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Preface

The modern global economy is now a reality. Yet
everywhere in the world, there are people work-
ing in conditions that should no longer exist in
this 21st century, for income that is barely
enough for survival. Home-based workers put
in long hours each day, yet are paid for only a
fraction of their time. Rural women spend back-
breaking hours on family plots, often for no pay-
ment at all. Those in urban areas work in unreg-
ulated factories, earning pennies for products
that are shipped via sub-contractors to markets
far away, or they find jobs as waste-pickers,
scavenging garbage heaps for items to sell. The
working poor are both men and women.
However, the further down the chain of quality
and security, the more women you find. Yet it is
their work — including their unpaid work in the
household as well as their poorly paid work in
insecure jobs or small enterprises — that holds
families and communities together.

Informal workers are everywhere, in every
country and region. Globalization has brought
new opportunities for many workers, especially
those who are well educated, with the skills
demanded in the high-tech global economy. But
it has deepened insecurity and poverty for many
others, including women, who have neither the
skills needed to compete nor the means to
acquire them. The lives of these working poor
people are the message of this report: too many
of them, both women and men, are in unregulat-
ed and insecure jobs, in conditions that are fre-
quently unhealthy and often unsafe.

Increasingly, rather than informal work
becoming formalized as economies grow, work
is moving from formal to informal, from regulated
to unregulated, and workers lose job security as
well as medical and other benefits. What we are
seeing is that growth does not automatically
‘trickle down’ to the poor. It can in fact widen the
gap between rich and poor. As globalization
intensifies, the likelihood of obtaining formal
employment is decreasing in many places, with
“footloose” companies shifting production from
one unregulated zone to an even less regulated
one elsewhere, employing workers in informal
contract or casual work with low earnings and lit-
tle or no benefits.

In many developing countries, with the col-
lapse of commodity prices and the persistence
of agricultural subsidies in rich countries, many
rural communities are disintegrating, forcing both
women and men into the informal economy. That
is partly the reason why, in developing countries,

informal employment comprises from 50 to 80
per cent of total non-agricultural employment.
When agricultural workers such as coffee har-
vesters or cocoa growers who are unable to
compete in the world market are included, the
percentage of informal workers is dramatically
higher. In nearly all developing countries (except
for North Africa) the proportion of working
women in informal employment is greater than
the proportion of working men: over 60 per cent
of working women are in informal employment
outside of agriculture.

Women workers are not only concentrated in
the informal economy, they are in the more pre-
carious forms of informal employment, where
earnings are the most unreliable and the most
meagre. While in some instances, their income
can be important in helping families move out of
poverty, this is only true if there is more than one
earner. This is a sobering fact to consider as we
redouble our efforts to implement the Millennium
Development Goals, including the elimination of
poverty and the achievement of gender equality.
Not achieving these goals is unthinkable.
Widening gaps between rich and poor, and
women and men can only contribute to greater
instability and insecurity in the world.

And this is the other message of this report:
decent work is a basic human right, one that
governments, corporations and international pol-
icymakers can make a reality for all working peo-
ple. Change is possible, and innovative solutions
are already being acted upon. This report shows
how and where change has happened, and
describes how governments, UN and NGO part-
ners and socially responsible corporations can
work together to ensure that informal workers,
especially women, receive an equitable return for
their labour.

To make this happen, four things need to be
made a priority:

First, organizing women informal workers to
obtain legal and social protection. Unless women
are empowered to demand services, protection
and their rights, the basic structures that govern
their lives will not change. Women acting alone
can only bring about limited change. This
therefore means supporting women’s organizing,
along with unions and member-based workers’
organizations, to ensure that more workers receive
the labour rights to which they are entitled.

Second, for the self-employed, greater effort
must be made to deliver services to these work-
ers, to improve access to credit and financial



markets and to mobilize demands for their prod-
ucts and services. Women’s skills and assets
must be upgraded so they can compete more
effectively in these markets. In Burkina Faso, we
saw firsthand the difference that skills can make.
UNIFEM helped women who produced shea but-
ter learn how to improve the quality of their prod-
uct. This in turn helped them move up the value
chain, establishing a specialized, niche market
for their product that is now bought by corpora-
tions at better prices than the women were
receiving previously.

Third, there must be appropriate policies in
support of informal workers. This requires that
informal workers are visible and that the totality
of their work — especially in the case of women
— is valued. The starting point for meaningful
policy decisions is to make women’s informal
work visible through gender-sensitive, disaggre-
gated statistics on national labour forces. This
data must be developed, analysed and used in
creating policy that focuses on economic securi-
ty and rights.

Finally, there is a need to strengthen strate-
gies that can transform basic structures that per-
petuate gender inequality. What kind of global
rules are required to regulate markets, and guide
the priorities of international economic institu-
tions towards globalization that improves lives
and working conditions? Closing the gender
income gaps, ensuring safe and healthy working
conditions for all, must be central to policy and
rule-setting. Socially responsible corporations
can lead the way in this. At the same time, all
corporations can be held accountable through
standard-setting and the independent monitoring
and verification that are a necessary part of
implementation.

This report is a call to action to achieve the
goals outlined here. Advocates and the working

poor themselves have done much to improve
conditions already and to ensure that the work-
ing poor in the informal economy remain on the
international agenda. Socially responsible cam-
paigns and ethical marketing initiatives have
helped to raise awareness around the impor-
tance of better working conditions for informal
workers. The Clean Clothes Campaign and the
Women'’s Principles, a set of goals for corpora-
tions that use sub-contractors or run factories in
developing countries, created by the Calvert
Investment Group, working with UNIFEM, are
part of an effort by consumers in developed
countries to insist that the goods they buy be
created under humane conditions. Governments
are also recognizing the importance of protect-
ing the lives and well-being of their citizens —

their human capital — and have insisted that
certain standards be maintained and minimum
wages paid.

These efforts should not be the work only of
socially responsible companies, or concerned
consumers, or of organizations of informal work-
ers. Corporations and entities active in the glob-
al marketplace must alter their policies to “make
poverty history.” Advocates can use the tools
provided in this report to reach beyond their core
constituencies. They can assess the impact of
economic policies on women and men and insist
on those that offer concrete solutions to the
deplorable conditions prevalent in the informal
economy.

Nk

Noeleen Heyzer
Executive Director, UNIFEM
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Overview: Women, \Work

and Poverty

2005 marks the fifth anniversary of the UN
Millennium Declaration, adopted in 2000 and the
tenth anniversary of the Beijing Platform for
Action in 1995. In the decade since Beijing, the
number of people living on less than $1 a day has
fallen; the gender gap in primary and (to a lesser
extent) secondary education has been reduced;
and women enjoy greater participation in elected
assemblies and state institutions. In addition,
women are a growing presence in the labour
market- the global indicator used to approximate
women’s economic status (UN 2005).

However, the decline in overall poverty
masks significant differences not only between
but also within regions. Asia experienced the
greatest decline in extreme poverty, followed by
Latin America, but sub-Saharan Africa experi-
enced an increase. Even where the numbers of
extremely poor people have declined, notably
China and India, poverty persists in different
areas and social groups, reflected in rising
inequalities (UN 2005).

For women, progress, while steady, has
been painfully slow. Despite increased parity in
primary education, disparities are still wide in
secondary and tertiary education—both increas-
ingly key to new employment opportunities. And
while women’s share of seats in parliament have
inched up in all regions, women still hold only 16
per cent of parliamentary seats worldwide.
Finally, although women have entered the paid
labour force in great numbers, the result in terms
of economic security is not clear. According to
the United Nations’ Millennium Development
Goals Report 2005: “Women’s access to paid
employment is lower than men’s in most of the
developing world.... Women are less likely than
men to hold paid and regular jobs and more often
work in the informal economy, which provides lit-
tle financial security” (UN 2005).

Today’s global world is one of widening
income inequality and for many, increasing eco-
nomic insecurity. Informal employment, far from
disappearing, is persistent and widespread. In
many places, economic growth has depended
on capital-intensive production in a few sectors
rather than on increasing employment opportuni-
ties, pushing more and more people into the
informal economy. In others, many of the jobs
generated by economic growth are not covered
by legal or social protection, as labour markets
are de-regulated, labour standards are relaxed

and employers cut costs (see Chapter 4). As a
result, a growing share of the workforce in both
developed and developing countries is not cov-
ered by employment-based social and legal pro-
tection.

Moreover, in the process of economic
growth and trade liberalization, some informal
workers get left behind altogether. This includes
wage workers who lose their jobs when compa-
nies mechanize, retrench or shift locations. It also
includes the smallest-scale producers and
traders who have little if any access to govern-
ment subsidies, tax rebates or promotional
measures to help them compete in export mar-
kets or against imported goods. These ‘losers’ in
the global economy have to find ways to survive
in the local economy, many resorting to such
occupations as waste picking or low-end street
trading.

Progress of the World’s Women 2005 makes
the case that strengthening women’s economic
security is critical to efforts to reduce poverty and
promote gender equality, and that decent work is
basic to economic security. It provides data to
show that:

m the proportion of women workers engaged in
informal employment is generally greater than
the proportion of men workers;

m women are concentrated in the more precari-
ous types of informal employment; and

m the average earnings from these types of infor-
mal employment are too low, in the absence of
other sources of income, to raise households
out of poverty.

