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Social protection is important in the ASEAN where majority of the population is 

in the informal economy, most of whom are women who also assume unpaid 

care and domestic work responsibilities. The non-recognition and unequal 

distribution of unpaid care and domestic work prevents women and girls from 

being competitive in the job market, which relegated them in informal work with 

almost no social protection. Thus, it is imperative to design social protection 

measures that take into account unpaid care and domestic work, resilience, 

and unemployment security. This paper provides recommendations on how the 

ASEAN can enable gender transformative social protection policies that will 

empower women. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The integration of women in the labor market has been one of the most 

important drivers of economic development in the ASEAN. Research 

from the region shows that female labor force participation (FLFP) has 

been a significant contributor to inclusive growth in the region. However, 

economic gains have often not translated into equal opportunities for 

women and men, and economic development has not necessarily 

translated into women’s empowerment. Low wages, precarious and 

insecure work, unequal access to resources and services, and 

inadequate social protection that responds to the needs of women 

workers remain significant challenges for the ASEAN.  

Across ASEAN countries, women work in the lowest paid, most 

precarious, and unsafe jobs. As the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated, 

women are also more vulnerable to socioeconomic and climate shocks. 

Additionally, women bear greater responsibilities in the form of unpaid 

care and domestic work, which remains widely unrecognized because of 

gender stereotypes that view unpaid care and domestic work as women’s 

responsibility. This disproportionate responsibility leaves women with 

less time for paid work, takes away opportunities for decent work and 

impacts their ability to save or contribute to social security. This means 

that women also do not have access to social benefits such as pensions 

or sick leaves.  

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated this situation by increasing 

women’s care work responsibilities while taking away jobs and income. 

The pandemic has thus accelerated the need for social protection 

systems that acknowledge the care responsibilities of women and 

address these systematically through gender transformative policies. 

The ASEAN Declaration on Strengthening Social Protection1 is a 

milestone in ASEAN’s vision of building prosperous and inclusive 

societies. Additionally, ASEAN’s commitment to SDG 1.3 to implement 

appropriate social protection systems for all and achieve substantial 

coverage of the poor and the vulnerable highlights the importance of 

social protection in the region. However, much needs to be done toward 

the realization of this vision. The policy systems linked to social 

protection remain gender blind, while unpaid care and domestic work and 

gender transformative social protection provisions are missing from 

policies.  

This paper highlights the link between social protection and unpaid care 

and domestic work, as well as presents recommendations for gender 

transformative social protection policies and proposals on design  and 

implementation that can effectively address existing gaps.  

 

 

 



 

4 

Box 1. What is social protection?  

Social protection is defined by the ILO as the set of public measures that a 

society provides for its members to protect them against economic and 

social distress that would be caused by the absence or a substantial 

reduction of income from work as a result of various contingencies 

(sickness, maternity, employment injury, unemployment, invalidity, old age, 

and death of the breadwinner); the provision of health care; and the 

provision of benefits for families with children.1  

As defined by Oxfam, social protection can also enable people to deal with 

broader household and widespread shocks, including economic, health, 

social and climate risks and vulnerabilities that people can face during their 

life cycle. Social protection can address inequalities, enhance resilience 

and the social status and rights of marginalised.  

Fundamental international human rights instruments have recognized the 

need for social protection, most notably Article 22 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 which states that “everyone, as a 

member of society, has the right to social security”. Article 9 of the 1966 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights also refers 

to “the right of everyone to social security, including social insurance”.2 
1 Garcia, Bonilla and Gruat, J.V. 2003. Social Protection a Life Cycle Continuum Investment 

for Social Justice, Poverty Reduction and Sustainable Development. Geneva: ILO. 

2 UN General Assembly. 1948. Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 217 A (III), available 

at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3712c.html 

 

Box 2. What is unpaid care and domestic work?  

Care work is crucial to our societies and to the economy. It includes looking 

after children, elderly people, and those with physical and mental illnesses 

and disabilities, as well as daily domestic work like cooking, cleaning, 

washing, mending, and fetching water and firewood. Without someone 

investing time, effort and resources in these essential daily tasks, 

communities, workplaces, and whole economies would grind to a halt.  

Oxfam International. 2020. Time to Care: Unpaid and Underpaid Care Work and the Global 

Inequality Crisis. Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxfam GB on behalf of Oxfam International. 
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2 SOCIAL PROTECTION 
IN THE ASEAN 

Box 3. Social protection commitment by ASEAN countries 

The adoption of the “Declaration on Strengthening Social Protection” by the 

member states of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 

October 2013 at the 23rd ASEAN Summit in Brunei Darussalam has 

indicated the growing importance of social protection in the region. The 

Declaration is based on the principle that everyone is “entitled to have 

equitable access to social protection that is a basic human right and based 

on a rights-based/needs-based, life-cycle approach and covering essential 

services as needed.” 

United Nations 2015 

While more than 80% of the women in the ASEAN’s labor force are in 

precarious informal employment such as domestic work and agriculture,2 

social protection has only recently emerged in the ASEAN policy space. 

The Declaration on Strengthening Social Protection, adopted by ASEAN 

member states in 2013, was the landmark policy framework on social 

protection in the region. This declaration and the following related policy 

statements prior to and after its adoption represent the ASEAN’s 

commitment to enabling social protection in the region: 

• The ASEAN Charter committed to ‘enhance the wellbeing and 

livelihood of the peoples of ASEAN by providing them with equitable 

access to opportunities for human development, social welfare, and 

justice’.3 

• The ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) Blueprint 2025 

included the need for enhancing the effectiveness of programs related 

to social protection, universal health coverage, poverty eradication, 

employment, and decent work as among its strategic measures.4  

• The ASEAN Labor Ministers (ALM) Work Program 2016–2020 aimed 

to provide ‘a better quality of life for people in the ASEAN by ensuring 

that its workforce has enhanced competitiveness and is engaged in 

safe and decent work derived from productive employment, 

harmonious and progressive workplaces, and adequate social 

protection’.5 

• The 2010 Hà Nôi Declaration on the Enhancement of Welfare and 

Development of ASEAN Women and Children encouraged closer 

regional cooperation in promoting and protecting the rights of women, 

strengthening the capacity of governments in delivering essential 

social services relating to women and children, foster collaboration 

with dialogue partners for the welfare and development of women and 

children, promote gender equality and women’s participation in the 

labor market, address gender-based occupational segregation, and 

improve maternity protection in workplace.6 

• The ASEAN Human Rights Declaration adopted in 2012 included 
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provisions on access to assistance schemes for the unemployed, 

adequate standard of living, medical care and necessary social 

services, affordable health care services and access to medical 

facilities, right to social security including social insurance, special 

protection to mothers, paid leave or leave with adequate social 

security benefits, special care and assistance to mothers and children, 

and social protection for every child whether born in or out of 

wedlock.7 

• The Vientiane Declaration on the Transition from Informal 

Employment to Formal Employment toward Decent Work Promotion in 

ASEAN (2016) linked social protection to the working-age population 

through the formalisation of informal employment.8 

The following policy statements also include references to social 

protection: the Brunei Darussalam Declaration on Strengthening Family 

Institutions: Caring for the Elderly (2010), Bali Declaration on the 

Enhancement of the Role and Participation of Persons with Disabilities 

(2011), and Kuala Lumpur Declaration on Ageing: Empowering Older 

Persons in ASEAN (2015).  

