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Women’s Mobile Phone Access and Use:
Implications for Financial Services Providers1

Summary:

We undertook a study of how digitisation through mobile phones plays out among women in 
India, based on a review of literature, semi-structured interviews with 21 key stakeholders, 
and 60 interviews with low-income women end-users across urban and rural locations in six 
states. The women are customers of group-based microfinance offered by  Dvara KGFS, which 
is an NBFC providing financial services at the last-mile in six Indian states.3 The study offers a 
snapshot of what women’s access to and use of phones looks like. Our findings suggest that 
nearly all women respondents have smartphones, have their own phone (rather than shared) 
and have a new phone (as opposed to a hand-me-down). Nevertheless, women primarily use 
the phone at home to avoid raising suspicion or gossip. Most respondents reported calling 
and receiving calls on a daily or weekly basis. Women used WhatsApp more than 
conventional SMS. Very few women said their phones were monitored, though some noted 
that they have serious concerns about the risk of harassment online. While women are able 
to operate their phones for everyday purposes, they struggle with adequate digital literacy 
when it comes to advanced features such as using digital payment applications and online 
banking applications. There was little difference in the way women use their phones across 
rural-urban locations and across the six states. In this brief, we summarise our findings and, 
based on these insights, provide practitioner-oriented recommendations. 

About the Research and the Future of Finance Initiative:

This practitioner brief presents independent research commissioned by the Future of Finance 
Initiative at Dvara Research in furtherance of the Initiative’s research agenda. The Initiative’s 
work focuses on the impacts of digitisation and technological innovation in Indian finance, 
leading from the low-income consumer perspective on these issues. The study could not have 
been carried out without the support of financial service provider Dvara KGFS, which 
connected us to women across six states via their regional offices.

Introduc�on

The Code on Social Security Bill, 2019 [“the Bill”], introduced in Parliament in December 2019, is the most 
recent a�empt to ra�onalise patchwork of social security legisla�on into a comprehensive Code. One of the 
key differences between the 2019 Bill and the versions in 2018 and 2017 is the chapter on unorganised sector 
workers. Earlier versions of the Bill provided for equal social security benefits for all categories of workers. 
However, the 2019 Bill treats informal sector workers as a separate category and provides that the 
government will frame schemes for their welfare.

As we have noted in our comments to the Ministry of Labour in 2019,2 there is a lack of clarity on who 
informal sector workers are, meaning that there is a further lack of clarity on whom the interven�ons target. 
Further, it is unclear why informal sector workers are treated as a separate class from organised sector 
workers, or why informal sector workers receive far less protec�on under the Statute. Under the Bill, welfare 
for unorganised sector workers is to be provided by schemes designed by the Central or State governments, 
while formal sector workers have clear en�tlements to provident fund, gratuity, employees’ state insurance 
and maternity benefits. This is deeply problema�c, as informal sector workers comprise more than 75% of 
the workforce.3There is an urgent need to evaluate the structure of social security available to unorganised 
workers.

In this policy brief, we discuss:

                 i. The many defini�ons of informal sector workers, and whether social security should be universal
                 ii. Unorganised workers in the Code on Social Security Bill, 2019
                 iii. Design principles for social security interven�ons by the state and the private sector. 

1. Who is an Informal Sector Worker?

The following defini�ons in the Bill are of interest.

• S. 2(35): "gig worker" means a person who performs work or participates in a work arrangement and earns 
from such activities outside of traditional employer-employee relationship;

• S. 2(77): "unorganised sector" means an enterprise owned by individuals or self-employed workers and 
engaged in the production or sale of goods or providing service of any kind whatsoever, and where the 
enterprise employs workers, the number of such workers is less than ten;

• S. 2 (82) "wage worker" means a person employed for remuneration in the unorganised sector, directly by 
an employer or through any contractor, irrespective of place of work, whether exclusively for one employer 
or for one or more employers, whether in cash or in kind, whether as a home-based worker, or as a 
temporary or casual worker, or as a migrant worker, or workers employed by households including 
domestic workers, with a monthly wage of an amount as may be notified by the Central Government and 
State Government, as the case may be.

S. 113 allows persons to self-iden�fy as unorganised sector workers.

• The Na�onal Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector (2007)4proposed two defini�ons for 
unorganised sector workers. These are as follows:

o "The unorganised sector consists of all unincorporated private enterprises owned by individuals or 
households engaged in the sale and production of goods and services operated on a proprietary or 
partnership basis and with less than ten total workers".

o “Unorganised workers consist of those working in the unorganised enterprises or households, 
excluding regular workers with social security benefits, and the workers in the formal sector without any 
employment/ social security benefits provided by the employers".

Based on these defini�ons, the NCEUS found that about 86% of India’s workforce in 2004-05 would fall within 
the unorganised sector. 

• The Periodic Labour Force Survey 2017-18 (PLFS) relies on the defini�ons by the 17th Interna�onal 
Conference of Labour Sta�s�cians for workers in the informal sector. The report lists some categories of 
informal workers, including:

             o      own-account workers and employers who have their own informal sector enterprises;
             o contributing family workers, irrespective of whether they work in formal or informal sector 

enterprises;
o employees who have informal jobs … whether employed by formal sector enterprises, informal 

sector enterprises, or as paid domestic workers by households;
o      members of informal producers‟ cooperatives; and
o persons engaged in the own-account production of goods exclusively for own final use by their 

household, such as subsistence farming or do-it-yourself construction of own dwellings.5

The PLFS also considered only proprietorships and partnerships as informal sector enterprises. 

• The ILO Recommenda�on No. 202 defines the informal economy as covering “all economic activities by 
workers and economic units that are – in law or in practice – not covered or insufficiently covered by formal 
arrangement.” The Recommendation also clarifies that “informal work may be found across all sectors of 
the economy, in both public and private spaces.”

We note that the Bill classifies informal sector enterprises by size of the establishment, rather than in terms 
of access to social security. This defini�on may leave out many workers from statutory social protec�on 
measures. According to the PLFS 2017-18, only 22.8% of Indian workers are in regular wage or salaried 
employment. 52.2% are self-employed, while 24.9% are in casual labour. The PLFS notes that 68.4% of 
workers employed outside of agriculture are employed in these informal sector enterprises. Further, 71% of 
regular wage employees have no wri�en job contract, while 49.6% of regular wage employees were not 
eligible for any form of social security. Restric�ng social protec�on measures only to those in informal sector 
enterprises, as defined in the Bill, would leave many workers out of coverage. Moreover, it is unclear why the 
Bill carves out gig workers and pla�orm workers as a separate category from informal sector workers.     

