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Background 

On 3 December 2020, the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 

(UNESCAP) and the ASEAN Committee on Women (ACW) - together with the ASEAN Secretariat - 

successfully convened the Web Forum on Enhancing Women’s Economic Empowerment in ASEAN 

countries. This partnership facilitated a greater understanding of participatory gender-responsive 

approaches to measures that promote women economic empowerment, as well as established a platform 

for sharing lessons learnt and good practices across ASEAN and the whole Asia Pacific region. One of the 

key recommendations arising from the web forum was to further investigate and unpack the care 

economy towards promoting greater gender equality and empowerment of all women and girls in ASEAN.  

On 1 March 2021, ACW, with the support of the ASEAN Secretariat and UN Women, launched the “ASEAN 

Gender Outlook: Achieving the SDGs for all and leaving no woman and girl behind”. The report presented 

data and information on the progress of achieving the SDGs through a gender lens. A key finding of the 

report is the increase in intensity of unpaid care and domestic work among women and girls due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

One of the goals of the ACW Work Plan 2021-2025 is to realize, by 2025, equal opportunities for women 

to participate productively in the economy as employees, entrepreneurs and employers and through 

equal access to education, decent work, secure income, business opportunities and access to finance and 

social protection. A key outcome under this goal is the development and adoption of policies that places 

economic value on unpaid care and domestic work and turn them into economic opportunities for 

women.  

Building on the convergence of these work streams, UNESCAP, ACW, and the ASEAN Secretariat have 

jointly developed a report entitled “Addressing Unpaid Care and Domestic Work in ASEAN”.  

The report describes the state of the unpaid care economy in ASEAN  countries, examines the socio-

economic, political, legislative, and institutional conditions in each of the countries of ASEAN, highlights 

examples of promising policy measures that ASEAN Member States have undertaken either prior to the 

pandemic or as emergency measures during the pandemic to address women’s unpaid care and domestic 

work (UCDW), and finally proposes recommendations to introduce a care-sensitive dimension into 

national and regional gender policies towards building back better, and more equal. The study employs a 

unique conceptual framework to analyze the nature of the unpaid care economy in ASEAN Member 

States. It specifically focuses attention on four key components: 

 

• Women’s differentiated needs based on their differentiated location and nature of unpaid care 

and domestic work performed; 

• Socio-political context of the countries and relevant societal trends that impact on women’s 

UCDW; 

• Political-economy actors, institutional context, legislative frameworks, and policy climate 

governing the specific country context; and 

• Care-sensitive and gender-differentiated policy initiatives and measures adopted by the state 

under each of the four policy categories. 



Objectives 

The objective of the report launch is to facilitate the exchange of knowledge, good practices and lessons 

learnt with respect to the progressive implementation of Beijing+25 commitments in ASEAN countries, 

including in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, promising practices and progressive 

initiatives on addressing women’s unpaid care and domestic work will be shared and further discussed as 

the report launch will serve as a forum for policy dialogue, capacity building and networking for 

stakeholders from relevant key ministries and national women’s machineries in ASEAN countries. The 

discussions and recommendations will inform the priority actions related to women’s economic 

empowerment to be undertaken by ASEAN countries, ESCAP and development partners in 2021 and 

beyond. 

Participants 

The launch event will bring together representatives from ASEAN member states, particularly from the 

ACW and ACWC. Representatives from the ASEAN Senior Economic Officials Meeting (SEOM) and the 

ASEAN Coordinating Committee on Micros, Small and Medium Enterprises (ACCMSME) will also be invited 

to participate. It will further include representatives from the United Nations, experts, professionals, and 

representatives of civil society organizations working towards the realization of Sustainable Development 

Goal 5 (achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls) and the Beijing Declaration and 

Platform for Action, in particular in the area of women’s economic empowerment.  

Modality/structure of event 

The report launch will be convened on the Zoom platform.  It will be conducted using an interactive format 

in order to facilitate the exchange of knowledge, good practices and lessons learnt by stakeholders. 

