Session 5 - Gender and social protection

This document is based on a presentation held by Maria Bastidas Aliaga, President of the ADC (Asociación de Desarrollo Communal) at the “Foro público - la reforma de la seguridad social con enfoque de género“ in Lima, Perú, March 4, 2009.

The relation between social protection and gender

The vast majority of social security schemes was designed on the hypothesis that

· Men are providing for the needs of the family (breadwinners)

· Women’s participation is secondary

· Women’s economic and labour activity is complementary to that of men, and is circumstantial or possible but not systematic

However, since a large number of women have been integrated into the remunerated labour force, the ideas about the functions of gender have changed and the social security schemes are gradually being reformed.

The main reason for women’s low level of social protection coverage is their insufficient and disadvantageous place in the world of work

The impact of labour market inequalities on various social protection schemes

Labour market inequalities influence all areas of social protection, but the impact is greatest on old-age pensions and access to health insurance schemes. 

Women often occupy part-time jobs or jobs with lower qualifications, and also have fewer years of service then men (career interruptions due to unequal distribution of tasks within the family). They earn less then men, even with the same level of education and same age.  

· Therefore, like other workers with precarious jobs and low earnings, they usually cannot contribute sufficiently to individual old-age savings accounts (defined contribution schemes), and when they do contribute the capital accumulated is very low and the annuities will therefore be very low.

Women are often employed as domestic or home workers, and many of them work in the informal economy.

· Therefore, since most social security schemes do not cover various categories of workers such as home workers (working from home), domestic workers, part-time workers and informal economy workers, many active women are excluded from such statutory regimes.

The impact of women’s reproductive function on their access to social protection

Women who stay at home looking after their families without participating in the labour market have the highest risk of falling into poverty in old age, unless they can benefit from the old-age pensions and other social protection benefits (access to health care) of their husbands as “dependents”. 
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Another reason for women’s low level of social protection coverage is problems with the design of pension schemes

Pension schemes apply different rules for the genders, with a disadvantage for women:

1) Women’s retirement age is lower than men’s, and the accumulation of savings (in a defined contribution plan) or the rights to benefits (in a defined benefit scheme) are therefore lower for women then for men.

2) Annuities calculation is based on women’s life expectancy, which is greater than that of men, and therefore the amount of the annuity is lower for women than for men.

Measures for achieving equal treatment and gender equality in social protection

There is a need for:

· Recognition of women’s lack of opportunities to access statutory social security schemes.

· Compensation mechanisms that will compensate for this disadvantage without discouraging women’s affiliation to formal schemes.

· A mechanism for enhancing women’s access to formal jobs (especially for women with very low income levels).

· Special non-contributory schemes for the most vulnerable groups.

· Increased equality in mechanisms of accumulation of rights to social security, e.g., focused subsidies for women who participate in the statutory schemes but receive low benefits because of their low level of contributions.

· An increase in women’s accumulation of capital (or of rights) through a higher retirement age in agreement with the extension of the life expectancy.

· An increase in women’s annuities through using the same mortality tables (unisex tables) as for men (mutualizing men and women’s life expectancy).

Social security can enhance gender equality by…

· Extending coverage to all categories of employment with a special focus on categories where women are over-represented

· Making it easier to combine remunerated employment and house work for women and men, for instance through family or child allowances

· Recognizing the provision of child and family care through the provision of universal benefits or “credits” in contributory schemes.

· Granting specific rights to dependent spouses that would be maintained in case of divorce or separation.

· Applying more equitable criteria in the distribution and calculation of benefits.
	