 

Ruth, a mother of 7 in the Philippines, hangs clothes after doing laundry. Photo by Jed Regala 

A Regional Framework and Action Plan to support the implementation of 

the ASEAN Declaration on Strengthening Social Protection was 

subsequently adopted in 2016 with a vision ‘to uplift the quality of life of 

the ASEAN peoples by 2025’. The overall goal of the action plan is to 

enhance the wellbeing, welfare, and livelihood of the people throughout 

their life cycle. Its specific objectives are: reduce poverty, inequalities, 

vulnerability, and other risks; enhance the capacity of poor and 

vulnerable groups; achieve inclusion and enhance equitable access to 

the poor, at-risk, and vulnerable groups including but not limited to 

persons with disabilities, older people, youth, women, children, 

undernourished, victims of disasters and migrant workers to opportunities 

and social protection; and realize the equitable and sustainable 

development of the target groups. The Regional Framework and Action 
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Plan underscores an adaptive approach that covers both formal and 

informal workers in these countries.9  

However, the diverse national systems and contexts of ASEAN member 

states, as well as the broad definition of social protection activities in the 

regional framework and action plan, have made the implementation of 

these measures challenging.10  

Table No. 1 below shows the variation among ASEAN member states in 

their commitment toward social protection measures compared to their 

GDPs. Lao PDR registered the lowest investment at 1.6%, while Vietnam 

registered the highest at 7%. Most investment has been made in the area 

of health, except in Malaysia (4.2% in social protection other than health) 

and Vietnam (4.3% in social protection other than health).  

Table No. 1. Social protection expenditure in ASEAN countries 
(% of GDP) 

Country Percentage of 

GDP 

Health Social 

protection 

(excluding 

health) 

Brunei 2.5 2.3 0.2 

Cambodia 2.3 1.4 0.9 

Indonesia 2.7 1.4 1.3 

Lao PDR 1.6 0.9 0.7 

Malaysia 6.2 2.0 4.2 

Myanmar 1.5 0.7 0.8 

Philippines 4.0 1.4 2.6 

Singapore 3.1 2.1 1.0 

Thailand 5.9 2.9 3.0 

Viet Nam 7.0 2.7 4.3 

Source: World Social Protection Data Dashboard, ILO: https://www.social-

protection.org/gimi/WSPDB.action?id=19  

Table No. 2 shows that the lowest social protection coverage in terms of 

population is registered by Cambodia (6.2%) followed by Myanmar 

(6.3%) and Lao PDR (12.1%). Singapore, where the economy is mainly 

in the formal sector, registered a 100% coverage. The table also shows 

that five of the 10 ASEAN member states cover children with social 

protection schemes namely Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, 

and Thailand.  

All member states cover part of their population for work injury, disability, 

old age, and contributions to pension and vulnerability; four cover part of 

their population for unemployment namely Lao PDR, Malaysia, Thailand, 

and Vietnam; and none cover specific care-related social protection, such 

as voluntary contribution to pension schemes and subsidized pension 

schemes. While nearly all ASEAN countries have maternity leave 

provisions, equal and paid parental leave provisions are not available.   

 

https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/WSPDB.action?id=19
https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/WSPDB.action?id=19
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Table No. 2. ASEAN effective coverage (%) 
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Population covered 

by at least one 

social protection 

scheme 

34.1 6.2 27.8 12.1 27.3 6.3 36.7 100 68 38.8 

Children - 4.5 25.6 - 2.8 2.1 31.1 - 21 - 

Maternity 62.9 - 28.4 12.7 46.5 1.6 12.4 89.3 40 44 

Unemployment - - - 7.6 3 0 0 0 61 66.6 

Work Injury 91.2 17.2 22.5 8 49.8 8.5 27.8 86 31 26.2 

Disability 100 70.1 2.5 0.3 30.5 10.6 3.3 57.7 92 83.5 

Old age 100 0.1 14.8 6.3 18.6 14.9 20.5 33.1 89.1 40.9 

Contributors to 

Pension 

41.7 2.9 24 7.9 48.7 8.4 37.3 56.8 42 26.2 

Vulnerability 14.7 4.3 16.5 7.7 2.1 1.1 22.4 100 54.3 24.6 

Source: World Social Protection Data Dashboard, ILO: Error! Hyperlink reference not valid. 
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3 OXFAM AND SOCIAL 
PROTECTION 

Oxfam refers to social protection as a human right that can also be a 

powerful tool in reducing inequality, vulnerability, poverty, and an 

essential pillar of redistributive policies11 based on rights and principles of 

universality, solidarity, and gender equity. Social protection can be both 

formal or informal.  

Oxfam’s approach to social protection is broader than the popular idea of 

providing a social safety net to the poorest and ensuring temporary 

economic transfers and minimum subsistence in times of crisis. Oxfam 

promotes a model of social protection that tackles risks and 

vulnerabilities in society as a whole and views it as the governments’ 

responsibility to ensure this right throughout a citizen’s life and for all. At 

its minimum, social protection should provide access to public health 

services for all and basic income security for the unemployed, all 

children, the elderly, and persons with disabilities and those who are 

unable to earn a decent living.12  

The goals of social protection are:13   

1. Reduce economic inequality by fostering equality through the 

provision of equal benefits based on the principles of redistribution. In 

doing so, social protection can reduce vertical inequality (between rich 

and poor) and horizontal inequality (between men and women, 

migrants and host populations). 

2. Reduce gender inequality by embedding basic transfers in a broader 

social and economic policy package aimed at creating more and 

better jobs for women, and reducing and redistributing unpaid care 

and domestic work as recommended by UN Women. The 

Commission on the Status of Women 63’s agenda emphasized this in 

its 2019 conference that was dedicated to promoting and integrating 

‘social protection systems, access to public services, and sustainable 

infrastructure for more gender equality and empowerment of women 

and girls’. 