We further note that terms “informal sector worker” does not encompass all those in need of social protec�on. 
The PLFS found that about 9% of workers were unemployed. Further, India has an old age dependency ra�o of 
around 9.3%, which is likely to increase to 12.4% by 2026.6 Many others may not be in the workforce for 
reasons of age, disability, or the need to provide unpaid care work at home. There is a need to include all these 
classes of individuals within the protec�on of a formal social security net. We therefore propose that any social 
security floor be made universally applicable to all persons.7

2. Informal Sector Workers Under the Code For Social Security Bill, 2019

S. 109 of the Bill reads:
(1) The Central Government shall formulate and notify, from time to time, suitable welfare schemes 

for unorganised workers (including audio visual workers, beedi workers, non-coal workers) on matters relating 
to—
          (i) life and disability cover;
          (ii) health and maternity benefits;
          (iii) old age protection;
          (iv) education;
          (v) housing; and
          (vi) any other benefit as may be determined by the Central Government.

(2) The State Government shall formulate and notify, from time to time, suitable welfare schemes for 
unorganised workers, including schemes relating to—
          (i) provident fund;
          (ii) employment injury benefit;
          (iii) housing;
          (iv) educational schemes for children;
          (v) skill upgradation of workers;
          (vi) funeral assistance; and
          (vii) old age homes.

Unlike the 2018 Dra�, the present Bill does not treat unorganised and organised sector workers in exactly the 
same way. Instead, while organised sector workers are covered under the chapters on provident fund, 
employees’ state insurance, gratuity, old age and maternity benefits, unorganised workers are only provided 
for under Chapter VII. 

Chapter VII is based on the Unorganised Workers Social Security Act, 2008 (“UWSSA”). As with the UWSSA, the 
Bill does not provide for content of the rights referred to in S. 109. Rather, these are le� to the discre�on of the 
execu�ve, which is to frame schemes. 

This is problema�c – schemes do not provide for jus�ciable rights which ci�zens can enforce in court. Further, 
they may be modified at any �me, at the discre�on of the government, and even to the detriment of the end 

beneficiary.8 Moreover, since schemes cannot be enforced in Court, their implementa�on depends on the 
availability of funds from the government. As reports have shown, the budget alloca�ons for schemes vary 
wildly from year to year,9meaning that the implementa�on of many important schemes is haphazard at best. 
Further, while the Bill provides for self-iden�fica�on as an unorganised sector worker in s. 113, it does not clarify 
what the implica�ons of such registra�on – or the failure to do so – might be. 

Finally, the Bill does not envisage any role for the employer (except in the case of pla�orm workers in s. 114). 
This is problema�c, as it may mean that employers do not take responsibility for social security of their workers 
by keeping them in casual work arrangements. We note that the Contract Labour (Regula�on and Aboli�on) Act, 
1970 only applies to establishments with more than 20 workers and does not apply where work is of an 
“intermi�ent” or “casual nature.” Where work is contracted out to contractors and sub-contractors, it could 
become impossible to ascertain where the liability for workers’ welfare may lie. 

In sum, we iden�fy three key concerns with the Bill in its present form:

1. The Bill does not elaborate on the content of social security rights for the informal sector. Instead, it leaves 
this to the discre�on of the government. This in turn means that there is li�le certainty on what ci�zens may be 
en�tled to. Moreover, the government schemes referred to do not confer any jus�ciable rights on ci�zens.

2. This means that there is a stark difference in the types of rights formal sector workers receive and those 
available to informal sector workers. In this respect, the Bill is not an improvement over the Unorganised 
Workers Social Security Act, 2008.

3. There is a need to envisage a framework that assigns responsibility to different en��es – such as employers 
and contractors – in providing and delivering social security to workers. This is par�cularly relevant for those in 
the formal sector.

3. Designing Social Security Floors For India
A. Social Security Provided by the Government

As noted above, there is a need for social protec�ons to be made available universally, and not only to informal 
sector workers. A number of rights, including the right to health,10 shelter,11  and old-age pensions12  have been 
read into the right to life under Ar�cle 21 of the Cons�tu�on. Further, the Direc�ve Principles require the State 
to provide for the right to work,13 just and humane condi�ons of work14 and a living wage15.  

Many interna�onal instruments also relate to the need to provide for social security and basic economic rights 
to ci�zens. The Interna�onal Labour Organisa�on’s Recommenda�on No. 202 on Basic Social Security Floors and 
Recommenda�on No. 204 on the Transi�on from the Informal to the Formal Economy both refer to the need to 
put systems in place to protect the needs of informal sector workers. Further, the UN Sustainable Goal No. 8 

refers expressly to “full and produc�ve employment and decent work for all.”16

To give effect to these obliga�ons, it is necessary for the state to put social security mechanisms in place. We 
refrain from making any specific recommenda�ons with respect to the content of the social security floor to 
be provided by the government. Further research is required to evaluate the needs of those outside formal 
social security nets and how this should be delivered. However, we suggest the following design principles for 
a state-provided social security floor:

1. Floor level social protec�ons should be made available to all persons and not only those in the workforce. 

2. The social security tools available to those in the formal sector may not be appropriate for all persons. 
Instruments such as PF or Employees’ State Insurance require regular payment of contribu�ons from wages 
and a lack of liquidity. These may not be appropriate for those workers with seasonal occupa�ons or those 
who earn much less than minimum wage. 

3. Par�cular a�en�on must be paid to providing basic income security. The Code on Wages, 2019 provides 
that minimum wages are to be determined by skill and geographical region,17 not by consump�on 
requirements of individuals. As the PLFS highlights, many workers earn far less than the na�onal floor level 
minimum wage of Rs. 176.18There is, therefore, an urgent need to ensure that the social security floor 
provides enough income security for persons to meet their consump�on requirements. 

4. There is a need for both clarity and certainty in en�tlements due to persons. As set out above, this can be 
provided by ensuring that social security floors are enshrined in statutes that set out basic en�tlements. 
Some ma�ers, such as the rupee amount of a transfer or the delivery architecture for a payment, may be 
determined by subordinate legisla�on. However, the content of social security rights must be set out in 
statute. 

5. Any social security policy must account for migra�on within India and the need for workers to be able to 
access benefits in different states. We note that the Bill does not make any express reference to migrant 
workers, nor any reference to the Inter-State Migrant Workers Act, 1979. This must be remedied and clear 
guidelines framed for migrant workers’ access to benefits.

6. There must be a simple and accessible grievance redressal mechanism available to persons. 

7. There may be a need to s�pulate mandatory contribu�ons by the employer and employee for social 
security. These contribu�ons must take the vola�le and seasonal nature of informal sector work into account 
and allow for flexibility in payments.

1This policy brief is based on Dvara Research Working Paper titled “Women’s Mobile Phone Access and Use: A Snapshot of Six 
States”. See here.
2Corresponding author's email ID: lsonne@jgu.edu.in and ffi@dvara.com
3Dvara KGFS provides financial services solutions to women and men across the country and has regional offices in the six states 
covered in this study. As customers of Dvara-KGFS, the respondents may therefore be used to certain models of thinking and 
financial behaviour that people who do not use financial services may not be accustomed to.

