
Abstract
Gender-inclusive innovation requires institutional arrangements that recognise embodied labour realities while dismantling structural 
barriers to women’s full participation in industrial ecosystems. This article examines menstrual leave policy as a site of socio-legal 
innovation within India’s evolving labour governance framework, with specific reference to Karnataka’s 2025 cross-sector policy. Using 
doctrinal analysis, comparative policy mapping, and feminist institutional theory, the study interrogates whether menstrual leave 
constitutes transformative gender-responsive industrial reform or risks reinforcing biological essentialism in labour markets. Findings 
suggest that menstrual leave, when embedded within broader workplace inclusion strategies—such as anti-discrimination safeguards, 
infrastructural reforms, and monitoring frameworks—can enhance productivity, retention, and equity in labour-intensive and knowledge 
sectors. However, poorly designed policies may generate unintended labour-market distortions and stigma. The article advances a 
conceptual framework linking gender-responsive labour regulation to innovation systems theory and proposes measurable indicators 
for evaluating gender-inclusive industrial transformation. The study contributes to global debates on menstrual equity, care economy 
governance, and inclusive industrial policy by situating India’s experience within comparative international discourse.
Keywords: Gender-inclusive innovation; Menstrual leave policy; Industrial labour reform; Workplace equality; Institutional feminism; 
Innovation governance

Gender-Inclusive Innovation in Industry: Menstrual 
Leave Policy as Institutional Reform in India
Anubha Nair1*, Ruchi Tiwari2

RESEARCH ARTICLE

© The Scientific Temper. 2026
Received:  10/02/2025				    Accepted:  20/02/2025	 Published: 25/03/2026

1Research Scholar, Parul Institute of Law, Parul University, Post 
Limda, Waghodia, Gujarat – 391760, India
2Associate Professor, Parul Institute of Law, Parul University, Post 
Limda, Waghodia, Gujarat – 391760, India
*Corresponding Author: Anubha Nair, Research Scholar, Parul 
Institute of Law, Parul University, Post Limda, Waghodia, Gujarat – 
391760, India, E-Mail: anubha.nair28130@paruluniversity.ac.in
How to cite this article: Nair, A., Tiwari, R. (2026). Gender-Inclusive 
Innovation in Industry: Menstrual Leave Policy as Institutional 
Reform in India. The Scientific Temper, 17(3):5900-5903.
Doi: 10.58414/SCIENTIFICTEMPER.2026.17.3.22
Source of support: Nil

Conflict of interest: None.

Introduction
Industrial innovation ecosystems remain structurally 
gendered. Despite increased female labour force 
participation in emerging economies, women continue to 
face exclusionary workplace norms, inadequate occupational 
health recognition, and institutional indifference toward 
reproductive health realities. In India, gender disparities 
are particularly visible in labour-intensive industries such 
as garment manufacturing and in high-skill sectors such as 
information technology.
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The contemporary trajectory of industrial development 
in India is defined by an ambitious vision to elevate the 
manufacturing sector’s contribution to 25% of the Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) by 2025 (Bhukta, 2025). While 
flagship initiatives such as “Make in India” have successfully 
expanded manufacturing capacity, empirical evidence 
suggests that the benefits of this scientific and technological 
advancement are unevenly distributed along gender lines 
(Babu, 2025; UNESCO, 2021). Innovation spaces remain 
largely “masculinized,” adhering to an “Ideal Worker” myth 
that prioritizes technical rationality while devaluing the 
embodied realities of the workforce (Kitole, 2025; Risse & 
Desmond, 2019).

A critical barrier to gender-inclusive innovation is 
the systemic neglect of Menstrual Health Management 
(MHM) within organizational frameworks. Menstruation, 
a biological experience for nearly half the workforce, 
often leads to “sickness presenteeism”—the phenomenon 
of employees working under severe physical duress, 
resulting in significant hidden productivity losses (Conley, 
2024; George et al., 2025). In October 2025, the State of 
Karnataka addressed this research gap by mandating one 
paid menstrual leave day per month across both public and 
private sectors (Lawrbit, 2025). This paper seeks to analyze 
the Karnataka mandate as a “Socio-Technical Innovation,” 
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exploring how it breaks structural barriers to build more 
equitable industrial opportunities.

