 1 Labour force participation in 14 countries, female and male persons aged 15–64, 2018–2020

Source: World Bank Gender Statistics (modelled ILO estimates from ILOSTAT).
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The gender-based labour force participation gaps are 
most significant in South Asian economies, at 22 per 
cent on average in Afghanistan, India and Pakistan. In 
Nepal, despite being in relatively similar income levels, 
female labour force participation is the highest, at more 
than 80 per cent, with an average gender gap of 1.3 per 
cent. This is because women constitute a large part of the 
workforce in agricultural industries as a result of men’s 
outmigration for higher-paying jobs (OECD, 2014). The 
low rate of labour force participation in Afghanistan, 
India and Pakistan could be attributed to women’s 
engagement in family businesses, seasonal work and 
other informal employment. These forms of work usually 
have poorly structured wage arrangements that are not 
often regarded as economic activity, and thus they are 
not included in national surveys and labour census. 

To further explore the participation of women in 
informal work, the data in figure 2 provide information 
on the population of women employed in vulnerable 
employment, defined as self-employed workers without 
employees (own-account workers) and contributing 

family workers, such as unpaid workers in family 
businesses, farming or the domestic household sector. 
Vulnerable employment is counted as a percentage 
of total employment of salaried workers and self-
employed groups. As the data indicate, women in 
Asian countries are more likely to be found in 
vulnerable employment. Women in this category 
are more likely to work in a small-scale family business 
(usually agriculture) characterized by indirect payment 
through family income, weak development, irregularity, 
job insecurity and unequipped with social protection 
and safety nets. A large share of vulnerable employment 
may also indicate a large rural economy and low growth 
of the formal economy (World Bank, 2020).

Female vulnerable workers account for more than 50 
per cent in some countries in Southeast Asia (Indonesia 
at 56.3 per cent, Vietnam at 60.3 per cent and Thailand 
at 60.2 per cent). The highest percentages of vulnerable 
employment are found in the South Asian subregion 
(Afghanistan at 89.7 per cent, India at 75.8 per cent, 
Pakistan at 70.9 per cent and Nepal at 88.8 per cent). 

Figure 2 Female workers with vulnerable employment in Asia, 2020 (%)
Source: World Bank Gender Statistic (modelled ILO estimates from ILOSTAT). 
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This correlates with the large number of agricultural 
labourers (see table 1), indicating the fragile situations 
of informal employment for women in South Asia. 
Meanwhile, a small number of women in vulnerable 
employment are reported in countries with a large 
number of women employed in services (see table 1)—
Malaysia, the Philippines and South Korea, indicating 
better growth of formal employment for women in 
those countries. Although women have managed 
to participate in the productive sphere, access 
to good- and stable-paying occupations remains 
relatively challenging. 

Women are overrepresented in the feminized sectors, 
as shown in the following country findings. Bahn and 
others (2020) defined feminized sectors as a group 
of professions or workplaces with a high percentage 
of female employment that usually includes the front 

lines, the end of supply chains, food service, retail 
and hospitality, which are predominantly associated 
with poor salary, labour intensive, low skills and 
precariousness due to lack of formal arrangement 
for career development and employee benefits (paid 
time off, health insurance, pension entitlement, 
unemployment benefits). Because the businesses in 
feminized industries were severely disrupted by the 
onset of the COVID-19 response measures, women 
were among the first groups laid off (Bahn, Cohen and 
Meulen Rodgers, 2020). This also included small-scale 
family enterprises and planting, which are dominated 
by women as employers and/or employees working 
as part-time or subcontract workers. In the onset of 
the crisis, women faced high economic insecurity 
because they lacked social protection and safety 
nets to offset the shock of the economic crisis. 

Country findings
In China, there are more women (34 per cent) than men (30 per cent) employed in the manufacturing industries 
that have experienced trade disruptions, and thus women have been exposed to higher risk of losing their job 
or having their work hours reduced because the production of textiles, footwear, apparel, telecommunications 
products, transport equipment, among many others, experienced the largest fall in export growth during the first 
few months of the COVID-19 pandemic (WTO, 2020). Women workers faced the same problem in the ready-
made garment sector in Bangladesh and Myanmar, which comprises the majority of total employees: 65 per 
cent in Bangladesh (UN Women, 2020a) and 90 per cent in Myanmar (IDRC, 2020).