3. Overcome poverty by seeking to provide relief from existing 

deprivation and protect individuals and households from the worst 

consequences of poverty. Social assistance programs are the most 

common form of social protection by addressing poverty through the 

provision of money for essential goods and services that the poor 

cannot afford, or by reducing the cost of these goods and services.  

4. Reduce vulnerability and increase resilience by scaling up 

coverage to entire groups of people and households that experience 

community-wide shocks.  

5. Strengthen agency by strengthening its link to enabling women’s 

decision making on choices such as marriage and fertility.  

6. Sustain economic development by increasing investments in social 
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protection that has shown to contribute to increased labor productivity.  

7. Support ecological sustainability by contributing to wider 

environmental sustainability while reducing the vulnerability to climate 

shocks of individuals and communities. Often, people who lack social 

protection are more vulnerable to the impact of climate change. 

These potential benefits show that social protection can go well beyond a 

narrow idea of protection. In this context, social protection is understood 

as a measure that not only helps people meet their basic needs, but also 

contribute to their long-term well-being and broader societal goals of 

equity, social justice, and empowerment.14  

Guiding principles of social protection  

Oxfam advocates for social protection as a transformative tool to build 

just, inclusive, and thriving societies. To realize this potential, there are 

five guiding principles:  

1. A rights-based approach to social protection that enshrines universal 

human rights in national laws. This enable rights holders (citizens, 

migrants, refugees, and stateless people) to hold duty bearers (mostly 

governments) to account, and to be heard in policy development and 

delivery.  

2. Universal social protection means all people should be adequately 

covered in all contingencies over the course of their life cycle. Given 

that this is a high aspiration, providing a social protection floor, 

including essential health provision and income security throughout 

the life cycle, is a good start.  

3. Focusing on solidarity, not charity. This implies a system of 

redistribution and risk pooling in which everyone contributes and 

benefits according to their means and needs, respectively. Solidarity 

means that even those that cannot afford to pay still receive the 

services and support they need. 

4. Gender-transformative social protection takes into account the 

specific needs of women and girls, people of diverse gender identities, 

and guarantees independent and equal access to social protection 

benefits and services. It also promotes change in deeply rooted 

gender power relations. When designing social protection policies, 

gendered risks and vulnerabilities arising from structural inequalities 

need to be identified, recognized, and addressed.  

5. Consistency with other policies. To be effective, social protection 

programming must work with public policies for health and education. 

It also has a close relationship with taxation, the economy and labor 

markets, housing, transport, and environmental sustainability.  

All social protection systems should ultimately adhere to those five 

principles in their design, governance, and implementation to ensure the 

individual realization of the right to social protection and contribute to 

more equal and cohesive societies. 
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Social protection instruments, often called ‘pillars’, are grouped in three 

or more types, each composed of various instruments. Most practitioners 

distinguish three main instruments: social assistance, social insurance, 

and labor market programs.15 This is explained further in Table No. 3. 

Table No. 3. Different categories of social protection 

Categories Overview16 

Social 

assistance 

• non-contributory interventions where the full amount is 

paid by the provider and are usually financed  

• targets low-income households or those with 

vulnerabilities 

• includes unconditional and conditional cash transfers, 

public works programs, non-contributory social pensions, 

food and other in-kind transfers, school feeding programs, 

and fee waivers. 

Social 

insurance 

• contributory schemes where participants make regular 

payments to a scheme that will cover costs related to life-

course events 

• includes old-age, survivor, and disability pensions; 

unemployment, sickness/injury and health insurance; and 

maternity/paternity benefits. 

Labor market 

programs 

• provide protection for poor people who are able to work 

and aim to ensure basic standards and rights, and are 

government-led 

• can be contributory or non-contributory, active or passive 

• active interventions include matching jobseekers with 

current vacancies, upgrading and adapting jobseekers’ 

skills, providing employment subsidies, creating jobs 

either through public sector employment or the provision 

of subsidies for private sector work, among others 

• passive interventions include legislation to underpin 

benefits such as parental leave, injury compensation, 

early retirement incentives, and sickness benefits, among 

others.  
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4 WOMEN AND SOCIAL 
PROTECTION  

Gender gaps in access to social protection vary between regions and 

countries as this is dependent on the characteristics of the labor market 

and the structure of the social security system. The coverage of 

contributory social protection schemes for women is particularly low and 

in the absence of social protection floors, women are often left without 

any support. This is especially the case with old-age pensions, 

unemployment benefits, or maternity protection. 

Globally, only 26.4% of working-age women are covered by contributory 

old-age protection compared to 31.5% of the total working-age 

population. In the ASEAN region, women are structurally less protected 

against unemployment and globally, a large number of women do not 

benefit from maternity protection. In addition to women’s lower social 

protection coverage, gender gaps in benefit levels are extremely high in 

some places. In the European Union for instance, women’s pensions are 

on average 40.2% lower than those of men.17 

In general, women have benefitted from social protection programs, but 

improvements in design and implementation of social protection systems 

can empower women and allow them to benefit more. 

In rich countries with strong social protection systems, women often 

receive child benefits (which support both mothers and children, but 

implicitly assume that mothers are responsible for raising children) and 

maternity leave benefits, with more progressive countries offering 

parental leave, disability and unemployment benefits, and pensions.18 In 

the developing world, cash transfers have improved food security, 

allowed people to access health care and education and, at times, 

encouraged women to invest in productive activities.19  

However, social protection programs can have greater impact if they are 

designed with the aim of addressing gender vulnerabilities. Targeting the 

household as a unit does not take on board inequalities in power 

relations within the household and broader society that increase 

vulnerability and reduce capacity to act as independent agents.20 

There are several reasons why women lose out in social protection:21 

• Resources: Compared to the men in their households, women and 

girls have less access or control over physical assets, human capital, 

social services, and production support services, and therefore not 

considered as head of households and being entitled to benefits. 

• Women and work: Women workers are crowded into informal, low 

paid, and unwaged sectors of the economy, while men workers 

dominate in better-paid, waged, and formal sectors with social 

protection benefits. Social protection systems that are not consciously 

designed to improve gender justice risk reinforcing existing biases 
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against women. For example, social protection regulations such as 

maternity leave entail a substantial financial cost for employers and 

can discourage them from employing young married women in open-

ended contracts. Women have irregular income and careers, and 

cannot build up pension rights similar to those of men.  

• Life cycle: Women face health and nutrition costs at critical times in 

their lives (i.e. menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth, breastfeeding, 

menopause). Without adequate social protection benefits and the 

resources to pay for these costs, women are at risk. Irregular 

employment and lower income also mean many women are not 

entitled for pensions and have to rely on family support which make 

them dependants.  

