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UNDERPAID AND UNDERVALUED: 
HOW INEQUALITY DEFINES 
WOMEN’S WORK IN ASIA 
Rising economic inequality across Asia is threatening poverty reduction 
and slowing down the fight against gender inequality. Although the region 
has experienced economic growth, the bottom 70 percent have seen their 
income share fall while the share for the top 10 percent has increased 
rapidly. Low wages and a lack of rights at work, particularly for women, are 
at the heart of this scandal. At the same time, women are subsidizing the 
economy with a disproportionate responsibility for unpaid care work. 
Achieving living wages and recognizing, redistributing and reducing 
unpaid care work could support both economic and gender equality in 
Asia and should be prioritized by both governments and businesses.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

For women across Asia, access to decent work and a living wage 
represents a fundamental pathway out of poverty, and one of the best 
ways to counter the dangerous tide of growing economic inequality. Yet 
in recent decades, working people, in rich and poor countries alike, have 
received a smaller and smaller slice of the economic pie, while those who 
own capital have seen their assets grow disproportionately. Low wages 
for the majority of people, and particularly for women, are at the heart of 
this scandal. At the same time, women continue to carry out the majority 
of unpaid care and domestic work, which is essential to keep economies 
functioning but is unrecognized and undermined in policy making.  

On average in Asia women earn between 70 and 90 percent of what men 
earn.1 One reason for this is that women are disproportionately 
concentrated in the lowest paid roles and in informal work. 75 percent of 
women’s work in Asia is in the informal economy, without access to 
benefits such as sick pay or maternity leave.2 Pervasive gender 
inequality means that women’s work is devalued, and women are less 
likely to be empowered to claim their labour rights. Women also carry out 
around 2.5 times the amount of unpaid care work that men do, and 
globally this work is worth around $10 trillion a year.3  

Women’s economic empowerment is a critical factor in achieving gender 
equality and in supporting wider development goals. It offers one entry 
point into women's empowerment, which also includes social and political 
dimensions. To achieve it, not only must more women have opportunities 
to take up paid work, but the quality of jobs available to them must 
improve – along with their rights and decision making power. Increasing 
women’s access to decent work with a living wage and secure contract is 
a key way to achieve this. However, current economic policies undermine 
these goals, instead creating a race to the bottom on wages and working 
conditions in order for businesses to keep costs down.  

In recent decades, Asia has experienced high and sustained levels of 
economic growth. Between 1990 and 2015, the region’s economy grew 
on average six percent a year.4 A path of inclusive sustainable 
development would see this fairly benefit the poorest and address social 
inequalities and exclusion. However, across Asia, an economic model 
has been pursued which has instead driven a rise in extreme economic 
inequality, slowing down progress towards eliminating poverty and 
deepening other forms of inequality, including gender inequality.  

Reversing these dangerous trends and achieving women’s economic 
equality will require a range of actions from all stakeholders. The current 
economic model drives economic inequality and must be reformed to 
ensure economic growth benefits everyone fairly. Challenging deep- 
seated gender inequalities that affect all aspects of women’s lives, 
beyond their economic participation, will be essential alongside this.  
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This paper looks at two actions that can be taken which would support 
both gender and economic equality: achieving living wages and 
addressing unpaid care work. Currently, where minimum wages are in 
place they are often set too low to constitute a living wage, and they are 
not adequately enforced. Oxfam’s research with women workers in Asia 
shows that although they are working long hours in industries which are 
profitable for others, their wages are not enough to live on and they don’t 
have the security they need. Governments could work with unions and 
labour movements to move towards living wages and full rights at work 
for all workers.  

Women’s heavy and disproportionate responsibility for unpaid care work 
reduces their choices and decision making power, and means that 
women are subsidizing the economy for free. Recognizing this 
contribution through better data collection and investments in care work 
are crucial. Social protection measures and investments in public 
services and infrastructure can reduce and redistribute it. These 
measures require governments to raise the funds, predominately through 
progressive taxation, in order to be able to invest in women’s economic 
equality. With these policies and practices in place, governments and 
businesses can support Asia to get on the right track to economic 
equality and to better work and wages for women. 