The report concludes that unless efforts are
made to create decent work for the global infor-
mal workforce, the world will not be able to elim-
inate poverty or achieve gender equality.

Statistical Findings

Statistics from a variety of developing countries
show that, despite differences in size, geograph-
ic location and income level, fully 50 to 80 per
cent of non-agricultural employment is informal.
Between 60 and 70 per cent of informal workers
in developing countries are self-employed,
including employers, own-account workers and
unpaid contributing family workers in family
enterprises (ILO 2002b). The remaining 30 to 40
per cent are informal wage workers, including the
employees of informal enterprises, casual day



labourers, domestic workers and industrial out-
workers.

In terms of earnings, average earnings are
higher in formal employment than in informal
employment and in non-agriculture than in agri-
culture activities. Average earnings also vary
across segments of the informal labour force.
Informal wage employment is generally superior
to informal self-employment. However, a hierar-
chy exists: informal employers have the highest
average earnings followed by their employees,
then own-account workers, and then casual
wage workers and domestic workers. Related
statistical analyses have found that industrial
outworkers have the lowest average earnings of
all (Charmes and Lekehal n.d.; Chen and
Snodgrass 2001).

The risk of poverty is lower in formal employ-
ment relative to informal employment and in non-
agricultural employment relative to agricultural
employment. The risk of poverty also varies
across segments of the informal labour force.
Generally, informal wage workers — with the
exception of domestic workers, casual wage
workers, and industrial outworkers — have lower
poverty risk than own account workers.

Gender inequality in employment has multi-
ple dimensions. First, women are concentrated in
more precarious forms of employment in which
earnings are low. In developed countries, women
comprise the majority of part-time and temporary
workers.

In developing countries, except in those with
large low-wage export sectors, women typically
account for a relatively small share of informal
wage employment. However, informal employ-
ment generally represents a larger source of
employment for women than formal employment
and a greater share of women’s employment
than men’s employment. In developing countries
over 60 per cent of women workers are in infor-
mal employment outside of agriculture —far more
if agriculture is included. The exception is North
Africa, where 43 per cent of women workers, and
a slightly higher per cent of men workers, are
informally employed.

Within the informal economy, women are
concentrated in work associated with low and
unstable earnings and with high risks of poverty.
Outside of agriculture, women are more likely
than men to be own account workers, domestic
workers, unpaid contributing workers in family

enterprises and industrial outworkers. A signifi-
cant proportion of women working in agriculture
are also unpaid contributing workers on the fam-
ily farm.

Second, within employment categories,
women’s hourly and monthly earnings are gener-
ally lower than men’s. A gender gap in earnings
exists across almost all employment categories —
including informal wage employment and self-
employment. A few exceptions exist among pub-
lic sector employees in certain countries, such as
El Salvador, and in cases like Egypt where most
of women’s employment involves unpaid work
on family enterprises and the few women who do
participate in paid employment tend to be highly
educated. In these exceptional cases, women’s
average hourly earnings can be higher than
men’s.

Third, in the countries for which data are
available, women work fewer hours on average in
paid work than do men. In part, this is due to
women’s long hours in unpaid household labour.
Responsibilities for unpaid household work also
reinforce labour force segmentation — women
can be restricted to own-account or home-based
employment, even if they have to work longer
hours and earn less than they would in other
types of employment.

Finally, despite the low earnings and precar-
ious nature of much of women’s paid work, in
both developed and developing countries,
women’s labour force participation can help keep
a family out of poverty — provided there are addi-
tional sources of family income.

Research Findings

The links between work and poverty reflect not
only how much women and men earn but how
they earn it and for how long. Each place of work
is associated with specific costs, risks and ben-
efits, depending variously on security of site
tenure, costs of securing it, access to needed
infrastructure, such as light, water, toilets, stor-
age, garbage removal, etc.; access to customers
and suppliers; ability of informal workers to
organize; and the different risks and hazards
associated with the site.

Several broad categories of informal work-
ers can be distinguished according to their
employment relations: employers, their employ-
ees, own account workers who do not hire oth-
ers, unpaid contributing family workers, casual
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wage workers and industrial outworkers.
Industrial outworkers, the vast majority of whom
are women, lack firm contracts, have the lowest
average earnings and often are not paid for
months on end. The small amount and insecurity
of their income is exacerbated by the fact that
they have to pay for non-wage costs of produc-
tion, such as workplace, equipment and utilities
(ILO 2002b; Carr et al. 2000).

The modern industrial system has not
expanded as fully in developing countries as it
once did in developed countries. In many develop-
ing countries industrial production takes place in
micro and small units, in family businesses or in
single person units, while traditional personalized
systems of production and exchange still obtain in
agricultural and artisan production. But in today’s
globalizing economy, both traditional and semi-
industrial relations of production and exchange are
being inserted into or displaced by the global sys-
tem of production. Authority and power tend to get
concentrated in the top links of value chains or dif-
fused across firms in complex networks, making it
difficult for micro-entrepreneurs to gain access,
compete and bargain and for wage workers to bar-
gain for fair wages and working conditions. Highly
competitive conditions among small-scale suppli-
ers and the significant market power of transna-
tional corporations mean that the lion’s share of the
value produced across these value chains is cap-
tured by the most powerful players.

For the rest—those who can’t compete—
some may become suppliers in these chains or
networks, others struggle as subcontractors
while still others are forced to hire out their labour
to subcontractors. In today’s global economy, it
is hard to imagine a greater physical and psy-
chological distance, or a greater imbalance - in
terms of power, profit and life-style — than that
between the woman who stitches garments or
soccer balls from her home in Pakistan for a
brand-name retailer in Europe or North America
and the chief executive officer (CEO) of that
brand-name corporation.

The consequences of working informally go
far beyond the income dimensions of poverty to
include lack of human rights and social inclusion.
Compared to those who work in the formal econ-
omy, those who work in the informal economy
are likely:

m to have less access to basic infrastructure and
social services;

m to face greater exposure to common contin-
gencies (e.g., illness, property loss, disability
and death);

m to have less access to the means to address
these contingencies (e.g., health, property, dis-
ability or life insurance);

m to have, as a result, lower levels of health, edu-
cation and longevity;

m to have less access to financial, physical and
other productive assets;

u to have fewer rights and benefits of employment;

m to have less secure property rights over land,
housing or other productive assets; and

m to face greater exclusion from state, market
and political institutions that determine the
‘rules of the game’ in these various spheres.

Together these costs take an enormous toll on the
financial, physical and psychological well-being
of many informal workers and their families.

New Analytical Tools and Promising
Examples

This report offers several new conceptual and
methodological frameworks that provide fresh
insights into the links among informal employ-
ment, poverty and gender inequality and serve as
a basis for future research. These include:

= an analysis of the linkages between the gender
division of labour, women’s unpaid work and
informal paid work along different dimensions
(Chapter 2);

m a framework based on the proposed new
employment indicators for Millennium Develop-
ment Goal 3; analysing differences by sex in
types of employment and earnings (Chapter 3);

m a statistical method for assessing the ‘poverty
risk’ of different employment statuses by sex,
linking national labour force and household
income data to show the links between gender,
employment and poverty risk (Chapter 3);

= an expanded definition and a multi-segmented
model of labour markets that takes into
account labour market structures in develop-
ing countries and changing employment rela-
tions in developed countries (Chapter 3);

m a typology of the costs — both direct and indi-
rect — of informal employment that can be used
to carry out a full accounting of the social and
distributional outcomes of different types of
informal work (Chapter 4);

= a causal model of the informal economy, which
posits that some people operate informally by
choice, others do so out of necessity, and still
others do so because of tradition (e.g., heredi-
tary occupations) (Chapter 4);

= a new policy analysis tool, modelled on gender
budget analysis, called informal economy
budget analysis (Chapter 6).



To ensure that appropriate policies, institu-
tions and services are put in place, the informal
workforce needs to be visible to policy makers
and government planners. To date, relatively few
countries have comprehensive statistical data on
the informal economy, and the collection of such
data needs to be given greater priority. More
countries need to collect statistics on informal
employment in their labour force surveys, and
countries that already do this need to improve
the quality of statistics they collect. Moreover,
data that is collected needs to be analysed to
bring out the linkages between informal employ-
ment, poverty and gender equality, as done for
the first time for seven countries in this report.

There are many promising examples of what
can and should be done to help the working poor,
especially women, minimize the costs and maxi-
mize the benefits of their work. This report fea-
tures a selection of these. They come from all
regions and are initiated by governments as well
as civil society and the private sector, women’s
organizations as well as labour organizations, and
demonstrate the power of working in partnership.

Future Directions

The overarching future policy goal is to stop the
ongoing generation of informal, insecure and
badly paid employment alongside the constric-
tion of formal employment opportunities. This
requires expanding formal employment opportu-
nities, formalizing informal enterprises and jobs,
and increasing the returns to their labour of those
who work in the informal economy. For labour
and women’s rights advocates it means
demanding a favourable policy environment and
specific interventions in order to increase eco-
nomic opportunities, social protection, and rep-
resentative voice for the working poor, especially
women, in the informal economy.

A favourable policy environment

Both poverty reduction and gender equality
require an economic policy environment that
supports, rather than ignores, the working poor.
Most (if not all) economic and social policies —
both macro and micro - affect the lives and work
of the working poor in various direct ways:

= as workers

= as consumers

m as users of infrastructure, finance and proper-
ty, including urban space and natural
resources

m as potential recipients of tax-funded services
or transfers (World Bank 2005a).

