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1.	 Introduction

The Country Gender Equality Profile (CGEP) for 

Sri Lanka analyses the state of gender equality 

in the country, examining the root causes of 

inequalities and how they intersect with other 

forms of exclusion. It also assesses how these 

inequalities affect the realisation of rights and 

access to development benefits. Using a mixed-

methods approach, the CGEP evaluates sectoral 

gender gaps across eight thematic areas in relation 

to national commitments, policies, and ongoing 

action, offering evidence-based recommendations 

to guide gender-responsive policies and advocacy 

at all levels for gender equality in Sri Lanka. 

The data highlights that despite strong health and 

education outcomes, gender inequality in Sri Lanka 

remains systemic and deeply entrenched. Women’s 

political representation is among the lowest in 

the region, labour force participation stagnates, 

unpaid care burdens remain overwhelming, 

and gender-based violence persists across both 

public and private spheres. These challenges are 

compounded by discriminatory legal provisions, 

inadequate social protection, and chronic 

underinvestment in gender-responsive budgeting 

and data. Transformative change will require 

coordinated governance reforms, expansion of the 

care economy, stronger violence prevention and 

response systems, and inclusive approaches to 

economic and climate transition.

2.	 Context and Frameworks on Gender 
Equality

In 2023, Sri Lanka ranked 89th out of 193 countries 
on the Human Development Index (HDI), 

positioning it within the high human development 

category. However, Sri Lanka is also among the 
five countries in Asia with the highest levels of 
wealth inequality. Persistent socioeconomic and 

political inequalities are characterised by unequal 

wealth distribution, limited infrastructure, and 

social discrimination, rooted in colonial legacies, 

conflict, and majoritarian governance. Recent 

crises—the Easter Sunday terrorist attacks in 

2019, COVID-19, and the political-economic 

crises following the country declaring sovereign 

default in 2022—have deepened vulnerabilities, 

disproportionately affecting women through 

increased unpaid care burdens, food insecurity, 

and reduced access to education and healthcare. 

Structural reforms and austerity measures, 

including IMF interventions, risk reversing gender 

equality gains unless accompanied by deliberate, 

equity-focused policy responses and inclusive 

recovery efforts.

Sri Lanka, despite high human development status 

and leading position in South Asia on health 

and education, saw a dramatic fall in gender 
equality—from 16th in 2010 to 130th in 2025 on the 
Global Gender Gap Index. Economic participation 

(rank 127) and political empowerment (rank 123) 

remain particularly low, with female labour force 

participation at 31.3%. Women hold only 9.8% 

of parliamentary seats by 2024, although it is an 

increase from the previous 5.5%. While Sri Lanka 

records the highest Women’s Empowerment Index 

score in South Asia (0.568), its Global Gender Parity 

Index remains low (0.516), highlighting persistent 

structural inequalities and legal discrimination, 

including 100% discrimination in divorce and 

inheritance laws.

Sri Lanka ratified the Convention on the Elimination 

of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW) on 3 September 1981, along with other key 

human rights instruments such as the Convention 

on the Rights of the Child; the Convention against 

1



Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 

Treatment or Punishment (CAT), and the Optional 

Protocol to the CAT; the Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities (CRPD); the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR); 

and the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). However, in 

its latest review in 2025, the CEDAW Committee 

raised continuing concerns over the persistence 

of intimate partner violence, discriminatory 

personal laws, and the limited progress in aligning 

domestic legislation with CEDAW obligations. 

Further, multiple United Nations human rights 

treaty bodies have also raised concerns regarding 

Sri Lanka’s lack of a comprehensive national 

mechanism to coordinate the implementation of 

treaty body recommendations. This absence has 

often resulted in fragmented and inconsistent 

follow-up on critical gender-related issues.

The Constitution of Sri Lanka, established in 

1978, includes provisions such as Articles 12(2), 

12(3), and 12(4), which prohibit sex-based 
discrimination and allow for special measures to 
advance women’s rights. However, Article 16(1) 
creates a legal barrier by preventing judicial review 

of existing discriminatory laws, creating a duality 

in the legal system where equality is enshrined 

in theory but is not fully applied in practice. 

The Constitution also lacks a clear definition of 
discrimination against women, which limits the 

country’s ability to address structural gender 

inequality effectively. Additionally, gender identity 

and gender equality are not constitutionally 
protected. Another limitation of the Constitution 

is Article 126, which excludes discrimination in 
private spheres (e.g., family, culture) from the 

scope of legal protections, thereby limiting redress 

for gender-based discrimination in those areas.

The Penal Code contains several key provisions 
addressing sexual and gender-based violence 

but also retains significant gaps. Its definition of 

rape excludes non-vaginal forms of penetration 

and does not criminalise marital rape. Further, 

provisions criminalising same-sex relations 

continue to reinforce stigma and discriminatory 

treatment of LGBTQIA+ individuals, and abortion 

remains criminalised except when necessary to 

save the life of the mother. Nonetheless, some 

recent developments indicate potential progress: 

a Private Member’s Bill to decriminalise same-sex 

relations was tabled in Parliament in 2023, 

and the Supreme Court has affirmed that such 

reform would be consistent with constitutional 

guarantees of equality and dignity.

The Women Empowerment Act of 2024 is a 
significant achievement that gives further effect 

to CEDAW standards. It introduced provisions for 

key mechanisms such as establishing the National 
Commission on Women, the appointment of a 
Woman Ombudsperson, and the creation of a 

National Fund for Women to support gender 

equality initiatives. While this represents a 

vital step forward, the effectiveness of these 

mechanisms will depend on ensuring institutional 

independence and adequate resources to address 

gender inequalities in a sustained and impactful 

manner. The Prevention of Domestic Violence Act 

(2005) was also a major achievement for women’s 

rights in Sri Lanka, although its implementation 

remains weak. 

Sri Lanka’s personal laws, including the Kandyan 

law, the Thesawalamai law, and the Muslim 

Marriage and Divorce Act (MMDA), continue to 
contain provisions that undermine gender equality. 

These legal frameworks restrict women’s rights in 

key areas such as marriage, divorce, inheritance, 

and property ownership, and permit practices 

such as child marriage, polygamy, and male 

guardianship. Although there have been reform 
efforts—including proposals to raise the minimum 

age of marriage and address polygamy—progress 

has been limited due to political and religious 

resistance, as well as the continued framing of 

gender equality as being at odds with cultural and 

religious rights. While positive steps have been 

taken in related areas, such as improvements to 

maternity benefits and land rights, significant 

gaps remain in the implementation of gender-

responsive legislation, particularly with respect to 

personal laws and emerging digital rights.

Sri Lanka has introduced a range of gender equality 
policies, including the 1993 Women’s Charter; the 

National Policy on Gender Equality and Women’s 

Empowerment (2023–2033); and recent National 

Action Plans on Sexual and Gender-based Violence 
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(2024–2028), Women, Peace and Security (2023–

2027), and the draft National Action Plan on 

Women-Headed Households. These frameworks 

reflect a multi-sectoral, rights-based approach 

that emphasises prevention, protection, and 

empowerment. However, their overall effectiveness 

continues to be constrained by persistent under-

resourcing, limited inter-sectoral coordination, and 

the absence of binding commitments and sustained 

state ownership to drive implementation.

Sri Lanka’s Ministry of Women and Child Affairs 
(MoWCA) leads national efforts on gender equality 

and the protection of women and children. It 

formulates policies such as the National Policy 

on Gender Equality (2023–2033) and coordinates 

implementation through affiliated agencies. 

The Ministry’s Women Development Officer 

(WDO) network plays a key role in supporting 

women at the community level, but its impact is 

often undermined by inadequate institutional 

support and its relatively low status. While 

gender mainstreaming policies are in place, their 

implementation is hindered by budget limitations 

and the recurrent merging of women’s rights with 

child welfare functions. Strengthening institutional 

capacity, ensuring adequate resourcing, and 

sustaining support across government entities will 

be essential to advance gender equality objectives.