Many women work as temporary workers in retail, service and domestic sectors that are sensitive to downturns 
in consumer spending, like those in the current crisis. In South Korea, the proportion of women workers are 45 
per cent of all temporary positions, while that of men is 29.4 per cent (Statistics Korea in Kim and others, 2020). 
Anticipated long-term inequality is also gendered because people who can use paid leave are mostly full-time 
regular workers in large companies, and this group overwhelmingly consists of males (World Economic Forum in 
Kim and others, 2020). 

Women account for 44 per cent of informal workers in Thailand (UN Thailand, 2020). And 91.8 per cent of 
working women in Bangladesh (UN Women, 2020a) are in the informal sector, which includes vendors, shop 
assistants, massage therapists, domestic workers and caregivers. They have had reductions of income, no income 
or unemployment and have been left with limited eligibility to social security schemes and stimulus packages by 
the government. 

In Afghanistan, Pakistan and Nepal, it is quite common for women to work in small-scale agriculture. The travel 
restrictions and lockdown have affected every stage of the food supply chain, including food production and 
distribution. The inability to sell their farming products in a timely manner is predicted to cause income loss over 
the coming months (CARE and Nepal Research Institute, 2020).
The Asia Foundation conducted a rapid survey of a sample of businesswomen at Mongolia’s Women’s Business 
Center in Ulaanbaatar and found that 30 female respondents were struggling due to revenues drying up to keep 
their businesses open, keep up with accruing costs and pay employee salaries (Jun and Gerelt-Od, 2020). Women 
running small-scale enterprises (usually a family business) have faced the same challenges in other countries, such 
as in Indonesia, Afghanistan and Pakistan.
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Unpaid care work

As Moser (cited in McLaren and others, 2020) pointed 
out, women’s challenges in the productive sphere 
interact with additional responsibilities they 
have in their reproductive role. The COVID-19 
lockdown, which has caused widespread closure of 
schools, child centres, offices and companies, has 
reinforced the crisis not only in health and economies 
but also in care, with women shouldering the load of 
responsibilities at home. Entrenched attitudes that see 
women’s primary role as that of wife and mother who 
remain largely responsible for unpaid, time-consuming 
and undervalued household and care responsibilities 
have come to the fore. Male breadwinner bias has 
also influenced retrenchment decisions and thus 

shaped the persistent imbalance in the division 
of paid employment and unpaid work between 
husbands and wives. Women often take limited 
work or withdraw from their jobs to reconcile with 
family and domestic commitments, leaving them with 
little to no control over income-earning activity and 
household and non-household saving capacity. This 
decision is normally presumed as voluntary rather than 
understanding it as being deeply ingrained in patriarchal 
values. Unpaid household work has been identified as a 
major contributor to the persistent gender differences 
in formal labour market outcomes in which women in 
the Asia–Pacific region spend three hours more per day 
on average than men. It can be up to five hours in some 
countries in South Asia (OECD, 2014). 

