
SCIENCE   science.org 11 MARCH 2022 • VOL 375 ISSUE 6585    1111

By Maja Gavrilovic1, Monica Rubio2, 
Francesca Bastagli3, Roopa Hinton4, Silke 
Staab5, Ruth Graham Goulder4,6, Charlotte 
Bilo7, Ruby Khan8, Amber Peterman9,10, 
Bobo Diallo11, Laura Alfers12, Aroa Santiago13, 
Zehra Rizvi14, Rebecca Holmes3, Juan Gonzalo 
Jaramillo Mejia15, Constanza Tabbush5

C
OVID-19 has reaffirmed that in the 
face of crises, social and economic fall-
out is gendered. From the risk of job 
loss and economic instability to rising 
care responsibilities and the experi-
ence of violence inside the home, gen-

der inequalities have tended to widen during 
the pandemic (1, 2). While countries focus 
on health and mortality impacts of the dis-
ease, a mounting, damaging gendered social 
and economic crisis threatens to roll back 
 decades of development progress, exposing 
the fragility of equality gains. Social protec-
tion has been a key policy response to ad-
dress pandemic-related social and economic 
crises; however, attention to gender has been 
insufficient. Less than one in five global social 
protection measures during COVID-19 has 
addressed gender, such as supporting women 
in informal employment, mitigating risks of 
violence, and confronting the unequal distri-
bution of care work. Policy priorities (see the 
box) must include closing gendered research 
gaps in the COVID-19 recovery. 

In early 2020, researchers called atten-
tion to evidence from previous infectious-
disease outbreaks, such as Ebola and Zika, 
and predicted that COVID-19 impacts would 
follow similar gendered trends (3). Two 
years later, multidisciplinary evidence from 
diverse settings shows that disease and con-
trol measures have had detrimental—and 
often disproportionate—effects on economic 
security, health, well-being, protection, and 
opportunities for women and girls (1, 2). For 
example, a study of 40 countries found that 
women were more likely to stop working be-
tween April and June 2020 as compared to 
men (36 versus 28%) (2). Similarly, a study 
of 46 countries conducted in June and July 
2020 found that girls were more likely to re-
port increases in household chores as com-
pared to boys (63 versus 43%) (2). Women 
have also been underrepresented in decision-

making on COVID-19 yet are crucial voices to 
mitigate the adverse gendered impacts of the 
pandemic and achieve an equitable recovery 
for families and society (1).  

STRENGTHEN SOCIAL PROTECTION
The World Bank and partners estimate 
that by May 2021, more than 3300 social 
protection and labor market measures had 
been planned, adapted, or implemented in 
more than 220 countries and territories in 
response to COVID-19 (4). More than $2.9 
trillion dollars, or about 3% of global gross 
domestic product, in 2021 was devoted to 
these measures.  Despite this unprecedented 
response, measures are typically temporary, 
cover a fraction of those in need, and are 
implemented in predominantly high-income 
countries. Calls for establishing universal so-
cial protection, in line with United Nations 
(UN) Sustainable Development Goal 1.3, 
acknowledge that expanding coverage, ad-

equacy, and comprehensiveness also requires 
that systems address the needs of different 
populations. COVID-19 has reestablished the 
importance of making social protection work 
for women and girls. 

The call to address gendered poverty and 
risks through social protection is not new. 
 A robust body of evidence shows that social 
protection measures, including cash trans-
fers, are promising tools to improve women’s 
basic consumption, socioeconomic status, 
agency, mental and physical health, and 
schooling outcomes for girls and to reduce in-
timate partner violence, among others (5–7). 
Global stakeholders have called for greater 
action to use and strengthen social protection 
systems to promote gender equality and em-
power women and girls (8). This investment 
in “gender-responsive” or “gender-transfor-
mative” social protection explicitly responds 
to the differentiated needs of women and 
girls, alongside those of men and boys, to 
tackle the root causes of gender inequality, 
including discriminatory gender norms and 
practices. A new conceptual framework that 
is guiding investment in gender-responsive 
social protection advocates for a systematic 
integration of gender into all stages of inter-
vention—from design and implementation to 
monitoring and evaluation—to optimize gen-
der equality gains and ensure that programs 
and systems do not reinforce inequalities 
(9). Nonetheless, there is mounting evidence 
that the social protection pandemic response 
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Little attention to gender in government social protection measures 
The figure includes data from 3099 social protection and labor market responses, with the total number of 
measures per region given in each corresponding bar. Because of rounding, percentages may not add up 
exactly to 100%. Social protection refers to both noncontributory social assistance (e.g., cash transfers, 
food, and in-kind support) and contributory social insurance (e.g., unemployment benefits, paid family leave, 
and health insurance). Labor market measures include, for example, reduced work time, wage subsidies, 
and training programs. Attention to gender is categorized as either targeting women’s economic security or 
supporting unpaid care. Data are from (10).
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has overlooked gender considerations, a re-
flection of existing systems that are poorly 
prepared to tackle gender within shock-
responsive programming.  