Discriminatory social norms and the gendered 
division of roles across social institutions and 
governance mechanisms shape and reinforce 
existing gender inequalities. Patriarchal norms in 
Sri Lanka construct caregiving as women’s “natural 
duty,” confining them to unpaid domestic roles 
and limiting their economic, public, and political 
participation. These norms normalise male control 

and violence, with many women internalising 

subordination and justifying abuse. Women who 

challenge these gendered roles often face stigma, 

and trends of underreporting of various forms of 

violence reflect shame, fear, and social pressure. 

Discriminatory expectations—shaped by religion, 

ethnicity, class, and experiences of conflict—

restrict women’s mobility, employment, and 

access to justice and political spaces, reinforcing 

dependence on male authority and underscoring 

the need for community-specific strategies for 

transformation.

3.	 Women in Politics and Decision-Making

Ensuring women’s political representation is vital to 

achieving gender equality in national policymaking. 

However, in Sri Lanka, women continue to be 

significantly underrepresented in decision-making 

roles across all tiers of government. As of April 

2025, Sri Lanka ranks 165th out of 193 countries 
in terms of women’s representation in national 
parliaments—placing it among the lowest globally.

While the percentage of female candidates 

contesting parliamentary elections rose from 6.2% 

in 2004 to 12% in 2020, the proportion of women 

actually elected to parliament remained stagnant 

at around 5–6% throughout this period. Notably, 
in 2024, the figure increased to 9.78%, marking a 
modest improvement. Despite this upward trend, 

the overall female representation remains critically 

low. However, the 2024 parliamentary elections 

marked a departure from earlier patterns in which 

women’s political participation was largely shaped 

by familial affiliations: the vast majority of women 
elected were not from political dynasties, indicating 

a positive shift towards broader political inclusion 

and more independent forms of representation. 

Nonetheless, it is concerning that no women were 

elected from minority parties in either the 2020 or 

2024 parliamentary elections. The election of two 

Malaiyaha Tamil women in 2024 is a noteworthy 

breakthrough, challenging long-standing ethnic 

and class barriers. As of 2025, the Prime Minister—

the head of government in Parliament—is a 

woman. However, women’s presence in senior 
parliamentary leadership roles remains minimal. 
They continue to be concentrated primarily in 

feminised portfolios associated with care and social 
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sectors, while their involvement in central policy 

domains—including the economy, infrastructure, 

and national security—remains limited.

No female candidate contested in the 2024 
Presidential Election, reflecting the continued 

structural and symbolic male dominance of 

executive power. Women currently occupy only two 

Cabinet Minister posts, and just one out of the nine 

provincial Governors is female, highlighting stark 

gender disparities in political leadership.

Between 1993 and 2013, women’s representation 
in Provincial Councils consistently remained 
below 5%, with only three women ever appointed 

as Ministers within these bodies. Although the 

Provincial Councils Election (Amendment) Act No. 

17 of 2017 introduced a gender quota to address 

this imbalance, no Provincial Council elections 

have taken place since the legislation was enacted.

In contrast, the Local Authorities Elections 

(Amendment) Act No. 1 of 2016 mandated that 

a minimum of 25% of seats in local authorities 

be allocated to women. This legal reform led to a 

significant rise in women’s representation—from 
just 2% in 2015 to nearly 23% by 2018. The quota 

not only increased numerical representation but 

also opened political opportunities for women 

from historically marginalised communities, 

breaking entrenched barriers related to ethnicity, 

caste, class, and geography.

A complex interplay of structural, institutional, and 
socio-cultural barriers continues to limit women’s 
ability to contest elections, secure positions, and exert 

influence within political decision-making spaces. 

These constraints include insufficient financial and 

material resources for campaigning, limited access 

to political networks, and the persistent reluctance 

of political parties to nominate women candidates. 

Additionally, the electoral system and its associated 

legal requirements—particularly in multi-member 

districts—demand substantial financial investment, 

further disadvantaging women. These barriers are 

compounded by the centralised, male-dominated 

nature of political parties.

Women politicians in Sri Lanka also face distinct 

and often more acute forms of political violence 

compared to their male counterparts, shaped by 

intersecting dynamics of gender, power, and highly 

competitive political environments.

Understanding the broader dimensions of gender 

inequality in Sri Lanka also requires examining 

women’s involvement in decision-making beyond 

the political sphere. 

Although the country’s modern legal system has 
existed for over two centuries, women have only 
begun to occupy decision-making roles within 
the justice sector in the past three decades. As of 

2021, female representation was notably higher in 

the lower levels of the judiciary than in appellate 

courts, and Sri Lanka has seen only one female 

Attorney General in its history.

Women have achieved a majority presence in 

decision-making and technical roles within 

the Legal Draftsman’s Department as of 2021. 

Yet, their leadership in almost every other key 

justice sector institution remains extremely 

limited. In transitional justice institutions, 

female representation continues to be uneven. 

Under the Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act, the 
role of Quazi judge is reserved exclusively for 
men. However, in contrast to formal, adversarial 

dispute resolution, women have made significant 

strides in alternative dispute resolution, with the 

proportion of female mediators rising from 14% in 

2011 to 30% in 2023.

Official statistics reveal ongoing gender 
disparities in leadership across Sri Lanka’s 
public administration and security sectors. In 

2014, women accounted for only 16% of District 

Secretaries and 31.7% of Divisional Secretaries, 

and in 2025 just 5 out of 25 Ministry Secretaries 

were women. Although a Cabinet-approved quota 
mandates that at least 15% of the Police force be 
female, women represented only 11.5% in 2021, 

with most serving in lower-ranking positions. 

To date, no woman has ever held the highest 

leadership role in the police force, and it was only 

in 2021 that women reached senior ranks such as 

Senior Deputy Inspector General of Police (SDIG), or 

Deputy Inspector General of Police (DIG). Women’s 

representation also continues to be minimal in the 

Department of Prisons, the Department of Excise, 
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and the armed forces, reflecting broader patterns 

of marginalisation from key security institutions. 

Women’s participation in decision-making 
across independent commissions, trade unions, 
professional associations, media, academia, 
community-based organisations (CBOs), and 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) continues 
to reflect a deep-seated imbalance. Even in highly 

feminised sectors such as plantation work, garment 

manufacturing, and nursing—where the workforce is 

predominantly female—leadership roles within trade 

unions remain overwhelmingly male-dominated. 

Within the media sector, English-language outlets 
show relatively higher female representation in 
leadership than Sinhala and Tamil media, reflecting 

broader socioeconomic and cultural dynamics. 

The consistently low presence of women in decision-

making roles highlights their exclusion from power 

and underscores how entrenched, normalised, 

and institutionalised this marginalisation is. 

Women’s disproportionate burden of unpaid care 
work inhibits their ability to acquire the skills, 
resources, and networks essential for professional 
advancement. Across all sectors, the absence of 

intersectional, gender-responsive governance 

frameworks exacerbates these disparities. 

Tackling such structural exclusion demands more 

than symbolic representation—it requires the 

implementation of equitable care policies, gender-

mainstreamed institutional practices, robust 

accountability mechanisms, and comprehensive 

intersectional data systems.

4.	 Human Development

Sri Lanka is classified as a high human development 
country, with a Human Development Index (HDI) 
of 0.776 and a global rank of 89 (UNDP, 2025). This 

reflects long-standing public investments in health 

and education, demonstrated by achievements 

such as a life expectancy of 77.5 years, mean years 

of schooling at 10.8, and a Gross National Income 

(GNI) per capita of USD 12,616. However, these 

aggregate indicators obscure persistent gendered 

and intersectional disparities in access, outcomes, 

and opportunities—especially for women in rural, 

estate, conflict-affected, and low-income contexts.