Country findings
The impact of COVID-19 work, along with social distancing measures, increased the domestic and care workload 
of many workers. Despite some countries having an early response to COVID-19, like Vietnam (Hill, Baird and 
Seetahul, 2020c), Mongolia (World Bank, 2020a), South Korea (Kim and others, 2020), household labour is 
heavily skewed towards women who spend the most time on household and care work while trying to keep their 
job or business operation. So an increase in men’s time on household activities is off a low base.
Women in China reportedly spend 2.5 times more hours on unpaid care work than men do, with an additional 
four hours per day on average (Trankman, 2020). In Bangladesh, women have done on average 3.43 times 
as much unpaid care work as men, or 6.2 hours a day during the lockdown. A rapid assessment study by the 
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee’s (BRAC) Gender, Diversity and Justice programme found that 
91 per cent of women interviewed reported having to do greater amounts of unpaid care work during the 
COVID-19 period, and 89 per cent reported having no leisure time at all (UNDP, 2020). In Thailand, 26 per cent 
of young women reported an increase in unpaid adult care (compared with 16 per cent of young men), and 41 
per cent of young women reported increases in unpaid childcare (compared with 28 per cent of young men) (UN 
Thailand, 2020).
In Myanmar, more female small and medium-sized entrepreneurs chose to quit their business in exchange 
for caring for children at home during the crisis (UN Myanmar, 2020). In Nepal, women and girls carry bigger 
responsibilities due to millions of children staying at home because of school closure (K.C., 2020). 
The domestic burden exacerbates the situation of a country with a large number of widows, such as in Afghanistan. 
Forthcoming research by UN Women (2020) found that 83 per cent of women saw an increase in unpaid care 
work and 80 per cent in unpaid domestic work, compared with 75 per cent and 62 per cent for men, respectively. 
The situation has pushed female single parents to work fewer hours. The same challenges are faced by female-led 
households in other countries, like Indonesia. Nearly 2.5 million female-headed households juggle between earning 
money and teaching their children of primary school age, and more than 5 million have older people to support, 
of which 16.5 per cent are in the “sandwich generation”. These combined burdens are likely to affect Indonesian 
women’s economic participation, which is already low, at 53 per cent in 2019 (The Conversation, 2020). 
The gendered nature of the COVID-19 impacts affect the well-being of men and women working in the private 
sector in different ways. In Myanmar (Hill, Baird and Seetahul, 2020a) and the Philippines (Hill, Baird and 
Seetahul, 2020b), for example, men are reported to have experienced income pressure whereas women have had 
greater intensification of domestic pressure that has affected their productivity at work. Men have experienced 
more stress because they are unable to exercise, while exhaustion due to increased domestic burdens underlie 
women’s physical and mental health. In Vietnam, men are more likely to have experienced both increases and 
decreases in domestic pressure while women reported no change, suggesting more stability in women’s levels of 
pressure. However, women may also be underreporting because of gender norms surrounding the role of women 
as steady emotional supporters in the household (Hill, Baird and Seetahul, 2020c). 
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Vulnerable groups

In vulnerable groups of women, we include migrant 
workers and refugees who make up a significant share 
of the population in Asia. They may find themselves 
in vulnerable situations arising from the conditions in 
which movement takes place or the condition of living in 
a country they have migrated to (UNHCR, 2017). With 
border closures, travel restrictions and lockdown 
measures put in place in many countries in Asia, 
the COVID-19 crisis has caused major job losses 
and restricted migrant workers’ mobilization, 
which has led to exploitation of labour rights 
and lack of social and health protection. Women 
and undocumented migrant workers are the most 
vulnerable due to restrictive policies, weak contracts and 
undervaluation of domestic work (UN Women, 2020a). 

Female refugees generally experience disproportionate 
levels of vulnerability in terms of their living conditions 
in camps, such as limited access to basic needs, 
hygiene and health care, which, in this pandemic 
time, can increase virus transmission. The high risk is 
due to women staying back in the camps longer 
to care for their children while men generally 
have more mobility for activities outside the 
home, whether or not it is work related. The direct 
impact of the health crisis intersects with economic 
and food insecurity due to the delayed distribution 
of humanitarian aid reducing migrants’ resilience 
and capacity to deal with the crisis in the long run. 
This is particularly evident in countries with a history 
of conflict or that have become the destination for 
refugees, such as Afghanistan, Pakistan, Myanmar 
and Thailand. 

Country findings
The World Bank estimated that approximately 2.96 million to 3.26 million documented and undocumented 
migrant workers live in Malaysia. Many of them are working informally as daily wage earners, and hence, the 
temporarily ceased operations have caused sudden income loss while those who can still work are vulnerable to 
labour rights violations, such as excessive working hours and inadequate COVID-19 protective measures. Their 
access to health service is constrained by the fear of detention due to their documentation status, in addition to 
language barriers and inadequate information and support services (ILO, 2020a). 
In high-remittance-dependent countries, such as Myanmar and Nepal, the return of migrant workers presents 
challenges for households and puts them at higher risk of sudden poverty. An estimated 10 per cent of Myanmar’s 
population resided abroad prior to the COVID-19 crisis, of which women comprised one third of the international 
migrants (Lambrecht and others, 2020). Remittances range up to 25 per cent of the gross domestic product in 
Nepal, and the decline in remittances can limit families from getting out of poverty, paying off unscrupulous loans 
and investing in education, health and land (Poudel and Subedi, 2020).
A rapid assessment with migrant workers in several countries, including Thailand, during April and May 2020 
found that 32 per cent of them reported work-related problems or abuses, such as inability to refuse work during 
the lockdown, being pushed to take unpaid leave, having their personal documents kept by employer, threatened 
to have their contract terminated or other forms of harassment and violence. The majority of the respondents in 
this assessment were women (ILO, 2020b). As widely reported by the media, migrants in India who returned to 
their village faced the difficulty of not having any means of transport. Most migrant labourers were inhumanely 
treated on returning to their village (Azeez and others, 2020).