ECONOMIC INEQUALITY IN ASIA  
The average Gini coefficient in Asia, which correlates to the distribution 
of income within a country, rose at twice the pace of the rest of the world 
between 1990 and 2013, and even faster in countries with the largest 
populations such as Indonesia, India and China.5 Emerging economies 
like these have seen income inequality rise at a rapid pace; this shows 
that countries experiencing the highest patterns of growth are not always 
passing on these benefits fairly. The IMF has found that the rise in 
extreme inequality in the region has largely been driven by increases in 
the incomes of those at the top of the economy.6 Between 1990 and 
2010, the bottom 70 percent of the population’s share of income has 
decreased, while the top 10 percent have seen large gains.7 These 
patterns are not unique to Asia: they are part of a global trend towards 
the concentration of wealth in the hands of a small elite.8 

The trend of growing inequality across Asia is deeply gendered. 
Overwhelmingly, the richest in society are men, while women continue to 
be concentrated in the lowest paid and most insecure jobs. Women are 
systematically paid low wages to make products that often end up on the 
tables, in the wardrobes and on the feet of people in developed 
economies. The reasons for this are complex. Pervasive gender 
inequality means that women’s work is devalued, and women are less 
likely to be empowered to claim their labour rights. This means women 
are more likely to have these rights abused, often with devastating 
consequences.9 Women also continue to carry out the majority of unpaid 
care work, which creates time poverty and reduces their ability to make 
choices about paid work opportunities.  
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Although Asia stands to gain economically from increasing women’s 
involvement in the labour market,10 women themselves, particularly the 
poorest women and girls, have so far not benefitted fairly from the growth 
that they are making possible. Once set in motion, this trend becomes a 
vicious circle; countries with higher income inequality also tend to be 
countries that have higher gender inequality.11  

Box 1: Frameworks for inclusive development – the UN Framework on 
Business and Human Rights and the Global Goals 

The UN Framework on Business and Human Rights, and the associated 
Guiding Principles,12 have since 2011 become an authoritative global 
reference point for business to address adverse human rights impacts. The 
framework sets down two challenges for a company to address living 
wages in its supply chain: 1. to understand the root causes that may give 
rise to adverse impacts on wages; and 2. to identify how a company can 
use its influence to reduce these adverse impacts.13  

The Global Goals (Sustainable Development Goals) launched in 2015 
brought a renewed focus on eradicating poverty in all its forms and 
dimensions. This briefing paper relates particularly to Goal 5 (Achieve 
gender equality and empower all women and girls); Goal 8 (Promote 
inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment and decent work 
for all) and Goal 10 (Reduce inequality within and among countries).14 

2 GENDER INEQUALITY IN 
THE ECONOMY: TRENDS  
A number of countries in Asia, including Cambodia and Vietnam, 
mandate against discrimination in hiring based on gender, and in others 
such as Bangladesh and the Philippines, the law mandates that work of 
equal value should receive equal pay.15 However, there remains a wide 
chasm between these commitments on paper and achieving economic 
equality between men and women. Inequality of wages and opportunities 
between men and women persists throughout the region and beyond.  

Across Asia, women tend to be concentrated in low-paid and insecure 
work.16 75 percent of women’s work is in the informal sector, without 
access to benefits such as sick pay, maternity leave or pensions.17 They 
also carry out the majority of unpaid care work – very often, this goes 
unrecognized by society and excluded from economic statistics.  

Economic inequality between men and women is driven by deeply held 
attitudes and beliefs which reduce women’s opportunities and autonomy. 
This paper discusses how this is also reinforced by the dominant 
economic model and government policies, which have reduced the 
power of the labour force and failed to create investment in the care 
economy. Industry practices have also often resulted in the failure to pay 
living wages, which may be good for profits but is bad for the many 
women concentrated in the lowest paid roles.  
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR PAID WORK 
Women’s share in total employment has remained comparatively high (in 
global terms) across Asia. But more women in work does not necessarily 
mean more gender equality. Women and men across Asia continue to 
experience gaps in status, pay and access to rights in the workplace.  

Figure 1: Women’s share in total employment across the Asia region 
(selected countries), 2003 and 2015, percentages, ILO estimations 

 
Source: ILO STAT database18 

Gender gaps in employment are different across the region: in South- 
East Asian countries, the gap between the percentage of women and 
men working is lower than in South Asian countries. In 2015, in Lao PDR, 
for every 100 men employed,19 there were 105 employed women; in Sri 
Lanka the ratio was 100 to 42, and in Pakistan, 100 to 27.20 In countries 
where women’s economic participation is at much lower rates than men, 
strong cultural norms are a factor.21 In countries with high female 
employment but where small-scale, household farming is prevalent, for 
example Lao PDR, often the higher rate is due to women being engaged 
in their household’s farming activities.22 When countries start to 
industrialize, women’s participation rates often fall as they do not take up 
the paid work opportunities created outside the home at the same rates 
as men.23  