Participants may ask questions to the speakers during the Q&A sessions via the Chatbox function and/or 

share their own observations/experiences.  

The report launch will consist of two main segments: A formal launch of the report, followed by a panel 

discussion. Experts and selected representatives of ASEAN countries will be invited to present progress 

and share promising practices. 

 

  



Executive Summary of Report 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is a regional organization with 10 Member States that 

aims to foster collaboration and integration to enhance the development and sustainability of its land and 

people. Gender equality and the active and full participation of women in public life is an important 

agenda for ASEAN. Despite significant strides in several areas of social, political and economic cooperation 

and advancement, women’s economic empowerment continues to be a challenge. Gender gaps in 

economic participation and opportunity continue to persist among ASEAN Member States. To give 

impetus to women’s economic advancement and equal rights and to meet its commitment under the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, ASEAN is committed to bringing attention to the care 

economy and women’s unpaid care and domestic work.  

 

Unpaid care and domestic work in this report pertains to the direct care of dependents – children, family 

members who are sick, older persons and persons with a disability – as well as indirect domestic tasks, 

such as cooking, cleaning and the collection of fuelwood and water.  

 

Leveraging this pivotal moment in the care discourse brought about by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, 

this research presented here illuminates the state of the unpaid care economy in the ASEAN region. 

Commissioned by the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), 

this research involved: (a) mapping the nature and extent of unpaid care work undertaken by women in 

countries of the ASEAN region; (b) examining the social, economic and political context as well as the 

institutional, legislative and policy environment in the ASEAN countries to identify levers of change for 

incorporating unpaid care and domestic work into policy and recovery planning efforts; and (c) drawing 

out recommendations and guidelines on social policy initiatives that ASEAN Member States could adopt 

to promote women’s empowerment. 

 

The result is an overview of the unpaid component of the care economy and the gendered political 

economy context in each ASEAN Member State. It assesses existing policy measures against a framework 

of four care-sensitive policy categories: care infrastructure, care-related social protection, care services 

and employment-related care policies. This builds upon the conceptual framework put forth in a regional 

overview report on the care economy under COVID-19 in Asia and the Pacific that ESCAP also 

commissioned (Chopra and Krishnan, forthcoming). Given the multi-scalar nature of care, the discussion 

draws attention (in small measure) to the growing demand for paid care workers in sectors like health, 

personal and home care, education, early childcare and domestic work, both locally and internationally.  

 

Using desk-based analysis and secondary data, the report first takes stock of the position of women among 

ASEAN Member States. It highlights the regional variations in gender development and gender inequality 

indices, more so among lower-middle-income countries. Although some countries have made strides in 

women’s economic participation and representation in managerial and leadership positions, no country 

has managed to bridge the gender gap in these and other metrics, such as political representation. And 

even though some countries have high female labour participation, the majority of women workers across 

the region work in informal jobs. This means that economic gains made in participation in paid work are 



likely to be offset by working in precarious positions with low pay, inadequate working conditions and 

absence of social security protections. This situation is more worrying for women migrant workers 

engaged in care professions, specifically international domestic workers.  

 

Unfortunately, there is an acute absence of comparable statistics to measure progress against target 4 on 

women’s unpaid care and domestic work under Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 5. Other than 

Cambodia and Thailand, ASEAN Member States do not have national sample survey data on women’s and 

men’s time use in a variety of direct and indirect care tasks, making it difficult to pinpoint the care deficits 

and the areas to target with care policies. Nevertheless, the overarching trend found all over the world of 

women spending more time than men doing unpaid care and domestic work remains true in ASEAN 

Member States. Also true is the heavier burden of care that acts as a barrier to women’s economic 

participation. Another dimension of gender inequality impacting unpaid care and domestic work is the 

extent of urbanization and housing standards, which directly affect the access to care infrastructure and 

care services. The gendered effects of this unpaid care and domestic work are felt in terms of reduced 

labour force participation, especially of mothers with young children; income poverty; time poverty; 

intensification of care burdens during pandemics, natural disasters or conflicts; mental and physical 

depletion; and adverse consequences of climate change.  