Demographics 

Sri Lanka’s population stands at 21.76 million as of 
2024, with women comprising the majority. Fertility 

rates have declined to near-replacement levels, and 

the population is ageing rapidly. While these trends 

indicate past success in health and demographic 

transition, they signal emerging challenges. The 
proportion of older persons is projected to increase 
significantly, with a marked feminisation of ageing, 
as women live longer than men but often without 

adequate income security, social protection, or 

access to age-sensitive services. This raises critical 

concerns around elderly care, old-age poverty, and 

gendered vulnerabilities in later life—especially for 

women whose working years were spent in unpaid 

or informal sectors with limited opportunities to 

accumulate assets or savings. 

Migration trends further complicate Sri Lanka’s 

demographic landscape. While women once 

dominated outbound labour migration, particularly 

to the Middle East, recent years have seen a decline 
in female departures and a sharp rise in male and 
skilled migration. Internal migration, particularly 
of young women to Free Trade Zones, continues 
under often exploitative conditions, reinforcing 

gendered labour market hierarchies and limiting 

upward mobility.

Another significant demographic shift is the 

growing number of female-headed households, 

which now account for 26.6% of all households. 

These households are heavily concentrated in 

post-conflict districts and are disproportionately 

affected by poverty, labour market exclusion, 

and inadequate social protection. A majority of 
female household heads are widowed, divorced, 
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or separated, and over two-thirds are not part of 
the labour force. Among those employed, most are 

engaged in informal work, lacking income security 

or state support.

Health

Sri Lanka’s health system is widely recognised for 

its achievements in improving population health, 

reflected in high life expectancy and sustained 

reduction in maternal and child mortality rates. 

As of 2023, female life expectancy reached 
80.4 years, compared to 73.4 years for males, 
highlighting both biological factors and gendered 

social determinants of health. Despite these 

gains, significant gender disparities persist across 

multiple health dimensions including morbidity, 

sexual and reproductive health, nutrition, mental 

health, and access to services—particularly 

affecting marginalised groups such as women in 

rural and estate sectors, ethnic minorities, and 

LGBTQIA+ populations.

Sri Lanka has made considerable progress in 

maternal health, with a maternal mortality ratio of 
25 per 100,000 live births in 2023 and near-universal 
access to antenatal care and institutional deliveries. 
However, disparities remain at the subnational 

level, with women in post-conflict and estate areas 

experiencing higher risks due to limited healthcare 

infrastructure and poor transport networks. The 
legal restrictions on abortion drive many women 
towards unsafe, clandestine procedures, posing 
serious health risks and illustrating how deeply 

ingrained gender and cultural norms restrict 

women’s reproductive autonomy.

Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) such as 

diabetes, hypertension, cardiovascular diseases, 

and cancers represent leading causes of morbidity 

and mortality in Sri Lanka. Mortality rates for major 
NCDs, including neoplasms (cancer), cardiovascular 
diseases, and respiratory diseases, are generally 
higher in males compared to females. In contrast, 
morbidity rates indicating the incidence of illness 
are higher among females. These patterns suggest 

that although men face higher fatality risks, women 

are more frequently diagnosed and treated. This 

could be due to a combination of factors such as 

better health-seeking behaviour among women, 

longer life expectancy, and biological differences 

that predispose them to certain chronic conditions. 

Available data also shows that, in general, women 
are more affected by sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs) than men. For most conditions, 

the female share of diagnoses is notably higher, 

with women accounting for a majority of cases 

in several categories. However, the data indicates 
a consistent decline in the percentage of females 
among the reported cases of HIV/AIDS from 2010 
to 2019.

Nutritional disparities in Sri Lanka disproportionately 

impact women and girls, particularly in marginalised 

communities. Despite overall improvements 

in child nutrition, the prevalence of anaemia 
among women of reproductive age remains high 
due to inadequate dietary diversity, frequent 
pregnancies, and socioeconomic constraints. 
During crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the ongoing economic downturn, food insecurity 
and nutritional challenges intensify, worsening 
gendered vulnerabilities as girls and women often 

eat last and least in food-insecure households 

due to entrenched gender norms around food 

distribution.

Access to healthcare for LGBTQIA+ populations, 

especially transgender individuals, remains 

severely limited by discrimination, lack of legal 

recognition, and the absence of gender-affirming 

care. Many face barriers to both physical and 

mental healthcare due to stigma within health 

facilities and inadequate provider training. The 

continued invisibility of LGBTQIA+ health needs 

in national policy and programming perpetuates 

exclusion and widens health disparities.

Although Sri Lanka provides free universal 

healthcare, gender-blind health infrastructure 

and policies continue to undermine equitable 

access. Many health programmes lack sex- and 
gender-disaggregated data, constraining effective 
planning, resource allocation, and response to 
diverse health needs. Health professionals often 

receive limited training in gender-sensitive care, 

sexuality education, and approaches to addressing 

stigma related to sexual and reproductive health or 
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LGBTQIA+ issues. Additionally, structural barriers, 

such as transport difficulties, the indirect costs of 

lost wages or childcare during appointments, and 

sociocultural norms restricting women’s mobility, 

further limit access, particularly for rural and 

low-income women.

Education

Sri Lanka has long been recognised for its strong 

educational achievements relative to its regional 

peers, with a national literacy rate of 92% and a 

youth literacy rate of 98% as of 2023. Gender parity 
in literacy has largely been achieved, reflecting the 

enduring impact of policies such as free education 

(since 1945) and compulsory schooling regulations. 

However, despite this robust foundation, gender 

disparities in education persist and are becoming 

more visible across levels and dimensions of 

access, retention, subject choice, and the overall 

educational experience.

The recent crises—COVID-19 and the 2022 

economic collapse—have disrupted both access 

and retention and exposed emerging gendered 

patterns. While female enrolment has surpassed 
male enrolment since 2019, overall enrollment has 
declined for both sexes since 2020. Male students 
face higher dropout rates, particularly in upper 

grades, possibly driven in part by economic pressures 

and masculine gender norms that encourage early 

entry into the workforce. Female students also 
experience dropout risks in secondary education, 

linked to gender-specific barriers such as household 

responsibilities and adolescent vulnerabilities. 

These trends threaten decades of progress achieved 

through universal education. The challenges are 

especially pronounced in disadvantaged regions 

such as the estate sector, highlighting the need for 

gender-responsive and inclusive education policies 

that safeguard equitable access and retention for 

all students.

The shift towards educational technology during 

recent crises has exacerbated pre-existing gender 

and socioeconomic inequalities. Girls from 

low-income or rural households often lack personal 

access to devices or stable internet connectivity. 

This digital divide—compounded by broader 

structural inequalities—has diminished girls’ 

engagement in remote learning and risks reversing 

progress in gender equality in education. 

At the tertiary level, although women constitute 

the majority of university entrants, gender 

segregation by field of study persists. Women are 
overrepresented in traditionally feminised fields 
such as arts, biosciences, and education, while 
men dominate engineering, physical sciences, 
and other high-demand, high-paying sectors. 
These trends are often shaped by early exposure, 

societal expectations, and biased perceptions of 

gender roles, and they translate into occupational 

segregation and gender pay gaps later on in the 

labour market. The underrepresentation of women 

in STEM, technical fields, and associated leadership 

roles reflects both structural barriers and missed 

economic opportunities.

Female participation in vocational education 
has increased, but women remain significantly 
underrepresented in technical and ICT fields—

often due to gendered stereotypes and systemic 

digital exclusion. These disparities are further 

deepened by unequal access to information, 

infrastructure, and the internet—only 52.8% of 
youth have internet access, and among them, girls 
account for just 33%. Young women continue to be 

concentrated in lower-paid, traditionally feminised 

vocational areas, restricting economic mobility and 

sustaining labour market inequalities.

Gender disparities in education are further 

compounded by cross-cutting systemic 
issues. Girls and gender-diverse students face 

discrimination, harassment, and exclusion, with 

LGBTQIA+ youth reporting emotional abuse and 

institutional neglect. Gender-based violence 

is prevalent in universities, where ragging and 

harassment disproportionately affect female 

students. School curricula and textbooks often 

reinforce traditional gender norms, narrowing 

girls’ aspirations and career choices. Moreover, 

the lack of comprehensive, gender-sensitive 

sexuality education perpetuates misinformation 

and stigma, particularly affecting girls’ agency 

and reproductive health outcomes. These gaps, 

combined with inadequate menstrual hygiene 

facilities and cultural restrictions, can contribute 
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to absenteeism and higher dropout rates, 

particularly among rural and marginalised girls. 

