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Making social protection work for and with mothers
When paid work and unpaid care work is combined, women work more than men1. Yet, women
make up the majority of the world’s poor - and most of them are mothers. Persistent gender
inequality, which is rooted in gender norms, the division of assets, work and responsibilities, and the
systematic devaluation of “women’s work”, adds to their vulnerability and perpetuates the
feminization of poverty.
Social protection, whose main objectives are to reduce and prevent poverty, and to level off
inequalities, is essential for women empowerment. In its most basic form, social protection includes
the provision of essential health care, as well as income security along the life course - two pillars
which are especially relevant to women in their role as mothers.

Universal health coverage and maternity protection is the cornerstone of a social protection
system that works for women
Health is the cornerstone of human development, and a fundamental right. However, for half of the
world's population, this basic need is far from satisfied2, whether in developing countries, for lack of
infrastructures, or in developed countries, for lack of access. Healthcare is especially crucial for
women during pregnancy and around childbirth, both for the mother and the child. Universal health
coverage must be achieved as a basic element of social protection.

1

According to Oxfam, globally, when paid and unpaid work is counted together, a young woman today will work on average
the equivalent of four years more than a man over her lifetime: https://www.oxfam.org/en/even-it/why-majority-worldspoor-are-women
2
Source WHO in https://www.challenges.fr/monde/la-moitie-de-la-population-mondiale-n-a-pas-acces-aux-soins-basiquesselon-oms_519886
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Too many mothers still die today in relation to pregnancy. According to the World Health
Organization, the global figure in 2015 was 216 deaths per 100,000 live births – with large disparities
between regions3. With the Sustainable Development Goals and target 3.1 UN Member States have
committed to divide this figure by three by 20304.
The example of the United States, where this mortality rate is increasing5, shows the importance of
social protection measures that have proven successful in many countries:
- Access to high quality healthcare, including mental health, with antenatal visits for information
and identification of high risk, as well as
- Maternity protection, including maternity leave and income security.
Access to healthcare, especially in the first months of life is also essential to maximize the chances of
survival and harmonious development of children. Social protection should go beyond essential
healthcare in supporting parents, especially mothers in vulnerable situations, and ensuring that every
child receives the nurturing care that will support their development to their full potential and make
a difference for their future6.
Healthcare infrastructure (including health centers and qualified health professional), which offers
high quality maternal and child health services that are accessible for all, must be considered as one
of the best investment a country can make, for both women empowerment and child development.

Beyond cash transfers: addressing the unequal distribution of unpaid family care work to empower
women and lift them out of poverty
Cash transfer is a proven social protection policy instrument to ensure income security along the life
course. It is especially powerful when the beneficiaries are mothers: there is evidence from many
studies that mothers typically spend their income on food, healthcare and the education for children,
whereas men tend to spend a higher proportion of their income for personal needs.
However, reducing inequalities and poverty also requires addressing the root causes of women’s
particular vulnerabilities, beginning with their disproportionate share of unpaid family care work.
According to the International Labour Organisation, globally women perform 76.2 per cent of unpaid
care work7 - that is the essential work and responsibility of maintaining the household and feeding
and caring for family members. In poor rural households, women’s work is also dominated by time
intensive activities such as water and firewood collection, as well as care of livestock and subsistence
agriculture. All too often, women compensate through drudgery work the lack of basic
infrastructure, water and energy in particular. This large share of unpaid family care work results in
women’s “time poverty” and greatly limits their ability to perform other income-generating
activities.

3

http://apps.who.int/gho/data/view.main.1370?lang=en
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/11803Official-List-of-Proposed-SDG-Indicators.pdf
5
https://www.npr.org/2017/05/12/528098789/u-s-has-the-worst-rate-of-maternal-deaths-in-the-developed-world
4

6

In addition to healthcare, the concept of “Nurturing care” also includes i.e. adequate nutrition, safety and security,
responsive caregiving and early learning. See WHO Nurturing Care Framework launched in Mai 2018
http://www.who.int/maternal_child_adolescent/child/nurturing-care-framework/en/
7
Source: ILO report Care work and care jobs for the future of decent work (2018) : https://www.ilo.org/asia/mediacentre/news/WCMS_633284/lang--en/index.htm
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Addressing the unequal distribution of unpaid family care work should be part of any social
protection policy that seeks to empower women. Therefore target 5.4 of the 2030 Agenda8 is also
key for social protection, which should include policies to recognize, reduce and redistribute this
work:
-

The essential economic and social value of this work must be recognized by policy makers and
society at large

-

Public Infrastructure and services investments must be directed at reducing women’s time
poverty and the time they spent on unpaid domestic chores and care work. Key infrastructure
developments include clean energy, water and sanitation, but also transportation, mobile
communication and information services, as well as diverse care services solutions; and as the
first beneficiaries, women must be involved in their design and management.

-

Unpaid family care work must be redistributed between men and women, but also between the
family and the State and other actors in society.

Detailed recommendations along each of these “3 R” can be found on Make Mothers Matter’s
website: https://makemothersmatter.org/mobilisations/mothers-and-the-economy/unpaid-familycare-work-vital-but-invisible-and-unrecognised/

In conclusion
Social protection, the provision of public infrastructure and services and women empowerment are
all intrinsically linked.
In particular, inter-linkages exist between the infrastructure and services that support the 2 pillars of
social protection. Healthcare infrastructure and services also link to those same public infrastructure
and services that also support the reduction of women’s time poverty:
- Transportation (road and public transport) to facilitate access
- Clean water and sanitation as key elements of health, especially child health
- Clean energy for healthy cooking
- Internet and mobile communications for health information dissemination and e-health services.
Promoting women’s participation in public life, in particular in local governments, is important
ensure that women be involved in the design and management of both social protection policies and
public infrastructure and services, so that they are tailored to their needs.
Social protection, supported by well-designed and functioning infrastructure and services, is essential
to empower women, especially when they are in vulnerable situations (notably single mothers,
disabled women, mothers of disabled children, older women, widows, teenage mothers, etc.).
But women, especially mothers, are not only recipients of social protection: they produce and
process food for the family; they are the primary educators of children and the first caregivers of
dependent family members, including older persons; they actually provide basic health and care
services, thus largely contributing to social protection. By raising the next generation of citizens and
8

Target 5.4 ”Recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of public services, infrastructure
and social protection policies and the promotion of shared responsibility within the household and the family as nationally
appropriate” in Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Developmenthttps://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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workers, they also support human development and contribute to building the future society and
economy.
They must be recognized as powerful economic and social actors – who deserve to be better
equipped and supported. Social protection is a human right that must be supported by universal
public infrastructure and services. It must also be seen as an investment with high returns, especially
when targeting the most vulnerable women and their children.
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About Make Mothers Matter
Make Mothers Matter advocates and supports mothers as change makers for a better world. Created in 1947, MMM is an
international, non political and non denominational NGO with general consultative status to the United Nations.
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