
Abstract

Gender equality and women’s empowerment are pivotal to achieving sustainable development, as 
highlighted in the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In the Indian context, where 
the vision of comprehensive development is paramount, the gender gap remains a signi�icant challenge, 
in�luencing the realization of the SDGs. This research paper explores the status of gender equality in 
India and its intricate connection to sustainable development. By analyzing key indicators such as 
education, healthcare, economic participation, and political representation, the study underscores the 
persistence of disparities and identi�ies critical areas requiring attention. The paper emphasizes the 
integral role of each SDG in promoting gender equality and demonstrates how progress in speci�ic goals 
can drive transformative changes for women’s advancement in India. It evaluates government policies 
and initiatives designed to address gender disparities while highlighting the obstacles that continue to 
hinder progress. Additionally, the study examines the critical contributions of civil society organizations 
and grassroots movements in advocating for gender equity and supporting SDG attainment. The 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on gender disparities and its implications for India’s sustainable 
development trajectory are also assessed. Drawing on extensive research, this paper offers evidence-
based recommendations for policymakers and stakeholders to intensify efforts toward achieving 
gender equality and advancing SDGs. By analyzing the intersection of the gender gap and sustainable 
development, this research enriches the dialogue on gender equity and presents a strategic roadmap for 
India’s inclusive and sustainable development journey.
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Adopted in 2015, the SDGs also known as the 
Global Goals serve as a universal call to action to 
eradicate poverty, protect the environment, and 
ensure peace, equality, and prosperity for all by 
2030. Among these goals, SDG 5 focuses speci�i-
cally on achieving “Gender Equality.” A critical 
aspect of this goal is eliminating all forms of 
violence against women and girls (Target 5.2), 
which is integral not only to gender equality but 
also to promoting health and well-being for all 
age groups (SDG 3). This goal also emphasizes 
ending discrimination against women and girls 

Introduction

Gender equality is a cornerstone of sustainable 
development, as highlighted by the United Na-
tions through its 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development outlines these 17 goals and 169 
targets, which are global in scope and univer-
sally applicable. India, with its diverse cultural, 
social, and economic fabric, faces unique chal-
lenges in meeting these goals while addressing 
gender disparities.
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a fundamental human right and a prerequisite for 
sustainable development. Evidence shows that 
progress toward gender equality fosters eco-
nomic growth and national development, with 
policies and legislative reforms for women’s em-
powerment playing a pivotal role.
Central to this mission is the urgent need to ad-
dress the persistent gender gap that continues 
to hinder true equality and impede holistic na-
tional progress. As a rapidly growing economic 
and cultural powerhouse, India has the potential 
to lead a transformative journey towards closing 
this gap and achieving the ambitious objectives 
of the SDGs.
Key targets under SDG 5 include eliminating all 
forms of discrimination and violence against 
women and girls in public and private spaces, 
ensuring equal participation and leadership op-
portunities for women at all levels, and providing 
access to reproductive health services. Major bar-
riers to achieving these goals include widespread 
gender-based violence, limited access to educa-
tion, and restricted economic opportunities for 
women.
In India, the government has been actively work-
ing to combat gender inequality through various 
initiatives. For example, the �lagship program Beti 
Bachao Beti Padhao has signi�icantly improved 
the child sex ratio at birth in 104 out of 161 
monitored districts. However, achieving gender 
equality is not solely the responsibility of gov-
ernmental initiatives. It requires collective efforts 
from society at large to dismantle systemic bar-
riers and create a more inclusive and equitable 
future.
Gender Gap: An Overview
The term gender is sometimes used narrowly as 
a synonym for sex. However, its broader de�ini-
tion encompasses a more expansive scope. While 
sex refers speci�ically to biological differences 
between men and women, gender explores the 
sociocultural, economic, and political inequalities 
between them. The gender gap in India is a com-
plex issue that affects multiple aspects of society, 
including education, employment, healthcare, and 
cultural norms.