While Sri Lanka’s education system has achieved 

impressive gender parity in basic metrics, deeper 

structural and cultural inequalities continue 

to undermine equitable access, safe learning 

environments, and inclusive educational outcomes. 

Addressing these issues requires targeted reforms in 

curriculum design, policy implementation, teacher 

training, and gender-responsive investment across 

all levels of education.

5.	 The Economy

Sri Lanka’s economy has begun to stabilise 

after the 2022–2023 crisis, showing improved 

macroeconomic indicators by 2024. However, 

household-level recovery remains uneven, marked 

by persistent vulnerabilities in employment, 

income, and social protection—particularly 

for women. Overlapping crises have deepened 

structural and gendered inequalities in the labour 

market, reflecting long-standing socioeconomic 

barriers that inhibit women’s full economic 

participation.

Female labour force participation (FLFP) remains 
stagnantly low at 30–35%, less than half the 

rate for men. This gap is largely driven by the 

overwhelming burden of unpaid care work, societal 

norms, and workplace discrimination. In contrast, 

male labour force participation (MLFP) remains 

high, with few citing caregiving as a barrier. While 

the gap narrows at higher education levels (FLFP: 

80.6%; MLFP: 81.8%), disparities remain substantial 

among less-educated populations and across 

regions. 

Economic inactivity remains the primary barrier to 

women’s employment, with 71.7% of the inactive 
population being women in 2023. More than half 

cite household responsibilities as the main reason, 

a burden acutely felt by married women aged 
25–54, of whom 85–92% report caregiving as their 

reason for non-participation, compared to fewer 

than 20% of men.

Female unemployment remains consistently higher 
than male unemployment, particularly among 

the educated. In 2023, female unemployment 

stood at 7.0%, nearly double the rate of men 

(3.6%). Among graduates, female unemployment 
reached 10.2%, compared with 5.8% for similarly 

educated men. Underemployment has also risen 

disproportionately for women, rising from 3.5% in 

2019 to 4.4% in 2023, compared with 3.4% among 

men. Women are also more likely to experience 

underemployment even in skilled roles, reflecting 

persistent barriers to accessing decent work. The 

female NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or 
Training) rate remains elevated at 22.6% in 2023, 
nearly twice the male rate (13%), despite a decline 

from 29% in 2019.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the 2022 economic 

crisis exacerbated these inequalities. While fewer 
women officially lost jobs compared to men, this 

masked a significant shift into economic inactivity 

due to intensified care demands. Women-led micro, 

small, and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) 

were more likely to close permanently, and in 

the post-crisis period, women have re-entered 
the labour market more slowly due to limited 

availability of decent jobs, heightened caregiving 

responsibilities, and weak institutional support.

Women’s employment patterns reflect deeper 

structural inequities. Though women are more 

likely than men to hold permanent jobs, these jobs 

are often low-paid and carry limited authority. Men 

show a tendency to more frequently engage in 

informal, flexible roles. Women’s representation 
as employers is below 1%, indicating barriers 
to entrepreneurship linked to limited access to 
capital, heavy unpaid care responsibilities, and 
structural discrimination. Similarly, fewer women 

are own-account workers, highlighting challenges 

related to market access, mobility, and risk. 
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Self-employment is more common among women 

with mid-level education and is often undertaken 

out of necessity rather than choice. Conversely, 

women comprise about 75% of contributing family 
workers, reflecting both economic dependence 
and exclusion from formal labour protections.

Gender-based occupational segregation also remains 

deeply entrenched. Women are concentrated in 
low-wage sectors such as apparel, retail, education, 
and care work, with limited mobility or leadership 
opportunities. Men dominate higher-paying sectors 

such including construction, transport, and mining. 

Women largely occupy clerical and caregiving roles, 
while men hold technical and managerial positions. 
Even within female-dominated sectors such as 

apparel, women are typically restricted to low-skilled 

roles. These patterns are reinforced by restrictive 

social norms, caregiving burdens, and gender-

insensitive labour policies, widening both wage and 

opportunity gaps.

Informal employment is a major source of livelihood 

for women but poses heightened risks. Although 
men generally have higher rates of informal 
employment, around 60% of employed women also 
work informally, especially in service, agriculture, and 

domestic work, often as a means of balancing income 

generation with care responsibilities. However, 

informal jobs are characterised by an absence of 

contracts, social protection, and fair wages, exposing 

women to exploitation. Domestic work, a highly 
feminised sector, is especially precarious, marked by 
long hours, low wages, and no formal protections. 

Despite women’s higher educational attainment 

across most sectors, gender wage gaps persist. 

Women continue to earn less than men for similar 
work, highlighting that pay inequities stem not 
from differences in education or experience but 

from unpaid care burdens, discrimination, and 

structural exclusion. Women also work fewer paid 
hours on average, further limiting earnings and 

economic independence. These disparities sustain 
the gender pay gap and reduce women’s resilience 

to economic shocks.

In migration, women remain concentrated in 
low-skilled, care-related employment, particularly 

domestic work in the Middle East. While men 

dominate skilled migration, many women 

continue to seek overseas work due to limited 

local opportunities. Policies such as the Family 
Background Report (FBR) restrict women’s mobility 
by linking eligibility to caregiving responsibilities. 

These provisions reinforce traditional gender 

norms and position women primarily as remittance 

earners rather than rights-bearing workers. Even 

where restrictions have been eased, the structural 

inequalities shaping women’s migration pathways 

remain largely unchanged.

Women in Sri Lanka face a double burden that 
restricts their economic participation: the unequal 
responsibility for unpaid care work and limited 
access to productive asset ownership. Time Use 

Survey data reveals that women spend significantly 

more hours on unpaid domestic and caregiving 

tasks than men, which constrains their ability 

to engage in paid employment. This unpaid care 

work—largely unrecognised and unsupported—

forces many women to either exit the labour force 

or balance excessive workloads, thereby reinforcing 

traditional gender roles and limiting economic 

mobility.

Women also face significant barriers to asset 

ownership, further limiting their economic 

empowerment. Land, livestock, and productive 
tools are often registered under men’s names, and 
both customary and legal barriers prevent equal 
access. This reduces women’s ability to access 

credit, grants, or agricultural inputs, entrenching 

poverty and economic dependence. Combined 

with unpaid care responsibilities, these structural 

barriers significantly restrict women’s participation 

in paid work, compounding their exclusion from 

income-generating activities.

LGBTQIA+ individuals face systemic discrimination 

in employment, hiring, and promotions, forcing 
many into informal, precarious work. Despite high 

education levels, they experience verbal abuse, job 

loss, and identity-based exclusion. Transgender 

women are overrepresented in low-protection 

sectors such as beauty services or sex work. A lack 

of legal recognition and inclusive employment 

policies denies them access to formal employment, 

housing, and finance. Gender minorities in rural 

and estate areas face greater stigma, bullying, and 
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school dropout, limiting their long-term economic 

prospects.

The future of work—marked by digitalisation and 

green growth—risks widening gender gaps unless 

targeted inclusion strategies are adopted. Women 

face barriers in STEM, digital access, and leadership, 

while unpaid care responsibilities and sectoral 

segregation restrict participation in high-growth 

sectors. Without gender-responsive planning, the 

transition to a digital or green economy could 

further entrench existing inequalities rather than 

expand opportunities for women and gender-

diverse groups.

Cross-cutting challenges reinforce these patterns. 

Gender norms assign women sole responsibility 

for care, while their agency and voice in decision-

making remain limited within households, 

workplaces, and institutions. Sexual harassment 

and unsafe mobility, particularly in public transport 

and workplaces, further impede women’s ability 

to enter, remain in, or advance within the labour 

force. Compounding these issues, legal frameworks 

remain outdated and fragmented, often failing to 

provide gender-equal protections. 