Dr. Lina Sonne, Inblick Innovation Advisory2

https://www.dvara.com/research/future-of-finance/
https://www.dvara.com/research/future-of-finance/
https://www.dvara.com/research/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Womens-Mobile-Phone-Access-and-Use-A-Snapshot-of-Six-States-in-India.pdf
https://www.dvara.com/what-we-do/dvara-initiatives/dvara-kgfs/
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However, the 2019 Bill treats informal sector workers as a separate category and provides that the 
government will frame schemes for their welfare.

As we have noted in our comments to the Ministry of Labour in 2019,2 there is a lack of clarity on who 
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employment/ social security benefits provided by the employers".

Based on these defini�ons, the NCEUS found that about 86% of India’s workforce in 2004-05 would fall within 
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• The Periodic Labour Force Survey 2017-18 (PLFS) relies on the defini�ons by the 17th Interna�onal 
Conference of Labour Sta�s�cians for workers in the informal sector. The report lists some categories of 
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             o      own-account workers and employers who have their own informal sector enterprises;
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sector enterprises, or as paid domestic workers by households;
o      members of informal producers‟ cooperatives; and
o persons engaged in the own-account production of goods exclusively for own final use by their 

household, such as subsistence farming or do-it-yourself construction of own dwellings.5
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• The ILO Recommenda�on No. 202 defines the informal economy as covering “all economic activities by 
workers and economic units that are – in law or in practice – not covered or insufficiently covered by formal 
arrangement.” The Recommendation also clarifies that “informal work may be found across all sectors of 
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We note that the Bill classifies informal sector enterprises by size of the establishment, rather than in terms 
of access to social security. This defini�on may leave out many workers from statutory social protec�on 
measures. According to the PLFS 2017-18, only 22.8% of Indian workers are in regular wage or salaried 
employment. 52.2% are self-employed, while 24.9% are in casual labour. The PLFS notes that 68.4% of 
workers employed outside of agriculture are employed in these informal sector enterprises. Further, 71% of 
regular wage employees have no wri�en job contract, while 49.6% of regular wage employees were not 
eligible for any form of social security. Restric�ng social protec�on measures only to those in informal sector 
enterprises, as defined in the Bill, would leave many workers out of coverage. Moreover, it is unclear why the 
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beneficiary.8 Moreover, since schemes cannot be enforced in Court, their implementa�on depends on the 
availability of funds from the government. As reports have shown, the budget alloca�ons for schemes vary 
wildly from year to year,9meaning that the implementa�on of many important schemes is haphazard at best. 
Further, while the Bill provides for self-iden�fica�on as an unorganised sector worker in s. 113, it does not clarify 
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Finally, the Bill does not envisage any role for the employer (except in the case of pla�orm workers in s. 114). 
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Workers Social Security Act, 2008.
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put systems in place to protect the needs of informal sector workers. Further, the UN Sustainable Goal No. 8 

refers expressly to “full and produc�ve employment and decent work for all.”16

To give effect to these obliga�ons, it is necessary for the state to put social security mechanisms in place. We 
refrain from making any specific recommenda�ons with respect to the content of the social security floor to 
be provided by the government. Further research is required to evaluate the needs of those outside formal 
social security nets and how this should be delivered. However, we suggest the following design principles for 
a state-provided social security floor:

1. Floor level social protec�ons should be made available to all persons and not only those in the workforce. 

2. The social security tools available to those in the formal sector may not be appropriate for all persons. 
Instruments such as PF or Employees’ State Insurance require regular payment of contribu�ons from wages 
and a lack of liquidity. These may not be appropriate for those workers with seasonal occupa�ons or those 
who earn much less than minimum wage. 

3. Par�cular a�en�on must be paid to providing basic income security. The Code on Wages, 2019 provides 
that minimum wages are to be determined by skill and geographical region,17 not by consump�on 
requirements of individuals. As the PLFS highlights, many workers earn far less than the na�onal floor level 
minimum wage of Rs. 176.18There is, therefore, an urgent need to ensure that the social security floor 
provides enough income security for persons to meet their consump�on requirements. 

4. There is a need for both clarity and certainty in en�tlements due to persons. As set out above, this can be 
provided by ensuring that social security floors are enshrined in statutes that set out basic en�tlements. 
Some ma�ers, such as the rupee amount of a transfer or the delivery architecture for a payment, may be 
determined by subordinate legisla�on. However, the content of social security rights must be set out in 
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5. Any social security policy must account for migra�on within India and the need for workers to be able to 
access benefits in different states. We note that the Bill does not make any express reference to migrant 
workers, nor any reference to the Inter-State Migrant Workers Act, 1979. This must be remedied and clear 
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6. There must be a simple and accessible grievance redressal mechanism available to persons. 

7. There may be a need to s�pulate mandatory contribu�ons by the employer and employee for social 
security. These contribu�ons must take the vola�le and seasonal nature of informal sector work into account 
and allow for flexibility in payments.

1. Background

India has seen a rapid increase in mobile phone access in the last few years fueled by the rapidly 
increasing availability of cheap mobile phone handsets and access to cheap mobile data.4 

However, while availability and access to phones have increased overall, women lag on access, usage and 
ownership of mobile phones in India.5 This study set out to better understand how women access and use 
phones, as well as the barriers they face in phone access and usage.6

2. About This Study

The objective of this study is to provide a snapshot of what mobile phone access and use look like for low-
income women in India. The study is based on semi-structured interviews with 21 key stakeholders and 
structured interviews with 60 low-income women end-users across six states in India. The women are all 
customers of financial services provider Dvara KGFS.7  Therefore, the findings highlighted below are based on 
interviews with women who can be considered to have some level of pre-existing agency, financial discipline, 
and mobile phone know-how.

3. Key Insights

3.1. Access

Our interviews point to increased access to mobile phones with advanced features for women in the sample. 
All women respondents have access to a mobile phone, and 88% have their own phones. Nearly all of them 
(79%) have smartphones and were able to operate them reasonably well. The rest have basic and feature 
phones.8 

About half of the women stated that they bought the phone themselves. The other women have phones 
primarily gifted by the husband. Overall, about half of the women top up their credit themselves or jointly 
with their husband.

3.2. Phone Use: Talking and Texting

When asked about phone use, 25% of the respondents reported using their phone hourly, and 68% reported 
using it a few times a day. Almost 9 out of 10 women make calls daily, while all the women bar one receive 
calls daily. Women most commonly make calls to the husband and other family members. 72% of women 
make calls to their family on a daily basis, and another 20% do so on a weekly basis.

In contrast, only 28% of all respondents make a work or business-related call daily, while 22% of all 
respondents make a call weekly. Only 63% of women who work, make a business call at least weekly.