In the 2023 Global Gender Gap Report, India 
improved its ranking by eight places, moving to 
127th out of 146 countries, compared to 135th 
in the previous year. Despite this progress, which 
re�lects 64.3% of the overall gender gap being 
closed, there is little reason for celebration. 
Across the four key dimensions of the Gender 
Gap Index economic participation and opportu-
nity, educational attainment, health and survival, 
and political empowerment India remains at a 
critical juncture where substantial improvements 
are both necessary and achievable.
India has made signi�icant strides in education 
and political empowerment, with women achiev-
ing over 40% representation in local governance. 
However, women’s representation in parliament 
remains at approximately 15%. Furthermore, 
women contribute only 22% to India’s GDP, well 
below the global average of 45%. The declining 
Political Empowerment score is linked to the re-
duced number of years’ women have served as 
heads of state over the past �ive decades.
Despite efforts to improve girls’ access to educa-
tion, gender disparities persist, particularly in 
rural and marginalized communities. Challenges 
such as early marriage, insuf�icient sanitation fa-
cilities, and deep-rooted cultural practices hinder 
educational progress for girls. High dropout rates 
and lower enrolment in higher education further 
highlight these gaps.
In the workforce, gender inequality is pronounced, 
especially in formal employment. Women are 
often con�ined to low-skilled and informal roles, 
with limited opportunities to advance into leader-
ship positions due to systemic barriers like the 
proverbial glass ceiling. Gender-based discrimi-
nation exacerbates these issues, contributing to 
inequities in pay for equal work.
India’s cultural and societal framework, shaped 
by deeply ingrained norms and preferences, has 
perpetuated a strong bias toward male children. 
This intricate web of challenges underscores the 
urgent need for comprehensive efforts to address 
gender disparities and create a more inclusive 
and equitable society.
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Impact of the Gender Gap on Sustainable 
Development Goals

The gender gap has a signi�icant impact on the 
achievement of various Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), including poverty eradication, qual-
ity education, decent work and economic growth, 
reduced inequalities, and more. Tackling gender 
inequality is not only a standalone goal (SDG 5: 
Gender Equality) but also a crucial factor in driv-
ing progress across all 17 SDGs. Below are key 
ways in which gender disparities in�luence the 
realization of these global goals.
Poverty and Economic Growth (SDG 1 & 8): 
Women, especially in developing countries like 
India, often encounter restricted access to educa-
tion, economic resources, and employment op-
portunities. Gender inequalities in the workforce, 
along with wage disparities, impede economic 
progress and reinforce cycles of poverty. Bridg-
ing the gender gap in economic participation 
and �inancial inclusion can substantially boost 
economic productivity and reduce poverty. Ac-
cording to a report by the Centre for Monitoring 
Indian Economy (CMIE), the Female Labour Force 
Participation Rate (FLFPR) remains signi�icantly 
lower than the Male Labour Force Participation 
Rate.
Education (SDG 4): Gender disparities in educa-
tion deprive millions of girls of access to quality 
learning, restricting their potential and oppor-
tunities. These gender gaps in education have a 
detrimental impact on economic growth. Globally, 
about 17% of women are illiterate, compared to 
10% of men, with the situation being even more 
severe in developing countries. Educating girls 
signi�icantly enhances their likelihood of earn-
ing higher incomes, raising healthier families, 
and making positive contributions to their com-
munities. Closing the gender gap in education 
is essential for achieving universal primary and 
secondary education.
Gender discrimination signi�icantly impacts 
women’s access to healthcare, nutrition, and re-
productive services. These disparities can result 
in higher maternal mortality rates, limited ac-
cess to family planning, and restricted control 

over reproductive health decisions. Promoting 
gender equity in health services is essential to 
achieving comprehensive health and well-being 
for everyone.
Hunger and Food Security (SDG 2): In India, 
women are pivotal to food production and ag-
riculture. Yet, they often face limited access to 
land, resources, and decision-making authority, 
which restricts their ability to fully contribute to 
agricultural development and ensure food secu-
rity. Empowering women in agriculture is crucial 
to eradicating hunger and achieving sustainable 
food security.
Clean Water and Sanitation (SDG 6): Women 
and girls bear a disproportionate burden in 
regions with limited access to clean water and 
sanitation facilities, often being responsible for 
collecting water. This responsibility signi�icantly 
impacts their education, health, and economic 
opportunities. In many developing countries, the 
challenges posed by unsafe water, sanitation, and 
hygiene (WASH) services create complex and far-
reaching effects for women and girls.
Gender inequality worsens other forms of in-
equality, such as those related to race, ethnicity, 
and socioeconomic status. Promoting gender 
equality can help dismantle these barriers, fos-
tering inclusivity and supporting the broader goal 
of reducing inequalities.
Climate Action (SDG 13): Women often encoun-
ter distinct challenges in adapting to and mitigat-
ing climate change due to prevailing gender roles 
and cultural norms. Empowering women in cli-
mate action can result in more effective and sus-
tainable approaches to addressing climate change. 
The climate crisis is not “gender-neutral”; rather, 
it disproportionately impacts women and girls, 
amplifying existing gender inequalities and pos-
ing unique risks to their well-being, livelihoods, 
and security.
Gender-based violence and discrimination 
hinder stability and obstruct efforts to create 
peaceful and just societies. Bridging the gender 
gap is crucial for fostering inclusive and equitable 
societies, ensuring that everyone has access to 
justice. Women must enjoy equal rights and op-
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portunities, living free from the fear of violence. 
Gender equality is explicitly highlighted as one of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), un-
derscoring its importance in achieving broader 
societal progress.
To achieve the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), it is crucial to tackle the underlying 
causes of gender inequality and empower wom-
en and girls in all sectors across India. In some 
communities, the practice of early child marriage 
and childbirth limits girls’ access to education 
and economic opportunities. This perpetuates 
the cycle of poverty and gender inequity, lead-
ing to higher maternal mortality rates and other 
health challenges for women. Governments, or-
ganizations, and communities must implement 
focused policies and programs that promote 
gender equality, close the gender gap, and create 
an environment where everyone can contribute 
to sustainable development and reach their full 
potential.
Government Initiatives to Bridge the Gender 
Gap and Achieve Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs)