6.	 Poverty and Social Protection

Poverty 

Women in Sri Lanka experience disproportionately 
high rates of poverty due to entrenched structural 

gender inequalities. These include lower labour 

force participation, occupational segregation 

into low-paid sectors, limited asset ownership, 

and significant time poverty caused by unpaid 

care burdens. Female-headed households face 
compounded marginalisation, with nearly 70% 
of women outside the labour force, and over 74% 
of those employed working informally. Women’s 

predominant engagement in underpaid or unpaid 

sectors such as agriculture, small-scale trade, and 

caregiving restricts their economic independence 

and ability to accumulate assets or build long-term 

security.

The multiple crises since 2019—including the 

economic downturn and COVID-19 pandemic—

have exacerbated poverty among women. Many 

households face income loss, inflation, and 

underemployment, leading to harmful coping 

strategies such as reducing meal frequency and 

selling assets. Women disproportionately bear 
financial strain due to their role in managing 
household consumption and caregiving. Gendered 

social norms that often prioritise other family 

members’ nutritional needs over women’s lead to 

reduced food intake and heightened health risks. 

Moreover, higher rates of gender-based violence 

among impoverished women further restrict their 

access to work, education, and essential services, 

perpetuating a cycle of vulnerability.

Poverty in Sri Lanka is multidimensional, 

encompassing deficits in education, health, housing, 

basic services, and access to resource. Women are 

more likely to experience these deprivations due 

to intersecting inequalities shaped by gender roles 

and social norms that limit access to land, assets, 

formal institutions, and decision-making power. 

Female-headed households report higher food 
insecurity rates (32%) compared to male-headed 
households (23%), and nearly half resort to coping 
strategies such as meal reduction. Women’s lower 

asset ownership and heavier unpaid care burdens 

reduce their resilience to shocks and deepen poverty. 

Household indebtedness further compounds 

women’s vulnerabilities. Over half of Sri Lankan 
households are indebted, with female-headed 
households relying more heavily on informal, 
high-interest loans and pawning, especially in 
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rural and conflict-affected areas. Exposure to 

exploitative microfinance, combined with weak 

regulatory oversight, heightens women’s financial 

fragility and increases risks of social stigma and 

gender-based violence. These dynamics reveal how 

economic hardship and social marginalisation 

intersect, reinforcing the structural drivers of 

women’s poverty. 

Social Protection

Sri Lanka’s social protection system, which includes 

universal services, targeted assistance, contributory 

insurance, and labour programmes, exhibits 

significant gender gaps. Targeting mechanisms 
that assume equitable intra-household resource 
distribution obscure women’s limited financial 
access and decision-making power. Unpaid care 

work, predominantly undertaken by women, 

remains unrecognised in social protection 

programme design, perpetuating women’s time 

poverty and deepening their economic insecurity. 

Eligibility criteria focusing on visible assets often 

exclude working-class women, whose poverty 

is masked by modest household investments, 

undermining the system’s intersectional 

responsiveness.

Coverage for informal sector workers remains 
limited, excluding workers from contributory 

social insurance schemes, maternity leave, wage 

protections, and job security. Vulnerable groups 

such as domestic, plantation, and home-based 

workers, many of whom are women, face significant 

barriers to labour rights and social protection 

due to weak enforcement and inconsistent legal 

coverage.

Women with disabilities and elderly women face 
additional exclusion, and many elderly women—

particularly widows or former informal workers—

lack contributory pensions and rely on inconsistent 

allowances. Social stigma surrounding widowhood 

further marginalises older women, increasing 

their poverty and vulnerability to exploitation. The 
absence of publicly funded social care services 
disproportionately impacts women by restricting 
their labour market participation and access to 
social protection benefits. The lack of integrated 

childcare and elder care services reinforces 

gendered economic dependency and time poverty, 

underscoring the need for care to be explicitly 

incorporated into social protection frameworks. 

While maternity leave exists under formal labour 
laws, the majority of women in the informal sector 
lack access to such benefits. Additionally, the 

absence of statutory paternity leave limits men’s 

caregiving involvement, perpetuating traditional 

gender roles and unequal unpaid care burdens. 

The social protection system also largely excludes 
the LGBTQIA+ community due to restrictive legal 
frameworks and lack of recognition, exacerbating 
their vulnerabilities to poverty, discrimination, and 
health disparities.

Though the draft National Social Protection Policy 

emphasises equity and a life-cycle approach, it lacks 

comprehensive gender-sensitive measures. Critical 
gaps include inadequate recognition of unpaid 
care work, insufficient benefit adequacy, and the 
absence of individual-level targeting that accounts 
for intra-household power dynamics. Without 

reforms addressing these gaps, social protection 

risks reinforcing existing gender inequalities rather 

than promoting transformative change. 
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7.	 Safety and Security

Violence against women in Sri Lanka manifests 

through both visible acts and embedded 

structural systems, stemming from entrenched 

gender inequalities and reinforced by prevailing 

social norms, institutional practices, and state 

mechanisms. Societal expectations continue to 

uphold gender hierarchies that legitimise such 

violence, with women often confined to domestic 

roles and valued primarily as mothers and 

caregivers. This limits their autonomy, visibility, 

and engagement in public life.

Nearly one in four ever-partnered women aged 
15–64 have experienced physical violence in their 
lifetime. Rape remains significantly underreported, 

driven by stigma, fear of reprisal, and cultural 

norms that discourage disclosure. According to 

the Grave Crimes Abstracts from the Department 

of Police, the number of reported rape cases has 

shown little fluctuation year over year. In 2023, only 

45 plaints were filed out of 291 rape complaints 

made by women over the age of 16—reflecting 

both institutional attrition and the challenges 

survivors face in navigating a justice system 

often perceived as retraumatising and ineffective. 

In Sri Lanka, statutory rape is legally defined as 

sexual intercourse with a girl under the age of 

16, regardless of consent. Yet, the Department of 

Police differentiates between statutory rape “with 

consent” and “without consent”—a distinction 

that lacks clear legal grounding. 

In 2019, one in five women reported experiencing 

physical and/or sexual violence from an intimate 

partner. The 1938 hotline of the National 

Committee on Women received 11,007 complaints 

between 2019 and mid-2025, with a notable 

surge during the COVID-19 pandemic. Since then, 

reported cases have remained consistently above 

pre-pandemic levels, registering 1,796 in 2022 

and 2,034 in 2023. This increase coincided with Sri 

Lanka’s economic crisis, characterised by inflation, 

food insecurity, and service disruptions—all of 

which are known risk factors for domestic violence. 

Severe and persistent forms of domestic abuse 

are especially prevalent in Jaffna and Mullaitivu, 

which also record higher incidences of teenage 

pregnancies, rape, incest, and illegal abortions.

Violence and harassment against women in Sri 
Lanka remain alarmingly widespread across both 
private and public spheres. Among ever-partnered 

women, 18.9% have experienced physical violence, 

6.8% sexual violence, 18.1% economic abuse, and 

16.7% emotional or psychological violence during 

their lifetimes.

Sexual harassment is particularly pervasive in 

public spaces, with 90% of women and girls 

reporting at least one incident on public transport. 

Gender-based violence is also prevalent in the 

workplace—68% of women surveyed by the 

International Finance Corporation across nine Sri 

Lankan businesses reported experiencing some 

form of workplace violence or harassment. Within 

the media industry, 29% of female journalists 

reported encountering sexual harassment at work, 

according to a 2015 survey by the International 

Federation of Journalists.

Online and digital spaces are no exception to these 
patterns of violence against women. The Sri Lanka 

Computer Emergency Readiness Team (SLCERT) 

documented 3,566 cyber incidents in 2019, with 

a staggering 460% increase in 2020, totaling 

16,376 cases—highlighting the growing threat of 

technology-facilitated violence against women and 

the urgent need for stronger safeguards to protect 

women and girls in digital environments.