Economic policies that discount the real-life
structure and behaviour of labour markets can-
not be assumed to be neutral towards labour.
Similarly, economic policies that ignore the fact
that most unpaid care work is done by women
cannot be assumed to be neutral towards
women’s labour in particular. Economic planners
must take into account the size, composition and
contribution of both the formal and informal
labour forces in different countries and recognize
that policies have differential impacts on formal
and informal enterprises and workers, and on
women and men within these categories. To
assess how economic policies affect the working
poor, it is important to analyse how class, gender
and other biases intersect in labour markets.
More specifically, it is important to identify inher-
ent biases in favour of capital (over labour), for-
mal enterprises (over informal enterprises), for-
mal labour (over informal labour) and men (over
women) within each of these categories.

A new tool, informal economy budget analysis,
modelled on gender-responsive budget analysis, is
designed to assess whether and how the alloca-
tion of resources by government at different levels
(local, provincial/ state and national/ federal) and
across different ministries or departments (trade,
labour, housing, health) serves to (a) lower or raise
the costs of those working informally, and (b) pro-
vide or deny access to benefits that could help
them grow their enterprises and otherwise take
steps along the path to steady and secure
incomes. Used in conjunction with gender-respon-
sive budget analysis, informal economy budget
analysis can also shed light on the intersection of
gender and other sources of disadvantage (by
class, ethnicity or geography) in the realm of work.

Targeted interventions

In addition to a favourable policy environment,
targeted interventions are required to address the
costs of working informally. These should aim:

m Toincrease the assets, access and competitive-
ness of the working poor, both self-employed
and wage employed, in the informal economy

For the working poor to be able to take
advantage of the opportunities offered by a more
favourable policy environment, they need greater
market access as well as the relevant resources
and skills with which to better compete in mar-
kets. Over the past three decades, there has
been a proliferation of projects designed to pro-
vide microfinance and/or business development
services to microenterprises. While the vast
majority of the clients of microfinance are work-
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ing poor women, business development services
are not typically targeted at the smallest enter-
prises, particularly those run by women. Future
microfinance and business development servic-
es need to target working poor women more
explicitly, and with context-specific and user-
friendly services.

m To improve the terms of trade for the working
poor, especially women, in the informal economy

To compete effectively in the markets, in
addition to having the requisite resources and
skills, the working poor need to be able to nego-
tiate favourable terms of trade. This involves
changing government policies, government-set
prices or institutional arrangements as well as
the balance of power within markets or value
chains. This requires that the working poor, espe-
cially women, have bargaining power and are
able to participate in the negotiations that deter-
mine the terms of trade in the sectors within
which they work. Often what is effective in this
regard is joint action by organizations of the
working poor and like-minded allies who can
leverage access to government policy makers
and to rule-setting institutions.

m To secure appropriate legal frameworks for the
working poor, both self-employed and wage
employed, in the informal economy

Workers in the informal economy, especially
the poor, need legal recognition as workers and
the legal entitlements that come with that recog-
nition, including the right to work (e.g., to vend in
public spaces), rights at work and rights to prop-
erty. Strategies to secure the rights of women
informal wage workers include international
labour standards and conventions; national
labour legislation; corporate codes of conduct;
and collective bargaining agreements and griev-
ance mechanisms.

= To address risk and uncertainty faced by poor
workers, especially women, in informal
employment

All workers, and informal workers in particu-
lar, need protection against the risks and uncer-
tainties associated with their work as well as the
common contingencies of illness, property loss,
maternity and child care, disability and death.
Providing needed protections requires a variety
of interventions, including different safety nets
(relief payments, cash transfers, public works);
insurance coverage of various kinds (health,
property, disability, life); and pensions or long-
term savings schemes. Governments, the private
sector, trade unions, non-governmental organi-

zations and other membership-based organiza-
tions can all play active roles in providing social
protection to informal workers.

Support for organizing by women
informal workers

To hold other players accountable to these
strategic priorities, the working poor need to be
able to organize and have representative voice in
policy-making processes and institutions.
Informal workers, especially women, cannot
count on other actors to represent their interests
in policy-making or programme planning
processes, including national Millennium
Development Goals reports and the Poverty
Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs). Securing
this seat at the decision-making table requires
supporting and strengthening organizations of
informal workers, with a special focus on
women’s organizations and women'’s leadership.
These organizations also require creative link-
ages with and on-going support from women’s
organizations and other social justice organiza-
tions, including trade unions; governments; and
UN partners, such as UNIFEM, UNDP and the
ILO.

While most of these priorities have been on
the international development agenda for some
time, this report highlights two strategic con-
cerns that do not get sufficient attention.

First, poverty and inequality cannot be
reduced by expecting economic policies to gen-
erate employment and social policies to com-
pensate those for whom there are no jobs, or
only bad jobs. Economic growth often fails to
generate sufficient employment or employment
that pays enough to live free of poverty, while
compensation through social policies is typically
inadequate or neglected altogether.

Second, poverty reduction requires a major
reorientation in economic priorities to focus on
employment, not just growth and inflation. To be
effective, strategies to reduce poverty and pro-
mote equality should be employment-oriented
and worker-centred.

In recent years, many observers have called
for people-centred or gender-responsive
approaches to poverty reduction. What is called
for here is an approach that focuses on the
needs and constraints of the working poor, espe-
cially women, as workers, not only as citizens, as
members of a vulnerable group or as members of
poor households. A worker focus will provide
coherence and relevance to poverty reduction
strategies because most poor people work,
because earnings represent the main source of
income in poor households, and because work-



ing conditions affect all dimensions of poverty
(i.e., income, human development, human rights
and social inclusion).

The Way Forward

Combating poverty and achieving gender equal-
ity require a major reorientation of economic and
development planning. Governments and their
international development partners need to rec-
ognize that that there are no short-cuts in this
effort: economic growth, even if supplemented
by social policies, too often fails to stimulate the
kind of secure, protected employment needed to
enable the working poor to earn an income suffi-
cient to pull themselves out of poverty. Women’s
entry into the paid labour force on the terms and
under the conditions identified in this report has
not resulted in the economic security needed to
improve gender equality

The creation of new and better employment
opportunities — especially for the working poor —
must be an urgent priority for all economic poli-
cies. The experience of the last two decades,
especially in developing countries, has shown
that policies targeted narrowly towards contain-
ing inflation and ensuring price stability, such as
those frequently promoted by the IMF and the
World Bank, often create an economic environ-
ment that is hostile to an expansion of more and
better employment opportunities. Successful
efforts to combat poverty require a radical change
in the economic policies promoted by these insti-
tutions and adopted by many governments.

In the short term, however, there are things
that can be done short of the complete overhaul
of development thinking and planning called for.
What is needed is a critical mass of institutions
and individuals at all levels to work together on a
set of core priorities. These include:

Core Priority # 1 - To promote decent employ-
ment for both women and men as a key pathway to
reducing poverty and gender inequality. A concerted
effort is needed to ensure that decent employment
opportunities are viewed as a target rather than an
outcome of economic policies, including national
MDG strategies and Poverty Reduction Strategies.

Core Priority # 2 - To increase visibility of
informal women workers in national labour force
statistics and in national gender and poverty
assessments, using the employment by type and
earnings indicators recommended for Millennium
Development Goal 3.

Core Priority # 3 - To promote a more
favourable policy environment for the working poor,
especially women, in the informal economy through
improved analysis, broad awareness building and
participatory policy dialogues.

Core Priority # 4 - To support and strength-
en organizations representing women informal
workers and help them gain effective voice in rel-
evant policy-making processes and institutions.

This report shows that workers in the infor-
mal economy, especially women, have lower
average earnings and a higher poverty risk than
workers in the formal economy. The meagre ben-
efits and high costs of informal employment
mean that most informal workers are not able to
work their way out of poverty. In the short term,
they are often forced to ‘over-work’ to cover
these costs and still somehow make ends meet.
In the long term, the cumulative toll of being
over-worked, under-compensated and under-
protected on informal workers, their families, and
their societies undermines human capital and
depletes physical capital.

In conclusion, the working poor in the infor-
mal economy are relegated to low paid, insecure
forms of employment that make it impossible to
earn sufficient income to move out of poverty.
So long as the majority of women workers are
informally employed, gender equality will also
remain an elusive goal. Progress on both of
these goals therefore demands that all those
committed to achieving the MDGs, including the
UN system, governments and the international
trade and finance institutions, make decent
employment a priority — and that corporations
be made more socially responsible. Informal
workers, both women and men, organized in
unions, cooperatives or grassroots organiza-
tions, are ready to partner with them in this vital
endeavour.
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‘ Pcverty MeansS working for more than 18 hours a day, but still

not earning enough to feed myself, my husband, and my two children.”

t the Millennium Summit in September

2000, the largest-ever assembly of nation-

al leaders reaffirmed that poverty and

gender inequality are among the most

persistent and pervasive global problems.
After a decade or more of relative neglect, poverty
had pushed its way back to the top of the global
agenda. After three decades of women’s advocacy,
gender equality had moved from the margins to the
centre of that agenda (UNIFEM 2002b). Moreover,
the Millennium Declaration, adopted by the world’s
leaders, recognized that the two are linked, noting
the centrality of gender equality to efforts to combat
poverty and hunger and to stimulate truly sustain-
able development (UN 2000). In so doing, the
Declaration honoured the vision of the Platform for
Action adopted at the 1995 Fourth World
Conference on Women in Beijing.