If left unaddressed, it will be less likely for women 
to regain their job or income security once normality 
returns. Thus, those who had entered non-traditional 
roles prior to the pandemic may revert to traditional 
roles in the aftermath of the crisis, such as taking 
care of a family business, setting up their own 
small enterprise or quitting work. In other words, 

the challenges of COVID-19 to women’s economic 
empowerment can create long-term barriers for more 
sustainable and inclusive economies and societies, thus 
undoing the gains of decades of feminist struggles 
for equality. Policies that can alleviate these ill-effects 
are crucial, and we next look at some of the current 
policy responses. 
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Table 1 Labour force participation of women in some sectors and gender-responsive policies 
during COVID-19 pandemic

Country   Women 
employment 
in 
industry***

Women 
employment in 
agriculture***

Women 
employment in 
service***

Estimated women 
workers among all 
workers in health 
and social work in 
2020**

Policy 
measures 
on women’s 
economic 
security*

Policy 
measures 
on unpaid 
care*

Afghanistan 24.85% 64.83% 10.32% 10–40% 1 0 

Bangladesh 18.29% 56.50% 25.22% 41–50% 1 0 

China 25.14% 22.09% 52.77% 61–70% 2 1

India 17.92% 53.61% 28.48% 41–50% 6 1 

Indonesia 17.08% 25.53% 57.39% 61–70% 1 1

Malaysia 18.99% 6.13% 74.87% 71–80% 0 0

Mongolia 11.95% 24.09% 63.96% 81–90% 0 0 

Myanmar 15.22% 42.87% 41.92% 61–70% 2 0

Nepal 8.23% 74.37% 17.34% 41–50% 0 0 

Pakistan 17.31% 64.05% 18.65% 10–40% 1 0 

Philippines 9.84% 13.17% 76.99% 61–70% 0 0

South Korea 13.20% 4.48% 82.33% 81–90% 0 4

Thailand 19.61% 28.20% 52.19% 71–80% 0 0

Vietnam 23.65% 37.54% 38.81% 61–70% 0 0

Source: *=UN Women COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker. **=ILO, 2020c. ***=World Bank, 2020b. The industry sector 

consists of mining and quarrying, manufacturing, construction and public utilities (electricity, gas and water). The services sector consists 

of wholesale and retail trade and restaurants and hotels; transport, storage and communications; financing, insurance, real estate and 

business services; and community, social and personal services. The agriculture sector consists of activities in agriculture, hunting, forestry 

and fishing. 

Policy responses

The economic hardships on account of the pandemic 
have prompted several policy responses. In this section, 
we examine how—or whether—these policies are 
gender responsive and have benefited women. We 
consider the gender norms that have influenced the 
planning and implementation of these policies, making 
them effective or limiting their use.
 
Our findings on gender-sensitive measures across 
the 14 countries are based on the United Nations 
Development Programme’s COVID-19 Global Gender 
Response Tracker. The database combines two 
approaches in determining what constitutes a gender-
sensitive measure in response to COVID-19. These are 
(i) measures taken to tackle violence against women 
and girls and (ii) a broad range of social protection 
and labour market measures that target women’s 
economic security as well as economic and fiscal 

measures that provide support to female-dominated 
sectors (UNDP, 2020). 