Since 2019, the combined effects of political 
instability, the COVID-19 pandemic, and economic 
hardship have fueled a rise in irregular migration, 

as both men and women circumvent costly 

and bureaucratic formal pathways by turning 

to unregulated routes—heightening their 

vulnerability to exploitation and trafficking. 

Women who experience exploitation abroad are 

frequently blamed for bypassing state-sanctioned 

migration channels, overlooking the structural and 

gendered barriers embedded within these formal 

systems.
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Credible reports of conflict-related sexual 
violence (CRSV) highlight the role of detention, 
displacement, and entrenched impunity in enabling 
such abuses, often along ethnic lines. In its 2025 

Concluding Observations, the CEDAW Committee 

raised serious concern over the enduring impunity 

for perpetrators and absence of reparations for 

CRSV survivors in Sri Lanka.

By 2023, the Office on Missing Persons (OMP) 
had received approximately 13,000 complaints 
related to enforced disappearances. The women 

left behind—typically wives or mothers of the 

disappeared—face profound legal, economic, 

and psychosocial challenges. The issuance of a 

Certificate of Absence under the Registration 

of Deaths (Temporary Provisions) (Amendment) 

Act No. 16 of 2016 enables families access 

to inheritance, pensions, and land rights, 

acknowledging a “missing” status without formally 

declaring death. This measure attempts to meet 

the emotional and psychological needs of families 

while upholding the importance of continued 

investigations into disappearance cases. Many of 

these women have assumed public roles in pursuit 

of truth and accountability for their missing family 

members. Their activism often unfolds under 

intense surveillance and in environments where 

harassment is common.

Sri Lanka continues to lack an officially recognised 
definition of female-headed households (FHHs), 
resulting in the homogenisation of these groups 

and the exclusion of vulnerable sub-groups. As a 

result, FHHs remain invisible in official statistics 

and are largely absent from policy frameworks. 

Alongside their elevated economic precarity, they 

also face persistent social stigma and structural 

obstacles that hinder access to essential services 

and entitlements.

The gendered consequences of armed conflict and 
militarisation in Sri Lanka continue to reinforce 
patriarchal norms, heighten surveillance and 
control, curtail rights, and exacerbate gender-

based violence across the country. In the post-war 

period, militarisation became intensified, 

normalised, and deeply embedded—not only 

through military involvement in civil society and 

commercial ventures but also through its influence 

on the education system. These developments have 

had gendered repercussions, causing the erosion 

of community trust, suppression of political 

engagement, and increased surveillance.

Public awareness of female genital mutilation/
cutting (FGM/C) in Sri Lanka grew around 2017–2018, 

when women from the Muslim community began 

to share their personal experiences—challenging 

prevailing assumptions that the practice did not 

exist in the country. Although Sri Lanka has no 

specific legislation banning FGM/C, the Ministry of 

Health issued a circular in 2018 advising medical 

professionals against performing the procedure.

In a study of 71 case studies, only six involved early 
marriages, while 32 featured early cohabitation—

often considered by families as informal unions to 

be formalised upon reaching the legal age. These 

arrangements were typically influenced by societal 

pressures to safeguard a girl’s chastity and, in some 

cases, were even encouraged by institutional actors 

such as the police. Whether formal or informal, early 

cohabitation and marriage led to similar adverse 

outcomes for girls, including early pregnancies, 

disrupted education, economic vulnerability, 

diminished social status, and heightened exposure 

to domestic violence.

The Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka 

(HRCSL) and various United Nations entities have 

documented a wide range of violations faced 
by Women Human Rights Defenders (WHRDs), 
including surveillance, threats, arbitrary arrest, 

physical and sexual assault, and defamation—both 

online and offline. High-profile cases illustrate that 

WHRDs who engage with international human 

rights mechanisms or speak publicly about state 

violence often become targets of coordinated 

digital harassment. Their exclusion from formal 

leadership and policy-making spaces further 

signifies systemic failures in ensuring their security, 

visibility, and meaningful participation.

Most women currently detained under the 
Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) come from 
economically disadvantaged backgrounds 

and have been incarcerated due to indirect 
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associations—such as family connections—rather 

than direct involvement. Denying access to 

adequate medical care, separating mothers from 

their children, and obstructing legal representation 

can constitute acts of torture and cruel, inhuman, 

or degrading treatment, and yet such practices 

continue to occur. When the primary breadwinner 

is detained, the women affected endure a cascade 

of hardships—physical, economic, social, and 

psychological—often compounded by surveillance, 

visits from security agencies, and repeated 

summons for interrogation. These pressures 

discourage community support and further isolate 

the women.

According to the Department of Census and 

Statistics (2012), there are more women with 
disabilities (96 per 1,000 persons) than men (77 per 
1,000). Beyond challenges related to accessibility, 

women with disabilities face significant protection 

concerns that limit their public participation and 

foster a culture of dependency. The prevailing 

charity-oriented framing of disability—rather 

than a rights-based approach—deepens their 

marginalisation. This exclusion is especially acute 

at the intersection of multiple vulnerabilities, 

including gender, age, ethnicity, geography, and 

socioeconomic status. 

Sri Lanka lacks official data on its LGBTQIA+ 
community—an omission closely linked to the 
ongoing criminalisation of same-sex relations 
and one that enables the widespread harassment, 
discrimination, and violence endured by LGBTQIA+ 
individuals across various sectors. According to 

Equal Ground (2021), 11% of LGBTQIA+ survey 

respondents reported experiencing abuse and 

discrimination based on their identity. Although 

police rarely file cases under Sections 365 and 

365A, reports indicate that these legal provisions 

are routinely used to intimidate, harass, and 

coerce LGBTQIA+ individuals—resulting in bribery, 

extortion, and forced sexual favours. Fear of 

retaliation and exposure prevents many individuals 

from openly identifying, further obscuring the 

community from public view. Meaningful efforts 

to collect national data on LGBTQIA+ populations 

must therefore be preceded or accompanied by 

decriminalisation and the establishment of robust 

safeguards to ensure safety, confidentiality, and 

trust.

Efforts to address and eliminate sexual and 
gender-based violence (SGBV) in Sri Lanka 

continue to be constrained by structural and 

institutional shortcomings. Legal education 

remains inadequate, and key legal protections—

such as those under the Prevention of Domestic 

Violence Act (PDVA)—are poorly implemented. 

Access to justice is compromised by limited legal 

aid, and judicial discretion in sentencing sexual 

violence cases has weakened accountability. State 

responses are hampered by insufficient capacity 

and inadequate support systems, while the 

legacy of armed conflict adds further complexity 

to addressing SGBV. These gaps collectively 

undermine survivor-centred justice and impede 

progress in eliminating SGBV.

Civil society plays a pivotal role in advancing 
women’s safety and access to justice in Sri Lanka. 

Women-led and community-based organisations 

have long been central to the fight against SGBV, 

providing survivors with critical services including 

counselling, legal assistance, and safe shelter. 

These groups frequently support women through 

intimidating interactions with law enforcement, 

healthcare systems, and judicial institutions—

especially where institutional responses are 

insensitive, inaccessible, or exclude key linguistic 

communities. However, this essential civil society 

infrastructure faces growing challenges. Funding 

constraints and increasing reliance on external 

donors jeopardise the continuity of services and 

advocacy, particularly in rural and post-conflict 

areas where needs are greatest. There is an 

urgent need to bolster national commitment to 

safeguarding civic space, invest in community-

based mechanisms, and promote locally driven 

resource mobilisation. Without sustained support, 

these frontline actors—uniquely positioned to 

drive social transformation and provide survivor-

centred care—risk marginalisation, weakening the 

broader ecosystem of prevention and protection.
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8.	 Climate Change, Disasters and Gender

Sri Lanka is highly vulnerable to climate change and 

faces multiple natural hazards, including droughts, 

floods, landslides, heat stress, and rising sea levels. 