Progress of the World’s Women 2005 marks
the fifth anniversary of the UN Millennium
Declaration and the tenth anniversary of the Beijing
Platform for Action. It focuses on a key pillar of both
the Millennium Declaration and the Beijing Platform:
strengthening women’s economic security and
rights. Within that framework; it looks particularly at
employment, especially informal employment, and
the potential it has to either perpetuate or reduce
both poverty and gender inequality. It provides the
latest data on the size and composition of the infor-
mal economy in different regions and compares offi-
cial national data on average earnings and poverty
risk across different segments of both the informal
and formal workforces in several countries. It looks
at the costs and benefits of informal work and pro-
vides a strategic framework for promoting decent
work for women informal workers.

Poverty and Gender Inequality in the
21st Century

The persistence of poverty worldwide is a major
challenge of the 21%t century. Five years after the
Millennium Summit, more than 1 bilion people
struggle to survive on less than $1 a day (UN 2005).
Of these, roughly half — 550 million — are working
(ILO 2003a). By definition, 550 million people cannot

Working poor woman, Cambodia (cited in Narayan 2000)

work their way out of extreme poverty. They simply
do not earn enough to feed themselves and their
families, much less to deal with the economic risks
and uncertainty they face.

The 2005 Millennium Development Goals
Report shows that progress is possible. The number
of people living on less than $1 a day fell by nearly
250 million from 1990 to 2001. But the decline in
overall poverty masks significant differences
between regions: Asia showed the greatest decline
in extreme poverty, followed by a much slower
decline in Latin America; while Sub-Saharan Africa
experienced an increase in extreme poverty. China
and India account for much of the poverty decline in
Asia (UN 2005). But in India, deep pockets of pover-
ty persist and regional disparities have increased
(Deaton and Dreze 2002). And in China, income dis-
parities between rural and urban areas and between
different regions remain large, as reflected in the
large numbers of rural to urban migrants from the
late 1980s to the end of the 1990s.’

For poor people who are working, how they
make a living — their sources of income or livelihood
—is amajor preoccupation. Poverty, however, is mul-
tidimensional. Today, there are several broad
approaches to understanding and measuring pover-
ty and well-being, including:

= income and basic needs: focusing on the
income, expenditures, and basic needs of poor
households;

= human development: focusing on health, educa-
tion, longevity and other human capabilities and
on the choices or freedom of poor people;

= human rights: focusing on the civic, political,
economic and social rights of the poor; and

= social inclusion: focusing on the access of poor
people to what they are entitled to as citizens and
on giving them representative ‘voice’ in the institu-
tions and processes that affect their lives and work.

The lives of the working poor in the informal
economy come up short along each of these dimen-
sions of poverty and well-being.

What about gender equality? While the under-
standing of this concept may vary, depending on

1 The numbers of rural to urban migrants are estimated to have peaked at around 75 million in the period from the late 1980s to the mid-
1990s and to have tapered to around 70 million by the end of 2000 (Chen and Ravallion 2004, Weiping 2001). The decline in the poverty rate
in China appears to have flattened after 1996 despite per capita GDP growth rates around 7% through 2001 (Chen and Ravallion 2004).
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the lived experiences of different groups in differ-
ent countries, the Millennium Declaration provides
a consensus understanding according to which
gender equality means “equality at all levels of
education and in all areas of work, equal control
over resources and equal representation in public
and political life” (UN 2005).? By 2005, in most
regions, the gender gap in primary and (to a less-
er extent) secondary education had narrowed;
women’s representation in national parliaments
had increased; and women had become a grow-
ing presence in the labour market. But higher edu-
cation remains an elusive goal for girls in many
countries; women still occupy only 16 per cent of
parliamentary seats worldwide; and they remain a
small minority in salaried jobs in many regions,
while they are overrepresented in the informal
economy (ibid.).

In addition, some of the measures of progress
may have contradictory outcomes for women. For
example, women’s share of non-agricultural wage
employment, one of the four indicators under
Millennium Development Goal 3, simply shows
whether the share of women in such employment
has increased or decreased; it does not show the
conditions under which women work or the returns
to their labour. If women are concentrated in low-
paid and unprotected forms of non-agricultural
wage employment, then an increase in their share of
such employment does not represent an increase in
gender equality (see Chapter 3).

Vendors in a street market, Hanoi, Viet Nam. Photo: Martha Chen

Employment in the 21st Century

For much of the 20" century, economic develop-
ment — at least in Europe and North America —
was predicated on the model of state-based
social and economic security as embodied in the
welfare state, the goal of full employment and
related protective regulations and institutions (ILO
2004a). However, by the 1980s, a new economic
model began to take shape: one that is centred
on fiscal austerity, free markets and the ‘rollback’
of the state. Under this model, there are three
main policy prescriptions for economic develop-
ment and growth: market liberalization, deregula-
tion and privatization. While inflation has been
brought under control in many countries, financial
crises and economic volatility have become more
frequent and income inequalities have widened
(UNRISD 2005; ILO 2004a). More critically, the
central goal of this new model - long-run, sus-
tainable growth as the solution to uneven devel-
opment — has not been achieved in many of the
countries that have embraced it.

The consequences of these policies in terms of
poverty or gender inequality are rarely discussed in
mainstream economic debates, nor are the cuts in
domestic social spending and legal protection that
are often part of the orthodox policy mix. At best,
there is a call for these policies to be complemented
by investments in public goods such as education,
health, infrastructure and by social policies to com-
pensate the ‘losers’ in the processes of liberaliza-

2 As UNIFEM and others have pointed out, gender equality also entails the transformation of gender hierarchies and social and
economic structures that perpetuate inequality; and ensuring women’s personal security and right to live free of poverty

and violence (see Heyzer 2001a,b; UNDP 2005).




tion, deregulation and privatization. But the funda-
mentals of free-market reforms, including the
expectation that employment and standards of liv-
ing will increase along with economic growth and
that market interventions create distortions that may
upset this relationship, remain largely unchallenged.

In fact, these economic reforms, unless proper-
ly managed, can have contradictory outcomes in
terms of poverty and gender inequality. They can
offer many opportunities for poverty reduction pro-
vided that steps are taken to enable people who are
poor to gain rather than lose from the changes
involved. On the other hand, they can leave poorer
countries of the world — and the poorer section of
the population within them — worse off than before.
The consequences for those who are poor, espe-
cially women, depend on who they are, where they
live, whether they are allowed to earn a livelihood
and what they do to earn it.

Without an explicit focus on increasing the
demand for labour, economic growth will not gener-
ate as many jobs as needed, resulting in jobless
growth. Moreover, without an explicit focus on the
quality of employment, the jobs that are created may
not be regulated or protected. Recent economic
growth has been associated with flexible labour
markets, outsourcing of production and the growth
of temporary and part-time jobs.

Countries around the world have adopted
labour laws that tolerate and even promote labour
market flexibility without much concern for the
social outcomes of such policies in terms of pover-
ty and gender inequality, and therefore without put-
ting in place safety nets or unemployment compen-
sation schemes (Beneria and Floro 2004). During the
1990s in Ecuador, for example, as part of the
reforms initiated by the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and the World Bank, measures to increase
labour flexibility were incorporated in the labour
code, including: (a) the replacement of indefinite
labour contracts with fixed-term contracts and the
use of temporary, part-time, seasonal and hourly
contracts in hiring; and (b) restrictions on the right to
strike, collective bargaining, and the organization of
workers (CELA-PUCE 2002, cited in Floro and
Hoppe 2005). As another case in point, the
Government of Honduras is currently considering a
new ‘temporary work law’ that would permit gar-
ment factories to hire up to 30 per cent of their work-
ers under temporary, instead of permanent, con-
tracts. If this law is passed, those who are shifted to
temporary employment would lose the benefits of
paid leave, social security and an annual bonus and
see their earnings decline (Oxfam International
2004; Kidder and Raworth 2004).3

In today’s global world, as economic insecurity
and volatility are on the rise, the associated risks are

increasingly being borne by ordinary workers and
working communities rather than by large corpora-
tions and their owners (ILO 2004a).* This is due not
only to labour market deregulation but also to the
global system of production that involves dispersed
production coordinated through networks or chains
of firms. In the name of global competition, private
corporations are hiring workers under insecure
employment contracts of various kinds or otherwise
passing economic risk onto others down the global
production chain. Authority and power tend to get
concentrated in the top links of value chains or dif-
fused across firms in complex networks, making it
difficult for micro-entrepreneurs to gain access and
compete and for wage workers to bargain for better
wages and working conditions (see Chapter 4).
Lead corporations often do not know how their sub-
sidiaries or suppliers hire workers. This means that
many of the newly employed in developing coun-
tries and a growing share of the workforce in devel-
oped countries are not covered by employment-
based social and legal protections, thus joining the
ranks of those who have always been informally
employed in developing countries.

From the 1960s through the early 1980s, it was
widely assumed that in developing countries, with
economic growth, workers in the informal economy
would be absorbed into the modern industrial econ-
omy, as had happened historically in the industrial-
ized countries. However, over the past two decades,
the informal economy has persisted and grown both
in developing and developed countries, appearing in
new places and guises.