4GSMA (2019). Connected Women: The Mobile Gender Gap Report 2019. GSMA Report.
5GSMA (2019). Connected Women: The Mobile Gender Gap Report 2019. GSMA Report.
6This paper sets out to provide a snapshot of how women use mobile phones. It does not make inferences on whether the type and 
amount of usage is attributable to gender-based barriers or other matters such as preferences or personal choice. This is out of 
scope and merits further larger and more in-depth studies. 
7Dvara KGFS provides financial services solutions to women and men across the country and has regional offices in the six states 
covered in this study. As customers of Dvara KGFS, the respondents may therefore be used to certain models of thinking and 
financial behaviour that people who do not use financial services may not be accustomed to.
8A smart phone is a phone with internet access and advanced feature while in our sample, basic phones include basic feature 
phones (feature phones are not understood as a separate category by respondents).

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/markets/stocks/news/indias-savings-rate-plunges-to-15-year-low/articleshow/74200784.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/markets/stocks/news/indias-savings-rate-plunges-to-15-year-low/articleshow/74200784.cms
https://www.rbi.org.in/scripts/bs_viewcontent.aspx?Id=2486#:~:text=Domestic%20saving%20(Investment)%20of%20India,and%20
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/markets/stocks/news/indias-savings-rate-plunges-to-15-year-low/articleshow/74200784.cms
https://www.dvara.com/what-we-do/dvara-initiatives/dvara-kgfs/


02

Introduc�on

The Code on Social Security Bill, 2019 [“the Bill”], introduced in Parliament in December 2019, is the most 
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Further, it is unclear why informal sector workers are treated as a separate class from organised sector 
workers, or why informal sector workers receive far less protec�on under the Statute. Under the Bill, welfare 
for unorganised sector workers is to be provided by schemes designed by the Central or State governments, 
while formal sector workers have clear en�tlements to provident fund, gratuity, employees’ state insurance 
and maternity benefits. This is deeply problema�c, as informal sector workers comprise more than 75% of 
the workforce.3There is an urgent need to evaluate the structure of social security available to unorganised 
workers.

In this policy brief, we discuss:

                 i. The many defini�ons of informal sector workers, and whether social security should be universal
                 ii. Unorganised workers in the Code on Social Security Bill, 2019
                 iii. Design principles for social security interven�ons by the state and the private sector. 

1. Who is an Informal Sector Worker?

The following defini�ons in the Bill are of interest.

• S. 2(35): "gig worker" means a person who performs work or participates in a work arrangement and earns 
from such activities outside of traditional employer-employee relationship;

• S. 2(77): "unorganised sector" means an enterprise owned by individuals or self-employed workers and 
engaged in the production or sale of goods or providing service of any kind whatsoever, and where the 
enterprise employs workers, the number of such workers is less than ten;

• S. 2 (82) "wage worker" means a person employed for remuneration in the unorganised sector, directly by 
an employer or through any contractor, irrespective of place of work, whether exclusively for one employer 
or for one or more employers, whether in cash or in kind, whether as a home-based worker, or as a 
temporary or casual worker, or as a migrant worker, or workers employed by households including 
domestic workers, with a monthly wage of an amount as may be notified by the Central Government and 
State Government, as the case may be.

S. 113 allows persons to self-iden�fy as unorganised sector workers.

• The Na�onal Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector (2007)4proposed two defini�ons for 
unorganised sector workers. These are as follows:

o "The unorganised sector consists of all unincorporated private enterprises owned by individuals or 
households engaged in the sale and production of goods and services operated on a proprietary or 
partnership basis and with less than ten total workers".

o “Unorganised workers consist of those working in the unorganised enterprises or households, 
excluding regular workers with social security benefits, and the workers in the formal sector without any 
employment/ social security benefits provided by the employers".

Based on these defini�ons, the NCEUS found that about 86% of India’s workforce in 2004-05 would fall within 
the unorganised sector. 

• The Periodic Labour Force Survey 2017-18 (PLFS) relies on the defini�ons by the 17th Interna�onal 
Conference of Labour Sta�s�cians for workers in the informal sector. The report lists some categories of 
informal workers, including:

             o      own-account workers and employers who have their own informal sector enterprises;
             o contributing family workers, irrespective of whether they work in formal or informal sector 

enterprises;
o employees who have informal jobs … whether employed by formal sector enterprises, informal 

sector enterprises, or as paid domestic workers by households;
o      members of informal producers‟ cooperatives; and
o persons engaged in the own-account production of goods exclusively for own final use by their 

household, such as subsistence farming or do-it-yourself construction of own dwellings.5

The PLFS also considered only proprietorships and partnerships as informal sector enterprises. 

• The ILO Recommenda�on No. 202 defines the informal economy as covering “all economic activities by 
workers and economic units that are – in law or in practice – not covered or insufficiently covered by formal 
arrangement.” The Recommendation also clarifies that “informal work may be found across all sectors of 
the economy, in both public and private spaces.”

We note that the Bill classifies informal sector enterprises by size of the establishment, rather than in terms 
of access to social security. This defini�on may leave out many workers from statutory social protec�on 
measures. According to the PLFS 2017-18, only 22.8% of Indian workers are in regular wage or salaried 
employment. 52.2% are self-employed, while 24.9% are in casual labour. The PLFS notes that 68.4% of 
workers employed outside of agriculture are employed in these informal sector enterprises. Further, 71% of 
regular wage employees have no wri�en job contract, while 49.6% of regular wage employees were not 
eligible for any form of social security. Restric�ng social protec�on measures only to those in informal sector 
enterprises, as defined in the Bill, would leave many workers out of coverage. Moreover, it is unclear why the 
Bill carves out gig workers and pla�orm workers as a separate category from informal sector workers.     

We further note that terms “informal sector worker” does not encompass all those in need of social protec�on. 
The PLFS found that about 9% of workers were unemployed. Further, India has an old age dependency ra�o of 
around 9.3%, which is likely to increase to 12.4% by 2026.6 Many others may not be in the workforce for 
reasons of age, disability, or the need to provide unpaid care work at home. There is a need to include all these 
classes of individuals within the protec�on of a formal social security net. We therefore propose that any social 
security floor be made universally applicable to all persons.7

2. Informal Sector Workers Under the Code For Social Security Bill, 2019

S. 109 of the Bill reads:
(1) The Central Government shall formulate and notify, from time to time, suitable welfare schemes 

for unorganised workers (including audio visual workers, beedi workers, non-coal workers) on matters relating 
to—
          (i) life and disability cover;
          (ii) health and maternity benefits;
          (iii) old age protection;
          (iv) education;
          (v) housing; and
          (vi) any other benefit as may be determined by the Central Government.

(2) The State Government shall formulate and notify, from time to time, suitable welfare schemes for 
unorganised workers, including schemes relating to—
          (i) provident fund;
          (ii) employment injury benefit;
          (iii) housing;
          (iv) educational schemes for children;
          (v) skill upgradation of workers;
          (vi) funeral assistance; and
          (vii) old age homes.

Unlike the 2018 Dra�, the present Bill does not treat unorganised and organised sector workers in exactly the 
same way. Instead, while organised sector workers are covered under the chapters on provident fund, 
employees’ state insurance, gratuity, old age and maternity benefits, unorganised workers are only provided 
for under Chapter VII. 