Women, particularly in rural, estate, coastal, and 

urban poor communities, are disproportionately 

affected due to their limited access to resources, 
exclusion from decision-making spaces, and 
reliance on precarious livelihoods and living 
conditions. These vulnerabilities are further 

compounded by existing inequalities linked to 

gender, class, caste, ethnicity, and geography. 

Women farmers face declining agricultural 
productivity and loss of income due to droughts, 

soil salinisation, and erratic rainfall. Estate sector 

women, primarily Malaiyaha Tamils, are losing work 
opportunities as tea yields reduce, while coastal 
women engaged in fish processing and other value 
chain activities face economic insecurity due to 
declining fish stocks and rising sea levels. Women 

working in seaweed farming and salterns are 

increasingly exposed to heat stress, intensifying 

the precarity of already fragile livelihoods. 

However, access to adaptive climate solutions 

remains unequal. Women are largely excluded 
from farmer or fisheries collectives that determine 
access to irrigation, subsidies, and climate-smart 
agricultural training—exclusions largely rooted in 
the lack of formal recognition of women’s labour 
and low levels of land ownership. Cultural and 

institutional biases also restrict women’s access 

to technology, markets, and financial tools such 

as insurance or loans. As a result, women are 

overrepresented among microfinance debtors, with 

climate-induced crop failures exacerbating their 

financial instability, leading to debt traps and, in 

some cases, gender-based violence. In this context, 
women farmer collectives emerge as vital platforms 
for strengthening women’s agency, improving access 
to land, markets, and resources, and advancing 

sustainable agriculture and gender justice through 

shared knowledge and mutual support. 

The burden of unpaid care work is also intensified 
by climate impacts and rising resource scarcity, 

increasing the time and energy women spend in 

securing water, caring for the sick, and managing 

household needs and food stocks, particularly in 

the absence of migrating men. Climate-induced 

migration patterns differ by gender, as men are 
more likely to migrate during slow-onset events, 

leaving women to manage farms and homes with 

diminishing resources. 

In addition, disasters heighten the risk of gender-
based violence, especially in overcrowded and 

unsafe shelters. Many women and gender 

minorities opt to stay home or return prematurely 

from camps, even when the conditions are unsafe, 

due to fears of harassment and sexual violence in 

relief camps. Sexual and reproductive health needs 
are also compromised during droughts and extreme 

weather events due to limited access to clean 

water and healthcare. Informal women workers 

in urban areas are more susceptible to heat stress 

as they often reduce their water intake to cope 

with the lack of bathrooms. LGBTQIA+ individuals 
experience heightened vulnerabilities during 
climate disasters due to structural discrimination, 

fear of exclusion from aid, and underrepresentation 

in relief planning.

Despite policy-level progress in integrating gender 

considerations into national climate frameworks—

such as the Nationally Determined Contributions 

and National Adaptation Plans—on-ground 

implementation remains weak. Persistent data 
gaps, lack of gender-disaggregated reporting, and 
limited institutional commitment hinder effective 
and inclusive responses to climate change. Urgent 

investments are needed for gender-responsive 

data systems, inclusive policy design, and support 

for women-led collectives that play a critical role 

in advancing community resilience and equitable 

climate adaptation.
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9.	 Towards Gender Transformative 
Governance

Existing data reveals that gender inequality in 

Sri Lanka is systemic, deeply embedded across 

social, economic, legal, and political structures, 

disproportionately marginalising women. 

Addressing this entrenched disparity requires 

a transformative, coordinated approach rather 

than piecemeal efforts. Effective change demands 

a) governance reforms, b) gender-responsive 

budgeting, and c) robust gender data systems 

for accountability. Strengthening institutions, 

advancing gender-responsive financing, and 

improving gender data use are essential for 

achieving sustainable gender equality and social 

justice. A whole-of-government approach must 

be complemented by a whole-of-society approach, 

underpinned by adequate resource allocation 

through gender-responsive budgeting and effective 

monitoring.

The lack of institutionalised gender-responsive 
budgeting is a key driver of gender inequality in 

the country. Despite long-standing discussions and 

some policy mentions, there is still no systematic 

framework to ensure that gender considerations are 

integrated into budget processes. Ministries rarely 

assess the gender impacts of allocations, and the 

scarcity of comprehensive gender-disaggregated 

data further undermines evidence-based planning. 

Although in 2018, the MoWCA introduced 12 key 

performance indicators aligned with Sustainable 

Development Goal Goal 5, implementation has 

been limited, with most ministries showing little 

to no progress between 2019 and 2022. These 

weaknesses are reflected in the 2025 national 

budget, which included an 18.45% funding cut to 

MoWCA and minimal allocation to women-focused 

programmes. Where allocations were made, they 

disproportionately prioritised child welfare over 

women’s empowerment. While some initiatives—

such as nutrition support and the provision of free 

sanitary napkins—were funded, overall visibility and 

cross-sectoral gender budgeting remain inadequate. 

Encouragingly, as of June 2025, Sri Lanka has begun 

advancing gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) 

through draft legislation and awareness efforts. 

However, GRB remains siloed and underutilised, 

lacking integration into core fiscal systems. To 

generate meaningful impact, GRB must be led by 

the Ministry of Finance, aligned with outcome-

based budgeting, and designed to address systemic 

barriers across sectors. Strong political will, legal 

mandates, and accountability frameworks are 

essential to achieving transformative change.

Gender equality has not always been approached 
as a government-wide coordinated priority and 

has therefore tended to fall primarily within the 

mandates of a limited number of state institutions. 

The Ministry of Women and Child Affairs is the 

central body responsible for advancing women’s 

empowerment and gender equality. However, 

the conflation of women’s and children’s issues 

within a single ministry continues to reflect a 

largely protectionist and welfare-oriented framing 

of women within an overstretched mandate. The 
Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus serves as an 
important cross-party platform and has played a 

constructive role in promoting key legislative and 

policy reforms.

Despite these contributions, coordination across 

institutions remains uneven, and gender-related 

responsibilities at national and sub-national 

levels—particularly for Women Development 

Officers—would benefit from stronger authority 

and clearer integration into sectoral processes. 

Gender focal points across ministries support 

inter-ministerial coordination, but their influence 

and capacity vary considerably. Leadership 

positions within public institutions also remain 

predominantly male, and the absence of a regular, 

state-led mechanism for tracking progress on 

gender equality limits coherence across planning 

and implementation.
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The 2024 Women’s Empowerment Act marks an 

important step, including the establishment of a 

National Commission for Women; its effectiveness, 

however, will depend on adequate resourcing and 

institutional independence. 

Strengthening coordination, clarifying institutional 

roles, and enhancing the capacity and recognition of 

gender focal points at all administrative levels will 

help embed gender equality across government. 

Likewise, promoting women’s leadership and 

deepening collaboration with civil society will 

support more inclusive, accountable, and effective 

governance that advances national gender equality 

objectives.

Despite ongoing efforts to improve data collection 

in line with international standards, challenges 
persist due to fragmented, non-uniform, and 
inaccessible data stemming from the lack of a 

comprehensive gender statistics framework. The 

periodic and special surveys conducted by the 
Department of Census and Statistics (DCS) in 

Sri Lanka, along with administrative data from 
various state agencies such as the Ministry of 

Health and the Ministry of Education, form the 

basis for analysing gender equality in the country. 

Regular surveys such as the Labour Force Survey 

and Household Income and Expenditure Survey 

provide insights into female labour participation, 

wage gaps, poverty, and unpaid care work. Special 

surveys, such as the 2017 Time Use Survey and the 

2019 Women’s Well-being Survey, have generated 

critical evidence on gender disparities and high 

levels of violence, but the lack of recent updates 

limits their current relevance. Key data gaps exist in 
areas such as sexual and reproductive health, land 
ownership, finance, migration, and the experience 
of LGBTQIA+ populations, often due to missing 

sex-disaggregated data or the exclusion of relevant 

groups from survey frames. These limitations 

hinder evidence-based, gender-responsive policy 

formulation, efficient resource allocation for gender 

equality, and the effective monitoring of strategies, 

action plans, and progress towards gender equality. 