This has led to a renewal of interest in the
informal economy accompanied by considerable
rethinking on its size, composition and signifi-
cance. A group of scholars and activists, including
SEWA, HomeNet and other members of the
Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and
Organizing (WIEGO) network, have worked with
the ILO to broaden the concept and definition of
the informal economy to include all forms of infor-
mal wage employment and informal self-employ-
ment (see Chapter 3). They have also been part of
a broader effort with the ILO, UNIFEM, and UNDP
to work with both governments and civil society
partners to advocate for recognition and protection
for people working in the informal economy.

In developing countries, informal employment
as defined above represents one half to three quar-
ters of non-agricultural employment (ILO 2002b).
The share of informal employment in total employ-
ment is higher still, given that most of the agricultur-
al workforce is informal: notably, small farmers and
casual day labourers or seasonal workers. Even on
plantations and large commercial farms, only part
of the workforce is hired under formal permanent

3 As of April 2005, the law had not been passed in Honduras (Lynda Yanz, Maquila Solidarity Network, personal communication).
4 1LO 2004a presents summary findings from People’s Security Surveys in 15 countries and Enterprise Labour Flexibility and

Security Surveys in 11 countries.
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NAFTA’s Impact on the Female Work Force in Mexico

Several studies of the impact of the 1994 North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) on Mexico looked at the processes of liberalization and
structural reform on the labour force, and especially on the female labour force. These have shown that, as a result of changing economic and social condi-
tions during the years prior to and following the signing of NAFTA, women joined the labour force at a faster rate than men. However, women'’s jobs tended
to be low paid and informal. The growth in women’s employment did not necessarily lead to an improvement in their living standards. Women found more
jobs in the vegetable and fruit export sector in agriculture but, with an increase in working hours and in employment on a piecework basis, their general
labour conditions often worsened.

In addition, while women’s employment in the maquiladoras (assembly and processing for export) grew in absolute terms, it fell in relative terms. Men
took many of the new manufacturing jobs created in the maquiladoras due both to push factors, as employment opportunities were limited outside the sec-
tor, and to pull factors, as the industry and companies began to value higher-skilled workers. Between 1998 and 2004 women’s share of the jobs in the
maquiladoras fell from 63 per cent to a little under 54 per cent.*

Since 2000, the maquiladoras have shed almost 200,000 jobs. Women have been consistently shed at a faster rate then men as the composition of the
sector has shifted towards electronics and transportation equipment, which have a higher proportion of male employees than textile manufactures (Fleck 2001).

As maquiladora employment contracted and the Mexican economy faltered, women were forced to look for other types of employment, often accept-
ing lower wages and poorer labour conditions. Jobs in the informal economy increased greatly, with a larger share of the female workforce (41%) than the
male workforce (37%) in informal employment. White et al. (2003) calculate that between 1995 and 2000 the informal economy expanded by almost
930,000 workers, more than half (56%) of which were women.

Real wages in Mexico are lower today than when NAFTA was implemented. In 1997, three monthly minimum wages were needed to purchase a basic
food basket. By 2000, the average household needed four times the monthly minimum wage to purchase a basic food basket. The numbers of households
with three or more income-earners almost doubled between 1992 and 2000 — reflecting the need to earn more money to secure the same consumption
items. These declines in real wages have occurred in a labour market that is highly sex-segregated. The percentage of employed women earning less than
twice the minimum wage is greater than that for employed men. Women with a basic education are segregated in jobs that pay far less than is earned by
men with a basic education. Furthermore, three out of every four rural women in 2002 worked without receiving any kind of payment. White et al. (2003)
calculate that the gender difference in wages in 2000 is more than two weeks wages for a woman with a basic education, meaning that a woman must

work 2 weeks more than a man to make up the difference in wages.

Source: UNIFEM, 2000; White, Salas and Gammage 2003; Polaski 2004; ECLAC 2004a.
*Data for 2000-2004 from INEGI, Statistics of Maquiladora Export Industry.

contracts. In developed countries, three categories
of non-standard work — own account self-employ-
ment, part-time work (in which women predominate)
and temporary work — comprise 30 per cent of over-
all employment in 15 European countries and 25 per
cent of total employment in the United States (ILO
2002b). °

Over the past two decades, as employment in
the informal economy has increased, women have
entered the labour force in large numbers. The con-
nection between these two trends is not clear. Are
women taking over ‘men’s jobs’ that, in the process,
are being informalized? Are women entering infor-
malized types of work that men now avoid? Or are
women being actively recruited for new forms of
employment that are, by design, informal? Whatever
processes are at work, women tend to be over-rep-
resented in informal employment and, more so, in
the lower-paid, lower-status and more precarious
forms of informal employment (see Chapter 3).

Trade liberalization has created many employ-
ment opportunities for women, particularly in
export-oriented light manufacturing. In fact, wherev-
er export-oriented manufacturing industries have
grown, women have been drawn into this work
(UNRISD 2005). But such growth has happened in
only a few countries, including Bangladesh, China,
Malaysia, Mexico and Thailand (ibid.) In any particu-

lar industry, women in one country may experience
a job increase (garments in China) while in another
they experience a job loss (garments in South
Africa). Employment opportunities may move quick-
ly from country to country so that gains experienced
in any country can be relatively short-lived.

In addition, the jobs created in export-orient-
ed manufacturing—whether industrial outwork or
factory work— are not necessarily ‘good’ jobs, as
they generally are not covered by labour or social
protections (see Chapter 4). Moreover, over time,
as these industries have upgraded or matured and
need a more skilled workforce, men often take
over the jobs that women secured when the coun-
try first opened its economy. Box 1.1 describes
the impact of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) on the female work force in
Mexico. It shows that women’s employment first
grew in absolute numbers, but over time fell rela-
tive to men’s employment, forcing women to seek
even more precarious forms of employment. Real
wages for women are lower, the percentage of
female-headed households has doubled and there
is a marked gender gap in earnings.

These workers and others who lose their jobs
when companies mechanize, retrench or shift loca-
tions get left behind in the process of economic
growth and trade liberalization. So do smallest-scale

5 Not all non-standard work in developed countries can be equated with informal work in developing countries, as some of it is covered

by formal contractual arrangements and legal protections (ILO 2002b).



producers and traders who have little (if any) access
to government subsidies, tax rebates or promotion-
al measures to help them compete with imported
goods or in export markets. These ‘losers’ in the
global economy have to find ways to survive in the
local economy, many resorting to such occupations
as waste picking or low-end street trading.

Some observers paint rather idealistic pictures
of the informal economy: people ‘volunteer’ or
‘choose’ to work in the informal economy to avoid
the costs of formality (Maloney 2004); informal oper-
ators are ‘plucky entrepreneurs’ (de Soto 1989); the
informal economy provides a ‘cushion’ during eco-
nomic crises (World Bank 1998); and ties of solidar-
ity and reciprocity within the informal economy pro-
vide ‘an element of insurance and risk sharing’
(World Bank 1995). Others argue that disadvan-
taged social groups, especially women within them,
lack access to the relevant skills, capital and state
resources that would enable them to secure better
paid and more secure employment within the infor-
mal economy (much less in the formal economy).
Still others argue that firms choose to hire workers
under low-paid and unprotected contractual
arrangements and that, within specific sectors of the
economy, larger and more dominant firms construct
barriers to exclude the self-employed from better
and more secure opportunities (Breman 1996). As
this report will illustrate, the informal economy is
highly segmented, so that there is some truth to
each of these perspectives depending which group
of informal workers the observers focus on. This
report will focus on the place of the working poor,
especially women, in the informal economy.

A related theme is that working does not nec-
essarily lead to poverty reduction. Many of those
who work are not able to work their way out of
poverty. In fact, labour market arrangements can
serve to perpetuate poverty and disadvantage. In
addition to more employment opportunities, the
poor need higher returns to their labour: this
depends, in turn, on their portfolio of assets (phys-
ical, human and social), their ability to compete in
markets and the terms under which they compete
(Osmani 2005). What is needed to reduce poverty,
therefore, is a mix of policies to create a
favourable environment and increase the assets
and competitiveness of the poor along with
organizing strategies and institutional changes to
increase their bargaining power.

Employment in the MDGs and PRSPs

Work and employment have been the central
concerns of the International Labour
Organization (ILO), which recently has champi-
oned the notion of ‘decent work’ as a path out of
poverty as well as a basic human right (ILO
1999). As defined by the ILO, ‘decent work’ is

employment with sufficient income and opportu-
nities, rights at work, social protection, as well as
social dialogue (i.e., negotiation and consultation
between representatives of governments,
employers and workers on issues of common
interest relating to economic and social policies).
As such, employment has also been part of the
broader development agenda within the UN sys-
tem, including that of UNDP, UNIFEM, and other
development organizations.

Employment is also relatively high on the devel-
opment agenda of the European Union, reflecting
the historical interest of European policy makers in
employment and labour markets as central to eco-
nomic prosperity. Employment also features in many
of the regional and national debates on poverty
reduction. For example, the 2004 Extraordinary
Summit of Heads of State and Government of the
African Union in Burkino Faso adopted a declaration
and plan of action calling for employment to be
placed at the centre of poverty reduction strategies.