• Disasters and crisis: Gender can have a significant influence over 

how individuals will experience a disaster, crisis, or stress and in 

terms of entitlements or ability to access to social protection. 

Social protection and unpaid care and 
domestic work 

There is a direct connection between unpaid care work and paid 

work.22,23 Across the world, 606 million working age women (or 21.7%) 

perform unpaid care and domestic work on a full-time basis, compared to 

only 41 million men (or 1.5%). In Asia, women and girls put in 4.1 times 

more time in unpaid care and domestic work than men, which is the 

second highest rate in the world.24 In the ASEAN, married women on 

average spend 3.5 hours per day on unpaid care and domestic work 

which is more than the time spent on care work by men.25 

Unequal unpaid care and domestic work adversely affects the quality of 

lives of those who perform this task, majority of whom are women. It 

restricts their ability to participate in the paid workforce and it impacts 

their overall wellbeing. It is worth noting that women who bear unpaid 

care and domestic work responsibilities are often income and time poor 

and therefore need paid employment. 

The disproportionate amount of unpaid care and domestic work impacts 

the number of hours spent in paid work resulting in a ‘motherhood 

employment penalty’. Globally, in 2018, mothers of children aged 0–5 

years accounted for lowest employment rates (47.6%) compared with the 

‘fatherhood employment premium’ where fathers of young children report 

the highest employment-to-population ratios.26 

The situation in the ASEAN, illustrated in Chart 1,shows the magnitude of 

care dependency across its member states where unpaid care and 

domestic work is most likely to be prevalent. Chart 2 on the other hand 

provides a snapshot on the number of people who were not able to work 

due to unpaid care and domestic work. 
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Chart 1. Care dependency ratio of children aged 0–14 and older 
persons (%) among ASEAN countries 

  
Source: ILO. 2018b. Care Work and Care Jobs: The Future of Decent Work, Geneva: ILO.  

Chart 2. % of inactive persons outside the labor force due to 

unpaid care and domestic work in the ASEAN region 

 

Source: ILO 2018a 

Being income and time poor means that young women and girls, who are 

performing unpaid care and domestic work, have less opportunity to 

pursue education and acquire skills required to enter the workforce. As a 

result, they are usually concentrated in low-skilled jobs in the informal 

economy with low wages or income and without job security and social 

protection. In the most developed economies in the ASEAN, social 

protection measures include contributory schemes, which are confined in 

the formal economy and are not available in the informal economy where 

most jobs are taken up by women. The concentration of women in 

informal work means that they are not able to avail care-related social 
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protection measures, such as childcare, maternity/parental leave, and 

non-contributory pension schemes, among others.  

Social protection, hence, plays an important role in the recognition and 

reduction of care work as valuable contribution to society and the vital 

role that women play in providing care services. It also plays a critical 

role in the redistribution of care responsibilities among the household, 

the community, and the state, and leads to overall improved health and 

wellbeing. 

The impact of COVID-19  

Aside from exacerbating the unpaid care and domestic work 

responsibilities that women and girls bear, the COVID-19 pandemic also 

magnified the lack of social protection for care givers. State responses to 

COVID-19 in the Asia-Pacific region recorded by UNDP COVID-19 

Global Gender Response Tracker27 show that 76% of the responses 

were directed to prevent violence against women, 17% to enhance 

women’s economic security, and a mere 7% to address women’s unpaid 

care and domestic work.  

Despite emerging evidence of increased pandemic-induced unpaid care 

and domestic work on women and girls, policy response measures did 

not address these28 and social assistance benefits were directed mainly 

toward the visible workforce of the formal economy. A vast majority of 

women workers in the informal sector were bypassed, which raises the 

questions of equality and the care blindness of labor market relief 

packages.29 

A review of the pandemic response and recovery policies adopted by 

ASEAN governments shows an absence of social protection policies 

related to unpaid care and domestic work. Member states such as 

Malaysia, Myanmar, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam adopted social 

protection policies for poor women and workers in the informal economy. 

They also introduced child protection schemes and the temporary 

waiving of conditionality clauses in cash transfer programs for workers in 

the informal sector and low-skilled workers in the formal economy.30 

The pandemic further worsened the precarious condition of the world’s 

two billion informal workers, most of whom are women and had to endure 

worsening working conditions. In addition to being crowded into low paid, 

labor intensive, and insecure domestic and menial work, they also 

undertake the bulk of unpaid care and domestic work in their households, 

which globally is 2–10 times the time spent by men. Nearly 22% of 

women worldwide are involved in full-time care work.  

Some ASEAN member states have initiated ad hoc and short-term 

responses to address and mitigate the challenges of the pandemic. 

However, the impact of COVID-19 has reiterated the need for long-term 

sustainable gender transformative social protection policies that can 

reverse unequal gender impacts and build the resilience of vulnerable 

populations, such as women working in the informal economy, to 

withstand global shocks.  
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5 ANALYSIS OF SOCIAL 
PROTECTION POLICIES 
AND MEASURES 

Existing social protection schemes in most countries have been designed 

around a male breadwinner model that assumes uninterrupted and full-

time work in the formal economy. This approach tends to penalize 

women who are more likely to experience different contribution histories 

than men and have lower total accumulated contributions.31 On the other 

hand, women workers tend to be overrepresented in informal 

employment which excludes most of them from contributory schemes 

and, in the absence of social protection floors, leaves them completely 

unprotected.32 Additionally, the assumption that women will perform care 

work within households interrupts their careers and forces them to work 

shorter hours and accept precarious work.33 Women are also paid less 

than men for doing work of equal value, which prevents them from 

making the same amount of contributions as men and ultimately leads to 

lower benefit levels in many cases.34 

Recent evidence suggests that women who receive social cash transfers 

(i.e. pensions, child grants, poverty-targeted transfers) tend to prioritize 

household needs, particularly children’s nutrition, health, and education, 

and invest in productive activities. This indicates that women appreciate 

these benefits to support their care responsibilities. While recognizing 

that many women do regard their roles and responsibilities as mothers 

and wives to be of primary importance and are keen to be supported in 

performing these roles, such approach takes an instrumental view of 

women as ‘mothers in the service of the state’.35 Each social protection 

instrument has gender implications that should be understood and taken 

into account by duty bearers. Some examples are discussed below:36  

• Cash transfer conditions are often not gender neutral and may 

reinforce gender stereotypes. Conditionality related to children often 

place all the ‘co-responsibility’ for compliance on the mother rather 

than on both parents, thereby shifting more responsibilities to women. 

Examples of this are Brazil’s Bolsa Familia program, Timor Leste’s  

Bolsa Mae, and Mexico’s Opportunidades program (see Table No. 4 

in Annex).  