The analysis focuses on the aspects of women’s 
economic security. Gender-sensitive responses through 
fiscal and economic measures, immediate support and 
unpaid care work are explored in relation with the 
challenges that have risen precisely because of high 
labour force participation of women in some sectors. 
The research also looked into the measures that have 
responded to target areas in which women are most at 
risk, such as migrant workers and refugees. Although 
there is evidence of exploitive working conditions of 
migrant workers and precarious living conditions of 
refugees, the study provides brief findings in this area 
due to the limited data on labour policies, worker 
protection and social protection for this group.
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Unpaid care work

As reflected in table 1, women in Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan dominate 
employment in the agricultural sector. According to 
the International Labour Organization (2020c), the 
bigger proportion of women employed in agriculture 
is a reflection of poverty because it indicates the greater 
gender gap in employment, higher working poverty 
and lower productivity, with most women carrying out 
unpaid work. However, only a few countries have 
introduced pandemic-related policy measures that 
specifically address unpaid care work (China, India, 
Indonesia and South Korea). In fact, South Korea is 
the only country reported in Asia that devised specific 
measures for child care. The Korean government 
has provided a range of cash-based programmes to 
compensate the shift from child day care to home care 
as well as to care for disabled family members due to 
the lack of temporary care workers. The governments 
of China, India and Indonesia have provided various 
forms of care services for older persons and persons 
with disabilities, ranging from home-based service to 
medical support and food grains, etc. Although the 
household subsidies provided relief to families’ 
expenses, a direct support or mechanism in terms 
of time and energy spent for men and women in 
sharing their parental roles seems to be missing. 

Women’s economic security

For the 14 Asian countries studied, there are few 
pandemic-related policy responses that target 
women’s economic security. This is particularly 
relevant for female-dominated sectors that are informal 
in nature, meaning that workers are not covered by 
labour laws or social protection and have low wages, 
such as in manufacturing, garments (industry sector), 
tourism and hospitality (services sector). India has the 
largest number of measures to address this area, while 
it has been overlooked by China, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Mongolia, the Philippines and Thailand, despite the 
large population of female workers in the services 
sector. The female workforce in these sectors have been 
affected by mass layoffs and furloughs. 

Women’s economic security is addressed through 
fiscal and economic plans that target support to 
business operations in the sectors in which women 
workers are overrepresented. However, many of 
them do not provide adequate mechanisms that 
ensure decent protection and security, such as equal 
potential employment and pay. Pandemic-related 
policy measures that directly target women have 
supported immediate needs, such as cash transfers, 
staple food supply, health insurance, including specific 
social assistance for women, such as maternal and 
child cash transfer in Myanmar and Program Keluarga 
Harapan targeting pregnant and lactating women 
in Indonesia. Most of the policies did not devise 
strategic plans on how to improve women’s 
economic resilience in the long run, particularly in 
the post-pandemic era.

Of the measures that have been enacted 
to alleviate women’s immediate economic 
hardships, some are not inclusive because they 
do not include lower-income groups. The evidence 
shows that women in some countries had difficulty 
to access information or were unsuccessful to apply 
for the government’s aid due to lack of understanding 
of the process or documentation needed (Srivastav, 
Priya and Hathi, 2020). Even more, the prevalence 
of gendered patriarchal norms in society have 
contributed in shaping discriminatory practices in 
state institutions. Female household heads in certain 
countries reportedly were challenged when applying for 
government support because of the unclear eligibility 
requirements, which often define men as the head of 
the family. There is also the possibility for gender non-
binary and other gender-diverse people to experience 
added burdens because of not fitting in either of the 
two categories. 
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Country findings
In China, home-based services or temporary residential care are provided for older adults living alone with care 
needs or whose family caregiver is in quarantine or are health workers. In South Korea, where the schools and 
day care centres remain closed, parents with childcare responsibility are provided with a cash benefit of $43 
(50,000 Korean wan) per day from the government. Working parents are entitled to additional five days of leave 
for family care, and employees with children can reduce their working hours for child care (UNDP, 2020).

Under the Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana, 500 Indian rupees ($6.50) was transferred to 200 million women in 
India from April to June 2020. The Small Industries Development Bank of India initiated loans to medical facilities 
to upgrade themselves to provide better care during the pandemic. Most medical centres employ women in large 
numbers, and this scheme is bound to aid women’s employment and well-being. The universal employment 
scheme Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, which offers special quotas for women, 
raised the daily wage rate from 180 rupees to 202 rupees (UNDP, 2020). All women who receive benefits for LPG 
cylinders also received additional support during the pandemic. 

