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INTRODUCTION

Government policies are framed to address public challenges. The possible solutions have to
be viewed from the perspective of the most vulnerable, ensuring their needs are addressed
adequately and development is equitable. This is why gender budgeting was adopted by
leading democracies over the last few decades. It requires that the budget be viewed from a
gender lens in order to address the socioeconomic gaps that prevent women and girls from
expressing their full potential. A gender perspective helps to proactively challenge
institutionalised ways of thinking that may sideline women from policy design, thereby

introducing new inequalities or deepening existing ones.

While governments promised to promote gender inclusion and mainstreaming, these
commitments were not reflected in fund allocation without which well-intentioned
programmes, initiatives and schemes fall apart. The Budget is a strategic tool which lays out
allocation and details the expenditure. Translating gender commitments into concrete
budgetary actions helps measure outcomes, refine strategies and move closer to the goal of
achieving gender equality and women empowerment — the Sustainable Development Goal

number 5 under the 2030 Agenda — whose targets are strongly connected to other SDGs.

India has made strides in gender budgeting by putting women front and centre in
macroeconomic policies (Ujjwala, Jan Dhan, MGNREGA) as well as designing social
movements around the specific needs of women (Swacchata Abhiyaan, Beti Bachao Beti
Padhao). Targeted spending has helped remove disparities and give women a voice in

decision-making. However, the road ahead is long.

Discrimination against women and girls remains deep-rooted in Indian society. The
pandemic widened the gap. Girls’ education suffered as many of them dropped out of school

for lack of access to devices. In households with male children and limited connected



devices to spare, it was the girls’ who had to forgo their classes. Large number of women
lost jobs and many of them receded from the workforce because of the ‘care burden’. In

India, men customarily do not pull their weight in household duties.

The pandemic also catalysed a fresh trend of more self-employed women in rural areas. This
can be an indication of greater access to micro-credit made available through schemes like
Pradhan Mantri MUDRA Yojana and Start-Up India. However, agriculture and allied activities
accounts for three-fourth of the work that rural women are employed in. Many women in
India are engaged in unpaid economic work — they assist on farms or family enterprises for

which they are neither paid nor recognised as workers.

The financial assistance and agency as well as infrastructure support for women outlined in
the budget can have far reaching implications on ground. The funds allotted must be

distributed effectively, timely and transparently to effect real and lasting change.

Policy Watch India Foundation brought together sector experts, former bureaucrats,
bankers, and journalists to dwell on the challenges and workable solutions to empower

women using the Budget as a guiding tool.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Gender Budget for 2024-25 is 6.8% of the total Budget expenditure, which is a notable
increase from the average of around 5% in the past, and the highest since the document was
first introduced in 2006. With an allocation of Rs 3.1 lakh crore in FY25, the Gender Budget
marked a steep 38.7 percent rise since FY2014. The administration under Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has made a conscious policy shift toward women-led development. Leading
welfare and support schemes such as PM AWAS — Gramin and Mudra Yojana have been
crafted from a gender lens, giving opportunities and agency to more women. However,
successful policies have to be evaluated time to time and fine-tuned if the intended benefits

fall short of projected expectations.

Leading voices from the social and microfinance sectors have called for better monitoring of
the gender-oriented policies. They have also reiterated the need for efficient
operationalisation of funds toward sustainable and measurable impact.

The data on gender inclusive policies at the outset is promising. Here are some of them:

e Nari Shakti Adhiniyam passed giving 33% reservation to women

e National Sex Ratio improved to 1020 for the first time

e Paid maternity leave increased to 26 weeks

e Over 4.73 Crore pregnant women examined under PM Surakshit Matritva Abhiyan

e 3.2 Crore Sukanya Samruddhi Yojana accounts

e Around 10 crore smoke-free kitchens by providing LPG Gas cylinders

e 72% women ownership under PM Awas Yojana Gramin

e MMR to 97/lakh live births in 2018-20 from 130/Iakh live births in 2014-16

e Abolition of Triple Talag empowering Muslim women

e 69% of the loans have been sanctioned to women entrepreneurs under PMMY
and 84% of the beneficiaries under Stand-Up India are women.

e Permanent commission granted to Women Officers in 12 Arms and Services.

e Entry of women as Agniveers commenced in all the three Services

e 43% STEM graduates in India are women which is highest in the world



This is indeed a big achievement in a country where women have struggled to obtain

decision- making powers whether at home or at the workplace.

However, going forward as we strive to make these policies more robust and effect real
change on the ground, India will need granular data that takes a close look at how these

policy interventions have impacted women.

Have more accounts opened by women translated to higher economic participation and
independence? Has employment creation for women also reduced the wage gap as well as
increased their chances at promotions? Have entrepreneurship incentives enabled women
set up income generating enterprises? Has reservation for women MPs enabled more
women to enter politics and have a voice in the decision-making core groups of political

parties?