 

The gendered political economy analysis of ASEAN Member States shows the progress made and the gaps 

to be addressed under each care policy category. Economic growth in ASEAN has enabled the provision 

of infrastructure, such as safe water, sanitation, transportation and food, but rural populations have yet 

to receive access to care infrastructure to the same extent as urban populations.  

 

Many ASEAN Member States have put in place social insurance and social assistance programmes, with 

women largely recipients of cash transfers and social welfare measures. However, there is a gap between 

the commitment to social protection policies at an overall level and the actual reach of programmes that 

recognize the care-differentiated needs of women. ASEAN Member States have much lower levels of 

public expenditure on social protection programmes than the Asia–Pacific regional average and the global 

average. Crises, climate change and conflict in specific countries further exacerbate this gap, making it 

difficult, yet even more imperative, to reach women with intersectional vulnerabilities.  

 

Care services are found to be largely focused on women’s maternal and childcare roles through the 

provision of childcare in certain areas. Bearing in mind the demographic shift towards ageing that the 

region will experience in the coming decades, it is important for ASEAN Member States to foresee country-

specific trends and plan to address old-age care and long-term care issues. These are areas that will 

intensify women’s care work in the near future. Shifting cultural norms around family size and 

composition as well as greater acceptance of institutional caring arrangements and paid care providers 

can allow for a redistribution of care services from households to the State and markets.  

 

In terms of employment-related policies, there is significant progress in certain countries for coverage of 

basic benefits in formal sector occupations. However, women in many ASEAN Member States work largely 

in the informal sector, which is insufficiently covered by these employment policies. Given the extent of 



migration in the region, these policies also need to be far reaching to cover the needs of migrant women 

across borders. The provision of decent work for paid care workers as well as the shifting of caring from 

women to men via paternity leave and gender-equitable caregiver leave policies need to be expanded.  

 

This report endeavours to support the ongoing effort within ASEAN countries to incorporate the care 

economy into national development planning. The recommendations encourage operationalizing the 

normative Triple-R Framework (Elson, 2008): recognition, reduction and redistribution of unpaid care and 

domestic work done by women. The recommendations follow a three-tier approach by (a) outlining core 

normative principles that must guide public philosophies and policy thinking; (b) specifying concrete policy 

actions under each of the four care-sensitive policy categories that ASEAN Member States can customize 

and adapt to their national context and priorities; and (c) identifying critical levers of change that mark 

the difference between good policy intentions and actual gender transformative change.  

 

The normative principles outlined include recognizing care as foundational and as a public good and for 

the State to be the guarantor of rights for caregivers and care recipients, thereby necessitating a whole-

of-government approach and regional cooperation. Given the criticality of the Triple-R approach in 

ensuring that policies are care responsive and gender differentiated, this report outlines concrete policy 

actions that ASEAN Member States can take across the four policy domains (care infrastructure, care-

related social protection, care services and employment-related policies). The specific design and 

implementation details for each ASEAN Member State of course will vary depending on its gendered 

political economy, changing demographic context and sociopolitical trends. But policy actions should 

explicitly provide for quality care that is sufficient to meet the differentiated needs of caregivers and care 

providers, with universality and inclusiveness as the overarching criteria. Promising practices in care-

sensitive policy measures from countries around the globe are featured to inspire governments across the 

region.  

 

The discussion also highlights the most important levers of change for ensuring the uptake and 

implementation of concrete policy actions: the financing of care policies, access to reliable and 

comparable care and gender-disaggregated data in each ASEAN Member State, representation and voice 

of women and caregivers in policy processes, an enabling legal and regulatory policy environment and, 

most significantly, norm change in patriarchal attitudes. 