THE IMPORTANCE OF DECENT WORK 
ON A LIVING WAGE 
Increasing women’s participation in the paid economy can have both 
positive effects for women themselves and the wider economy, by 
supporting women’s incomes and autonomy, and economic growth. 
However, for women to benefit fairly from new opportunities, this needs 
to be accompanied by broader changes towards gender equality, and 
their work needs to be grounded in secure jobs paying a living wage.  
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Secure employment contracts confer multiple benefits on workers. They 
enable people to claim entitlements from employers, to claim social 
welfare from the government, and they make workers more visible, which 
means it is more likely that they will be engaged with and supported by 
trade unions, labour organizations and NGOs. Secure employment 
contracts can also act as collateral, allowing people to obtain housing 
and bank accounts: with this they bring the capacity to plan and save, 
increasing a household’s resilience to shocks.  

Figure 2: The importance of an employment contract 

 

Having an employment contract is vital for a worker, for three reasons.  

Globally, women and men in manufacturing sectors, including the 
garment sector, are often put on short-term contracts which make it 
impossible to plan for the future or the unexpected. Ensuring that workers 
have access to secure, preferably open-ended contracts that allow them 
to plan for the future, and do not undermine their ability to join a union is 
an essential part of building a stable, prosperous and productive 
workforce in which paid and unpaid roles can be fulfilled without causing 
harm to workers and their families. Women in the region, on average, are 
more likely than men to be in informal and insecure employment.24 

In some low income countries in the region, women are represented in 
the agriculture sector more than men, and face additional restrictions in 
earning a living due to inequalities in access to land, productive inputs or 
to secure decent work in the sector.25 In Bangladesh, for example, 65 
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percent of all employed women work in agriculture, compare to 40 
percent of all employed men.26  

The gender wage gap is a sign of persistent gender inequalities in Asia. 
Women’s wages across the countries comprise between 70 and 90 
percent of men’s wages.27 The gender wage gap is caused by a number 
of factors including inequalities between men and women in the average 
seniority of their roles, the sectors that women are concentrated in being 
paid less on average, differences in working hours, and discrimination. 
Strikingly, the wage gap appears across all countries with data in Asia. In 
India, it stands at 32.6 percent,28 in Indonesia, 21.5 percent, and in Sri 
Lanka, 17.9 percent.29  

As well as being concentrated in low-paid sectors and roles, women also 
tend to earn less for doing the same types of jobs as men. In 
Bangladesh, women earn an average of 23.1 percent less per hour than 
men for the same kind of jobs.30 In Pakistan in 2012, male agricultural 
workers earned $2.97 per day while female agricultural workers earned 
$1.68 per day. 

Most countries in the region have signed International Labour 
Organization (ILO) conventions on equal pay and against discrimination, 
but few have passed legislation that specifically mandates equal pay for 
men and women. However, to achieve gender equality, changes in laws 
must also be accompanied by changes in social norms, which shape 
ideas about which roles men and women should do. Often a low value is 
placed on the roles traditionally seen as ‘women’s work’, in particular that 
which can also be carried out in the home unpaid, for example cooking, 
cleaning, caring, tailoring and tending plants. 

Poor employment conditions in the female-dominated manufacturing 
sectors are a challenge faced by millions of women in Asia on a daily 
basis. Women workers have to endure long working hours, psychological 
pressure and sexual harassment – and due to inadequate safety 
standards in many places of employment – a fear for their own health 
and lives.31 

UNPAID DOMESTIC AND CARE WORK 
Across all countries, women carry out the majority of unpaid domestic 
and care work, on average 2.5 times the amount that men do.32 This 
work includes activities such as cooking, cleaning, washing clothes, 
caring for dependants and fetching water and firewood. It is essential to 
the well-being and health of individuals, families, communities and 
economies, and for reproducing the labour force. However, it is not 
included in traditional measures of the economy, and often economic 
policies fail to recognize or invest in it, making inequalities worse. 
Research shows that poorer women tend to spend more of their time on 
unpaid care work than the richest women, and in countries with higher 
levels of economic inequality the difference is even wider.33 Even by 
conservative estimates, the time women spend on unpaid care work can 
be valued at $10 trillion a year.34 
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Women’s unequal responsibility for unpaid care work is a key 
determinant in the gendered nature of economic inequality. It creates 
‘time poverty’, limiting women’s choices and the time they have available 
for work, participation in public life and for rest or leisure time. It is also a 
strong contributory factor in women’s lower rate of participation in the 
labour force, concentration in part-time work and lower wages.35 In South 
Asia, the gender pay gap increases from 14 percent to 35 percent for 
women living in households with children.36 And yet, when added 
together with paid work, women consistently do more or the same hours 
of total work that men do (see figure 3).  