The COVID-19 Global Gender Response 
Tracker was launched in September 2020 by 
the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) and UN Women to track response 
measures by governments across key sectors 
and assess them from a gender perspective. 
The range of social protection responses and 
their attention to gender by type of measure 
and region was analyzed (see the figure). By 
July 2021, out of 3099 social protection and 
labor market measures included globally, 
only 19.6% (606 measures) took gender into 
account. These include 12.3% that target or 
prioritize women’s economic security and 
7.3% that provide support for rising unpaid 
care demands (10). In addition, a comple-
mentary analysis shows that out of 262 
COVID-19 task forces in 130 countries, only 
24% of task force members were women (10). 
Like all policy trackers, there may be gaps 
or biases due to lack of information (includ-
ing geographic coverage and scale of the 
measure), underreporting of measures be-
ing announced, overreporting of suspended 
measures, or the lack of data on key gender 
components. Even so, the lack of attention to 
gender highlights the inadequacy of systems 
and their shock responsivity in planning for 
and prioritizing the specific needs of women 
and girls throughout the life cycle and limits 
their ability to address intersectionality by 
important dimensions, including disability, 
race, ethnicity, and nationality. 

PROMISING APPROACHES
Not all social protection responses have 
failed to integrate gender meaningfully. 
Governments have intentionally designed 
or adapted social protection responses to 
mitigate gendered risks across three do-
mains: (i) supporting women in informal 
employment, (ii) tackling the risk of violence 
against women and girls, and (iii) confront-
ing the unequal distribution of care work 
and strengthening care systems. Examples 
of cross-cutting best practices have also 
been documented, including undertaking 
preprogram gender analysis to understand 
gendered needs, risks, and opportunities; en-
gaging and coordinating responses with lo-
cal actors; and taking an inclusive approach 
that leads to broad population (or universal) 
coverage, with no strict behavioral or eligi-
bility requirements, promoting choice, dig-

nity, and agency (8). Moreover, although we 
focus on women and girls, a gender-trans-
formative approach requires addressing the 
needs of and working with men and boys, 
particularly to change discriminatory gender 
norms in the household and society. For all 
case studies described below, we draw on the 
COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker 
(10), unless explicitly cited otherwise.

WOMEN IN INFORMAL EMPLOYMENT 
It is estimated that 85% of women’s total 
employment in low-income countries is in 
the informal sector, a sector heavily affected 
by the global economic contraction consist-
ing of unregistered jobs, enterprises, and 
economic activities where levels of vulner-
able self-employment are high (6). This so-
called “missing middle” in social protection 
coverage includes women working as street 
traders or at home producing goods, who 
often lack access to the contributory social 
protection typically offered through formal 
employment and financed through payroll 
(e.g., unemployment benefits, paid family 
leave, health insurance). Yet these popula-
tions often do not meet the standard eligibil-
ity criteria of tax-financed noncontributory 
social assistance (e.g., support without pay-in 
required, including cash or food transfers) 
because they are income earning and en-
gaged in the labor market. During COVID-19, 
several countries extended coverage to infor-
mal workers, including in Argentina, Brazil, 
Colombia, Kenya, and Togo, giving priority in 
targeting or extra benefits to women. In Bra-
zil, the Emergency Grant targeted monthly 
cash benefits over the course of 2020 to 68.2 
million recipients, many of whom were infor-
mal workers. Female single-headed house-
holds were entitled to receive double benefit 
values in recognition of their dual role as 
income earners and caregivers (11). The pan-
demic has highlighted the need for systems 
to reach informal workers, better harmonize 
contributory and noncontributory compo-
nents of the social protection system, and en-
sure decent and safe work during crises.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS 
Evidence suggests that economic insecurity 
and poverty-related stress during COVID-19 
have been key drivers of intrafamilial vio-
lence (1).  To acknowledge the multiple ways 
that economic insecurity intersects with vio-
lence risk, measures in Ireland, Malta, and 
Uruguay provided access to rent supplements 
and safe housing, which allowed women 

and children to temporarily escape violent 
situations. Similarly, Argentina and some 
Brazilian states established cash transfers 
explicitly for survivors of violence. In Sierra 
Leone, the government and partners pro-
vided training on gender-based violence to 
frontline social protection workers, seeking 
to mitigate risks and ensure more effective 
embedded referrals to violence response ser-
vices (12). Intentional integration of violence 
prevention components in social protection 
is a promising practice to both safeguard 
participants and tackle compounding risks 
of poverty and violence. 