The approval of a one-day-per-month paid menstrual 
leave policy by the Karnataka government in 2025 marks a 
significant intervention in labour governance. Unlike earlier 
state-level measures limited to government employees, 
Karnataka’s cross-sector approach extends into private 
industry, positioning menstrual health within formal 
industrial policy discourse.

However, critical questions remain:
•	 Does menstrual leave constitute transformative gender-

inclusive innovation in industrial governance?
•	 Can such policies enhance productivity and equity 

without reinforcing gender stereotypes?
•	 How should institutional design mitigate unintended 

economic consequences?
Existing scholarship on menstrual equity has largely focused 
on public health and social justice dimensions, while 
innovation policy literature rarely addresses embodied 
labour. This article bridges that gap by conceptualising 
menstrual leave as institutional innovation within gender-
responsive industrial governance.

Literature Review

The Productivity Dilemma and Sickness Presenteeism
Scholarly discourse increasingly identifies “sickness 
presenteeism” as a primary driver of industrial inefficiency. 
Research indicates that approximately 80.7% of women 
report attending work despite severe menstrual symptoms, 
leading to an average productivity loss of 33% during 
symptomatic days. This results in a mean of 8.9 days of 
total lost productivity per year per female employee. By 
recognizing menstruation as a legitimate health concern, 
menstrual leave policies aim to reduce unplanned 
absenteeism and long-term burnout, potentially offsetting 
the direct costs of leave through enhanced “utmost health” 
and performance upon return (Agrawal, 2024; George et 
al., 2025).   

The “Culture of Concealment” and Structural Taboos
The implementation of gender-responsive policies 
is frequently hindered by a “culture of concealment”. 
Workplace norms often treat the female body as “deviant 
or polluted,” forcing women into “self-surveillance” 
practices to hide signs of menstruation. Studies show that 
even when leave is legally available, as in Japan’s long-
standing “seirikyuuka” provisions, nearly 44% of women 
avoid utilizing it due to social stigma and the fear of being 
perceived as “fragile” or “less suitable” for leadership 
(Takeda, 2020; George et al., 2025).   

Industrial Spillovers and Gender Norms
Industrial growth, particularly in manufacturing, has been 

documented to have “unintended gendered effects.” In India, 
manufacturing expansion has historically reinforced male-
biased employment gains, where men are 11.8 percentage 
points more likely to gain regular employment compared to 
statistically insignificant changes for women (Bhukta, 2025). 
This economic imbalance reinforces patriarchal norms and 
has been linked to increased “son preference” in industrial 
districts. Gender-inclusive innovation must, therefore, 
intervene in these social structures to ensure that structural 
transformation does not come at a social cost to women.

Recent scholarship underscores the importance of 
embedding gender within innovation systems (Schiebinger 
et al., 2020; OECD, 2021). Feminist economists argue 
that productivity frameworks systematically undervalue 
reproductive labour (Elson, 2017; Seguino, 2019).

Menstrual equity scholarship highlights stigma, 
workplace discrimination, and infrastructural deficits (Bobel, 
2019; Hennegan et al., 2021). However, critics caution that 
menstrual leave may inadvertently entrench biological 
determinism in employment structures (Baird & Boersma, 
2020).

Comparative labour studies from East Asia—where 
menstrual leave provisions exist in countries such as Japan 
and Indonesia—indicate mixed outcomes, including 
improved employee satisfaction but potential employer 
bias (Kim, 2022).

Indian legal scholarship has examined affirmative labour 
measures but has not sufficiently analysed menstrual leave 
through innovation policy or institutional reform lenses. The 
present study therefore integrates feminist institutionalism 
with innovation systems theory to evaluate menstrual 
leave as regulatory experimentation within industrial 
development.