One way to accelerate development and truly reach gender equity is to set measurable
gender targets and outcomes. Clear interventions (for example increasing women labour
force participation or ensuring more girls enrol into STEM courses) must be set and goals
must be defined to help achieve the final objective. This will hold stakeholders accountable

and keep track of progress.

Financial inclusion of women and increasing their workforce participation pays economic
dividends too. Women are roughly half our human resource. This latent potential can be an
engine of growth, driving India to a $25-35 trillion economy by 2047. Advanced countries
have a female workforce participation of around 67%, in India this is 37% (up from around

23%in 2017-18).

Evidence suggests that when women make household expenditure decisions they invest in

the health and education of their children. Diversity in the workplace not only broadens




perspectives by challenging conventional wisdom but it also helps risk-proof a company,

increase adaptability and innovation and promote trust and workplace satisfaction.

Whether in rural or urban settings, inclusion of women is the hallmark of successful
societies. Nagging problems that fetter India’s progress can be addressed when women are
by design placed at the forefront. Arguments that quotas for women ‘steal’ jobs from men
are misconceptions that must be weeded out. When women gain — communities prosper.
They are more likely to spend their income in improving household circumstances. They are
also adept at setting aside money for a rainy day, steering their family through crisis if the
need arises. Women are the catalysts for change in society because they are the first
educators and lifetime influences on the next generations — as a mother, grandmother or

even as a teacher.

India has a unique advantage in being able to leapfrog several stages of development by
learning and adapting best practices from model countries (think its space program and

semiconductor mission).

Resourceful and adaptable, the country also leads innovation. Be it India’s sweeping uptake
of digital transactions and mobile phones, setting up digital public infrastructure in record
time, adapting to the realities of a pandemic and leading in vaccine development, the
dynamic platform economy employing millions, penetration of banking services to every
village, even granting universal adult franchise from its very first elections — several facilities

and services in India are ubiquitous whereas advanced economies have yet to play catch up.

This emphasises the fact that when India sets its intentions, all stakeholders rally behind it. If
the path to becoming a developed country is the goal, we must design and implement policy
that become mass movements which in turn set off the social change we need in order to

get there. Much rests on policy and implementation. A lot depends on grassroot social



change which can be catalysed and reinforced by enabling policies.

Women empowerment appears an enormous task but breaking down the goal to small

achievable steps can move the needle on change.

If the path to becoming a developed country is the goal, we must design and implement

policy that become mass movements which in turn set off the social change we need in

order to get there.




HIGHLIGHTS - GENDER BUDGET FY2024-25

e Rs 3 trillion allocated for schemes benefiting women and girls.

e Share of the Gender Budget in the total Union Budget increased to 6.5% per cent in
FY2025, the highest since the introduction of the Gender Budgeting Scheme in
FY2006.

e Seven ministries/departments hiked their allocation for schemes benefiting women

and girls, accounting for 87% of rise in the Gender Budget in FY2024-25
These ministries are:
i. Ministry of Home Affairs
ii. Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology
iii. Ministry of New and Renewable Energy
iv. Ministry of Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises
v. Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas
vi. Department of Drinking Water and Sanitation, and
vii. Department of Rural Development

Ministry of Power and Ministry of Civil Aviation reported for the first time in the Gender

Budget Statement 2024-25.

Schemes & Interventions in Budget 2024-25

e To facilitate higher participation of women in the workforce,
o working women hostels and creches to be established with industrial
collaboration
o partnerships created for women-specific skilling programmes to be organized
o market access for women SHG enterprises to be promoted

e States encouraged to lower stamp duty for properties purchased by women



‘Though budgetary allocations are made each year for pro-women schemes, there are often
big differences in outlay and actual expenditure. Better planning, monitoring and evaluation

can lead to fund optimisation and efficient spending that fosters real change.’

Detailed Ministry, Department and UT expenditure on women specific schemes can be

found at:

https://www.indiabudget.gov.in/doc/eb/stat13.pdf

How is the Gender Budget implemented?

Nodal ministries like Ministry of Home Affairs, Ministry of New and Renewable Energy,
Ministry of Women & Child Development etc, are overall in charge of implementation.
Departments of Women and Child Development/ Social Welfare, Finance or Planning
Department are also responsible for gender budget implementation in states and Union

territories.

District hubs for Empowerment of Women also help streamline and coordinate schemes in

states and Union territories.


https://www.indiabudget.gov.in/doc/eb/stat13.pdf

DISCUSSION

“Remember that the primary economist of a household is
the woman, and she is the micro-beneficiary we ultimately
support when we budget with a long-term growth mindset.”

~ Shishir Sinha

Journalist

Any policy intending to empower women will be effective

in realising the hidden potential of half of its workforce, if it is
sensitive to the lived realities of women, allocates adequate
funds for realizable goals, and reviews progress regularly.