Inequalities in the share of unpaid care work are particularly stark in 
South Asia. In Bangladesh, for example, national time use surveys show 
women spend on average 3.6 hours a day on unpaid care and domestic 
work, compared to 1.4 hours for men.37 In Pakistan, women spend 4.3 
more hours per day than men on this work.38 Oxfam’s own research in 
Bangladesh has also shown that women spent less time on self care and 
sleeping than men.39 In focus group studies women reported an 84 hour 
work week, 16 percent more than men's 70 hours a week. The group 
estimated that women are paid for 31 percent of their work hours, 
while men are paid for 90 percent.40 Although women are spending equal 
or more hours than men working, the majority of this is not paid and goes 
unrecognized. As one participant noted: 

‘My daughter in law does most of the household chores with the 
assistance of [my] younger granddaughter, but we never asked 
my son to share household chores because it’s our duty to take 
care of everyone’.41  

Figure 3: Total hours worked per day (paid and unpaid)  

 
Source: Cambodia and Japan: OECD (2011), p.17. 42 All other countries: UN Women (2015)43  
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GENDER AND SOCIAL INEQUALITIES 
RESULT IN ECONOMIC INEQUALITIES  
If women are to gain economic equality, then the deep, structural 
gendered inequalities that lead to discrimination against women 
throughout society also need to be tackled. Negative social norms 
underpin gender inequality at all levels of society: the household, the 
workplace and institutions. These translate directly into economic 
inequalities for women. Women’s roles are historically undervalued, 
which results in those roles being consistently paid less – this is 
particularly true of jobs in the care economy.44  

The assumption that women should be less assertive and challenging 
about their employment conditions often means they are excluded from 
trade union or labour organization negotiations and find it more difficult to 
raise issues with management. Deep and persistent gender 
discrimination also results in violence against women and girls and lower 
levels of decision making power. Both of these need to be addressed 
alongside efforts to increase women’s economic opportunities, if women 
are to benefit fairly from more economic engagement.  

For many women, gender inequality in the economy is also exacerbated 
by the multiple layers of discrimination they experience. Inequalities 
driven by caste, class, non-indigenous and indigenous segments of 
society, and between rural and urban areas, can intersect and compound 
gender inequality. A study in 11 countries, for example, found that the 
application of minimum wage laws is lowest for women from ethnic 
minorities or indigenous groups.45 Other groups of women also 
consistently fail to benefit from minimum wage legislation: women 
employed in urban areas are usually in casual or temporary positions, or 
are self-employed, while those in rural areas normally work in agriculture 
where wages are low.46 In India, women in rural areas receive $2.21 per 
day compared to men who earn $2.91 per day.47 Just as the political, 
social and economic inequalities facing women in Asia need to be 
addressed together, so will governments across the region need to 
challenge these other forms of discrimination, if all are to benefit from 
increased access to economic opportunities.  

3 ACHIEVING EQUAL AND 
LIVING WAGES  
For over 70 years, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights has 
enshrined the right of every worker to a standard of living adequate for 
the health and well-being of themselves and their families.48 To achieve 
this standard, workers need to earn, in a standard week, a wage that 
meets their basic needs and provides some discretionary income to help 
improve their lives. Yet earning a living wage remains beyond the reach 
of many workers in Asia, particularly women, keeping millions locked in a 
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cycle of poverty and debt. Without a living wage, women do not stand a 
chance of working their way out of poverty or achieving economic 
equality. Concentrated in low-paid roles, it is women who stand to gain 
the most from living wages, and their implementation can narrow gender 
pay gaps.49 

The issue of low wages is a systemic one, closely related to precarious 
work and the excessive working hours which are so detrimental to the 
quality of life of workers and their families. Too often women’s work 
involves long hours in poor conditions, and because wages are so low, 
workers seeking to support their families find themselves needing to 
borrow just to pay for the basics.50 Often jobs situated in profitable supply 
chains fail to result in workers lifting themselves out of poverty, no matter 
how hard they work.51  

Figure 4: The road to a living wage 

THE ROAD TO A LIVING WAGE 

UNSUSTAINABLE  SUSTAINABLE 
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The negative impact of a poverty wage:  
‘I need to spend nearly 2,000 taka a month 
for [my daughter’s] education. I earn 5,000 
taka on average every month; out of this 
money I have to give 2,500 taka for our food 
and shelter to my uncle. After this nothing is 
possible but to look out for more. I cannot 
save up.’52 
Garment worker in Bangladesh  

The positive impact of a living wage:  
‘I can now access nutritious food and I never 
have to worry that I can’t feed my family. I 
have been able to send my daughter to 
university and keep my son in high school – 
this was always my dream.’53 
Maritza Vargas, president of the Alta Gracia 
Union, Dominican Republic, in a factory 
supplying the US student market. 