Perhaps not surprisingly, therefore, employ-
ment is also mentioned in the mission statements of
the international financial agencies. But when it
comes to policy prescriptions and practice, these
institutions are typically more concerned with high
rates of economic growth than with high levels of
employment. In large part this is because main-
stream economists and policy makers, as well as
the Bretton Woods Institutions treat employment as
an outcome rather than a target of macroeconomic
policies and view interventions in labour markets as
creating distortions in market operations that can
interfere with expectations of economic growth
(Save-Soderbergh 2005).

The UN Millennium Declaration, adopted at the
Summit, outlines a vision of a world based on free-
dom from want and freedom from fear. This broad
vision was translated into eight time-bound
Millennium Development Goals, each with quantifi-
able targets and indicators (see Box 1.2). The year for
meeting the targets for most of these goals is 2015.

Employment creation is not one of the eight
MDGs, and employment is neither a target nor an
indicator under the first major goal of eradicating
extreme poverty and hunger?® It is included as an indi-
cator under Goal 3 of gender equality but, as current-
ly specified, it is at best a crude measure of gender
equality (see Chapter 3). There is also an indicator on
youth employment under Goal 8, reflecting interna-
tional concern about the large and growing number of
unemployed youth around the world. The ILO (2003a)
estimates that unemployment among the young
was at least twice as high as unemployment in the
total labour force in all regions around the world in
2003, and that there will be over 500 million new
entrants into the global labour force between 2003
and 2015.

6 “Productive employment and decent work” have been added as priority goals in the draft Output Document of the UN General

Assembly’s President for the MDG Summit in September 2005.
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Goal 1:
Goal 2:
Goal 3:
Goal 4:
Goal 5:
Goal 6:
Goal 7:
Goal 8:
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Millennium Development Goals

to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

to achieve universal primary education

to promote gender equality and empower women
to reduce child mortality

to promote maternal health

to combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases
to ensure environmental sustainability, and

to develop a global partnership for development

In 1999, in response to civil society demands to
reduce the unsustainable debt of poor developing
countries, the Bretton Woods Institutions agreed
that national poverty reduction strategy papers
(PRSPs) would provide the basis for concessional
lending by the World Bank and IMF and for debt
relief to the most heavily-indebted poor countries.
The national PRSPs are supposed to be country-
owned, expressing not only the perspective of gov-
ernments but also the needs and interests of peo-
ple, particularly the poor, solicited through a partici-
patory process (Zuckerman and Garrett 2003). They
are meant to represent government-owned, partici-
patory development strategies for reducing poverty.

The employment policy content of PRSPs dif-
fers from country to country. However, if we look at
the content of the documents, some reasonable
generalizations emerge. Most of the PRSPs identify
the lack of decent employment opportunities as
contributing to high levels of poverty. And many of
them single out the low quality and precarious
nature of informal and agricultural employment as
needing to be addressed. In promoting sustainable
‘pro-poor’ growth, the role of employment simply
cannot be ignored.

The PRSPs’ record on recognizing the impor-
tance of women’s labour — both paid and unpaid —is
far spottier. Some are silent on the issue; others give
it a token mention. Still others explicitly recognize
the connections among women'’s paid employment,
informalization and the feminization of poverty: for
example, Chad’s 2003 PRSP acknowledges that
women frequently face a higher risk of poverty due to
the low quality and instability of informal employment.

Although employment features prominently in
PRSP diagnosis of the poverty problem, the pre-
scriptive policy content is weaker. As mentioned,
much more attention is devoted to the supply side
of the employment problem — that is, human capital,
education and vocational training — than to the

demand side, namely, insuring adequate employ-
ment opportunities. Often, demand for labour is
seen as a by-product of productive activities. Many
PRSPs assume that growth will automatically gen-
erate job opportunities that will reduce poverty.
Some of the strategies do emphasize the need to
invest in labour-intensive production practices and
small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).
However, little attention is paid to the quantity and
quality of employment generated. The primary focus
is either the enterprise (e.g., SMEs), a specific sector
(e.g., tourism or agro-processing) or the amount pro-
duced, not the employment outcomes themselves.

UNIFEM reviewed 41 PRSPs, of which 23
incorporated some form of employment indicator as
part of the monitoring and evaluation process.” The
unemployment rate, total employment or number of
small and microenterprises were the most common
indicators included. However, these indicators are
not the best for monitoring the well-being of workers
in the informal economy, where underemployment,
low earnings and unstable incomes are particularly
important.? Furthermore, many of the countries lack
timely data resources to effectively monitor the
employment indicators they have identified.

Only five of the PRSPs reviewed set any kind of
explicit target for employment. For example,
Kenya’s framework targets 500,000 new employ-
ment opportunities a year. Only Viet Nam’s strategy
includes an explicit target for women’s employment:
by 2010, half of all new jobs in Viet Nam should be
held by women.

A recent UNIFEM study found that the gender
content of the PRSPs is inadequate in much the
same way as is the employment content: the pre-
scriptive recommendations are far weaker than the
diagnostics; gender-specific recommendations are
frequently limited to a handful of issues or interven-
tions (e.g., reproductive health or girls’ education);
and gender-specific targets and indicators are insuf-
ficient or absent altogether. In addition, the PRSPs
contain little or no analysis of women’s unpaid care
work (UNIFEM 2005b). This has broad implications
for the strategies’ ability to address feminized pover-
ty, and particularly severe consequences for the
PRSPs’ ability to address issues of women’s access
to employment and independent sources of income.

Finally, the PRSPs treat the question of employ-
ment in general, and women’s paid work in particu-
lar, in a piecemeal way. None of them present a
coherent, integrated strategy for tackling the prob-
lems of employment that the papers identified. For
example, all the PRSPs stressed the importance of

7 The PRSPs included Albania (2001), Armenia (2003), Azerbaijan (2003), Benin (2003), Bhutan (2004), Bolivia (2001), Burkina Faso
(2004), Cambodia (2003), Cameroon (2002), Chad (2003), Djibouti (2004), Ethiopia (2002), Gambia (2002), Georgia (2003), Ghana
(2003), Guinea (2002), Guyana (2002), Honduras (2001), Kenya (2004), Kyrgyzstan (2003), Lao People’s Democratic Republic
(2004), Malawi (2002), Mali (2003), Mauritania (2000), Moldova (2004), Mongolia (2003), Mozambique (2001), Nepal (2003),
Nicaragua (2001), Niger (2002), Pakistan (2004), Rwanda (2002), Senegal (2002), Serbia and Montenegro (2004), Sri Lanka
(2003a), Tajikistan (2002), Uganda (2000), United Republic of Tanzania (2000), Viet Nam (2003), Yemen (2002) and Zambia (2002).

8 The focus on unemployment represents a developed country bias among policy makers; in developing countries, underemployment and
low-quality employment are more widespread than is open unemployment . The ILO (2003a) estimates that worldwide, in 2003, there
were nearly three times as many working poor earning less than US$1 per day (550 million) as unemployed persons (186 million).



macroeconomic stability. However, they did not
go the extra step to explore what types of macro-
economic policies would facilitate improvement
of employment opportunities, what trade-offs
might exist between macroeconomic policies
and employment outcomes, and what the impact
of economic stabilization would be on different
segments of the labour force.

A draft of a 2004 UNDP review of 78 nation-
al Millennium Development Goals reports found
minimal and inconsistent coverage of gender
issues in employment in any of the goals. Of the
reports reviewed, eight (10%) highlighted
increased access to employment for women as a
strategy for poverty reduction under Goal 1, 25
(32%) reported on wage gaps and income differ-
entials and 15 (19%) mentioned domestic work
and unpaid work under Goal 3. In addition, five
mentioned unemployment and its consequences
for young women under Goal 8. The review did
not indicate that any report highlighted women’s
participation in the informal economy under any
goal. UNDP noted, however, that overall report-
ing on gender equality had improved, compared
to a review of a smaller number of reports (13)
undertaken in 2003: 54 per cent of the reports
from 2004 specifically mentioned women’s vul-
nerability to poverty under Goal 1, compared to
less than half in 2003 (UNDP 2005b).

Organization of this Report
This report makes the case for an increased
focus on informal employment, particularly that
of working poor women, in efforts to reduce
poverty and promote gender equality. Chapter 2
argues that understanding why women end up in
the most insecure types of informal employment
requires understanding the totality of women’s
work and the linkages among the different types
of women’s work: paid and unpaid, formal and
informal. It begins with a brief overview of efforts
by women’s rights advocates and feminist econ-
omists to improve understanding and measure-
ment of the different types of women’s work. It
then looks at the current context of women’s
paid and unpaid care work, including demo-
graphic trends, state social spending patterns
and life-cycle concerns. A third section considers
the linkages — temporal, spatial, segmentation
and valuation of work — between women’s paid
and unpaid work, using case studies to illustrate.
The final section again uses case studies to con-
sider the intersection of gender and other
sources of disadvantage (class, race, ethnicity,
religion and geography) in the realm of work, and
traces out the links between occupational mobil-
ity and recent trends in women’s migration
between developed and developing countries.
Chapter 3 provides recent statistical evi-
dence on the size and composition of formal and

informal employment in both developing and
developed countries and reviews recent efforts
to include in Millennium Development Goal 3
more relevant indicators for gender equality in
employment, namely, employment by type and
by earnings. The bulk of the chapter presents an
analysis of specially-tabulated data from one
developed country (Canada) and six developing
countries (Costa Rica, Egypt, El Salvador, Ghana,
India and South Africa) on the size and segmen-
tation of the total workforce (formal/ informal,
agricultural/non-agricultural, men/women); on
the average earnings across these different seg-
ments by sector and by sex; and on the poverty
risk (i.e., the likelihood of being from a poor
household) of working in these various segments
by sector and sex. It concludes with a call for
improved labour force statistics and a better
understanding of labour markets.