Numerous case studies and examples from In-
dia clearly demonstrate the complex relationship 
between gender equality and the achievement 
of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). One 
notable example is the ‘Beti Bachao Beti Padhao’ 
campaign, which supports SDG 4 (Quality Educa-
tion) and SDG 5 (Gender Equality). This initia-
tive works to close the gender gap in education 
by addressing challenges like gender-based dis-
crimination and early marriage that restrict girls’ 
access to schooling. Another powerful example 
is the ‘Mahila Shakti Kendras’, which directly con-
tribute to SDG 5 by empowering women through 
skill development, entrepreneurship, and legal 
awareness. This program helps women become 
active participants in economic growth while ad-
dressing gender disparities as outlined in SDG 8 
(Decent Work and Economic Growth). However, 
there are still challenges to achieving all SDGs. 
For instance, India has one of the lowest female 
labor force participation rates (FLFPRS) in South 
Asia, with neighboring Nepal achieving a rate of 

82.69%. These case studies not only highlight 
India’s commitment to gender equality but also 
underscore its critical role in achieving a wide 
range of SDGs.
The Indian government has introduced several 
other policies to promote gender equality, with 
some of the key initiatives being:
Sukanya Samriddhi Yojana: Launched in 2015, 
this savings scheme aims to promote the �inancial 
security of the girl child. It offers tax bene�its and 
a higher interest rate on deposits, encouraging 
parents to save for their daughters’ future.
Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yojana: Introduced in 
2016, this initiative provides clean cooking fuel 
to women from economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds, aiming to improve their health. The 
scheme reduces indoor air pollution caused by 
traditional cooking methods such as using wood.
Maternity Bene�it Program: Launched in 2017, 
this program provides �inancial support to preg-
nant and lactating women. It aims to reduce 
maternal and child mortality and promote the 
overall health and well-being of women.
Working Women Hostel: The Working Women 
Hostel (WWH) scheme focuses on ensuring the 
safety and security of working women by offer-
ing safe accommodation. It also provides daycare 
facilities for children, wherever possible.
Mahila e-Haat: Launched on March 7, 2016, Ma-
hila e-Haat is a digital marketplace aimed at sup-
porting women entrepreneurs, self-help groups 
(SHGs), and NGOs. A collaboration between the 
Ministry of Women and Child Development and 
Rashtriya Mahila Kosh (RMK), the platform show-
cases products and services created by these 
women-led entities.
The initiatives implemented by the government 
to promote gender equality and women’s empow-
erment also highlight the underlying causes of 
gender-based discrimination and violence.

The Effectiveness and Challenges of these 
strategies

The effectiveness of government initiatives aimed 
at addressing the gender gap and advancing 
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the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has 
shown varying results:
Positive Impact on the Gender Gap: Several 
government programs have led to improvements 
in gender equality indicators. For example, India’s 

