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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the role and situation of women working as domestic helpers in India's 

urban informal labor sector. Focusing on the socio-economic challenges they face, including 

wage disparities, lack of job security, and absence of social protection, it highlights the unique 

vulnerabilities of these women. Furthermore, this study examines the cultural and structural 

issues that sustain the undervaluation of domestic labor, as well as recent policy measures and 

interventions aimed at improving their working conditions. The research draws on both 

qualitative and quantitative analyses, aiming to underscore the urgent need for policy 

intervention and societal change to uplift the status of domestic helpers and secure their rights. 

Keywords: labor rights, wage disparity, social security, job insecurity, occupational health, 

gender inequality, caste and class dynamics. 

1. Introduction 

India's informal labor sector is vast and multifaceted, encompassing over 80% of the nation’s 

total workforce. This sector is largely characterized by unregistered, unprotected, and precarious 

forms of employment, often devoid of the benefits typically associated with formal employment, 

such as pensions, health insurance, and job security. Within this broad sector, a significant 

portion comprises women who serve as domestic helpers, particularly in urban households. 

These women, often overlooked by mainstream economic and labor analyses, perform critical 

work that enables the middle and upper classes to participate fully in professional and social 

activities. Despite their indispensable role, the contributions of these women remain largely 

invisible, unrecognized, and undervalued within both the economic system and societal 

perception. Domestic helpers, overwhelmingly female, represent a unique subset of the informal 
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labor sector where their duties blend the boundaries of household and work, often perpetuating 

the assumption that their tasks do not constitute "real" labor [2,45,78]. This perception not only 

undermines the value of their work but also affects their socio-economic status, rights, and 

security. Many of these women migrate from rural areas to urban centers, driven by poverty, 

limited educational opportunities, and the absence of viable employment options in their 

hometowns. The work they perform includes cleaning, cooking, child care, elder care, and other 

forms of household support, all of which are essential to the functioning of urban families yet are 

largely regarded as low-status labor [34,67,56]. This paper examines the various socio-economic 

factors influencing the lives of female domestic workers, looking at the systemic barriers that 

hinder their access to fair wages, social protection, and legal rights. The work conditions they 

face are often challenging, characterized by long and irregular hours, physically demanding 

tasks, and, in some cases, exposure to unsafe environments [34,67,89]. Furthermore, domestic 

helpers are typically excluded from formal labor protections. India's current labor laws provide 

only minimal safeguards for these workers, and existing policy measures, such as the Domestic 

Workers (Registration, Social Security and Welfare) Act of 2008, have not been implemented 

effectively, leaving many domestic workers without any recourse for grievances. The issue of 

marginalization is deeply rooted in the structure of India’s informal labor market, where 

domestic helpers remain economically vulnerable and socially marginalized. Factors like gender, 

class, and caste further compound their hardships, making it difficult for them to assert their 

rights or negotiate better terms of employment. Social stigmas associated with domestic work 

also add to the challenge, as these workers are often viewed through a lens of servitude rather 

than as individuals performing valuable labor. Gender dynamics play a significant role as well, 

since domestic work is often seen as an extension of women's traditional household roles, further 

justifying the lack of financial and social recognition for their contributions [34,58,89]. This 

research aims to shed light on the socio-economic conditions that domestic helpers in India face, 

examining the structural factors that perpetuate their marginalized status. By analyzing the gaps 

in policy and the cultural attitudes that contribute to their exclusion from the formal economy, 

this paper seeks to highlight the urgent need for policy reforms and social change. Efforts to 

improve the lives of these workers must include a shift in societal perceptions, formal 

recognition of their work, and stronger legal frameworks that guarantee fair wages, safe working 

conditions, and social protections. Ultimately, recognizing the rights and contributions of female 

domestic helpers is not only a matter of social justice but also an essential step towards achieving 

a more equitable society [1,34,56,90]. Their labor, though often invisible, is foundational to the 

productivity and well-being of the households and communities they serve. By addressing the 

systemic barriers they face and elevating the status of domestic work, India can make strides 

toward a more inclusive labor market where every worker, regardless of gender or job type, is 

afforded dignity, security, and respect. This paper seeks to examine the socio-economic 
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conditions and employment challenges faced by women domestic helpers in urban Indian 

households, with a particular focus on their legal rights, wages, and working conditions 

[23,54,84]. The situation of female domestic workers in India reflects broader global trends in 

the informal labor market. Studies reveal that domestic work is undervalued, often stigmatized, 

and unrecognized within formal economic frameworks. Scholars like Shah (2022) emphasize the 

intersectionality of gender, class, and caste in structuring the lives of domestic workers in India, 

particularly highlighting the role of patriarchy in maintaining these women’s economic 

vulnerabilities. 

Moreover, literature by Dey (2020) has pointed out the often exploitative nature of domestic 

work due to irregular working hours, lack of job security, and low wages. Legally, the Domestic 

Workers (Registration, Social Security and Welfare) Act of 2008 provides limited protections, 

but the implementation remains weak due to a lack of political will and social recognition for 

these workers’ rights. 

2. Methodology 

This study relies on a mixed-method approach, combining primary data collected from structured 

interviews with 20 domestic helpers across major Indian cities and secondary data from 

published reports and government records. The interviews focus on issues such as wages, 

working hours, safety concerns, and health challenges. Quantitative data on wage disparities and 

employment duration, alongside qualitative insights from personal narratives, provide a holistic 

view of the circumstances of these workers. 