The Government of Afghanistan has provided equity injections in terms of public sector subsidies to businesses, 
mainly in the health and agriculture sectors, where women account for the majority of workers (UNDP, 2020).
The Overseas Workers Welfare Administration in the Philippines has provided cash aid to support stranded 
oversea workers (UNDP, 2020). However, government assistance and law enforcement have created conflicting 
implementation. Quarantine passes given to a household to buy goods and supplies and pay utilities are extended 
to heads of households, who are considered to be only the men, or to a family member not considered vulnerable 
under the health protocols set by the Health Department (UN Women, 2020b).

Through the Vulnerable Group Development programme, the government in Bangladesh is committed to 
distributing benefits targeting women in poor households (UNDP, 2020). There are challenges for women to 
access this payment, however, because the fund transfers are made through mobile financial services. Many 
women entrepreneurs with small or medium-sized enterprises are also not aware of the government assistance to 
micro businesses, amounting to 20 trillion Bangladeshi taka (UN Women, 2020c). Women face the same problem 
in Pakistan because they cannot access Ehsaas Emergency Cash, a financial service to help the vulnerable 
households buy rations. There was no outreach to share relevant information (Bari, 2020).
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Women’s leadership in pandemic mitigation and 
recovery

One of the early recommendations made by feminist 
thinkers and development sector practitioners when 
the deleterious effects of the pandemic on women and 
girls was becoming apparent was that women should 
be included in the post-pandemic rebuilding (Centre 
for Feminist Foreign Policy, 2020; UN Women, 2020). 
At the same time, gender-focused organizations began 
mobilizing and providing help to politically marginalized 
groups who immediately began to feel the effects of 
the pandemic, especially women, girls, gender-non-
conforming people, religious and ethnic minorities and 
those who have been historically excluded. In line with 
the recommendations that women must be involved 
as architects of the post-pandemic world, this section 
provides a quick look at the relationship between 
women’s formal leadership and gender-sensitive policy 
planning and implementation.
 
To assess the involvement of women, we take a closer 
look at three dimensions: 
1.  How many women hold formal positions within 

the government as ministers? As ministers are 
the first people who were called on to make urgent 
responses to contain the pandemic and its effects. 

2.  As the pandemic escalated, several countries set up 

task forces to respond adequately to the resulting 
multifaceted challenges. How many members of 
these task forces are women? 

3.  What examples of women’s leadership are evident 
at the grass-roots level?

Government

First, we looked at how many women hold minister 
positions in each country. We looked specifically 
at the health, finance and social welfare ministries 
because they have been instrumental in designing 
and implementing policies that aid the recovery 
and rebuilding processes (figure 3). A simple look at 
the cabinet ministers and whether they are male or 
female was undertaken, after which the policies of 
these governments were analysed if they were gender 
sensitive. Although health and finance ministries exist in 
most countries, the social welfare ministries take varied 
forms, like the Women and Gender Equality Ministry in 
South Korea, the Women and Child Welfare Ministry 
in India or the Women’s Empowerment and Child 
Protection Ministry in Indonesia (which has a focus on 
social welfare).
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The small number of women holding office as 
ministers in the relevant ministries reflects the 
traditional and historical biases against women in 
political leadership. Half the countries under study did 
not have ministers who identified as women holding
these crucial portfolios. Through our research on 
feminist policy responses to alleviate the negative 
effects of the pandemic, we found that there was 
no correlation between the presence of women 
holding the portfolios of health, finance and social 
welfare and feminist economic policies. One reason 
for this could be because identifying as women does 
not mean identifying as a feminist or being male does 
not mean an opposition to feminism (van Daalen and 
others, 2020).

COVID-19 task forces

Even prior to the pandemic, Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus called for gender balance in senior 
management roles within the World Health 
Organization (Davies and others, 2019). And yet, only 
23.8 per cent, 23.8 per cent and 37.5 per cent of the 
WHO’s first, second and third International Health 
Regulations Emergency Committees for response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, respectively, were women 
(van Daalen and others, 2020, p. 1). 