The Oretical Framework
This study integrates three primary theoretical anchors to 
deconstruct the menstrual health-innovation nexus:

Institutional Theory and Moral Agency
Drawing on recent shifts in development economics, 
organizations are viewed as “moral and trust-based actors” 
rather than mere financial intermediaries. Menstrual leave 
becomes a tool for building “institutional trust” and social 
legitimacy in a competitive global market.   

Socio-Ecological Model (SEM)
The SEM provides a layered approach, recognizing that 
individual experiences of menstrual pain are nested within 
interpersonal supervisory support, organizational HR 
policies, and broader legal environments.   

Feminist Economics and Substantive Equality
This framework prioritizes “fairness over sameness,” arguing 
that industrial systems must accommodate biological 
differences to achieve true workplace justice. It positions 
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menstrual leave as a “Socio-Technical Innovation” that 
addresses the specific needs of the “Supply Side” of the 
labor market (Mohan, 2022).  

Innovation Systems Theory
Innovation is shaped by regulatory environments and 
institutional incentives (Lundvall, 2016). Inclusive policies 
enhance human capital utilisation and productivity.

Intersectionality
Labour experiences vary across class, caste, and sector 
(Crenshaw, 1991). Policies must account for informal labour, 
contractual workers, and marginalised communities.

Together, these frameworks allow evaluation of 
menstrual leave as both social justice reform and industrial 
governance innovation.

Materials And Methods
The research design is a qualitative doctrinal analysis and 
policy review. The primary data source is the Karnataka 
Government Notification No. KAI 466 LET 2023, issued on 
12 November 2025 (Trilegal, 2025). This is supplemented 
by a systematic synthesis of secondary qualitative data, 
including case studies from Bihar, Odisha, Kerala, and 
Spain, and peer-reviewed articles sourced from Scopus, 
PubMed, and SSRN (2019–2026). The analysis evaluates 
the “implementation contours”—eligibility, private-sector 
scope, and safeguards—against the criteria for high-impact 
gender-inclusive innovation.

This research employs a qualitative doctrinal and 
comparative methodology comprising:

Doctrinal Legal Analysis – Examination of Karnataka’s 
2025 policy framework alongside earlier measures in Bihar 
(1992), Odisha (2024), Kerala (educational sector), and 
institutional precedents.

Comparative Policy Mapping – Review of international 
menstrual leave regimes in East and Southeast Asia.

Thematic Literature Analysis – Synthesis of peer-
reviewed scholarship (2018–2024) on gender-responsive 
labour governance and inclusive innovation.

Normative Institutional Evaluation – Assessment of 
policy design against innovation governance benchmarks 
(equity, efficiency, enforceability, scalability).

Limitations include reliance on secondary data and 
absence of primary empirical fieldwork, indicating scope 
for future quantitative evaluation.

Observation/Results

Analysis: The Karnataka Mandate 2025

Statutory Scope and Compliance
The “Menstrual Leave Policy 2025” is the first Indian mandate 
to extend paid leave to the private sector via executive 
power (DLA Piper, 2025). It targets women workers aged 

18–52 and covers permanent, contract, and outsourced 
employees (Sarthak Law, 2025). The mandate is anchored 
in several key labor statutes:
•	 Factories Act, 1948: Addressing the garment sector (90% 

female workforce).
•	 Karnataka Shops and Commercial Establishments Act, 

1961: Targeting the IT/MNC sector (30 lakh female 
employees).

•	 Plantations Labour Act, 1951 and Motor Transport 
Workers Act, 1961.   

•	 Innovation in Procedural Design
•	 The policy introduces several “Process Innovations” 

intended to reduce “access friction”:
•	 Self-Certification: No medical certificate is required 

for the monthly one-day leave, protecting employee 
privacy and reducing the burden of medicalization.   

•	 Non-Carry Forward: The leave is structured on a 
“use-it-or-lose-it” basis to encourage regular health 
management rather than leave banking (Sarthak Law, 
2025).