~ Achla Savyasaachi

Financial Inclusion Expert

“Opening bank accounts is not an end in itself. Access

to life insurance, health insurance, and financial products
should be accessible to all Indians.”

~ BN Mishra

Sr. Adviser to the Indian Banks’ Association

“It is essential to look at all public expenditure
through the gender lens, ensuring that allocations
create measurable impact.”

~ Dr. BK Pandey

Former Indian Economic Survey Officer
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Women have relentlessly worked, albeit behind the scene, to keep households, and by
extension society, functioning. A woman’s unpaid household work, contribution to family
run enterprises, and farm labour have enabled smooth functioning of families, businesses,

and entire communities, often without recognition or compensation.

This has left women vulnerable to exploitation despite them playing a crucial role in enabling
or promoting economic activity. Since women have traditionally not been breadwinners or
decision makers, they have not handled household finances beyond daily domestic needs
like groceries. Most women are excluded from major financial decisions such as purchasing
property, insurance, investments and loans — for the lack of financial literacy and for the lack

of individual income.

The money, jewellery, other assets women are traditionally provided during marriage
become her only insurance against the future. This ‘stree dhan’ exclusively belongs to the
woman but is usually kept in the matrimonial home where she is at the mercy of her in-laws.
Since women in India are still expected to live with their spouse’s family among whom she

may or may not have allies, it becomes crucial for her to be financially independent.

This provides a sense of agency, some control over one’s future, and the opportunity for self-

actualisation — the highest level of human need long denied to women.

Financial inclusion and workforce participation of women are indicators of an advanced
economy. When societies work toward improving the socioeconomic status of women,
several other interconnected issues such as civic, educational, health, and labour reforms

also take place, benefiting everyone.
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Acknowledging women as the primary manager of household expenditure, journalist Shishir
Sinha commended women’s budgeting acumen and prudence in saving for exigencies. He
argued that when we plan to improve household budgets, the benefits percolate to future
generations. He strongly approved the Centre’s thrust on fuelling growth and jobs, and the

endeavour to drive development by women.

Evidence shows that an educated woman is more likely to invest in her children’s healthcare
and education. So, future growth planning starts with flourishing households which help a

community to prosper, Sinha said.

With her extensive grassroots experience in microfinance, financial inclusion expert Achla
Savyasaachi shared her insights on the crucial role of understanding the lived realities of
women in policy design. She emphasized that any policy aiming to empower women can
only be effective in unlocking the hidden potential of half of its workforce if it is sensitive to

the unique challenges and circumstances faced by women.

It is not just important, but urgent that such a policy adopts a comprehensive, multi-faceted
approach. This approach should be designed to address the myriad limitations and obstacles
that women face in their entrepreneurial endeavours, whether they are home-based or in

public platforms related to their work.

Highlighting the significant intervention of SHG bank linkage for providing access to financial
services, Achla pointed out a common issue. She noted that women who are part of Self-
Help Groups (SHG) with a flawless repayment record often do not receive individual loans
due to the lack of their credit profile in financial institutions. However, she stressed that such
gaps between intention and implementation can be easily bridged when all stakeholders

coordinate effectively.
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BN Mishra who serves as senior adviser to the Indian Banks’ Association commended the
success of Jan Dhan scheme and DAY-NRLM (national rural livelihoods mission), noting that
financial inclusion has acted as a social leveller for women. However, he agreed that opening

bank accounts are not an end in itself.

Access to life insurance and health insurance, among other financial products, should be
accessible to all Indians. He also emphasised that a supportive structure needs to be built

around working women to facilitate their social and financial inclusion.

Building toilets in schools, cleanliness campaigns, reducing drudgery for women through
Ujjwala scheme and piped water, incentives to arrest dropout rates among girls, skill training

programs — all of these set the stage for women’s workforce participation and upliftment.

‘Dr BN Pandey, former Indian Economic Survey officer, said it is essential to look at all public
expenditure through the gender lens, including policy and programs. Dr Pandey said that
schemes benefitting women and girls should be clearly detailed in objective and execution.
This will ensure that the allocation can be optimised and create measurable impact. He
observed that female labour market participation is around 67 per cent in high income

countries. This increasing female participation has also helped narrow the gender gap in

these regions.




RECOMMENDATIONS

e Recommendation 1: Funds allocated in the Gender Budget should be goals specific

with realistic timelines for implementation and review.

e Recommendation 2: Local-level mentoring and capacity-building interventions
should support women entrepreneurs in their transition from subsistence to market

economy.

e Recommendations 3: Workplace equality and safety for women workers should
improve at all levels of work supported by a mass education and orientation

programs.

e Recommendation 4: Banks should pay special attention to creating credit bureau

records for each SHG member’s credit history.

e Recommendation 5: Financial literacy programs should be rolled out for both male

and female family members.
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