Chapter VII is based on the Unorganised Workers Social Security Act, 2008 (“UWSSA”). As with the UWSSA, the 
Bill does not provide for content of the rights referred to in S. 109. Rather, these are le� to the discre�on of the 
execu�ve, which is to frame schemes. 

This is problema�c – schemes do not provide for jus�ciable rights which ci�zens can enforce in court. Further, 
they may be modified at any �me, at the discre�on of the government, and even to the detriment of the end 

refers expressly to “full and produc�ve employment and decent work for all.”16

To give effect to these obliga�ons, it is necessary for the state to put social security mechanisms in place. We 
refrain from making any specific recommenda�ons with respect to the content of the social security floor to 
be provided by the government. Further research is required to evaluate the needs of those outside formal 
social security nets and how this should be delivered. However, we suggest the following design principles for 
a state-provided social security floor:

1. Floor level social protec�ons should be made available to all persons and not only those in the workforce. 

2. The social security tools available to those in the formal sector may not be appropriate for all persons. 
Instruments such as PF or Employees’ State Insurance require regular payment of contribu�ons from wages 
and a lack of liquidity. These may not be appropriate for those workers with seasonal occupa�ons or those 
who earn much less than minimum wage. 

3. Par�cular a�en�on must be paid to providing basic income security. The Code on Wages, 2019 provides 
that minimum wages are to be determined by skill and geographical region,17 not by consump�on 
requirements of individuals. As the PLFS highlights, many workers earn far less than the na�onal floor level 
minimum wage of Rs. 176.18There is, therefore, an urgent need to ensure that the social security floor 
provides enough income security for persons to meet their consump�on requirements. 

4. There is a need for both clarity and certainty in en�tlements due to persons. As set out above, this can be 
provided by ensuring that social security floors are enshrined in statutes that set out basic en�tlements. 
Some ma�ers, such as the rupee amount of a transfer or the delivery architecture for a payment, may be 
determined by subordinate legisla�on. However, the content of social security rights must be set out in 
statute. 

5. Any social security policy must account for migra�on within India and the need for workers to be able to 
access benefits in different states. We note that the Bill does not make any express reference to migrant 
workers, nor any reference to the Inter-State Migrant Workers Act, 1979. This must be remedied and clear 
guidelines framed for migrant workers’ access to benefits.

6. There must be a simple and accessible grievance redressal mechanism available to persons. 

7. There may be a need to s�pulate mandatory contribu�ons by the employer and employee for social 
security. These contribu�ons must take the vola�le and seasonal nature of informal sector work into account 
and allow for flexibility in payments.

9It should be noted that it may be that the card used for the transaction belonged to the husband.

When it comes to messaging services, WhatsApp overtook conventional SMS (on both smart and basic 
phones), and the majority of women use WhatsApp much more frequently than SMS. 70% of the respondents 
send or receive a WhatsApp message daily, compared to 8% and 15% receiving and sending, respectively, an 
SMS daily. 

3.3. Digital Financial Services Usage

About half of the women use their phones to manage their finances, including mobile payment applications 
such as PayTM and PhonePe, and to receive OTPs. Some women noted that this use has increased during the 
pandemic. It is worth bearing in mind that these women were members of a microfinance provider, and 
therefore that may contribute to this usage pattern. 

42% of women reported using mobile payment applications, such as Google Pay, PayTM or PhonePe. Mobile 
payment applications are used across the country, and 18% of the respondents reported using mobile 
payment applications at least once a week, and 23% reported doing so once a month. Out of the women 
using smartphones, 53% use mobile payment applications. No women with basic phones claimed to use 
mobile payment applications. Breaking down mobile payment application usage by education level, three-
quarters of women with university degrees, and almost half of women with education levels between 10th 
and 12th standard use such applications. However, only about one-sixth of women with less than 10th 
standard education use them. 

The women use mobile money for a variety of tasks, including to: 

i. Repay loans and instalments;

ii. Transfer money to/ from family;

iii. Pay at a restaurant and in shops;

iv. Make chit fund payments and pay bills, and

v. Recharge phone credit.

Many women use the phone to receive SMS messages with OTP while shopping (52%) or with their bank 
balance (63%).  A much larger share of women with higher levels of education use SMS-based OTP 
authentication services or receive bank balance via SMS on their phones. Two-thirds of women with at least 
10th standard education use them, while only one-third of women with less than 10th standard education do 
so.

In addition, out of the 48% of respondents who reported that they do not receive an OTP, ten respondents 
mentioned that their husbands receive their OTPs and other messages.9

3.4. Digital Literacy and Learning

Most women (around 90% of respondents) were happy with the level of knowledge they have about using the 
phone and felt it was adequate for their daily use. Some women have spent significant time familiarising 
themselves with more advanced features, while others are content with knowing more basic tasks like making 
and receiving calls and playing music.
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Introduc�on

The Code on Social Security Bill, 2019 [“the Bill”], introduced in Parliament in December 2019, is the most 
recent a�empt to ra�onalise patchwork of social security legisla�on into a comprehensive Code. One of the 
key differences between the 2019 Bill and the versions in 2018 and 2017 is the chapter on unorganised sector 
workers. Earlier versions of the Bill provided for equal social security benefits for all categories of workers. 
However, the 2019 Bill treats informal sector workers as a separate category and provides that the 
government will frame schemes for their welfare.

As we have noted in our comments to the Ministry of Labour in 2019,2 there is a lack of clarity on who 
informal sector workers are, meaning that there is a further lack of clarity on whom the interven�ons target. 
Further, it is unclear why informal sector workers are treated as a separate class from organised sector 
workers, or why informal sector workers receive far less protec�on under the Statute. Under the Bill, welfare 
for unorganised sector workers is to be provided by schemes designed by the Central or State governments, 
while formal sector workers have clear en�tlements to provident fund, gratuity, employees’ state insurance 
and maternity benefits. This is deeply problema�c, as informal sector workers comprise more than 75% of 
the workforce.3There is an urgent need to evaluate the structure of social security available to unorganised 
workers.

In this policy brief, we discuss:

                 i. The many defini�ons of informal sector workers, and whether social security should be universal
                 ii. Unorganised workers in the Code on Social Security Bill, 2019
                 iii. Design principles for social security interven�ons by the state and the private sector. 

1. Who is an Informal Sector Worker?

The following defini�ons in the Bill are of interest.

• S. 2(35): "gig worker" means a person who performs work or participates in a work arrangement and earns 
from such activities outside of traditional employer-employee relationship;

• S. 2(77): "unorganised sector" means an enterprise owned by individuals or self-employed workers and 
engaged in the production or sale of goods or providing service of any kind whatsoever, and where the 
enterprise employs workers, the number of such workers is less than ten;

• S. 2 (82) "wage worker" means a person employed for remuneration in the unorganised sector, directly by 
an employer or through any contractor, irrespective of place of work, whether exclusively for one employer 
or for one or more employers, whether in cash or in kind, whether as a home-based worker, or as a 
temporary or casual worker, or as a migrant worker, or workers employed by households including 
domestic workers, with a monthly wage of an amount as may be notified by the Central Government and 
State Government, as the case may be.