 

The 2030 Agenda is a guiding framework for United Nations members to end deprivation and existing 

inequalities and put a sustainable, good-quality of life within the reach of all people. Although women 

have a significant role across all the 17 SDGs, the unpaid care work of women can be specifically seen as 

having implications for SDG 5 (gender equality), SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth), SDG 10 

(reducing inequalities), SDG 11 (sustainable cities and communities), SDG 4 (access to education for girls), 

SDG 3 (good health and well-being) and SDG 1 (no poverty). ASEAN has made a regional commitment to 

sustainable development and has put in place institutional mechanisms to implement and monitor the 

2030 Agenda. This inspiring blueprint serves as a road map for ASEAN Member States to identify areas for 

action and measure progress towards these goals. SDG 5.4, with its focus on the unpaid care work burden 

of women and encouraging shared responsibility, is a goal against which much work needs to be done. 



The mapping of the care economy in ASEAN accompanies an outline of the issues and challenges facing 

policymakers relative to ASEAN Member States adopting care-sensitive and gender-differentiated 

policies. The focus on both the core principles and the levers of change can help ASEAN Member States 

develop care policies that will take them to the end goal of gender equality and sustainable well-being of 

both caregivers and care recipients. 

 

Links to key documents 

 

2019 Asia-Pacific Ministerial Conference on the Beijing+25 Review, background paper and the  Asia-Pacific 

Declaration on Advancing Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment: Beijing+25 Review  

 

UN Secretary-General UN Comprehensive Response to COVID-19 and his Policy Brief: The Impact of 

COVID-19 on Women  

 

ESCAP coronavirus response and socio-economic response framework 

ASEAN Integration Report 2019 

ASEAN Gender Outlook 2020 

ASEAN Development Outlook 2020 

ASEAN SDGs Baseline Report 2020 

 

ASEAN COVID-19 rapid assessment 

 

 

8. Contact 

 

Ms. Cai Cai, Chief, Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Section, Social Development Division, ESCAP 

caic@un.og  

 

Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Section, Social Development Division, ESCAP escap-sdd@un.org  

The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) provides an inclusive 

intergovernmental platform for governments and other stakeholders in the region to accelerate the 

implementation of global gender equality commitments, including the Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the outcomes of the Fourth World Conference on Women and 

the Beijing Platform for Action, as well as the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals. 

ESCAP works to ensure that gender equality is addressed holistically in order to develop forward-looking 

strategies and contribute to efforts towards gender equality, poverty reduction and economic growth in 

support of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals. 

 

https://www.unescap.org/intergovernmental-meetings/asia-pacific-regional-review-25th-anniversary-beijing-declaration
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Review_of_progress_%28ENG%29.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Beijing%2B25-Declaration-%28ENG%29-20200220.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Beijing%2B25-Declaration-%28ENG%29-20200220.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus/un-secretary-general
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/policy_brief_on_covid_impact_on_women_9_apr_2020_updated.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/policy_brief_on_covid_impact_on_women_9_apr_2020_updated.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/covid19
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/COVID_framework_brochure_Finaized.pdf
https://asean.org/storage/2019/11/ASEAN-integration-report-2019.pdf
https://data.unwomen.org/publications/asean-gender-outlook
https://www.adb.org/publications/asian-development-outlook-2020-innovation-asia
https://asean.org/?static_post=asean-sustainable-development-goals-indicators-baseline-report-2020
https://asean.org/?static_post=asean-rapid-assessment-impact-covid-19-livelihoods-across-asean
mailto:caic@un.og
mailto:escap-sdd@un.org


Mr. Miguel Musngi, Senior Officer, Poverty Eradication and Gender Division, ASEAN Secretariat 

miguel.musngi@asean.org  

Ms. Desiana Natalia Sagita, Officer, Poverty Eradication and Gender Division, ASEAN Secretariat 

desiana.sagita@asean.org   

Ms. Kwinraj Chand, Associate Officer, Poverty Eradication and Gender Division, ASEAN Secretariat 

kwinraj.chand@asean.org  
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