• Public work programs can exclude women based on the idea that they 

already have too much care work to attend to or because men tend to 

be preferred for such opportunities.  

• Given the gender pay gap, fewer years in paid employment, higher 

unemployment, as well as part-time and informal employment rates, 

women benefit less from contributory mechanisms compared to men.  

• Maternity leave provisions can support women in reconciling work and 

family life. However, most schemes are based on employment liability 

that exclude many informal women workers from accessing the 
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benefits. While paternity leave is available in some ASEAN member 

states, the number of days granted is negligible. The responsibility of 

care is placed solely on women, thus reinforcing traditional gender 

norms. Meanwhile, the lack of childcare services impact women’s 

ability to pursue paid work.  

Thus, some social protection measures have inadvertently contributed in 

reinforcing gender stereotypes by/through: 

• targeting women because they are more likely to spend the resources 

to benefit their children; 

• conditionalities that put the pressure of compliance on women, 

reinforce the role of mothers as ‘agents of the state’ responsible for 

securing important goals for the next generation without any support 

for their own life options;37 

• reversing empowerment containing women in their practical gender 

roles (as caretakers of children) rather than fulfilling their strategic 

gender interests in roles that enhance and develop their productive 

capacity; and 

• weak implementation of transformative social protection programs.  

ASEAN social protection landscape 

Social protection has become an important component of the ASEAN’s 

poverty reduction approach, partly as a legacy of the 1997–1998 Asian 

financial crisis and partly in response to the impacts of the recent global 

economic crisis on vulnerable population groups.38 However, the primary 

focus is on addressing practical gender needs, and there has been little 

exploration of change pathways that can realize gender equality and 

broader transformations to empower women in all spheres of life.39 

While a number of ASEAN member states have relatively well-developed 

social insurance systems in place (e.g. Thailand and, to a lesser extent, 

Indonesia, the Philippines, and Vietnam), most of these typically only 

cover formal economy sector workers in towns and cities. Consequently, 

the vast majority of those in the informal economy, including a 

disproportionate number of women, are left without any form of social 

protection.40 

Following the 2008–2009 economic crisis, the ASEAN has taken steps to 

improve social protection and initiated progressive extension of coverage 

with a life cycle approach. This culminated in the adoption of the ASEAN 

Declaration on Strengthening Social Protection at the 23rd ASEAN 

Summit in Brunei in 2013,41 and the subsequent adoption of its Regional 

Framework and Plan of Action for Implementation in 2015. As of present, 

the ILO reports that among the ASEAN member-states, only Thailand 

and Vietnam have comprehensive systems in place.42  

A review of various social protection measures of ASEAN member 

states43 shows that there are few encouraging practices to learn from. 

While almost all provide schemes for maternity benefits, these reiterate 

the idea of women as primary caregivers and puts the onus of care on 

them. A notable exception among the various programs is Indonesia’s 
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Men Care Program which engages with young men, boys and fathers on 

issues of sexual and reproductive health and rights; maternal, new-born 

and child health; gender equality; and caregiving. This program has the 

potential of being gender transformative.  

All ASEAN member-states have varying types of maternity provisions 

available.44 However, Vietnam is the only member state that has a social 

insurance funded maternity cash benefit borne by employers equivalent 

to previous earnings for at least 18 weeks, as prescribed by ILO 

Recommendation No. 191, until the sixth month of maternity leave.45 In 

Brunei and Singapore, social protection funds exclude single mothers 

from seeking benefits.  

Most ASEAN member states with the exception of Lao PDR, Cambodia, 

and Brunei have also introduced paternity leave,46 which recognizes the 

care-giving responsibilities of fathers. In most countries however, single 

fathers are not eligible for paternity leaves. While paternity leave in the 

ASEAN is still in a nascent stage, it is a step forward in enabling gender 

transformative social protection that can lead to the redistribution of 

childcare responsibilities.  

A good example of an empowering social protection policy that helps to 

reconcile women’s professional careers with motherhood47 is the 

Philippines Republic Act No. 11210. This law grants paid maternal leave 

of 105 days, with the option of extending it to 30 additional days without 

pay, and 15 more days in the case of single mothers.  

Child and family benefits 

Social protection coverage for children in the ASEAN is still limited in 

scope. Indonesia and the Philippines have conditional cash transfer 

programs for families with children, but coverage levels are relatively low 

(14% in the Philippines). In Thailand, child allowance is part of social 

insurance under the recently introduced Child Support Grant, a non-

contributory monetary transfer to families with children of up to three 

years of age. In Lao PDR and Cambodia, cash benefits for families with 

children are still limited to small-scale piloting.  
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6 CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Despite strong commitments at the regional level to ensure social 

protection as an inalienable right of all men, women, and children, social 

protection programs have not taken off in a big way among ASEAN 

member states. This is indicated in the country commitments to social 

protection that range from 1% (Lao PDR and Myanmar) to 6% (Thailand 

and Singapore) of their respective GDPs. Most existing social protection 

measures in the ASEAN are aimed at providing maternity benefits that 

are far from being gender transformative. Instead, these reinforce the 

traditional gender norms of the ‘caregiver woman’ and ‘breadwinner 

man’. Where paternity benefits are available, the scope is limited while a 

more equalizing and gender transformative parental leave scheme is 

almost non-existent. Moreover, existing social protection measures cater 

to the formal economy, which is only 30% of the total labor force that is 

mostly concentrated in cities and towns. These include contributory 

pension schemes, maternity and paternity leave schemes, and childcare 

schemes that are all subject to continuous work, which leaves out those 

who work in rural areas and in the informal economy.  

Unpaid care and domestic work is a major impediment for women in fully 

realizing their potential. While over the years, social protection policies 

and measures have tried to address unpaid care and domestic work, 

these have resulted in an unintended consequence of reinforcing 

traditional gender roles and responsibilities rather than achieving a 

redistribution of care work responsibilities. This is mainly because the 

measures adopted only brought about incremental changes and not 

structural changes in the social and economic contexts. 

It is therefore imperative to establish long-term sustainable social 

protection measures as effective mechanisms to address the negative 

impact of unpaid care and domestic work responsibilities.  