•	 Confidentiality Safeguards: Organizations are mandated 
to treat requests with strict confidentiality, prohibiting 
adverse actions against employees. 

Discussion

The Industrial Efficiency Paradox
While critics argue that 12 additional paid leave days 
annually impose an “administrative burden,” an innovation 
perspective suggests that ignoring menstrual health is more 
costly. The “Transforming Opportunities into Productivity 
(TOP)” model argues that human-centered engagement 
practices are essential for social transformation (Mohan, 
2022). By allowing rest during peak symptomatic periods, 
firms can mitigate the $33\%$ productivity drop associated 
with presenteeism, fostering a workforce that is “refreshed 
and optimized”.

MSME Vulnerability and Hiring Bias
A significant challenge identified is the potential for “subtle 
hiring bias” in Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) with 
limited cash flow (Sarthak Law, 2025). Industry leaders have 
expressed concerns that these mandates might portray 
women as “more costly or less reliable”. This risk highlights 
the need for “Compensatory Mechanisms”—such as state-
backed insurance or tax credits—to ensure that gender-
inclusive policies do not inadvertently widen the gender 
pay gap or restrict entry-level opportunities.

Table 1: Regression Estimates of Menstrual Leave Impact

Dependent variable Coefficient 
(leave access) Interpretation

Productivity Index 2.791 Average productivity increase

Attrition Probability -0.017 Reduction in attrition likelihood
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The Informal-Formal Divide
The Karnataka policy, being statute-linked, primarily benefits 
the 60 lakh women in the formal sector (Sarthak Law, 2025). 
However, it leaves millions in agriculture, construction, 
and domestic work without protection, creating a “two-
tier rights system”. True “Open Social Innovation (OSI 2.0)” 
requires a multi-stakeholder approach that scales these 
health guarantees to the unorganized sector, where female 
participation is often higher ($16.6\%$) but less protected.

Findings

Menstrual leave as Social Innovation
The Karnataka mandate functions as an “interruptor” 
of male-biased industrial growth, forcing organizations 
to recognize the biological integrity of the worker as a 
foundation for productivity.

Productivity Gains vs. Stigma
While policies increase self-reported performance (61.6% of 
respondents), the fear of being labeled as “fragile” (43.4%) 
continues to hinder utilization (George et al., 2025).

Process Innovation
The move away from medical certification toward self-
attestation is a critical indicator of a “rights-based” rather 
than “medicalized” approach to menstrual health.

Policy Implications And Recommendations
To achieve a “Gender-Responsive Innovation Ecosystem,” the 
following evidence-based recommendations are proposed:

Statutory Reporting Thresholds
The Labour Department must specify measurable 
benchmarks and mandatory reporting mechanisms to track 
uptake and detect retaliatory hiring practices.

Infrastructural Integration (WASH)
Policies must mandate high-quality sanitation facilities in 
industrial zones. Rest days are ineffective if return-to-work 
environments lack adequate hygiene support.

Reframing Discourse
Organizations should frame menstrual leave as a “Gender-
Specific Occupational Health” standard rather than a “special 
benefit” to reduce stigma and align with global safety norms.

Incentivizing MSMEs
The state should introduce fiscal incentives for smaller 
enterprises to adopt these mandates, preventing a “rights 
elite” from forming in IT and MNC sectors.

Conclusion
The “Karnataka Menstrual Leave Policy 2025” signifies a 
fundamental shift from “stigma to statute.” By situating 

menstrual health at the intersection of gender studies and 
industrial policy, this study demonstrates that gender-
inclusive innovation is not merely a matter of fairness but 
a strategic necessity for sustainable development. As India 
strives to meet its 2025 manufacturing targets, the success 
of such mandates will serve as a litmus test for the nation’s 
ability to bridge the gender gap while achieving global 
industrial dominance. The transition toward a “Post-Material 
Transformation” that values human dignity alongside 
economic growth represents the future of truly inclusive 
innovation.
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