“Beti Bachao Beti Padhao” campaign has increased 
awareness about the importance of educating 
girls, resulting in higher female enrollment rates 
in schools. Education plays a critical role in em-
powering women by equipping them with the 
skills to overcome challenges.
Enhanced Women’s Empowerment: Programs 
aimed at economic empowerment, such as “Stand 
Up India,” have helped women access �inancial 
resources and start their own businesses. These 
efforts have promoted economic independence 
for women, contributing to the reduction of gen-
der disparities in entrepreneurship.
Increased Political Representation: Govern-
ment measures to encourage women’s involve-
ment in politics, like reserving seats for women 
in local governance bodies, have led to greater 
political representation. This has empowered 
women to engage actively in decision-making 
processes.
Targeted Health and Nutrition Programs: 
Initiatives such as the “Pradhan Mantri Matru 
Vandana Yojana” in India have enhanced ma-
ternal and child health by providing �inancial 
assistance to pregnant and lactating women. 
These programs have improved women’s health 
and made signi�icant contributions to achieving 
health-related SDGs.
Challenges Faced by Government Initiatives: 
Despite the potential of government initiatives, 
several obstacles hinder their effectiveness:
Cultural Norms and Attitudes: Deep-seated 
gender norms and cultural attitudes often ob-
struct the success of initiatives aimed at trans-
forming societal views on women’s roles. Resis-
tance from conservative communities can limit 
the acceptance and impact of gender-focused 
programs.
Lack of Access to Resources: Many women, 
particularly from marginalized backgrounds, 

still face signi�icant barriers to essential re-
sources such as education, healthcare, and 
economic opportunities. Without adequate ac-
cess, initiatives are less effective in addressing 
the underlying gender inequalities. Providing 
equal economic opportunities for all women 
empowers them within their families, commu-
nities, and nations.
Data Limitations: Comprehensive and accurate 
data on gender-related issues is essential for 
evaluating the effectiveness of initiatives. How-
ever, gaps in data, especially the lack of gender-
disaggregated data, impede effective program 
assessment and evidence-based policy develop-
ment.
Sustainability Issues: Some initiatives are short-
term and lack long-term viability. A sustained 
commitment, as well as the integration of gen-
der equality into broader policies, is necessary 
for achieving lasting outcomes.
Intersectional Challenges: Gender intersects 
with various factors such as caste, ethnicity, and 
socioeconomic status. Ignoring these intersec-
tional aspects can lead to the exclusion of cer-
tain groups of women and perpetuate existing 
disparities.
The Women’s Reservation Bill: The bill, which 
seeks to amend India’s Constitution to provide 
33% reservation for women in the Lok Sabha 
(lower house) and state legislative assemblies, 
was �irst introduced in 1996 by the United Front 
government. While it passed in the Rajya Sabha 
in 2010 after 14 years of efforts, it still awaits 
passage in the Lok Sabha.
While government initiatives aimed at address-
ing the gender gap and achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) have made progress, 
challenges related to implementation, cultural 
norms, resource access, data, sustainability, and 
intersectionality must be addressed for sustained 
success. Collaborative efforts among the govern-
ment, civil society, and other stakeholders are 
essential to overcoming these challenges and 
fully realizing the potential of gender-inclusive 
development.
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Progress and Achievements

India has made signi�icant progress in reducing 
the gender gap and promoting gender equality 
across various sectors in recent years. Although 
challenges remain, several key areas highlight the 
achievements made:
Education: There have been notable improve-
ments in girls’ education, with higher enrolment 
rates at both primary and secondary levels. Ini-
tiatives like the “Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan” have 
helped bridge gender gaps in literacy rates. The 
Indian Constitution also guarantees free and 
compulsory education for children aged six to 
fourteen as a Fundamental Right.
Political Representation: The 73rd and 74th 
Constitutional Amendments have reserved seats 
for women in local governance bodies, leading to 
a signi�icant increase in women holding decision-
making positions at the grassroots level.
Healthcare: Programs like “Janani Suraksha Yo-
jana” and “Pradhan Mantri Matru Vandana Yo-
jana” have improved maternal and child health 
by providing �inancial incentives to pregnant and 
lactating women, thereby enhancing healthcare 
access and reducing maternal mortality. Lower 
infant and maternal mortality rates, coupled with 
affordable health insurance under PM-JAY, have 
also contributed to overall health improvements.
Economic Empowerment: Initiatives such as 

“MUDRA Yojana” and “Stand Up India” have made 
�inancing more accessible for women entrepre-
neurs and self-help groups, enabling them to start 
and expand businesses, which contributes to eco-
nomic growth and gender equality.
Technology and Digital Inclusion: The “Digital 
India” program has promoted digital literacy and 
connectivity, especially in rural areas, empower-
ing women to access information, �inancial ser-
vices, and markets, thus promoting economic 
inclusion.
Legal Reforms: Legal changes, such as the 
Criminal Law (Amendment) Act of 2013, have 
strengthened laws against gender-based violence. 
The 2019 declaration of Triple Talaq as illegal 

and unconstitutional marked a signi�icant step in 
protecting Muslim women’s rights in India.
Social Awareness Campaigns: Campaigns like 