Key factors that drive low wages include workers’ weak collective power 
to bargain employment terms for themselves, the fact that the legal 
minimum wage in many countries falls well short of the cost of living, and 
the fact that prevailing business models are designed to maximize profits 
for the owners rather than the workers whose skills and labour made 
them possible. The strategy of developing countries in Asia basing their 
competitiveness in global markets on low wages has created downward 
pressure on women’s wages and segregation into jobs with poor working 
conditions.54  
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Case study 1: garment workers in Myanmar55 

In Myanmar, the garment industry is growing rapidly, providing jobs for 
around 300,000 workers. In July 2015, research was conducted by Oxfam 
in Myanmar to understand workers’ perspectives.56 Workers who 
participated in the survey (90 percent of whom were women) expressed 
concern about low wages, long hours and safety issues. Even with 
overtime, most said they could not afford housing, food and medicine with 
the income they earned at the factories.  

Almost half of all respondents (43 percent) said they did not feel safe inside 
the factory. When asked why, they gave a range of reasons, with fire risk 
being the most prevalent. Workers reported that exit doors are often 
blocked with boxes and most said they would not know what to do in the 
event of a fire; 80 percent had never had any fire safety training.  

The average base salary was found to be $1.50 a day, and $40 a month 
(Myanmar kyat (MMK) 49,400).57 An average worker spends 50 percent of 
their base wage on accommodation. Almost one-quarter of workers are the 
sole income earner in their family, with 95 percent reporting they support 
family members. Workers reported doing between 3 and 20 hours of 
overtime each week (10.5 hours on average). With this, and a complex 
system of bonuses, workers were able to boost their income to an average 
of $3.70 a day ($98 per month/MMK 122,000).  

Almost 40 percent said that overtime affected their health, with some 
commenting that they felt weak and lightheaded; there were reports of 
workers fainting, as in Cambodia.58 More than one in five (22 percent) 
reported forced overtime. Almost half of workers interviewed (43 percent) 
reported being in debt worth $46 (MMK 57,400) on average. Nearly 90 
percent said they had been unable to save any of their income. 

Ei Yin Mon’s story 
‘I arrived in Yangon after Cyclone Nargis in 2008 because there were no 
jobs after the cyclone. I wanted to be a school teacher, but failed year 10 
and had to start working to support my family. My sister and I support our 
youngest sister who is still in high school and send money home to my 
mother who has diabetes and heart problems.  

I don’t want to keep working at the factory because the base wage is so low 
and we are pressured to do long hours of overtime. We are always being 
told to work faster. They think that we are like animals. I know I have no 
rights to make a complaint, so I have to bear it. I have been working here 
so many years and we try our best to meet the production targets so that 
we won’t be told off, but sometimes it [the yelling] is unbearable.  

We once had an accident and there was a fire in the factory. At that time, 
people were shouting at us to turn off the main switch. But we didn’t know 
how to turn it off. We hadn’t received any training or information about 
safety.’ 

A WAGE TO LIVE ON? 
Although almost all countries in Asia have minimum wage laws and 
policies, workers across Asia experience two clear obstacles to 
benefiting from them. Firstly, minimum wage laws do not meet the goal of 
reducing poverty and inequality, because they have been set too low. 
This is especially true for poorer countries. Secondly, there is an 
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overwhelming implementation failure to enforce these laws and to ensure 
that payment below the legal minimum wage, and other forms of wage 
theft, do not go unpunished. 

Box 2: Policies and laws on minimum wages across Asia 

In Pakistan, India, Indonesia and Sri Lanka, the government adopts and 
implements standalone policies on the minimum wage. In Pakistan, there 
are at least three policies on the minimum wage.59 In India, the Minimum 
Wage Act of 1948 provided the mandate for government to establish floor 
wages in some sectors, and throughout the country. In China, Cambodia 
and Vietnam, there is no separate legislation on minimum wage, but the 
mandate for establishing this is drawn from provisions from broader labour 
legislation, or enforced through executive policies and ordinances.60 
Myanmar, one of the last few countries in the region to establish this type of 
policy, finally approved its first minimum wage for workers in August 2015.  