S. 113 allows persons to self-iden�fy as unorganised sector workers.

• The Na�onal Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector (2007)4proposed two defini�ons for 
unorganised sector workers. These are as follows:

o "The unorganised sector consists of all unincorporated private enterprises owned by individuals or 
households engaged in the sale and production of goods and services operated on a proprietary or 
partnership basis and with less than ten total workers".

o “Unorganised workers consist of those working in the unorganised enterprises or households, 
excluding regular workers with social security benefits, and the workers in the formal sector without any 
employment/ social security benefits provided by the employers".

Based on these defini�ons, the NCEUS found that about 86% of India’s workforce in 2004-05 would fall within 
the unorganised sector. 

• The Periodic Labour Force Survey 2017-18 (PLFS) relies on the defini�ons by the 17th Interna�onal 
Conference of Labour Sta�s�cians for workers in the informal sector. The report lists some categories of 
informal workers, including:

             o      own-account workers and employers who have their own informal sector enterprises;
             o contributing family workers, irrespective of whether they work in formal or informal sector 

enterprises;
o employees who have informal jobs … whether employed by formal sector enterprises, informal 

sector enterprises, or as paid domestic workers by households;
o      members of informal producers‟ cooperatives; and
o persons engaged in the own-account production of goods exclusively for own final use by their 

household, such as subsistence farming or do-it-yourself construction of own dwellings.5

The PLFS also considered only proprietorships and partnerships as informal sector enterprises. 

• The ILO Recommenda�on No. 202 defines the informal economy as covering “all economic activities by 
workers and economic units that are – in law or in practice – not covered or insufficiently covered by formal 
arrangement.” The Recommendation also clarifies that “informal work may be found across all sectors of 
the economy, in both public and private spaces.”

We note that the Bill classifies informal sector enterprises by size of the establishment, rather than in terms 
of access to social security. This defini�on may leave out many workers from statutory social protec�on 
measures. According to the PLFS 2017-18, only 22.8% of Indian workers are in regular wage or salaried 
employment. 52.2% are self-employed, while 24.9% are in casual labour. The PLFS notes that 68.4% of 
workers employed outside of agriculture are employed in these informal sector enterprises. Further, 71% of 
regular wage employees have no wri�en job contract, while 49.6% of regular wage employees were not 
eligible for any form of social security. Restric�ng social protec�on measures only to those in informal sector 
enterprises, as defined in the Bill, would leave many workers out of coverage. Moreover, it is unclear why the 
Bill carves out gig workers and pla�orm workers as a separate category from informal sector workers.     

We further note that terms “informal sector worker” does not encompass all those in need of social protec�on. 
The PLFS found that about 9% of workers were unemployed. Further, India has an old age dependency ra�o of 
around 9.3%, which is likely to increase to 12.4% by 2026.6 Many others may not be in the workforce for 
reasons of age, disability, or the need to provide unpaid care work at home. There is a need to include all these 
classes of individuals within the protec�on of a formal social security net. We therefore propose that any social 
security floor be made universally applicable to all persons.7

2. Informal Sector Workers Under the Code For Social Security Bill, 2019

S. 109 of the Bill reads:
(1) The Central Government shall formulate and notify, from time to time, suitable welfare schemes 

for unorganised workers (including audio visual workers, beedi workers, non-coal workers) on matters relating 
to—
          (i) life and disability cover;
          (ii) health and maternity benefits;
          (iii) old age protection;
          (iv) education;
          (v) housing; and
          (vi) any other benefit as may be determined by the Central Government.

(2) The State Government shall formulate and notify, from time to time, suitable welfare schemes for 
unorganised workers, including schemes relating to—
          (i) provident fund;
          (ii) employment injury benefit;
          (iii) housing;
          (iv) educational schemes for children;
          (v) skill upgradation of workers;
          (vi) funeral assistance; and
          (vii) old age homes.

Unlike the 2018 Dra�, the present Bill does not treat unorganised and organised sector workers in exactly the 
same way. Instead, while organised sector workers are covered under the chapters on provident fund, 
employees’ state insurance, gratuity, old age and maternity benefits, unorganised workers are only provided 
for under Chapter VII. 

Chapter VII is based on the Unorganised Workers Social Security Act, 2008 (“UWSSA”). As with the UWSSA, the 
Bill does not provide for content of the rights referred to in S. 109. Rather, these are le� to the discre�on of the 
execu�ve, which is to frame schemes. 

This is problema�c – schemes do not provide for jus�ciable rights which ci�zens can enforce in court. Further, 
they may be modified at any �me, at the discre�on of the government, and even to the detriment of the end 

beneficiary.8 Moreover, since schemes cannot be enforced in Court, their implementa�on depends on the 
availability of funds from the government. As reports have shown, the budget alloca�ons for schemes vary 
wildly from year to year,9meaning that the implementa�on of many important schemes is haphazard at best. 
Further, while the Bill provides for self-iden�fica�on as an unorganised sector worker in s. 113, it does not clarify 
what the implica�ons of such registra�on – or the failure to do so – might be. 

Finally, the Bill does not envisage any role for the employer (except in the case of pla�orm workers in s. 114). 
This is problema�c, as it may mean that employers do not take responsibility for social security of their workers 
by keeping them in casual work arrangements. We note that the Contract Labour (Regula�on and Aboli�on) Act, 
1970 only applies to establishments with more than 20 workers and does not apply where work is of an 
“intermi�ent” or “casual nature.” Where work is contracted out to contractors and sub-contractors, it could 
become impossible to ascertain where the liability for workers’ welfare may lie. 

In sum, we iden�fy three key concerns with the Bill in its present form:

1. The Bill does not elaborate on the content of social security rights for the informal sector. Instead, it leaves 
this to the discre�on of the government. This in turn means that there is li�le certainty on what ci�zens may be 
en�tled to. Moreover, the government schemes referred to do not confer any jus�ciable rights on ci�zens.

2. This means that there is a stark difference in the types of rights formal sector workers receive and those 
available to informal sector workers. In this respect, the Bill is not an improvement over the Unorganised 
Workers Social Security Act, 2008.

3. There is a need to envisage a framework that assigns responsibility to different en��es – such as employers 
and contractors – in providing and delivering social security to workers. This is par�cularly relevant for those in 
the formal sector.

3. Designing Social Security Floors For India
A. Social Security Provided by the Government

As noted above, there is a need for social protec�ons to be made available universally, and not only to informal 
sector workers. A number of rights, including the right to health,10 shelter,11  and old-age pensions12  have been 
read into the right to life under Ar�cle 21 of the Cons�tu�on. Further, the Direc�ve Principles require the State 
to provide for the right to work,13 just and humane condi�ons of work14 and a living wage15.  