ENABLING A GENDER 

TRANSFORMATIVE SOCIAL 

PROTECTION AGENDA 

A shift toward gender transformative social protection entails assessing 

who benefits at the household level and how these benefits address 

practical and strategic needs. It also requires an analysis of the 

structures of inequality that influence the different risks and opportunities 

experienced by women and men at different points in their life cycle. A 

gender analysis is key to understanding how women and men’s socially 

constructed roles influence their exposure to different risks, their ability to 

respond and, consequently, how they benefit (or not) from social 

protection.48 
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The broadening of the social protection agenda toward transformative 

and redistributive goals translates as a shift away from short-term 

solutions toward long-term approaches that tackle structural barriers 

underpinning poverty, inequality, and other vulnerabilities that women 

face. This acknowledges that an emphasis on equality and rights, in 

addition to economic protection, is required to empower women. Rather 

than increasing consumption and the basic welfare outcomes of the 

poorest, gender transformative social protection tackles the dynamics of 

marginalization and exclusion that create gender power imbalances.49 

Gender transformative social protection employs strategies for social 

empowerment to address issues of social exclusion and equity from the 

beginning, by introducing interventions focused on collective action and 

enhancing the agency of women.  

The following are some recommendations for enabling gender 

transformative social protection measures that can also address unpaid 

care and domestic work in the ASEAN context: 

Addressing labor rights50 

• Governments must ensure the prohibition of discrimination on the 

basis of maternity, family, and care responsibilities; and the right to 

equal pay for equal work that also covers part-time, atypical, and 

informal economy workers.  

• Social security (including the right to maternity, paternity, and parental 

leaves, access to sexual and reproductive health care) for all workers 

should be ensured in labor rights that will also cover informal, 

domestic, and community care workers.  

• Ensure that social protection systems do not create significant 

inequalities between those who have an interrupted participation in 

the labor market (due to parenthood, care work, and disabilities) and 

those who do not. At the minimum, a universal non-contributory social 

pension system that can provide for an adequate standard of living, 

especially for those in the poverty threshold, should be ensured. The 

introduction of carer credits into a pension or superannuation system 

can be a method of explicitly recognizing those performing unpaid 

care and domestic work. 

• Ensure that social protection programs including employment 

guarantee programs are participatory, gender-sensitive, and 

accessible to women with care responsibilities.  

Financing of gender transformative social 
protection measures  

• Design progressive taxation policies that can redistribute wealth into  

social protection programs for the poor and vulnerable and close the 

care deficit gap. Taxing an additional 0.5% on the wealth of the richest 

1% over the next 10 years would equal the investment needed to 

create 117 million jobs in education, health and elderly care51. 

Enhancing ‘domestic resource mobilization’ to support social 

protection programs52 can be realized by expanding the tax base, 
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enforcing tax compliance, improving tax administration, and 

supporting international tax cooperation. 

Enabling appropriate and effective social 
protection policies 

• Design inclusive and mandatory social insurance programs with 

affordable contributions that can be supported by a government-

financed solidarity subsidy.53 These social insurance programs should 

contribute in creating a more level playing field for women within labor 

markets and include proactive social provisions.54  

• Design unconditional and adequate cash transfer schemes for women  

that can promote gender equality.55 

• Ensure that social assistance is linked with child and health care, and 

job skills to facilitate access to employment. 

Addressing unpaid care and domestic work56 

• Government, businesses and development actors must invest in care-

supporting services and infrastructure, such as quality and affordable 

childcare, health care and education, public transport, electricity and 

clean water with the poorest households as priority towards reducing 

the most time and labor-intensive domestic tasks for women and girls 

that will enable them to pursue other activities of their choice. 

• Recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work by ensuring 

carers’ rights, including their right to social security and an adequate 

standard of living. 

• Establish a systematic and robust database on unpaid care and 

domestic work among ASEAN members states, that can inform the 

design of effective gender transformative social protection policies and 

address the redistribution of unpaid care and domestic work 

responsibilities.  

• Develop appropriate social protection schemes for carers, such as 

non-contributory public pension schemes, assured access to universal 

public health care services, and unconditional cash transfer programs.  

• Ensure provisions for equivalent paid parental leave. It is also 

important to ensure the right for a formal contract and social benefits 

for paid care providers and domestic workers.  

Taking into account the impact of COVID-19 

• Ensure long-term sustainable gender transformative social protection 

policies that can enhance the resilience of vulnerable communities 

and individuals, especially poor women and girls.  

• Ensure that women who lost their jobs or incomes have equal access 

to the labor market when the economy recovers. 
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ANNEX 

Table No. 4. Global case examples of social protection programs 

Scheme Observation 

Brazil’s Bolsa 

Familia 

Program57 

 

• The program transfers a monthly amount to families 

living in extreme poverty that allows each family member 

to rise above the extreme poverty line, reaching 13.8 

million households or 25% of the poorest population of 

Brazil. 

• The cash is transferred preferably to women, which is the 

case for 92% of the targeted families, which reflects a 

gender bias. 

• It reinforces social roles traditionally played by gender as  

it targets women as the primary person responsible for 

mediation between the program and the family, and 

always stressing women’s maternal responsibilities.  

• Women as grant holders is based on the idea that 

transferring money directly to women ensures that it will 

be used to benefit the whole family. 

• The conditionalities that are to be met by women in the 

areas of health and education would lead to more time 

spent by women in care-giving activities, reinforcing once 

again the link between female identity and mothering. 

Mexico’s 

Oportunidades 

Program58 

• Co-responsibility is an important factor where 

beneficiaries contribute their labor for the implementation 

of projects. 

• Health and education are not merely the government’s 

responsibility which is shared by the whole society. 

However, the responsibility of the whole society is borne 

by mothers who are primarily responsible for securing the 

program’s outcomes.  

• Men are not included in the implementation. It neither 

makes any effort to promote the principle that men and 

women share responsibility for meeting project goals and 

care work for children.  

• The program does not address household vulnerabilities 

to improve women’s labor market access.  

Timor Leste’s 

‘Bolsa Mãe’59 

• Conditional cash transfer program for poor households 

with children headed by women on the condition that the 

beneficiary households must meet certain behavioral 

requirements related to their children’s education and 

health.  

• The beneficiaries must provide evidence that their 

school-aged children are enrolled in and attend school, 

that they have received the mandatory childhood 

immunizations and have visited a health facility for semi-

annual check-ups. 

• The program provides cash transfers of US$5 per child 

per month for up to three children. 

• Similar to Brazil’s Bolsa Familia, the program targets 

women as the primary person responsible for the 

fulfillment of the conditionality  

Tanzania’s 

Productive 

Social Safety 

• It implements conditional cash transfers, public works 

program, and livelihood enhancement. 
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Net Program60 

 

• Women were regarded as being responsible for 

compliance with conditions on health (which requires 

women to take children to a health clinic) and education 

(time spent by mothers ensuring children have the 

necessities for attending school), which increases their 

workload. 

• There is an absence of a gender strategy. While gender 

was supposed to be addressed as a cross-cutting issue, 

there were no relevant guidelines, checklists for 

implementation, or specific gender training modules or 

staff training on gender. 