Paying living wages is not the same as paying the legal minimum wage. 
As Oxfam research has shown, even where legal minimum wages are in 
place, often these do not even cover the bare essentials for people 
working across a range of industries. For example, a study with the 
Ethical Tea Partnership in 201361 concluded that in Assam, India, tea 
pluckers’ wages left them below the World Bank poverty line of $1.90 a 
day, despite in-kind benefits being provided and much of the tea being 
certified as socially responsible. Real living wages in Asia can be four 
times higher than the legal minimum wage (see figure 5).  

Box 3: Living wages – a definition  

A living wage, in short, means a wage that a worker and their family can 
live on – it includes enough for suitable housing, for education, for transport 
and for food – and it allows the worker to save a litte as well.  

A living wage:  
• Must be established in consultation with workers. 
• Is sufficient to cover basic needs including food, housing, clothing, 

medical care, education, social relations, transportation and some 
savings.  

• Includes enough for some discretionary income for unforseen events 
such as accidents or illness.  

• Supports more people than just the individual worker – it is a family 
wage.  

• Includes consideration of the number of hours needed to earn a living 
wage – not more than 48 hours per week.  

• Includes strategies to periodically update rates, so that workers keep 
their relative purchasing power.  
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Figure 5: Minimum wages versus living wages (as calculated by Asia 
Floor Wage)  

 
Source: J. Merk (2014) Living Wage in Asia. Clean Clothes Campaign (2014)62 

Once set low, minimum wages usually stay low: many governments fail 
to regularly adjust minimum wages – even though doing this would help 
workers keep their purchasing power as the cost of living rises. One 
study from 2013 shows that wages in Bangladesh, Mexico, Honduras, 
Cambodia and El Salvador declined in real value by an average of 14.6 
percent during the period 2001–2011.63 One reason for this is that 
governments see low wages as necessary to remain competitive and 
attract foreign investment and buyers, creating a race to the bottom on 
wages and labour rights. Trade liberalization and the globalization of 
markets has enabled companies to put pressure on their supply chains to 
lower costs and to increase profits. The Clean Clothes Campaign notes 
that companies tend to move to countries that offer lower wages and 
working conditions, especially when workers in the country where they 
are operating start to call for fair compensation.64 It is this ‘race to the 
bottom’ that is behind the call for an Asia Floor Wage, which aims to 
establish a common wage for garment workers across the region, at 
levels that are sufficient for workers and their families to live decently.65 

The second problem facing workers that depend on minimum wage 
legislation in Asia is the overwhelming implementation failure of these 
laws. Even though most countries have minimum wage laws, this is not 
always a guarantee that minimum wages are widely and consistently 
applied. Failure to properly implement wage policies results in illegal 
wage practices, which deprive workers of their legal entitlements and 
reduce take-home pay even more.66 Critically for women, minimum 
wages may also not be applicable to many forms of women’s work – for 
example unregistered agricultural work or work in the informal sector. 
Understanding how to extend minimum wages and social protections to 
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these workers will be key to addressing inequality in women’s work and 
wages across Asia.  

Minimum wages: a failure of implementation 
Even in sectors where a minimum wage is set, it is often not enforced. 
For instance, a study on garment sector wages in ten Asian countries 
found that of 100 companies studied, more than half reported under-
payment of wages, mostly of overtime, and almost half did not pay social 
security contributions.67 

In Cambodia, government policy indicates that all enterprises should 
implement minimum wages. However, in reality, this is only implemented 
for those who work in the garments, textiles and shoe-sewing sector.68  

In India, the law mandates the application of the minimum wage law 
throughout the country for specific occupations. However, it is 
implemented in such a way that the government is only required to set 
minimum wages for scheduled employments, or employments involving 
members of castes who suffer discrimination, in provinces where there 
are more than 1,000 people employed.69 In Vietnam, some progress has 
been made. Here, the minimum wage increased 67 percent in real terms 
between 2011 and 2015, as a result of government policy. However, it is 
only applicable to skilled workers in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi. If this 
wage were enforced and expanded to cover all workers, it would have 
the potential to benefit millions, with particular benefits for women.  

Figure 6: Real wage growth in Vietnam 

 
Source: Labour Rights in Vietnam: Unilever progress and systemic challenges (Oxfam, 
forthcoming)70 
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4 RECOGNIZING, 
REDUCING AND 
REDISTRIBUTING UNPAID 
CARE WORK  
Women’s heavy and disproportionate responsibility for unpaid care work 
is a key barrier to their economic equality. This work is essential to the 
economy but is often not recognized, resulting in it often being left out of 
economic policy making and spending decisions. In order to address 
inequalities in unpaid care work, action must be taken to ensure that it is 
recognized, reduced and redistributed.71 Some of this can occur through 
social norm change which would encourage men to take on a higher 
responsibility. However success in achieving equality in care work also 
depends on the will of governments to raise enough revenue, particularly 
through progressive taxation, and invest it in infrastructure, social 
protection and public services. 