S.No City Age 

Monthly 

Income 

(INR) 

Working 

Hours (Per 

Day) 

Social 

Security 

Access 

Primary Challenges 

1 Delhi 35 7,500 8 No 
Low wages, irregular 

payment 

2 Mumbai 28 9,000 9 No 
Long hours, limited 

job security 

3 Kolkata 42 6,800 7 Yes (Partial) 
Health issues, low 

social respect 

4 Chennai 47 5,500 6 No Physical strain, no 
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S.No City Age 

Monthly 

Income 

(INR) 

Working 

Hours (Per 

Day) 

Social 

Security 

Access 

Primary Challenges 

benefits 

5 Bangalore 30 10,000 10 No 
High workload, 

safety concerns 

6 Hyderabad 33 8,200 9 No 
Irregular hours, 

harassment issues 

7 Pune 36 7,000 8 No 
No job security, 

delayed wages 

8 Ahmedabad 29 6,500 7 Yes (Partial) 
Physical strain, 

health issues 

9 Jaipur 26 8,000 8 No 
Childcare 

responsibilities 

10 Chandigarh 38 9,500 7 No 

Lack of social 

security, long travel 

time 

11 Bhopal 31 6,700 6 No 
Wage inconsistency, 

health concerns 

12 Lucknow 40 7,800 7 Yes (Partial) 
Limited legal 

recourse, harassment 

13 Patna 34 5,900 8 No 
Long hours, physical 

strain 

14 Surat 29 8,500 9 No 
Lack of overtime 

pay, no benefits 

15 Kochi 32 6,000 8 No No sick leave, 
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S.No City Age 

Monthly 

Income 

(INR) 

Working 

Hours (Per 

Day) 

Social 

Security 

Access 

Primary Challenges 

childcare challenges 

16 Nagpur 28 7,200 6 No 
Wage disparity, job 

insecurity 

17 Indore 44 8,700 10 No 
Physical demands, 

harassment 

18 Varanasi 39 6,300 7 Yes (Partial) 
Irregular payment, 

low social status 

19 Thiruvananthapuram 37 7,400 6 No 
Lack of safety, low 

wages 

20 Mysore 32 7,000 7 No 
Long working hours, 

travel challenges 

 

4. Discussion 

Socio-Economic Profile of Domestic Helpers: Women employed as domestic helpers 

predominantly belong to lower socio-economic backgrounds, often migrating from rural areas or 

marginalized communities. They are typically uneducated or have limited educational 

opportunities, restricting their employment options. This lack of education and skills renders 

them vulnerable to exploitation in urban households, where they are rarely recognized as formal 

workers. 

Challenges Faced by Domestic Helpers 

Wage Disparity and Lack of Regulation: Despite their critical role in urban households, 

domestic helpers earn low wages. Often, their wages fall below minimum wage standards set for 

other informal sector jobs, with considerable regional and household-based variations. Factors 

such as the caste and class of the worker further contribute to these wage discrepancies. 
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Absence of Social Security and Benefits: Domestic helpers typically lack access to basic social 

security benefits, including health insurance, pensions, and sick leave. This absence of 

institutional support forces them to rely on informal safety nets, often leading to financial 

precarity during illness or other crises. 

Occupational Health and Safety Concerns: Domestic helpers face several occupational 

hazards, including exposure to chemicals, repetitive strain from physical labor, and long working 

hours. Additionally, cases of harassment and abuse are prevalent, with limited avenues for 

redressal, given the isolated nature of household work. 

Legal and Policy Gaps: Although the Domestic Workers Act (2008) seeks to protect the rights 

of domestic workers, its provisions remain largely unenforced. The unorganized nature of the 

domestic workforce poses challenges in implementing labor laws and ensuring accountability.  

4.3 Social Perceptions and Gendered Expectations: Domestic work is frequently perceived as 

“unskilled” labor, an extension of the traditional gender roles expected of women. This societal 

view diminishes the perceived value of domestic helpers, fostering an environment where their 

labor is undervalued and unprotected. Cultural norms also reinforce the invisibility of domestic 

workers, making it difficult for them to negotiate better working conditions. 

5. Policy Recommendations 

Formalizing Domestic Work: Formal recognition of domestic helpers as workers with legal 

rights is essential. Policy frameworks should include clear wage standards, regulated working 

hours, and mandatory social security benefits. Such formalization would protect workers' rights 

and offer a safety net in cases of unemployment or health crises. 

Establishing Welfare Boards: Welfare boards at both the state and national levels could 

oversee the registration of domestic workers, administer welfare benefits, and create avenues for 

dispute resolution and grievances. 

Awareness Campaigns: Public awareness campaigns about the rights of domestic workers 

could shift societal perceptions, encouraging households to treat them with dignity and respect. 

Promoting Collective Bargaining: Encouraging the formation of domestic workers’ unions 

could provide a platform for collective bargaining, enabling them to negotiate fair wages and 

safer working conditions. 
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6. Conclusion 

Women domestic helpers in India’s informal sector remain a marginalized and often invisible 

workforce. While they provide indispensable services that support urban household functioning, 

their work is undervalued, unrecognized, and inadequately protected by existing policies. 

Addressing these issues requires a multifaceted approach involving formalization of domestic 

work, stronger legal frameworks, and cultural change. Elevating the status of domestic helpers 

not only benefits these women and their families but also contributes to a more equitable and just 

society. 
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