Mahatma 

Gandhi 

National Rural 

Employment 

Guarantee 

Act, India61 

• The scheme has the following gender-sensitive 

provisions: one-third reservation at worksites for women, 

equal wages to men and women, specific work for 

pregnant and lactating women, reservations in central 

and state employment guarantee councils, provision of 

crèche and childcarer in worksite, and provision of safe 

drinking water for all, periods of rest, first aid, and shade 

for children. 

• These design features specifically address women’s 

differentiated roles—not only as workers and 

beneficiaries but also as carers. 

• It also recognizes the need for the worksites to be closer 

to women’s residence to address the gender-related 

constraints on mobility. 

• The gender-sensitivity in the program design however, 

does not translate into effective implementation: (1) 

crèches are mostly absent in the worksite and those that 

are available are more of a ‘pit standing in for a crèche’; 

(2) women do not get breaks to breastfeed their children; 

(3) the nature of work that women and men do is 

gendered leading to unequal pay; and (4) despite equal 

participation of women as workers in many places, 

progress on provisions, such as appointment of female 

mates remains, patchy. 

Table No. 5. ASEAN social protection policies and programs 

addressing unpaid care and domestic work 

Country Program Objective 

Brunei 

Darussalam 

National Plan of 

Action for 

Women62 

Calls for measures for work-life harmony 

through a better working environment, 

breastfeeding rooms at workplaces, training 

for employees on time management, and 

programs for citizens to learn about work-life 

balance. 

The Childcare 

Centres Order 

200663 

Regulates the operations and establishment 

of childcare centres. 

The Maternity 

Leave 

Regulation 

201164 

Extension of maternity leave from 56 days to 

105 days to increase the prevalence of 

exclusive breastfeeding practice among 

working mothers. 

Cambodia Miscellaneous 

initiative65 

 

Cambodia provides day-care facilities 

through community preschools that are 

center-based and set up by Commune 

Councils (democratically elected local 
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governments at the grassroots level). In 

addition, mothers who breastfeed their 

children are entitled to one hour per day 

during working hours to breastfeed their 

children for one year from the date of child 

delivery. This hour may be divided into two 

periods of thirty minutes each: during the 

morning shift and during the afternoon shift. 

The exact time of breastfeeding is to be 

agreed between the mother and the 

employer. If there is no agreement, the 

periods shall be at the midpoint of each work 

shift. 

National Social 

Protection 

Strategy for the 

Poor and 

Vulnerable 

(2011–2015)66 

 

The national strategy contains specific 

provisions for organizing public works 

programs that encourage the participation of 

women. Recognizing that women have the 

responsibility to care for children in the 

household, which should not restrict their 

opportunity to work on the public works 

programs, there are special provisions such 

as food, water and a crèche on site. 

Time-use survey Conducts national modular time-use 

surveys. 

Indonesia Hopeful Family 

Program67 

 

Include gender-disaggregated impact 

indicators. The cash transfer is provided to 

the mother or another adult woman in the 

household to improve the likelihood it will be 

used to meet family needs. Targets 

chronically poor households with a pregnant 

or lactating mother.  

National 

Program for 

Community 

Empowerment68 

Include gender-disaggregated impact 

indicators. 

MenCare+69 

 

MenCare+ country partners conduct group 

education sessions with youth, couples, and 

fathers on sexual and reproductive health 

and rights; maternal, new-born, and child 

health; gender equality; and caregiving. 

Lao PDR Time-use survey Conducts national modular time-use 

surveys. 

Malaysia Miscellaneous 

initiative70 

 

 

 

All government offices implement staggered 

working hours. Some large companies 

implement staggered working hours and 

‘work from the home’ policies. Has 

provisions for individual females to work 

from the home, called eHome-makers, with 

support from many NGOs and the Ministry of 

Women, Family and Community 

Development. 

The Ministry of Women, Family and 

Community Development encourages 

companies to set up crèches at the 

workplace by providing grants, as well as 

community childcare centers. 

Employees in the public sector are eligible of 

90 days maternity leave with full leave 
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benefits. 

Time-use survey The banking sector provides a childcare 

subsidy to women with a child under 7 years 

of age. The union would like to extend the 

subsidy to male workers, but the employers 

are particularly interested in this benefit as a 

way of attracting and keeping women staff. 

Conducts national modular time-use 

surveys. 

Philippines Magna Carta of 

Women71 

 

 

Provides that the central government must 

ensure support services to enable women to 

balance family obligations and work 

responsibilities, through the establishment of 

day care and breastfeeding stations and 

includes gender-disaggregated 

impact indicators.  

Maternity Leave 

Act72 

 

Allows any female worker entitled to 

maternity leave to transfer up to seven of her 

105 days of paid leave to the child’s father, 

regardless of their marital status. This new 

policy means men are eligible for up to 14 

days of paid leave. 

Time-use survey National Statistics Office officially piloted the 

time-use survey in 2000 that covered one 

rural area and one urban area.73 

Singapore Work-Life 

Works!74 

A onetime grant to encourage companies to 

introduce work-life programs in the 

workplace. 

Family care 

cooperative75 

The Government of Singapore encouraged 

the National Trades Union Congress to set 

up a series of cooperatives related to family 

care, which included an Elder Care 

cooperative. 

Thailand Time-use survey National time-use survey using time diary. 

Vietnam76 Law for Gender 

Equality 

 

 

State policies to promote the sharing of 

housework by men and women (Article 7), 

and agencies and organizations are held 

responsible for promoting gender equality 

within. 

Vietnam’s 

National 

Strategy on 

Gender Equality 

The only policy in the ASEAN that set 

specific targets to shorten the time women 

have to spend in carrying out household 

duties. 

The Law of 

Marriage and 

Family (2014) 

 

Stipulates the “settlement of property 

relations to ensure the rights and legitimate 

interests of women and children; with 

housework and other tasks related to 

maintaining family’s life are considered as 

labor income”. 

Time-use survey Conducts national modular time-use 

surveys. 
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Table No. 6. ASEAN maternity benefit programs 

Country Duration Financial 

Provision 

Workplace provisions 

Brunei 4 weeks 

immediately 

before 

confinement 

and 5 weeks 

immediately 

after 

confinement. 

 

Full payment for 

8 weeks by 

employer, no 

payment for 

those who have 

served less than 

180 days 

immediately 

preceding the 

day of her 

confinement. 

It is not lawful for employers 

to give a female worker 

notice of dismissal during 

her maternity leave or 

nursing. 

Cambodia 90 days Half payment 

(only for those 

employed longer 

than 1 year) by 

employer. 

For the first two months after 

maternity leave, the 

employee is expected only 

to perform light work.  

 

Minimal fines. 