SOCIAL PROTECTION MEASURES  
Ensuring the adoption and implementation of laws on social protection is 
a crucial step that governments must take so that workers are cushioned, 
if not fully protected, from social and economic insecurities. This is critical 
for ensuring people’s resilience to sharp and unexpected economic or 
other shocks, but putting these kinds of social protection policies in place 
will also support the reduction and redistribution of unpaid care work by, 
for example, supporting parental leave and basic income for older 
persons. Without these measures, it is predominantly women who will 
spend the time and meet the costs of caring for children or the elderly.  

Box 4: ILO Social Protection Floors Recommendation, 2012 No. 202 

The ILO recommends that national social protection floors should comprise 
at least the following social security guarantees, as defined at the national 
level: 
• Access to essential health care, including maternity care. 
• Basic income security for children, providing access to nutrition, 

education, care and any other necessary goods and services. 
• Basic income security for persons in active age who are unable to earn 

sufficient income, in particular in cases of sickness, unemployment, 
maternity and disability. 

• Basic income security for older persons.72 

In Asia, the adoption and implementation of social protection measures 
vary greatly from one country to another. This is particularly evident 
within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) where 
ASEAN Member States offer highly diverging levels of social protection. 
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For instance, Thailand has at least one law for each of the social 
protection areas above, while Cambodia has operational legislation for 
only one social protection dimension.73 In 2013, ASEAN committed to 
undertake concrete actions to ‘improve the quality, coverage and 
sustainability of social protection in ASEAN Member States.’74 

However, access to some forms of social protection (e.g. income security 
in cases of sickness, unemployment, maternity and disability) is often 
dependent on workers being employed in the formal sector, which means 
that women in the informal sector risk falling through the cracks. In South 
Asia, many people are self-employed, and wage workers and salaried 
employees account for only 20.8 percent of the workforce.75 Additionally, 
a large segment of wage earners are employed without formal contracts, 
as irregular, temporary or casual workers. Unfortunately, most of these 
are women and members of socially marginalized groups such as Dalits 
and other castes who suffer from discrimination. The absence of social 
protection makes them all the more vulnerable to exclusion and 
exploitation.76 The high levels of women – particularly in South-East Asia 
– employed in informal domestic work and care giving, is an additional 
dynamic severely limiting their access to social protection. 

PUBLIC SERVICES AND TAX JUSTICE  
The UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights 
described accessible, gender-sensitive public services as ‘the most direct 
and effective way to redistribute [the poorest women’s] heavy unpaid 
care workload and reduce its drudgery and intensity’.77 A progressive 
and fair tax system can enable the provision of essential public services 
which reduce gender inequality and redistribute unpaid care work, for 
example universal access to education, healthcare, drinking water and 
sanitation.78 For many of the poorest women and girls in Asia, day-to-day 
tasks such as cooking or collecting water or fuel take a disproportionate 
amount of time due to a lack of infrastructure and access to time- and 
labour-saving equipment. Improved access to infrastructure such as 
sanitation, electricity, clean water supplies and transport is shown to 
reduce time poverty for women and girls.79 

Public investment in the care economy can create good quality jobs for 
women, reduce gender inequality and support economic growth. 
Research in seven OECD countries showed that if just two percent of 
GDP was invested in the care industry (in particular in social and 
childcare), employment would rise by an estimated 2.4 to 6.1 percent.80 
The majority of the jobs created would likely be taken up by women, 
reducing gender gaps in employment, and the policies would boost 
overall employment and economic growth.  

The tax systems in most Asian countries undermine the potential for 
these investments, inflicting fiscal injustices by providing privileges to the 
few (who are mostly men) and burdens for the majority (especially 
women). The capacity of governments to raise enough revenue to 
finance free, good quality public services has been subverted by a policy 
model which has prioritized attracting trade and investment through tax 
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incentives – tax holidays, tax exemptions and free trade zones – over 
more progressive tax policies that can provide the revenue for vital 
inequality-reducing public services. In 2012, the share of central 
government revenue in GDP was 10.7 percent in South Asia and 10.9 
percent in East Asia and the Pacific, compared with an average of close 
to 20 percent for Europe and central Asia. In the region, only Pakistan, 
the Philippines and India have corporate tax rates equal to 30 percent or 
more.81 This demonstrates that there is room for expanding fiscal space 
for social spending in many Asian economies.  