Chapter 4 investigates the costs and bene-
fits of informal employment for women and men.
It begins with an analysis of the work arrange-
ments of informal workers characterized by place
of work, employment relationship and production
system, all key determinants of the costs and
benefits of informal employment. It then presents
a new perspective on the assumed costs and
benefits of informal work; offers a causal model
of who ends up in informal employment and why;
and provides evidence from field studies in India
and South Africa and case studies of occupa-
tional groups among informal women workers
that illustrate the costs and benefits associated
with different work arrangements. It concludes
with new ways of thinking about income poverty
and the other dimensions of poverty from the
perspective of the working poor; about gender
and other sources of disadvantage for working
poor women; and about the operation of informal
labour markets.

Unless informal workers become organized,
in whatever form works best for them, they will
not be able to negotiate effectively for supportive
policy responses. Chapter 5 presents an overview
of the ways in which women workers in the infor-
mal economy are organizing, emphasizing the
critical need for women to organize around their
identity as workers and to have their own organi-
zations or play leadership roles in organizations of
women and men workers. Support to women’s
organizing as workers in the informal economy
represents an essential component of the future
agenda for everyone concerned about reducing
both poverty and gender inequality.

Chapter 6 presents a framework for policy
and action in support of the working poor, espe-
cially women, in the informal economy. It pres-
ents good practice examples, drawn from a wide
range of countries. It concludes with a call for
concerted action on four priority areas.
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The Totalty of Women's Work

Basket weaver and
child, Eritrea.
Photo: Giacomo
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“When I had to go to work, | used to worry about my child. |
would take him with me to the tobacco field. But my employer
objected. Then | would leave him at home, but I still worried about
him. But what could | do? | had to earn, and | had no option.”

o understand the role of employment in

perpetuating or reducing poverty, includ-

ing feminized poverty, we need to look at

where working women and men are

located in the global workforce and at
the nature of work in today’s global economy.
First, however, it is important to look at the totality
of women’s work. Women'’s ability to participate in
the labour market is contingent on other demands
on their time, especially for unpaid work in the
household and community. Understanding the
relationship between women’s work and poverty
therefore requires a comprehensive view of formal
and informal paid work, subsistence production,
unpaid work in family enterprises, unpaid care
work for household members and community vol-
unteer work.

Studies of women’s work generally focus on
different aspects of their work rather than the
whole. Analyses of women’s paid employment
range from an examination of the ‘glass ceiling’
that constrains highly skilled women from advanc-
ing as far as men, to a focus on job segregation
and the relegation of working class women to pink
collar jobs, lacking the same pay levels or job
security as men in blue collar employment.
Another focus is ‘the care economy’ and women’s
role in unpaid care work, inside households and in
communities. With some exceptions, however, the
literature has tended to underestimate the impor-
tance of women’s informal work, especially in
developing countries."

At the same time, increased attention to the
gender dimensions of HIV/AIDS has highlighted
the fact that women in many countries are being
pulled out of productive work, especially in agri-
culture, to take care of the ill and the dying (Heyzer
2004; UNAIDS et al. 2004; Budlender 2003). This
has provoked a new look at the ways in which
women’s unpaid care work in the household and
community constrains their ability to access or
continue in paid employment, and illuminates the
hidden costs of shifting the provision of health and
welfare services to women'’s unpaid care work.

Agricultural labourer, India (cited in Dasgupta 2002)

This chapter looks at the ways in which
women’s unpaid care work constrains their
access to or participation in paid employment,
focusing on women’s low-paid informal work. It
highlights global patterns of stratification between
women and men, and between richer women and
poorer women. Four cases illustrate the links
between the different types of work, looking at
four inter-linked dimensions: temporal and spa-
tial and the segmentation and valuation of work.
A further selection of cases illustrates the inter-
section of gender with class, ethnicity, caste and
geography, and how these all combine to locate
the working poor, particularly women, in precari-
ous forms of informal employment and thus to
perpetuate poverty.

Understanding and Measuring

Women’s Work

Since the 1970s a number of women’s organiza-
tions and feminist scholars have focused on
improving the way in which women’s work is
conceptualized and measured, highlighting five
distinct types of work: formal market work, infor-
mal market work, subsistence production, unpaid
care work and volunteer work (Beneria 1993;
UNIFEM 2000). Only formal market work is ade-
quately measured by conventional data collec-
tion methods; the others all require the design of
better methods of data collection or, at an even
more basic level, new conceptual frameworks
and definitions.

In official statistics, the measurement of work
and production hinges on the boundary set by the
System of National Accounts (SNA) (UN 1995,
2000). Work that falls within the boundary is con-
sidered ‘economic’ while work that falls outside
the boundary is considered ‘non-economic’.
Those who perform only ‘non-economic’ activities
are considered ‘economically inactive’. Formal
market work falls clearly and neatly within the pro-
duction boundary. Informal market work and a
large part of subsistence production (i.e., produc-
tion and processing of food crops) have always

1 Exceptions include early work on specific regions (e.g., Heyzer 1986; Beneria and Roldan 1987) as well as more recent work on

the global labour force (see, e.g., Pearson 2004).
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Unpaid Care Work

The term ‘unpaid care work’ is used to refer to the provision of services
within households for other household and community members. It avoids
the ambiguities of other terms, including ‘domestic labour’, which can
refer both to unpaid care work and to the work of paid domestic workers;
‘unpaid labour’, which can also refer to unpaid care work as well as
unpaid work in the family business; ‘reproductive work’, which can refer
to unpaid care work as well as giving birth and breastfeeding; and ‘home
work’, which can also refer to paid work done in the home on subcontract
from an employer.

Each word in the term ‘unpaid care work’ is important:

m ‘unpaid’ meaning that the person doing the activity does not receive a

wage for it.

m ‘care’ meaning that the activity serves people and their well-being.

m ‘work’ meaning that the activity has a cost in terms of time and energy
and arises out of a social or contractual obligation, such as marriage
or less formal social relationships.

Source: UNIFEM 2000.
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fallen within the production boundary, in principle,
but conceptual and methodological challenges to
fully measuring and properly classifying women’s
informal activities remain. Other parts of subsis-
tence production and unpaid housework and fam-
ily services were excluded from the production
boundary until 1993.

As part of the 1993 revision of the System of
National Accounts, the production boundary was
extended to encompass the production of all
goods for household consumption, including the
processing and storage of all agricultural prod-
ucts; the production of other primary products,
such as mining salt, carrying water and collecting
firewood; and other kinds of processing, such as
weaving cloth and making garments, pottery,
utensils, furniture and furnishings (UN 2000). The
recognition of subsistence production of goods as
‘economic’ activities was in great part due to the
efforts of women’s rights advocates working at
both the national and international levels. Despite
their efforts, however, the provision of domestic
and personal services by household members for
consumption within the household, such as cook-
ing and cleaning plus care for children and the eld-
erly, continued to be left outside the production
boundary. Again in an effort to improve data on the
full contribution of women to the economy, the
1993 SNA recommended that valuation of activi-
ties outside the SNA boundary be undertaken in
‘satellite accounts’ outside the national accounts
(UN 1995, 2000).

For many years the women’s movement in
general and feminist economists in particular have
advocated that social and economic policies take
into account their impact on women’s unpaid care

work. Progress of the World’s Women 2000 used
the term ‘unpaid care work’ to refer to “women’s
provision of services within households and com-
munities” (see Box 2.1). As that report pointed out,
not all care work is unpaid and not all unpaid work
involves care. Much care work is done by paid
workers (e.g., domestic workers, nursing assis-
tants, social workers), while the unpaid work that
many women do for subsistence production and
family enterprises does not involve care.

One way to measure unpaid care work is
through time-use surveys. These surveys gather
data on what women, men and children do over
the course of the day, and provide information on
all types of work. They also form the basis for
satellite accounts. In response to the recommen-
dation of the Beijing Platform for Action, the
United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD) devel-
oped an international classification of activities for
time-use statistics that is sensitive to the differ-
ences between women and men, and between girl
children and boy children, in remunerated and
unremunerated work.?

In 1993, largely due to concern with the
need for improved measurement of women’s
economic activity, the International Conference
of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) agreed on a
definition of the informal sector (UN 1995).
Subsequently the ILO, the International Expert
Group on Informal Sector Statistics (the Delhi
Group) and the WIEGO network have worked
together to broaden the concept to cover certain
types of informal employment that had not been
included. The expanded definition includes self-
employment in informal enterprises (i.e., small and
unregistered enterprises) and wage employment
in informal jobs (i.e., unregulated and unprotected
jobs) for informal enterprises, formal enterprises,
households or for no fixed employer (see Chapter
3). Guidelines to implement this definition were
endorsed by the ICLS in 2003.

While pressing for change in statistical con-
cepts and definitions, women’s advocates have
also requested new methods of data collection
that can capture more fully women’s subsistence
and informal production, which tend to be under-
counted in national censuses and surveys. For
example, beginning in the early 1990s UNIFEM
supported work in countries in Asia to improve
data collected in national censuses on women’s
work. And in 1995, the Fourth World Conference
on Women, in its recommendations to improve and
disseminate sex-disaggregated data, proposed
several actions to develop a more comprehensive
knowledge of all forms of work and employment.

