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🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"AI policy is usually framed around innovation and regulation. Should gender impact be a
mandatory, formal criterion in how India designs and funds AI missions, or does that risk turning
every technology decision into a compliance exercise?"

Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

A productivity revolution that only reaches the workforce already inside the formal economy is not a

productivity revolution. It is a widening of the gap between the workforce that was already winning and the

workforce that was not.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

The intersection of technology policy and gender inclusion is an increasingly tested GS1/GS3 theme, and

India’s AI Mission provides a live, high-stakes case for examining whether technology policy design accounts

for structural labour-market inequality.

GS Paper 1: Role of women and women’s organisations; population and associated issues; poverty and

developmental issues; effects of globalisation on Indian society.

GS Paper 3: Awareness in the fields of IT, artificial intelligence and their application; inclusive growth and

issues arising from it.

For Prelims, fix India’s informal-employment share among working women and the key government

schemes (livelihood missions, self-help groups) that already reach this population, since bridging statistics

with scheme-names is a common Prelims and Mains linking exercise.
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY UPSC TESTS IT

Informal

employment

Work without formal contracts, social security or

regulatory protection, spanning agriculture, domestic

work and unorganised manufacturing

Tests understanding of India’s

labour-market structure beyond

headline employment figures

Gender-

responsive

budgeting

Allocating and evaluating public expenditure with

explicit attention to differential gender impact

A recurring GS2/GS3 policy-design

concept, distinct from gender-

neutral budgeting

Digital divide Unequal access to digital technology and connectivity

across social groups

The structural mechanism through

which gender-blind technology

policy can worsen inequality

Self-Help Group

(SHG) model

Community-based groups, mostly of women, that

already provide financial and livelihood infrastructure

at scale, notably under the National Rural Livelihood

Mission

The existing delivery infrastructure

the editorial proposes leveraging

for AI-literacy outreach

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

DEVELOPMENT DETAIL

India’s AI Mission Government initiative supporting compute infrastructure, foundation-model

development and AI adoption across sectors, part of the broader IndiaAI ecosystem

Women’s informal

employment share

An ILO estimate puts approximately 82 per cent of working women in India in

informal employment, concentrated in agriculture, domestic work and home-based

production; more recent Periodic Labour Force Survey-based analysis suggests the

concentration may be even higher in some breakdowns

National Rural

Livelihood Mission

(NRLM)

Government scheme organising rural women into self-help groups, providing an

existing, large-scale delivery infrastructure

Digital literacy gap Women in India, particularly in rural and informal settings, show measurably lower

rates of independent smartphone and internet access than men in comparable

households

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

AI-linked productivity tools, from automation in manufacturing to AI-assisted software development to data-

driven decision tools in finance, have so far diffused fastest in sectors and job categories that already have

digital infrastructure, formal employment contracts, and workers with baseline digital literacy. These are

Why AI adoption concentrates where it already has been
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precisely the segments of the Indian workforce where women’s participation already lags men’s, meaning the

sectors best positioned to capture AI’s productivity gains are not the sectors where most working women are

actually employed.

Beyond sectoral concentration, informal women workers face compounding barriers: lower rates of

independent device ownership and internet access even within connected households, lower digital and

financial literacy on average, less institutional support (no employer-provided training, no formal HR

structures to mediate technology adoption), and, in many contexts, social and household constraints on

autonomous technology use. A gender-blind AI investment strategy does not merely fail to address these

barriers; it can actively widen the gap, since formal-sector productivity gains raise the earnings and bargaining

position of workers who are disproportionately male, while informal-sector work, disproportionately female,

sees no corresponding gain.

There is a genuine efficiency case for concentrating AI investment where returns are fastest and most

measurable, in formal, digitally-ready sectors, particularly given the intensity of global competition in AI

capability. Mandating gender impact assessments and inclusion criteria for every AI investment could slow

deployment and add procedural cost that competitor economies, less encumbered by such requirements, do

not bear.

The proposed intervention is not a drag on the formal-sector AI race; it is a parallel, largely low-cost track that

leverages infrastructure India has already built. The National Rural Livelihood Mission’s self-help group

network already reaches tens of millions of women with an existing trust relationship, meeting cadence, and

basic financial-literacy curriculum. Embedding AI-literacy modules within that existing infrastructure, rather

than building new inclusion-specific programmes from scratch, is a marginal addition to a proven delivery

channel, not a new bureaucratic overhead competing with the formal AI Mission’s resources.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Ask who a technology policy’s default beneficiary is, before asking how to include everyone

else. Most technology-diffusion policy is implicitly designed around the population that already has the

enabling infrastructure, digital access, formal employment, baseline literacy, because that population is where

returns are fastest and most visible. Genuine inclusion requires actively identifying who falls outside that

default population and asking whether existing, non-technology delivery infrastructure (livelihood missions,

SHGs, ration-shop networks) can be repurposed to reach them, rather than assuming a standalone inclusion

programme must be built from zero. This frame, “use the infrastructure that already has reach”, generalises

across financial inclusion, digital identity, and health-scheme delivery, not only AI.