“Beti Bachao Beti Padhao” and “Sel�ie with Daugh-
ter” have raised awareness about gender issues, 
sparking conversations and changing societal at-
titudes towards gender equality.
Skill Development: Programs such as “Skill In-
dia” focus on improving women’s employability 
through vocational training and skill develop-
ment. Various schemes, including the Pradhan 
Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY), National 
Apprenticeship Promotion Scheme (NAPS), and 
others, provide skill training for women, enhanc-
ing opportunities in non-traditional sectors.
Despite these advances, challenges such as gen-
der-based violence, limited representation of 
women in leadership roles, and cultural norms 
that perpetuate inequality still exist. Addressing 
intersectional challenges is crucial. To maintain 
progress, India must continue investing in edu-
cation, healthcare, economic opportunities, and 
social awareness. Policies that are comprehen-
sive, data-driven, and focus on intersectionality, 
resource access, and challenging stereotypes are 
vital. Collaborative efforts between the govern-
ment, civil society, private sector, and interna-
tional partners are essential to achieving gender 
equality and advancing the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals.

The Gender Gap in Political Representation 
in India

Women’s participation has long been restricted, 
and the current measures fall short of addressing 
the severity of the issue. There is an urgent need 
for policies that guarantee greater representation 
of women in the country. These policies should 
prioritize stricter enforcement of girl-child edu-
cation initiatives and require political parties to 
agree on a minimum representation quota for 
women in state assemblies and parliamentary 
elections. Presently, women occupy only 78 out 
of 443 seats in the Lok Sabha, accounting for ap-
proximately 14.5%, while the Rajya Sabha has 
just 29 female members, representing about 12% 
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of its total seats. The Women’s Reservation Bill, 
still pending in Parliament, aims to amend the 
Indian Constitution to reserve 33% of seats in 
the Lok Sabha and all state legislative assemblies 
for women.

Prospects and Recommendations

India’s journey toward achieving gender equality, 
aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), demonstrates promise but also encoun-
ters notable challenges. Advances in education, 
economic empowerment, and political represen-
tation are expected to progress steadily. The 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development emphasizes 
a transformative approach that integrates all 17 
SDGs, with gender equality as a central focus. 
However, entrenched gender norms and stereo-
types persist, highlighting the need for sustained 
awareness campaigns and cultural transforma-
tion. Gender-based violence remains a critical 
issue, requiring stronger law enforcement and 
comprehensive support systems.
Addressing intersectionality, promoting work-
place equality, and ensuring the collection of 
disaggregated data are vital. To advance further, 
India must prioritize quality education, foster 
economic inclusion, reinforce legal frameworks, 
expand leadership opportunities, intensify advo-
cacy efforts, and focus on marginalized groups. 
Additionally, rigorous tracking of progress is es-
sential. By tackling these challenges and leverag-
ing existing achievements, India can move closer 
to realizing gender equality in line with the SDGs, 
contributing to a more inclusive and prosperous 
society.

Conclusion

The gender gap remains a signi�icant challenge in 
India’s journey toward achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). While notable prog-
ress has been made in addressing gender inequal-
ity and empowering women in recent years, con-
siderable work still lies ahead. A more inclusive 
strategy that prioritizes women’s participation 
and leadership across all sectors is essential for 
the holistic realization of the SDGs.

India’s commitment to sustainable development 
is intrinsically linked to bridging the gender gap. 
Recognizing the transformative impact of gender 
equality, the nation is dedicated to fostering an 
environment where women have equal access to 
education, healthcare, economic opportunities, 
and decision-making roles. By leveraging the po-
tential of its diverse population, India envisions a 
society where individuals of all genders actively 
contribute to its advancement.
Realizing this vision demands sustained efforts 
through well-targeted policies and initiatives to 
dismantle gender-based barriers. These efforts 
include improving educational infrastructure for 
girls, ensuring pay equity, enhancing healthcare 
services tailored to women’s needs, and encour-
aging greater representation of women in leader-
ship positions.
Closing the gender gap is not only a matter of 
social justice but also a strategic imperative for 
sustainable development. Empowering women 
fuels economic growth, reinforces social cohesion, 
and advances human development. By adopting a 
gender-responsive approach to policymaking and 
implementation, India can create a more inclu-
sive, equitable, and prosperous society, ensuring 
the SDGs bene�it all its citizens.
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