 

Prohibit employers to 

terminate a woman during 

her maternity leave or at a 

date when the end of notice 

period would fall during 

maternity leave. 

 

For one year following 

childbirth, breastfeeding 

mothers are entitled to one-

hour break (or 2 x 30 min) 

per day.  

Indonesia 1.5 (one and 

a half) month 

before birth 

giving and 

another 1.5 

(one and a 

half) month 

after birth 

giving. 

Miscarriage is 

included for 

1.5 months. 

Full payment by 

employer. 

Employers are forbidden to 

require pregnant employees 

to work between 11:00 pm 

and 7:00 am if the employee 

provides a doctor’s 

certificate stating that it 

would endanger the 

pregnancy. 

 

It is prohibited for an 

employer to dismiss a 

woman for reasons of 

pregnancy, childbirth, 

miscarriage, or 

breastfeeding. 

 

Employers should provide a 

suitable place for 

breastfeeding mothers to 

nurse their children during 

work hours. 

Lao PDR Before and 

after 

confinement, 

60% of 

minimum wage 

by the employer 

Women during pregnancy or 

while taking care of infant 

shall not do heavy work or 
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at least 90 

days. Post-

maternity 

leave of at 

least 42 days. 

For 

miscarriage, 

entitlement to 

leave shall be 

determined on 

the advice of 

a physician. 

or by the social 

security fund. In 

case of twins or 

multiple births, 

the said benefit 

shall be 

increased by 50 

percent. This 

benefit shall 

also be due in 

the event of 

miscarriage.  

stand continuously for long 

periods.  

 

No overtime on a day of 

weekly rest or at night for 

pregnant women or women 

with a child under one year 

of age. 

 

An employer shall not 

terminate a worker’s 

employment contract or 

force a worker to stop work 

when the said worker is a 

pregnant woman or a 

woman that gave birth to a 

child within the last year. 

 

The right to a daily break of 

one hour to nurse or take 

care of their child, take their 

child for immunization. 

Malaysia 60 days. 

Applies for up 

to 4 births. 

Women who 

miscarry after 

22 weeks or 

have still 

births are also 

covered. 

Full (for those 

employed longer 

than 90 days) by 

employer. 

No female employee may be 

dismissed from her 

employment whilst she is on 

maternity leave. 

 

Myanmar 6 weeks 

before and 6 

weeks after 

confinement 

- - 

Philippines 105 days for 

female 

workers with 

pay for live 

birth, with 

extension of 

15 days for 

solo mothers. 

Option to 

extend for an 

additional 30 

days without 

pay.  

60 days for 

miscarriage, 

still birth or 

emergency 

termination. 

Full by Social 

Security System 

(different funds 

for private and 

public 

employees). 

 

It is unlawful for any 

employer: [1] to deny any 

woman employee maternity 

benefits, or to dismiss any 

woman for the purpose of 

preventing her from enjoying  

maternity benefits; [2] to 

discharge such woman on 

account of her pregnancy or 

while on leave or in 

confinement due to her 

pregnancy; and [3] to 

discharge or refuse the 

admission of such woman 

upon returning to work. 

Singapore 16 weeks Full payment by 

employer. 

Any employer who 

knowingly employs a female 

employee at any time, 4 

weeks immediately following 

her confinement, shall be 
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guilty of an offence. 

 

Employers are prohibited 

from dismissing any 

employees on maternity 

leave. 

Thailand 90 days, 

applies for up 

to 2 births. 

Full payment 

(for those 

making 

contributions to 

social welfare 

fund for at least 

7 months). 45 

days by 

employer, 45 

days by social 

welfare fund. 

Prohibit causing a pregnant 

female employee to work 

between 10:00 pm and 6:00 

am, to work overtime, work 

on holidays, or perform any 

of hazardous and harmful 

work. 

 

Prohibit an employer to 

terminate a woman’s 

employment because of her 

pregnancy.  

Vietnam 6 months 

prenatal and 

postnatal 

leaves. In 

case of twins 

or multiple 

births, an 

additional 

leave of 30 

days for each 

child. Prenatal 

leaves not 

longer than 2 

months. 

Full payment by 

social insurance 

fund 

In the case the female 

employee returning to work 

before the end of her 

maternity leave, she shall 

continue to receive maternity 

allowance besides payment 

for her working days. 

 

Entitled to an allowance 

during her leave for pre-

natal examination, on 

account of a miscarriage, 

abortion, contraceptive 

measures, tending a sick 

child under 7 years of age or 

an adopted new-born under 

6 months of age. 

 

Prohibit assigning a female 

employee who is in the 

seventh month of her 

pregnancy onward or who is 

caring for her child of less 

than 12 months of age. To 

night-time work, overtime 

work or work involving 

significant travel. 

From the seventh month of 

her pregnancy onward,  

female employees 

performing heavy labor shall 

be assigned to a lighter job 

or shall have her workday 

reduced by one hour, while 

continuing to receive full 

pay. 

 

An employer is prohibited 

from dismissing or 

unilaterally terminating the 
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labor contract of a female 

employee for reason of 

marriage, pregnancy,  

maternity leave, or raising a 

child under 12 months old. A 

female employee shall be 

guaranteed to return to the 

same post after her 

maternity leave. In case 

such post no longer exists, 

the employer must arrange 

another post for her with a 

salary not lower than what 

has been given to her before 

her maternity leave. 

 

A female employee nursing 

a child under 12 months of 

age shall be entitled to 60 

minutes off in every working 

day. This time-off is still paid 

full wage as stated in the 

labor contract. 

Source: Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation (n.d.) 

Table No. 7. ASEAN paternity benefit programs 

Indonesia Fathers in Indonesia working in the public sector are eligible for 

paid paternity leave for one month, while those in the private 

sector are eligible to two days of paid leave. 

Malaysia Fathers working in the public sector are entitled to seven days of 

paternity leave. 

Myanmar Provides 15 days of paternity leave. The leave is funded by the 

country’s social security board scheme and therefore, fathers 

are required to have made at least six months of social security 

contributions in the 12 months before the child’s birth. 

Philippines The first country in ASEAN to introduce paternity leave. Every 

married male employee in the private and public sectors shall be 

entitled to a paternity leave of seven days with full pay for the 

first four deliveries of the legitimate spouse with whom he is 

cohabiting. 

Singapore Two weeks paternity leave for fathers of children who are 

citizens. Employed mothers can share their 16-week maternity 

leave with their husbands for up to an additional four weeks. 

Thailand Provides 15 days of paternity leave to fathers. 

Vietnam Employed married fathers can get paid leave of 5 to 14 days, 

depending on the type of birth, the number of children born and 

if the child is adopted. 

Source: Paternity leave in ASEAN (2019) 
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