Women dominate most expert committees on Covid-19, 
while decision-making groups consist of men, reflecting 
gender stereotypes about decision-making abilities. 
Despite the health care profession being largely feminized 
at the lowest levels, a disproportionately large number of 
decision-makers tend to be male (van Daalen and others, 
2020). As the pandemic raged on, country leadership 
reached out to health specialists and experts who 
tended to be male, leaving out gender-diverse people 
and women (Bali and others, 2020; Rajan and others, 
2020; van Daalen and others, 2020). This homogeneity 
of decision-making groups can lead to overseeing or 
underprioritizing problems faced by diverse groups of 
people. Apart from the solutions being inadequate, 
this could also result in a waste of resources, which is 
especially problematic in severely resource-constrained 
environments. For example, grains that could not have 
been distributed properly could rot, leading to added 
challenges of feeding disenfranchised households. 
Inadequate representation in decision-making groups 
can obscure challenges faced uniquely by women and 
impede the recovery process. Table 2 provides information 
regarding the gender composition of the COVID-19 task 
groups that were set up by various governments.

In most of the countries with missing data, task forces 
existed although it was difficult to determine the 

Table 2 Gender composition of COVID-19 task forces in 14 countries

Country Total number of 
members in task force

 Male Female Others  
(non-binary, non-conforming)

1. Afghanistan – – – –

2. Bangladesh 32      28 4 –

3. China* 9 8 1 –

4. India 16 14 2 –

5. Indonesia – – – –

6. Malaysia – – – –

7. Mongolia – – – –

8. Myanmar 10 10 0 –

9. Nepal 11 11 0 –

10. Pakistan – – – –

11. Philippines* 8 8 0 –

12. South Korea** 7 4 1 –

13. Thailand 28 28 0 –

14. Vietnam 14 13 1 –
Note: *=These countries have multiple teams to address the challenges of the pandemic; numbers indicate totals. **=South Korea has 

a total of seven committees, of which the total numbers of members and the gender composition are unknown.

Source: Kathmandu Post, 2021; Rajan and others, 2020; van Daalen and others, 2020.
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members or their gender composition. Given that the 
numbers of women in these task forces is small, 
it is of little surprise that no gender diversity is 
present. An in-depth analysis of the socioeconomic 
backgrounds, such as religion, ethnicity, age and so forth, 
was not possible for this study; it would be worthwhile 
to determine if members of these task forces would be 
representative of their populations. 

Of course, no direct connection between the presence 
of women and feminist policies can be assumed or that 
the domination of men means policies are not inclusive. 
However, one cannot deny that the presence of women 
in decision-making committees would result in having a 
different, possibly, more inclusive perspective at the table. 

At the grass-roots level

Apart from the formal leadership shown by the State 
in mitigating the harms produced by the pandemic 
and other related measures, non-state actors, such as 
women’s groups, individuals, multilateral organizations, 
local and international NGOs and others have 
collaborated in various ways to provide essential goods, 

information and other kinds of support to women. A 
full description of the kinds of mobilization undertaken 
by these groups is beyond the scope of this paper; an 
in-depth study of informal and non-state actors’ roles in 
helping improve the situation in various countries and 
contexts would be advantageous. Excluding women 
in task forces or ministerial positions and not including 
them in decision-making are all related to gender norms 
of who gets to be in the leadership positions in the first 
place (van Daalen, 2020). The kind of education and 
network that one might need to occupy these roles 
are comparatively less available to women, and not 
having them in these positions is a reminder of what 
was missing in previous decades. This lack of female 
leadership is reinforced when those in leadership 
positions are leaned on at such times, thus creating a 
vicious cycle of keeping women out. Keeping women 
from the grass-roots level out similarly enforces norms 
of women doing care work and being kept out of 
decision-making. At a time when the effects of the crisis 
have been expansive and simultaneously localized, it is 
beneficial to rely on grass-roots leadership and networks 
that have the insights and the relationships that can aid 
relief work and make it effective. 
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Conclusions and policy recommendations

Many women have been affected by the lockdowns and 
the halting of work and businesses. These effects have 
been in the form of job and income losses, reduction 
in workloads, furloughs and business closures. 
Although all women felt the increasing burdens of 
childcare and household chores along with managing 
their work, it is the women from the lowest strata of 
society who have experienced additional burdens on 
account of being migrant labourers, refugees or being 
employed in precarious jobs that heightened the risk 
of their contracting the virus. Most governments have 
responded to the challenges posed by the crisis through 
policies, but these, too, reflect the gendered beliefs 
that are prevalent in society. Scores of women were 
unable to avail the entitlements and services meant 
for them because they did not have the required 
documentation or were not recognized as beneficiaries 
based on the patriarchal norms of familial headship. 
Similarly, women who are front-line workers felt the 
double burden of performing a gender-stereotyped 
role of providing care and yet being on the receiving 
end of government callousness. Women leadership is 
required in committees that decide the course of relief. 
But this study found that an abysmal number of women 
occupy leadership positions in formal task forces and 
ministries, even though it is women at the grass-roots 
level who have contributed heavily to assuaging the 
problems faced by local communities. These findings 
fall completely in line with reproductive, productive 
and community labour of women along with their 
interrelated effects. 