These weaknesses highlight the need for updated, 

accessible, and inclusive gender data systems in Sri 

Lanka.

Achieving gender equality is not only a matter of 

justice but also a prerequisite for sustainable and 

inclusive development. As Sri Lanka stands at a 

critical juncture, the path forward demands bold, 

coordinated action that centers women’s voices, 

dismantles structural barriers, and embeds equality 

into every aspect of governance. With unwavering 

political will, strategic investment, and genuine 

collaboration, Sri Lanka has the opportunity to 

transform its commitments into lasting change 

and build a future in which gender equality is the 

norm rather than the exception.
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Recommendations

Gender transformative governance 

Recommendation 1. Enhance mandates and coordination of gender governance 
mechanisms

Clarify, streamline, and reinforce the mandates of gender-focused bodies—including the 

MoWCA, the Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus, and the National Commission for Women—

and empower gender focal points within ministries and Women Development Officers 

at national and sub-national levels. Ensure they are well-resourced, politically supported, 

and fully integrated into governance processes through structured mechanisms for 

communication, joint planning, and accountability.

Recommendation 2. Legally embed and operationalise Gender-Responsive 
Budgeting (GRB)

Amend public finance laws to formally integrate GRB principles across all government 

ministries and sub-national institutions. Establish strong leadership by the Ministry of 

Finance, supported by inter-ministerial coordination, dedicated GRB units, and trained 

officers to ensure that public spending is systematically aligned with measurable gender 

equality outcomes.

Recommendation 3. Develop a robust National Gender Statistics Framework

Assess current data availability and data collection strategies, and establish a national 

framework for collecting, analysing, and using sex-disaggregated and policy-relevant gender 

data. Use this framework to monitor institutional progress, guide and monitor gender 

action plans, evaluate the impacts of GRB, and address persistent data gaps in areas such as 

political participation and the gendered effects of crises and climate change.

Thematic recommendations

Women in politics and decision-making

•	 Adopt, strengthen, and implement temporary special measures to increase women’s 
political representation, including quotas in Parliament, Cabinet, Provincial Councils, and 

public bodies. Introduce minimum requirements for women’s executive roles within political 

parties. Establish clear mechanisms for monitoring and reporting progress.

•	 Expand sustained support systems for women leaders, including leadership training, 

mentorship, access to information and financing, and the identification of gender champions 

across political parties to actively promote women’s political participation.
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•	 Strengthen political party and electoral processes by ensuring equitable media coverage, 

regulating campaign financing, and fielding women candidates in politically viable 

constituencies.

•	 Enhance accountability and protection mechanisms to address gender-based violence and 

discrimination against women in politics by strengthening reporting channels, redress 

systems, and partnerships with state institutions, civil society, and the media.

•	 Advance gender-responsive institutional practices across public and private sectors by 

mainstreaming gender considerations in recruitment, promotion, and leadership pathways, 

and by fostering workplace cultures that recognise women’s contributions and support their 

progression into senior roles.

Human development

•	 Develop a national long-term care strategy that formally recognises unpaid care work, 

supports family caregivers, expands community-based care services, and transitions unpaid 

care into decent, protected work. Establish inter-ministerial coordination mechanisms 

and shared monitoring frameworks to integrate care needs across health, education, and 

employment systems.

•	 Strengthen public health infrastructure and community-based service delivery by expanding 

mobile clinics, gender-responsive diagnostics, culturally and linguistically accessible services, 

and support for community health workers—particularly women—to bridge geographic and 

socioeconomic gaps.

•	 Reform legal provisions to ensure access to safe abortion, prioritising cases of rape, incest, 

fetal abnormalities, and contraceptive failure, to safeguard women’s reproductive health and 

reduce unsafe procedures.

•	 Enforce gender-responsive occupational safety standards in female-dominated sectors—

including apparel, plantation, and care work—through stronger labour inspections, workplace 

protections, and psychosocial support, in partnership with unions and women’s collectives.

•	 Bridge gender gaps in tertiary and vocational education, particularly in STEM and high-growth 

fields, by expanding targeted scholarships, mentorship opportunities, safe and gender-

responsive infrastructure, and financial incentives for young women from underserved 

communities.

•	 Address gender stereotypes in curricula and teaching practices by revising textbooks, 

integrating content on equality and inclusion, and training teachers in gender-sensitive 

pedagogy.

•	 Improve school safety and gender-responsive infrastructure by ensuring adequate sanitation 

and menstrual hygiene facilities, safe transportation, and secure, supervised learning 
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environments—particularly in rural and estate areas.

•	 Ensure universal access to Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) and accurate sexual and 

reproductive health and rights information by integrating CSE into national curricula, training 

teachers, engaging communities, and expanding access to affordable and sustainable 

menstrual products.

The economy

•	 Reform labour and economic laws in line with international standards by ratifying ILO 

Conventions 189 and 190, adopting anti-discrimination legislation, and strengthening 

women’s rights to land, asset, and credit.

•	 Increase women’s representation in economic decision-making by introducing gender 

targets for corporate boards, public bodies, and unions, supported by education and training 

initiatives that promote gender-equitable norms.

•	 Invest in care infrastructure and care-responsive policies to reduce and redistribute unpaid 

care work, including childcare, elder care, and employer-supported services.

•	 Equip women for the future of work by expanding access to green jobs, digital skills, climate-

smart agriculture, and STEM fields through targeted training programmes, scholarships, and 

inclusive workplace policies.

Poverty and social protection 

•	 Improve gender-responsive targeting in social assistance, using sex-disaggregated and 

intersectional data to ensure programmes such as Aswesuma reach the most vulnerable.

•	 Link cash assistance to livelihood development through skills training, enterprise support, 

and market access.

•	 Adopt a universal, life-cycle social protection model that adapts to crises and reflects 

women’s needs at different stages of their lives.

•	 Make social protection gender-responsive and inclusive by recognising unpaid care work, 

expanding affordable childcare, ensuring accessible delivery systems, and extending benefits 

to informal workers.

•	 Introduce unemployment benefits tied to reskilling and re-employment services.

•	 Strengthen women-led community protection mechanisms such as savings groups and 

cooperatives.
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•	 Ensure shock-responsive, gender-sensitive protection systems that safeguard access to 

essential services during emergencies.

Safety and security

•	 Strengthen survivor-centred response systems through coordinated police–health–

legal–shelter services, formal referral protocols, expanded helplines and shelter capacity, 

inclusive service provision, improved legal aid, and resourcing for women-led organisations. 

Fully operationalise the National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security with strong 

accountability mechanisms for addressing CRSV.

•	 Advance priority legal reforms by amending the PDVA, PTA, the Online Safety Act, and related 

legislation to strengthen protection, due process, and digital rights. Affirm constitutional 

equality for LGBTQIA+ persons and repeal Penal Code Sections 365/365A and other 

discriminatory provisions. Prioritise strengthening disability-inclusive protections.

•	 Improve sentencing and administrative practices by prohibiting suspended sentences in 

sexual-violence cases, clarifying statutory-rape classifications, safeguarding the rights of 

WHRDs, and ensuring counter-terrorism measures comply with international standards.

•	 Ensure gender-responsive law enforcement and public spaces by improving detention 

safeguards for women and children, enhancing monitoring and complaint mechanisms, and 

promoting urban-safety measures such as better lighting, reporting systems, and bystander-

awareness initiatives.

Climate change, disasters, and gender 

•	 Strengthen gender-responsive data and research by standardising sex-disaggregated, 

intersectional data collection across climate and disaster management systems, integrating 

individual-level information into vulnerability and risk assessments, and complementing 

quantitative tools with qualitative and participatory research to inform context-specific 

policy design.

•	 Build senior leadership capacity through targeted training and accountability mechanisms 

that embed gender equality within climate and disaster governance.

•	 Empower women in agriculture and fisheries by expanding access to leadership and technical 

training, reforming producer organisations, extending insurance and credit facilities to 

women, and strengthening women’s collectives to support resilient, climate-responsive 

livelihoods.
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