At the same time, the global tax architecture is weakening the ability of 
governments to collect taxes and facilitating the concealment of wealth 
and cross-border tax dodging. A conservative estimate by Gabriel 
Zucman shows that $1.3 trillion is hidden by wealthy individuals offshore 
away from tax authorities in Asia, depriving governments of $34bn in 
revenues every year.82 When governments cannot raise enough revenue 
to fund investments in public services, they often rely instead on indirect 
taxation such as VAT on goods and services. Since the poorest pay a 
higher proportion of their income on these taxes they are considered 
regressive, and they also exacerbate gender inequalities because 
women are over-represented in lower income groups.83  

5 CONCLUSIONS  

Urgent measures are needed to tackle gender and other inequalities in 
Asia, which result in women’s lower economic status. These include 
implementing living wages, increasing access to social protection, putting 
in place progressive tax policies that will finance good quality universal 
public services and recognizing, reducing and redistributing unpaid care 
work. These actions should take into account consideration of how to 
extend benefits to the informal economy where many women are 
concentrated.  

Decent work, one of the Sustainable Development Goals, can be one of 
the principal solutions to growing inequality, if those in power drive the 
transformation of ‘low road’ jobs to ‘high road’ jobs. A transformation like 
this would have a particularly signficant impact on women currently 
concentrated in low-paid and insecure work. With active support from 
governments, companies and civil society, we can create a world where 
secure jobs on a living wage must become the norm, not the exception. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
The following are suggested actions for government and businesses to 
achieve living wages and address unpaid care work: 

Achieving equal and living wages  
Governments could: 
• Assess current labour legislation and ensure genuine freedom of 

association and the rights of workers to have independent trade 
unions. 

• Assess current wage standards to ensure domestic workers, migrant 
and informally employed workers are covered by all current and future 
labour standards legislation.  

• Work through regional forums, such as ASEAN, to provide 
coordination of actions and to ensure that there is a level playing field 
that means countries do not undercut each other on: 

− Lifting minimum wages.  

− Ensuring coverage of homeworkers, migrant and informal workers    
by labour standards legislation. 

− Ending the gender pay gap. 

− Promoting positive social norms and attitudes to women’s work. 

Governments and businesses could:  

• Commit to lifting minimum wages to living wage standards, setting out 
a roadmap to do so in consultation with workers and unions. 

• Commit to end the gender pay gap, including through implementing 
legislation.  

• Promote positive social norms and attitudes to women’s work.  

Businesses could:  

• Ensure access to decent and safe employment opportunities for 
women, non-discrimination in the workplace, and women’s right to 
organize. 

• Ensure that the primary form of employment is permanent, open-
ended and direct; any deviation from this norm should be justifiable, 
planned, limited and regulated. 

• Recognize and respect the right of all workers to earn a living wage, 
and support and institute policies and practices to move towards living 
wages within their business, and at local, national and regional levels.  

  

18 



Recognizing, reducing and redistributing 
unpaid care work 
Governments could: 

• Recognize the contribution of unpaid care work and help reduce the 
proportion borne by women through providing child and elderly care 
and paid family and medical leave, flexible working hours and paid 
parental leave.  

• Adopt social protection measures which extend to migrant and 
informal workers, including: 1. access to essential health and 
maternity care; 2. basic income security for children; 3. basic income 
security for workers in cases of sickness, unemployment, maternity 
and disability; and 4. basic income security for older persons. 

• Invest in public services and infrastructure which reduces and 
redistributes unpaid care work, includng universal free public 
healthcare, water and sanitation.  

• Increase their national tax to GDP ratio through progressive taxation, 
moving closer to maximum tax capacity to enable investment in the 
care economy.  

• Improve data collection on the distribution of unpaid care work, in 
order to measure SDG target 5.484 and also to recognize the 
contribution unpaid care work makes to the economy.  

• Systematically analyse proposed economic policies for their impact on 
girls and women; improve data in national and accounting systems – 
including below the household level – to monitor and assess this 
impact (including on the distribution of unpaid care work). 

• Priortize gender-budgeting85 to assess the impact of spending 
decisions on women and girls, and allocate resources in ways that 
promote gender equality.  

Businesses could:  

• Recognize unpaid care work, and seek to reduce and redistribute it 
through supporting flexible working, parental leave and the provision 
of care facilties such as childcare.  
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