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Health insurance for millions –
Smartcard creates independence for women

In India, unforeseen expenses and income losses due to 
illness are one of the most common reasons why families 
fall into the vicious cycle of poverty and indebtedness. The 
money for treatment usually needs to be collected through 
the help of family networks. In addition to the high costs, 
gender-based obst acles in particular prevent poor women 
from obtaining medical assistance. The reason? In Indian 
society, characterized by patriarchal structures, it is often 
the husband who manages the family budget. In addition, 
women have different health needs than men, which can 
be explained to a large extend by biological differences but 
also by socially and culturally constructed norms. Single 
women and widows are even worse off: They often lack the 
necessary income or family network in order to cover any 
of the treatment costs.

Since 2011, the German Development Cooperation has been 
supporting the Indian government in developing a system 
of social security for the poor. At the center of the project 
lies the national health insurance “Rashtriya Swasthya 
Bima Yojana” (RSBY). The insurance allows families with 
an income below poverty line to receive treatment free 
of charge in public and private hospitals. The heart of the 
insurance is a chip card, the so-called RSBY-Smartcard: a 
chip on a plastic card records photos and � ngerprints allo-
wing the unambiguous identi� cation of insured persons. 

For women, RSBY is a step towards � nancial independence. Thanks to the RSBY-Smartcard they 

can bene� t from free health care services in hospitals. They are therefore not forced to obtain a permission 

from their husbands or to borrow money from relatives or others to pay for treatment costs.

Helmut Hauschild, Director of the Indo-German Social Security Program

Up to � ve family members can be registered on the Smartcard.

Within the framework of 
Germany’s G20 presidency in 2017, 
the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (BMZ) is placing the issue of 
#eSkills4Girls on the developmental agenda. The 
central demand of the #eSkills4Girls initiative is to 
improve women’s access to digital technologies and 
to promote the acquisition of digital skills by girls and 
women. After all, many women and girls are denied 
access or the chance to use digital technologies.
In fact, worldwide around 250 million fewer women 
have internet access than men. 1 Yet, digital techno-
logies have great potential for women’s and girls’ 
political, economic and social empowerment. 

1 ITU, ICT Facts and Figures 2016
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men. This is also due to special services that are covered by 
the RSBY including childbirth in hospitals and health care 
for newborns. 

The Indian government has announced plans to massi-
vely expand the health insurance: it is planned to increase 
the insurance cover, to improve the bene� ts package and 
to increase the number of families enrolled in a govern-
ment-funded health insurance based on the RSBY model. 
In the long term women will also bene� t signi� cantly from 
this reform process.

Up to � ve family members can be registered on the Smart-
card. They are entitled to more than thousand different 
health care treatments in hospitals up to an annual ceiling.

Moreover, the registration of the spouse is mandatory, thus 
providing Indian women with more autonomy: since the 
system is cashless, they can now independently seek health 
care treatment in a hospital when they or their children are 
sick or injured. In the Indian state of West Bengal women 
are registered as the head of the household in RSBY and not 
as dependents of their husbands. Hence the card is issued 
in the name of the woman, which is a great achievement in 
India’s patriarchal society. 

Currently, the health insurance provides approximately 
135 million people with a basic protection. Women account 
for 49 % of the persons insured in RSBY. Women registered 
in RSBY tend to utilize health care services more often than 

According to estimates, around 

63 million people in India are 

impoverished every year because 

they have to pay for the medical treatment of a serious 

illness or the consequences of an accident by themselves.

Source: Situation Analysis – Backdrop to the National Health Policy (2017): 
http://bit.ly/2oRADEF

Thanks to the insurance system women can bene� t from 
free health care in hospitals.