Many interna�onal instruments also relate to the need to provide for social security and basic economic rights 
to ci�zens. The Interna�onal Labour Organisa�on’s Recommenda�on No. 202 on Basic Social Security Floors and 
Recommenda�on No. 204 on the Transi�on from the Informal to the Formal Economy both refer to the need to 
put systems in place to protect the needs of informal sector workers. Further, the UN Sustainable Goal No. 8 

However, a major impediment to mobile phone use is the lack of knowledge about how to use the mobile 
phone. What poses an additional challenge for women is that they often do not have anyone to teach them. 
37% of women stated that they taught themselves how to use their phone. The second most common way 
for women to upskill was to learn from their children – as did 28% of respondents. Only 17% of women learnt 
from their husbands despite the large proportion of women reporting that their husbands gifted them the 
phones. 

When asked about how they navigate their phones, the majority stated that they could navigate the phone 
by reading. This is primarily when respondents could read in their regional languages rather than English on 
the phone. Those who cannot read English memorise the last two digits of a phone number to find it, use 
Truecaller to find the number, or navigate by identifying app logos and memorising the steps. 

3.5. Constraints on Use 

Most women remain constrained in the location and the type of phone use. Women primarily use their 
phones at home, with only one-third of women saying they are comfortable using the phone outside. Even 
when they use phones outside, they do so primarily for urgent calls. There were mixed reasons for not using 
the phone outside. While some women were not allowed to use their phones outside, others worried about 
what their neighbours would say. 

Very few women in the study said their phones were monitored. The monitoring took the form of checking 
the phone. A couple of women additionally noted that their husband handles all important affairs, including 
finances, so the women do not receive this information over the phone. Likewise, other women noted that 
their husbands receive SMS with bank balance or OTPs. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the literature10, 
as well as our expert interviews, highlighted that monitoring of phones and surveillance through phones is a 
significant challenge.

Additionally, the women have serious concerns about the risk of harassment online, primarily through 
random calls. 

4. Recommendations for Practitioners

While more research at a greater scale and depth is required to fully understand women’s mobile phone 
usage dynamics, some implications can be drawn from this snapshot. 

1. Gender blind design may not be gender inclusive. Programmes tend to consider and design for phone
usage from a gender-neutral angle, not considering differences in usage patterns between genders. The
literature suggests that women and men may use their phones differently. Practitioners need to be cognisant
of the different usage patterns of women and men, and design for these in mind. Therefore, practitioners
should, for example, consider whether movements tracked via mobile phone makes sense when women
often leave the phone at home.

10See for example (Kovacs, A. Ranganathan, N. (2017) Chupke, chupke: going behind the mobile phone bans in North India. https://
genderingsurveillance.internetdemocracy.in/phone_ban/; Barboni G., Field, E., Pande, R., Rigol, N., Schaner, S., Troyer Moore, C. 
(2018). A Tough Call: Understanding barriers to and impacts of women’s mobile phone adoption in India. Cambridge, MA: Evidence for 
Policy Design, Harvard Kennedy School.; CGAP, Dalberg & Dvara (2017). Privacy on the Line: What people in India think about their data 
protection and privacy. Dvara Report. 

https://genderingsurveillance.internetdemocracy.in/phone_ban/
https://genderingsurveillance.internetdemocracy.in/phone_ban/


Introduc�on

The Code on Social Security Bill, 2019 [“the Bill”], introduced in Parliament in December 2019, is the most 
recent a�empt to ra�onalise patchwork of social security legisla�on into a comprehensive Code. One of the 
key differences between the 2019 Bill and the versions in 2018 and 2017 is the chapter on unorganised sector 
workers. Earlier versions of the Bill provided for equal social security benefits for all categories of workers. 
However, the 2019 Bill treats informal sector workers as a separate category and provides that the 
government will frame schemes for their welfare.

As we have noted in our comments to the Ministry of Labour in 2019,2 there is a lack of clarity on who 
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eligible for any form of social security. Restric�ng social protec�on measures only to those in informal sector 
enterprises, as defined in the Bill, would leave many workers out of coverage. Moreover, it is unclear why the 
Bill carves out gig workers and pla�orm workers as a separate category from informal sector workers.     

We further note that terms “informal sector worker” does not encompass all those in need of social protec�on. 
The PLFS found that about 9% of workers were unemployed. Further, India has an old age dependency ra�o of 
around 9.3%, which is likely to increase to 12.4% by 2026.6 Many others may not be in the workforce for 
reasons of age, disability, or the need to provide unpaid care work at home. There is a need to include all these 
classes of individuals within the protec�on of a formal social security net. We therefore propose that any social 
security floor be made universally applicable to all persons.7

2. Informal Sector Workers Under the Code For Social Security Bill, 2019

S. 109 of the Bill reads:
(1) The Central Government shall formulate and notify, from time to time, suitable welfare schemes 

for unorganised workers (including audio visual workers, beedi workers, non-coal workers) on matters relating 
to—
          (i) life and disability cover;
          (ii) health and maternity benefits;
          (iii) old age protection;
          (iv) education;
          (v) housing; and
          (vi) any other benefit as may be determined by the Central Government.

(2) The State Government shall formulate and notify, from time to time, suitable welfare schemes for 
unorganised workers, including schemes relating to—
          (i) provident fund;
          (ii) employment injury benefit;
          (iii) housing;
          (iv) educational schemes for children;
          (v) skill upgradation of workers;
          (vi) funeral assistance; and
          (vii) old age homes.

Unlike the 2018 Dra�, the present Bill does not treat unorganised and organised sector workers in exactly the 
same way. Instead, while organised sector workers are covered under the chapters on provident fund, 
employees’ state insurance, gratuity, old age and maternity benefits, unorganised workers are only provided 
for under Chapter VII. 

Chapter VII is based on the Unorganised Workers Social Security Act, 2008 (“UWSSA”). As with the UWSSA, the 
Bill does not provide for content of the rights referred to in S. 109. Rather, these are le� to the discre�on of the 
execu�ve, which is to frame schemes. 

This is problema�c – schemes do not provide for jus�ciable rights which ci�zens can enforce in court. Further, 
they may be modified at any �me, at the discre�on of the government, and even to the detriment of the end 

beneficiary.8 Moreover, since schemes cannot be enforced in Court, their implementa�on depends on the 
availability of funds from the government. As reports have shown, the budget alloca�ons for schemes vary 
wildly from year to year,9meaning that the implementa�on of many important schemes is haphazard at best. 
Further, while the Bill provides for self-iden�fica�on as an unorganised sector worker in s. 113, it does not clarify 
what the implica�ons of such registra�on – or the failure to do so – might be. 

Finally, the Bill does not envisage any role for the employer (except in the case of pla�orm workers in s. 114). 
This is problema�c, as it may mean that employers do not take responsibility for social security of their workers 
by keeping them in casual work arrangements. We note that the Contract Labour (Regula�on and Aboli�on) Act, 
1970 only applies to establishments with more than 20 workers and does not apply where work is of an 
“intermi�ent” or “casual nature.” Where work is contracted out to contractors and sub-contractors, it could 
become impossible to ascertain where the liability for workers’ welfare may lie. 