Through this study, we identified two areas that could be 
further researched. As mentioned, the role of women’s 
grass-roots networks has been effective and crucial, 
and these need to be explored to assess how their 
knowledge can be included in future decision-making. 
A second area of research is women-led business 
responses to the pandemic and their potential role in 
reviving the post-pandemic economy. As mentioned by 
Bradshaw and Fordham (2015), women are the best 
positioned to suggest effective measures during crises 
because of their life conditions. We must listen to them 
before we plan for them. 

Based on the analysis, we highlight some takeaways and 
recommend an integrated set of policies for a sustainable 
impact towards women’s socioeconomic security.

Short-term improvements

• Increase efforts to assess the gendered impact of the 
crisis that include collecting and analysing existing 
and real-time sex-disaggregated data and statistics, 
rigorous research, understanding power dynamics 
at play, lived experience of diverse groups and 
intersectional aspects of race, class, caste, religion, 
etc. Ensure that the dissemination of data and 
findings are widespread and subsequently benefit 
policymakers, experts and non-state leaders to create 
accurate, relevant and timely responsive measures 
and actions.

• Create an equitable involvement of all genders in 
the decision-making arena and law enforcement as 
well as women and other gender minorities as the 
designated recipient for immediate relief measures. 
This means including female farmers, entrepreneurs 
in small and medium-sized enterprises and single 
mothers explicitly as targets for any cash transfer, loan 
programmes and technical assistance.

• Ensure that information and resources to the 
measures are accessible to rural women and women 
in lower-income groups.

• Develop public awareness and communication 
campaigns on the importance of men sharing the 
reproductive burden.

• Ensure that returning migrant workers are registered 
in the local authorities to facilitate extending social 
assistance and access to other support services to 
them. This includes a supportive mechanism to their 
reintegration into family and society in the situations 
in which migrant workers experience mistreatment 
and negative stereotypes. 

• Establish community projects that engage and 
financially benefit workers who are laid off, including 
returning migrant workers and other vulnerable 
groups. Projects should provide potential employment 
and equal pay for all genders.

• Create a national and regional network or a caucus of 
women policymakers and formal leaders with female 
community and grass-root leaders to study, collect 
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and document existing measures and initiatives that 
have been implemented in response to the COVID-19 
crisis. This systematization of women-generated 
knowledge can be used as a reference and constitute 
a comprehensive database for lessons learned and 
policymaking in the future. 

Long-term mitigation

• Improve labour protection measures as well as legal 
and social reforms to support women workers, 
entrepreneurs, consumers and traders during 
the recovery period. For example, follow up the 
ASEAN Labour Ministers on Response to the Impact 
of Coronavirus Diseases 2019 on Labour and 
Employment with a national action plan and then 
integrate it into domestic laws. 

• Create specific laws and regulations that protect the 
productive lands in the agriculture sector and the 
rights of farmers to have a fair commodity price and 
protection from market dependence.

• Create incentives that promote the equal share of 
traditional unpaid domestic work, including child 
care, between men and women, and promote paid 
parental leave for both men and women.

• Increase public investment in the high-impact sector 
for gender equality, such as health care, reproductive 
health, community learning centres and affordable 
and subsidized public day cares.

• Include women leaders in state institutions and 
civil society groups that will decide, in the design of 
pandemic mitigation, where and which infrastructure 
projects will take place and thus that will benefit 
women and girls in the long run.

• Create an enabling environment for transforming 
gender norms related to unpaid work, the fair 
redistribution of economic sources and political 
representation through increasing gender-egalitarian 
education, skills training, laws and policies as well 
as decision-making positions at the community 
level, which should include institutional and state 
support for families towards the division of work in 
the productive and reproductive realms. 

• Conduct research involving observation and 
measurement to understand the full impact of the 
pandemic on women’s productive, reproductive and 
community spheres.
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