The specific barriers informal women workers face

The efficiency counter-argument

Why the reply holds
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THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Picture India’s workforce as two concentric circles. The inner circle, formal employment, is where AI-linked

productivity tools currently land, digital access, literacy and institutional support already present, so gains are

absorbed quickly. The outer ring, informal employment, where most working women are located, lacks that

landing infrastructure, so the same AI tools, dropped into this ring without modification, simply fail to take

hold. Around the outer ring already runs a second, unrelated structure: the self-help group network, built for

financial inclusion, with regular meetings, trust and basic literacy training already established. The proposal is

not to build new landing infrastructure for AI in the outer ring from scratch, but to attach AI-literacy modules

to the self-help group structure that already circles that ring, using an existing track rather than laying a new

one.

WAY FORWARD

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has tested women’s workforce participation, informal-sector employment, and the social implications of

technology adoption as recurring GS1 themes; the AI-and-gender intersection is a current, high-value vehicle

for combining these with GS3’s technology-policy syllabus.

Practice question: “Technology-led productivity gains are not automatically inclusive; they require

deliberate design to reach workers outside the formal economy.” Examine this claim with reference to India’s

AI Mission and the informal female workforce. (250 words, 15 marks)

Interview angle: AI policy is usually framed around innovation and regulation. Should gender impact be a

mandatory, formal criterion in how India designs and funds AI missions, or does that risk turning every

technology decision into a compliance exercise?

Sources: The Hindu, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Ministry of Rural Development

Mandate gender impact assessments for major AI Mission investments, evaluating

projected reach across formal and informal workforce segments before funding approval.

1

Embed AI-literacy modules within the National Rural Livelihood Mission’s self-help

group curriculum, leveraging existing reach rather than building parallel programmes.

2

Adopt gender-responsive budgeting for AI-linked schemes, tracking allocation and

outcome data disaggregated by gender and formality of employment.

3

Subsidise device and connectivity access for women in informal-sector livelihood

programmes, addressing the baseline digital-divide barrier directly.

4

Set measurable inclusion targets for India’s AI Mission, alongside its compute and innovation

targets, so workforce inclusion is tracked with the same rigour as technical capability.

5
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Source: AI's Next Test: Reaching India's Informal Women Worker — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS

Editorial Analysis

K E Y  A R G U M E N T S  A T  A  G L A N C E

✓ SUPPORTING

⚠ COUNTER

Mandating gender impact assessments and gender-responsive budgeting for AI investment
risks slowing an already globally competitive AI race, and India may not be able to afford
procedural overheads that competitor economies do not impose on themselves.

→ WAY FORWARD

Embed AI literacy and access within existing livelihood and self-help-group schemes that
already reach informal women workers, rather than building parallel, standalone AI-inclusion
programmes that would need to establish reach from scratch.

Without deliberate gender-responsive design, India’s AI-driven
productivity gains will systematically bypass the roughly 82 per

cent of working women who are in informal employment,
widening rather than narrowing existing economic inequality.

AI adoption to date has concentrated in formal, white-collar and digitally literate segments
of the workforce, precisely the segments where women are already underrepresented
relative to men.

Informal women workers, in agriculture, domestic work, and home-based production,
typically lack the digital access, literacy and institutional support that AI-linked productivity
tools assume as a baseline.

Gender-blind AI investment risks reproducing and amplifying existing labour-market
inequality at the scale and speed AI systems now operate, rather than correcting it.
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✍️ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

India's AI-led productivity gains risk bypassing its largely informal female workforce unless AI

governance is designed with gender responsiveness built in. Discuss the structural reasons for this risk
and suggest policy measures. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

India’s AI Mission and associated productivity ambitions are largely evaluated by GDP-level and sectoral
metrics, but a growing body of analysis warns that AI-linked productivity gains, absent deliberate design,

concentrate in formal, digitally literate segments of the workforce, a pattern with sharp gender implications
given that roughly 82 per cent of working women in India are informally employed.

BODY

AI adoption in India has so far been strongest in IT services, finance, and formal manufacturing, sectors

where women’s labour-force participation is already comparatively low relative to men. The much larger
population of working women, in agriculture, domestic work, home-based and unorganised

manufacturing, remains largely outside the digital and institutional infrastructure that AI-linked
productivity tools assume: reliable internet access, digital literacy, smartphone ownership, and, in many

cases, autonomous control over household technology use.
Without deliberate intervention, the productivity gains AI promises will accrue disproportionately to the

formal workforce, widening the gap between formal and informal, and by extension between men and
women, workers. Gender-responsive design, mandatory gender impact assessments for major AI
investments, gender-responsive budgeting, and AI-literacy modules embedded within schemes that

already reach informal women workers, such as self-help groups and livelihood missions, offers a path to
closing rather than widening this gap.

CONCLUSION

India’s AI Mission should treat inclusion of the informal female workforce as a core design criterion, not an
afterthought, embedding AI literacy within existing livelihood infrastructure that already has the reach

standalone inclusion programmes would need years to build, so that Viksit Bharat 2047’s productivity gains
are broadly, not narrowly, shared.
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