 UNPAID AND UNEQUAL CARE WORK 
Key defining factors that contribute to 
inequalities during COVID-19 are the in-
creased childcare, homeschooling, and 
care for sick family members shouldered 
by women and girls. Transformative social 
protection can recognize, reduce, and redis-
tribute care work within families and lay the 
foundation for more equitable care systems 
and norms in a postpandemic world. Numer-
ous promising examples exist of government 
schemes that extend or establish new family 
leave policies, which allows workers to care 
for dependents, including those in Austria, 
Canada, the Republic of Korea, Seychelles, 
Trinidad and Tobago, and Uzbekistan. Tele-
working and flexible work arrangements 
became common, and some countries like 
Belgium, Chile, and Hungary provided par-
ents with cash-for-care payments to compen-
sate for childcare and school closures.  Others 
have dropped cash transfer conditionalities, 
provisions that require participants to com-
ply with behavioral requirements to gain 
or maintain eligibility, which may have in-
advertently increased care work for female 
participants. During the recovery, public 
investments in care systems—including ac-
cessible, affordable, and quality child and 
long-term care services—could yield a “tri-
ple dividend”: supporting women’s (re)en-
try into the labor market, promoting child 
development and care of the elderly, and 
increasing the availability of decent jobs in 
the paid care sector (13). 

Although not directly comparable to gov-
ernment responses, measures implemented 
by the humanitarian sector have also been 
critical in settings affected by fragility, con-
flict, and disaster, where government social 
protection systems are nascent, nonexis-
tent, or unable to reach the scale of support 
needed. Although there has been no system-
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atic mapping of these responses, humani-
tarian actors have been working to better 
promote gender equality in social protec-
tion, guided by human rights principles and 
the importance of accountability to crisis-
affected women and girls (14). Coordination 
between humanitarian sector and govern-
ment social protection actors will be critical 
to successfully deliver gender-responsive 
programming across the humanitarian-
development divide.  

 GENDER-RESPONSIVE SYSTEMS 
In a recent call to action, the gender working 
group of the Social Protection Inter-Agency 
Cooperation Board (SPIAC-B) proposed eight 
actions to “build forward better” in the pro-
tracted COVID-19 recovery (15). SPIAC-B is 
the multiagency, multidonor global coordi-
nating body for advancing social protection 
cooperation and advocacy. We summarize the 
recommendations across three levels (policy, 
program, and evidence) (see the box). The 
final recommendation—to invest in data, 
research, and evidence generation—is criti-
cal to inform future equitable policy-making. 
Although social protection is one of the most 
researched policy interventions globally, gen-
der analysis remains insufficient, a trend that 
has continued during the pandemic. Few 

countries collect and report gender-disaggre-
gated data through monitoring efforts, limit-
ing our understanding of gender differences 
in coverage as well as adequacy and uptake of 
entitlements. Although the evidence of social 
protection’s positive impact on gender equal-
ity is continually growing, we know less about 
specific design and operational features that 
can magnify these impacts across settings (7). 
We also know little about the cost-effective-
ness and synergistic effects of social protec-
tion “plus” approaches, including whether 
linking to existing systems in other sectors 
(e.g., health, education) or embedding addi-
tional gender-responsive programming leads 
to more effective and sustainable invest-
ments. Finally, we have only begun to explore 
the long-term and intergenerational effects 
of social protection, with implications for the 
well-being of future generations. Answers 
to these questions are challenging given the 
diversity and complexity of gender norms 
and intrahousehold relationships in differ-
ent contexts. Without investment in future 
evidence generation and uptake in policy-
making cycles, we will fail to leverage the po-
tential benefits of social protection for both 
poverty reduction and gender equality.

The world stands at a crossroads: Either 
walk down the well-trodden path of fiscal 

consolidation, resulting in widening gaps in 
gender and other inequalities, or invest in 
gender-responsive policies and programming 
for a more equal future. Such investment will 
require drawing on past lessons, building the 
evidence, and fostering global solidarity and 
cooperation to make and sustain progress. 
Social protection yields both current and 
future dividends. Let us set a clear ambition 
to make social protection gender responsive 
and boldly transformative: The time is now. j
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Recommended actions for gender-responsive social protection
Actions adapted from (15).

Policy and system-level enablers
• Expand political commitments and fiscal space with earmarked investments for 

gender-responsive social protection.

• Commit to advancing gender equality in national social protection policies and 
systems to better respond to covariate shocks, with a focus on rights and dignity.

Operational and implementation-level facilitators
• Eliminate practical barriers that limit women’s access to contributory and noncontributory 

social protection (e.g., constraints in access to information, technology, documentation of 
identification, financial inclusion, safe transport, and decent work).

• Extend social protection to previously uncovered groups, including informal workers, 
recognizing that women are often disproportionately concentrated in lower-paying work 
within the informal economy.

• Invest in linkages between social protection and care systems to adequately recognize, 
reduce, and distribute care work equitably across society and support care infrastructure.

• Promote systems linkages and social protection “plus” approaches that support women 
and girls in multiple domains, including advancing women’s economic empowerment and 
labor market participation and changing harmful social norms that perpetuate gendered 
violence, discrimination, and inequality.

• Prioritize women’s active leadership and political voice in decision-making structures, 
including meaningful partnership with local organizations that champion rights of women, 
persons with disabilities, and indigenous peoples.

Data, research, and learning
• Invest in data, research, and evidence generation, including monitoring gender 

equality in all programming regardless of objectives, to inform future generations of 
equitable policy-making. D
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