Despite this progress, we are still a long way
from adequately measuring different types of

2 For details see http;//www.un.org/dept3/unsd/timeuse/inter.htm



women’s work. What is primarily needed is for
national statistical systems to incorporate in
their regular labour force surveys and in periodic
time-use surveys the new concepts and meas-
urement strategies, including the expanded
definition of informal employment and suggested
new employment indicators for Millennium
Development Goal 3 detailed in Chapter 3.

Mapping Women’s Paid and

Unpaid Work

Over the past three decades women'’s labour force
participation rates have been increasing in most
parts of the world. This is not true of the transi-
tional economies of Eastern and Central Europe,
where employment rates for both men and women
have dropped since 1990 (UNRISD 2005). Also, in
the Middle East and North Africa, women’s labour
force participation rates remain very low. However,
the general trend has been towards an increase in
the numbers of women working. What does this
mean in terms of women’s economic security and
rights? What does it imply for gender inequality
and poverty? To answer these questions we first
need to look at the impact of wider forces on
women’s work as a whole, both paid and unpaid.
These forces are both macro, including the wider
economic trends mentioned in Chapter 1 as well
as state-level social spending and broad demo-
graphic trends, and micro, including the different
relationships individuals have to the labour market
at different periods of their lives and the daily real-
ity of balancing competing demands on their time.

State social spending, the labour market
and care work

As noted in Chapter 1, international financial insti-
tutions as part of their free market policy prescrip-
tions have encouraged governments to adopt a
set of economic policies designed to control infla-
tion and enhance growth. These include trade lib-
eralization, market deregulation, reductions in
government employment and privatization of serv-
ices (e.g., health, education, welfare, housing) for-
merly paid for by the state. All of these policies
impact on gender relations, women’s work and the
provision of care.

In addition to household size and composi-
tion, and the division of labour within the house-
hold, women’s ability to engage in paid employ-
ment is dependent on state policies that encour-
age or constrain their participation (e.g., through
the provision of affordable child care). The state is
also a provider of employment in health, education
and welfare service sectors, and as such helps
shape the labour market; in many countries
women make up most of the state-employed
teachers, nurses and social workers. These serv-
ice sectors are located at the nexus between pub-
lic and private sectors, formal and informal care,

and low-paid and unpaid care, and are thus criti-
cal in understanding women’s paid and unpaid
labour. Changes in state social provision, com-
bined with changes in women’s participation in the
labour market, shift the boundaries between paid
formal and informal care work, and between these
and unpaid care work. While this is true in both
developed and developing countries, the meagre
supply of state services in many developing coun-
tries means that women are bearing a heavy bur-
den of unpaid care work, often impeding their abil-
ity to earn a livelihood.

With regard to health-care provision, coun-
tries in the global North have moved away from
universal health services towards various types of
fee-based care, or public-private partnerships,
sometimes with a residual free (and usually poorer
quality) public service for those who cannot afford
to pay. It is widely recognized that it is women who
pay the costs of this individualization of care, as
the increased time spent taking care of family
members limits both their participation in paid
employment and their leisure (Pascall and Lewis
2004). Wealthier families can buy health care for
themselves, and/or pay someone else to provide
care. After bearing children, better educated
women can pay for childcare and keep their
careers; less well educated women are likely to
return to poorly paid, part-time jobs in an effort to
balance unpaid care work with earning an income.

In Europe, many countries have shifted the
way in which they fund paid care work. In the past,
the typical pattern was that the state or municipal-
ity either provided care-givers or funded other
organizations to provide care. Now the tendency
is to provide cash funds directly to those needing
care so that they can purchase their own care
from others. In France, this shift was “part of a
more general policy to stimulate low paid employ-
ment for women” (Ungerson 2003: 394). In the
Netherlands, it was intended to convert unpaid
care work to formal paid work, and was “specifi-
cally directed towards pulling informal economic
activity into the formal labour market, and workers
into the social security system” (ibid: 384).

In addition to these job-creation and employ-
ment regulation outcomes, this shift in funding
could also result in greater empowerment of those
cared for, giving them more choice about whom to
employ and on what terms. However, those being
cared for may have difficulty getting the informa-
tion about care workers they need to make an
informed choice. And, importantly for this report,
the care worker who used to be employed full-
time by the local welfare office may find that her or
his work as the direct employee of the person
needing care is now more precarious, with less
security and fewer benefits.

In broad terms, the advanced welfare states
were built on the idea of stable nuclear families
that include a male breadwinner in permanent
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employment. The man’s income would support
the family; his receipt of the so-called ‘social
wage’ — including health insurance for him and his
dependents, pension benefits and insurance
against unemployment and disability — would pro-
vide security for the entire family. This ‘male
breadwinner model’ has been replaced by the
‘adult worker model’, which assumes that both
women and men are employed. What is not rec-
ognized, however, is that women’s decisions
about work are still largely dependent on ‘the
unarticulated dimension’ of the male breadwinner
model: unpaid care work. Without state support
for this work, “women are being asked to bear the
main burden of welfare state restructuring” (Lewis
2002: 333).

In former communist countries, governments
encouraged women to participate in the labour
market on equal terms with men. This involved
extremely high rates of state social spending, espe-
cially on childcare, while little attention was given to
finding ways of changing the gendered division of
care work (Pascall and Lewis 2004). In contrast,
some European countries have provided incentives
to working men to engage in parenting by, for
example, providing relatively generous paternity
leave. However, paternity leave is not taken up as
extensively as it could be (Orloff 2000), and it is
noteworthy that policy initiatives for greater involve-
ment of men have focused on men’s role as fathers
rather than as general care providers.

In most developing countries, in contrast, the
reality for most people is that state provision of
education, health, welfare and childcare services
has always been limited. Following structural
adjustment, even those limited services have
been curtailed. In education and in health, user-
fees are now widespread and health care is
designed to target those who can pay rather than
the population as a whole. The cuts in state serv-
ice provision were meant to encourage greater
market provision, but markets do not readily
respond to poor people and their need for social
services. In some countries, international aid has
compensated for cuts in state provision, but this
leaves social service provision vulnerable to
changes in donor thinking about what services
should be supported. And while faith-based and
community-based organizations, as well as more
formal local welfare organizations, may make an
important contribution to health, education and
welfare, they are few and far between in rural
areas, where the greatest poverty may be found
and where it is more difficult to leverage access to
other forms of support.

At the same time that the state has cut child-
care provision and privatized its health and welfare
services, women have entered the labour force in
larger numbers in both developed and developing
countries, partly due to the inability of households
to survive on a single worker income. Yet with few

exceptions, there is little evidence of men taking
on substantially more care-giving responsibilities,
and insufficient attention is given to policies that
encourage men to do so. As a result, women are
paying the costs of free market economic policy
prescriptions. And the changes in women’s pat-
terns of paid work seem to have little impact on
“the most ubiquitous and long-lasting conception
of the woman (which) in virtually all countries and
traditions of the world, is as a giver of care: home-
maker, mother, wife, tender of the needs of the
elderly — in general, a supporter of the needs and
ends of others” (Nussbaum 2005: 3).

Demographic trends and paid and
unpaid work

A number of demographic trends also affect
women’s work. While the best known is fertility,
and its link to women'’s labour force participation,
also important are population ageing and migra-
tion. The impact of these trends on both employ-
ment opportunities and unpaid care work for dif-
ferent groups of women are particularly relevant.

The world’s population is ageing. The more
developed regions have led this process, as fertil-
ity is still relatively high in the less developed
regions. However, even in the less developed
regions more rapid population ageing is anticipat-
ed. Trends in the number of persons of working
age (15 to 59 years) are especially important. In
developed regions, while the proportion of the
working age population increased slightly
between 1950 and 2005 from 61 per cent to 63
per cent, a decline to 52 per cent is expected by
2050 (UN 2005). In less developed regions the
proportion of the working age population is
expected to decline slightly, from 61 per cent in
2005 to 59 per cent in 2050. However, among the
least developed countries the proportion is pro-
jected to rise from 53 per cent in 2005 to 61 per
cent in 2050. These trends have implications for
employment, for the provision of paid and unpaid
health and welfare services, and for unpaid care
work. Developing regions must somehow create
jobs for the growing working age population, while
developed regions must find a way to support the
care needs of growing numbers of older persons.
Yet developing regions will also face this challenge
in the not too distant future.

Looking at the relationship between demo-
graphic changes and the increase in paid domes-
tic work in Latin America, Barrientos (2004) offers
some possible explanations about supply and
demand that may be generalized to other regions.
He notes that population ageing may be creating
a demand for long-term care of elderly people, or
the entry of more women into the labour market
may be creating a market in household services.
Alternatively, the supply of women in domestic
work could be a response to their own need for
more household income, related to the decline in
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Women carrying grass used for fodder and fuel, Nepal. Photo: Martha Chen

men’s incomes associated with labour informal-
ization and rising unemployment.

China, with 1 billion people (one sixth of the
world’s population), is undergoing rapid demo-
graphic change (Cook 2003) marked by a rapidly
ageing population as well as exceptionally low fer-
tility. The transition to a market economy has
occasio