In sum, we iden�fy three key concerns with the Bill in its present form:

1. The Bill does not elaborate on the content of social security rights for the informal sector. Instead, it leaves 
this to the discre�on of the government. This in turn means that there is li�le certainty on what ci�zens may be 
en�tled to. Moreover, the government schemes referred to do not confer any jus�ciable rights on ci�zens.

2. This means that there is a stark difference in the types of rights formal sector workers receive and those 
available to informal sector workers. In this respect, the Bill is not an improvement over the Unorganised 
Workers Social Security Act, 2008.

3. There is a need to envisage a framework that assigns responsibility to different en��es – such as employers 
and contractors – in providing and delivering social security to workers. This is par�cularly relevant for those in 
the formal sector.

3. Designing Social Security Floors For India
A. Social Security Provided by the Government

As noted above, there is a need for social protec�ons to be made available universally, and not only to informal 
sector workers. A number of rights, including the right to health,10 shelter,11  and old-age pensions12  have been 
read into the right to life under Ar�cle 21 of the Cons�tu�on. Further, the Direc�ve Principles require the State 
to provide for the right to work,13 just and humane condi�ons of work14 and a living wage15.  

Many interna�onal instruments also relate to the need to provide for social security and basic economic rights 
to ci�zens. The Interna�onal Labour Organisa�on’s Recommenda�on No. 202 on Basic Social Security Floors and 
Recommenda�on No. 204 on the Transi�on from the Informal to the Formal Economy both refer to the need to 
put systems in place to protect the needs of informal sector workers. Further, the UN Sustainable Goal No. 8 

refers expressly to “full and produc�ve employment and decent work for all.”16

To give effect to these obliga�ons, it is necessary for the state to put social security mechanisms in place. We 
refrain from making any specific recommenda�ons with respect to the content of the social security floor to 
be provided by the government. Further research is required to evaluate the needs of those outside formal 
social security nets and how this should be delivered. However, we suggest the following design principles for 
a state-provided social security floor:

1. Floor level social protec�ons should be made available to all persons and not only those in the workforce. 

2. The social security tools available to those in the formal sector may not be appropriate for all persons. 
Instruments such as PF or Employees’ State Insurance require regular payment of contribu�ons from wages 
and a lack of liquidity. These may not be appropriate for those workers with seasonal occupa�ons or those 
who earn much less than minimum wage. 

3. Par�cular a�en�on must be paid to providing basic income security. The Code on Wages, 2019 provides 
that minimum wages are to be determined by skill and geographical region,17 not by consump�on 
requirements of individuals. As the PLFS highlights, many workers earn far less than the na�onal floor level 
minimum wage of Rs. 176.18There is, therefore, an urgent need to ensure that the social security floor 
provides enough income security for persons to meet their consump�on requirements. 

4. There is a need for both clarity and certainty in en�tlements due to persons. As set out above, this can be 
provided by ensuring that social security floors are enshrined in statutes that set out basic en�tlements. 
Some ma�ers, such as the rupee amount of a transfer or the delivery architecture for a payment, may be 
determined by subordinate legisla�on. However, the content of social security rights must be set out in 
statute. 

5. Any social security policy must account for migra�on within India and the need for workers to be able to 
access benefits in different states. We note that the Bill does not make any express reference to migrant 
workers, nor any reference to the Inter-State Migrant Workers Act, 1979. This must be remedied and clear 
guidelines framed for migrant workers’ access to benefits.

6. There must be a simple and accessible grievance redressal mechanism available to persons. 

7. There may be a need to s�pulate mandatory contribu�ons by the employer and employee for social 
security. These contribu�ons must take the vola�le and seasonal nature of informal sector work into account 
and allow for flexibility in payments.
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Households where the head of household is involved in blue collar employment, which includes wage laborers 
and industrial workers, have the lowest mean household income across all occupations. The pattern obtained, 
when we analyze participation in assets for blue collar employees, reveals that they have the lowest level of 
participation in almost all financial assets. This pattern appears again, when we analyze participation across 
income quintiles and find that households in the lowest income quintile exhibit very low levels of participation 
in nearly all financial assets. An exactly converse relation emerges when we consider white collar employees 
(which include managers, technical employees, and other white-collar employees directly mentioned in the 
data set) whose households have high mean income, exhibit a high level of participation across all assets 
(Figure 4).  

Additionally, women report limited digital literacy, which financial services providers should keep in mind 
when designing programmes. While women in our study were able to do basic everyday tasks on the mobile 
phone, they noted an inability to operate more sophisticated tasks such as mobile payment applications. 
Financial services providers should consider how they design for women customers in their applications and 
programmes: How can phones become more intuitive to women’s use? Given that women have fewer 
support groups from who to learn, how can women easily upskill to take full advantage of phones? 

2. Who has access as services move online? Various forms of monitoring and surveillance is a major challenge
to gender-equal phone use and digitisation. This may be actively checking phones regularly, receiving
information on behalf of women (such as SMS with OTPs or bank balance) or constraining women’s
geography of use. Practitioners need to recognise and be mindful of the side-effects of digitisation in terms of
monitoring and control. For example, how do financial services providers contribute to the empowerment of
women if their husbands receive updates on their bank balance and OTPs? Can programmes and protocols be
designed in a way that caters to both women who wish to be the sole users of their information, as well as to
women who may not feel confident on their own to manage OTP and may therefore want their husbands’
support (for example by OTP going to two numbers)?

3. Women face significant constraints as to where and when they can use their phones and clear
expectations on the kind of use that is considered appropriate. Even where women have enough agency to
be customers of financial services, they often feel unable or uncomfortable using their phones outside of their
homes. Likewise, when women are expected to operate the phone in the evening (for example, female field
agents sending reports or interacting with customers), they may raise suspicion from household members,
which men do not face. Financial service providers need to consider such restrictions when designing
programmes that rely on engaging with women via mobile phones.

4. We need more and better data to understand women user patterns and constraints. This is one of the
first, if not the first, publicly available study on women’s mobile phone use in India since the introduction of
Jio. Furthermore, there are no studies on women and digital finance in India. We, therefore, need to collect
significantly more and better data on how women access and use mobile phones, and the constraints they
face. This includes women and girls of different backgrounds and lived experiences. For example,

• Given the challenges of monitoring and surveillance, what happens when we digitise financial services
and / or support for financial services? Can we provide evidence that enables providers to design
solutions that manage the monitoring?

• What are the links between the ability to operate phone features (literacy and digital literacy) and the
ability to use (digital) financial services?

When we collect data, we should do so mindfully:

• Numbers are important, but we need conversations, interviews, and focus group discussions to really
understand gender issues.

• Women may be better placed to collect qualitative data of sensitive nature. Further, having women in
the office can help in collecting high-quality data.
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