
Data issues in gender 
mainstreaming

Jayati Ghosh

Keynote Address to Roundtable Conference on
Better Data to Better Monitor the Status of Women in 
Informal Employment, Unpaid Work and Work in Rural 
Areas and Agriculture
ILO Geneva 1 October 2014

Gender mainstreaming strategies are difficult or 
impossible without sufficient disaggregated data.

Internationally accepted statistical principles and standards 
ensure transparency, confer legitimacy and encourage 
national statistical systems to devote resources to this.

So latest statistical standards adopted by the 19th 
International Conference of Labour Statisticians in 2013 are 
very welcome.

But serious gaps remain in conceptualising and then 
implementing such principles in both developed and 
developing countries:

Nature of work and different forms of work (paid, unpaid, 
formal, informal, home based or outside home, regular, casual 
or intermittent)

Infrequent periodicity of information



Existing data show major gender gaps in employment

Global female labour force participation rate is estimated at 
50.3 per cent in 2014, compared to 76.7 per cent for males.

Global female unemployment rate estimated at 6.4 per cent 
in 2014, compared to 5.7 per cent for men.

Wide regional variation in these gaps.

Women are more likely to be own account and (unpaid) 
contributing family workers.

Women workers are more likely than men workers to be in 
informal employment. 

Labour force participation rates by gender, 
2004, 2014 and 2024 projection



Unemployment rates by gender, 2007 and 2014

Own account and contributing family 
workers as per cent of total employment



Informal sector employment as per cent of total 
non-agricultural employment, by sex

But even this does not give us the true picture, 
because of problems with the definition of work

Definitions of work and economic activity are not that 
simple 

Work is “any activity performed by persons of any sex and 
age to produce goods or to provide services for use by 
others or for own use”. (19th ICLS Resolution 2013)

Any activity that can potentially be delegated is economic 
activity, which leaves only personal consumption and 
leisure as non-economic activities.

Conundrums: breastfeeding, surrogacy as examples.

Recent definition of ILO is much more inclusive – but are 
national statistical systems following this?



The Indian statistical system

India has one of the one most sophisticated statistical systems in 
the developing world.

Periodic (usually quinquennial but not always so) large sample 
surveys of the National Sample Survey Organisation provide 
detailed gender-disaggregated data on employment (both principal 
and subsidiary activity) in terms of usual status, current weekly 
status and current daily status.

Attempt to introduce probing questions on women’s activity.

But even these data do not fully capture women’s work or 
economic activity.

India has low and recently declining recognised 
work participation rates of women



Recent decline in Indian women’s work participation 
rates has been subject of much discussion

Various explanations for this

Increasing participation in education, especially among younger 
women

Mechanisation of agriculture has reduced demand for women’s 
work. 

Ecological changes have led to declines in many rural activities 
earlier performed mainly by women, such as the collection of minor 
forest produce.

Social perceptions about women and their capacities to deal with 
new technologies

Decline of “distress” work as wages and real incomes of households 
improve – family-level backward bending supply curve of labour.

Role of MNREGA in providing better work alternatives and 
reducing need for extremely arduous and low paid work.
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Work is inadequately captured in Indian data

NSS description “neither working nor available for work (or not in 
labour force)” includes the following codes:

91 - attended educational institutions

92 - attended to domestic duties only

93 - attended to domestic duties and was also engaged in free 
collection of goods (vegetables, roots, firewood, cattle feed, 
etc.), sewing, tailoring, weaving, etc. for household use

94 - rentiers, pensioners, remittance recipients, etc.

95 - not able to work owing to disability

97 - others (including beggars, prostitutes, etc.)

98 - did not work owing to sickness (for casual workers only)

99 - children of age 0-4 years.



Unpaid labour and some paid labour are 
excluded from work

Codes 92 and 93 are different from other codes because they 
involve the production of goods and services that are 
potentially marketable and are therefore economic in nature. 

When they are outsourced for payment by any household, they 
are included in both national income and in estimates of 
employment and therefore “work”.

Code 97 is a different kind of anomaly: marketed activities 
that are not considered as work (presumably for some moral 
reasons, though this is not clarified). For example, why should 
“smuggling” be work if prostitution is not?

Also, Codes 41-51 that refer to work include “unpaid helper in 
family enterprise” so the distinction is even more uncertain. 

Including Codes 92, 93 and 97 means more
Indian women work than men, not less 
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Implications
If this unpaid but socially necessary work is recognised, then 
more Indian women work than men.

This does not take into account the “double burden” of work 
since this is not about time use but principal activity.

The decline in work force participation in India can then be 
explained by the increase in education among younger females.

Decline in male work participation is then stronger than for 
women – and again driven by education.

This also changes estimates of aggregate labour productivity 
since more workers are engaged in activities that subsidise the 
production of recorded GDP. 

Including own-use production

Full and separate measurement of participation in these 
unpaid productive activities enables more complete assessment 
of work performed (mainly by women) and of its contribution 
to the economy, to household livelihoods and wellbeing. 

This does NOT mean that these should be valued and 
included in national accounts – this is a different undertaking 
with other goals.

Sheds light on differences in gendered work patterns across 
urban and rural areas 

Changes conceptions of aggregate labour productivity in an 
economy since recognised activities are underpinned and 
subsidised by such labour.



A co-ordinated strategy is required

This should bring together producers, users, regional and 
international agencies and other development partners.

Review of labour statistics programmes to incorporate the new 
standards, including labour force surveys, household surveys, 
population censuses, agricultural and enterprise data.

Regional and international partners can play an important role 
in planning and supporting the implementation of the new 
standards and guidelines. 

New resources, including technical and financial, will be 
required for building awareness and implementation of the 
needed changes.

Thanks for your attention.

I wish you an engaging, productive and 
useful workshop and 

all success in this important endeavour!


