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I. Introduction 
 
Four years ago, Pin and her family – consisting of her husband, their two daughters and Pin’s 
mother - moved to Bangkok Metropolitan Area hoping to improve their situation and earn more 
than had been possible on the family rice farm. In their previous life in the rural area, they had 
experienced famine and hopelessness.  They did not have a network of relatives in the city.  
 
Pin’s husband found employment in a security guard company but has not received his wages for 
six months. Pin works as a pieceworker seamstress. She earns 8-10 baht a piece and must finish 
40-45 pieces a day to earn about 400 baht (34 Baht for one US$). In order to ensure that she 
earns 10,000 to 12,000 baht a month, Pin has to work very long hours. She works from morning 
to night, usually up to 15-16 hours daily, spending very little time for meals and other 
housework. She works even longer hours when her employer wants her to produce more or when 
the family needs additional income. Her two daughters help her whenever they are free from 
school.  
 
The family pays monthly 4,000 baht on house rent, 1,500 baht for electricity and water supply, 
and 1,500 baht for food (without rice).  They also pay monthly installments of 3,000 baht to their 
neighbour for the loan on the sewing machine. Other family expenses include the daughters’ 
school fees and purchase of rice, as well as other bare essentials. The family tries to economize 
and limit their purchases as much as they can. Pin has been facing health consequences, 
including back pain, from the long hours she spends sitting at the sewing machine. She has been 
unable to see a doctor because she cannot afford the time away from work.  
 
The family’s dream is to own their own home. They would be prepared to, and could probably 
manage to, pay the required installments of 4,500 baht.  The payments for purchasing their own 
home would only involve 500 baht more then their current monthly rent. However, because the 
family has no collateral and no income statements they are unable to access the housing 
programme. The family lives on the margins of the economic system and is invisible to policy-
makers.  

 
The worsening economic situation during the first half of 2008, including the rising cost of fuel 
and the rapidly increasing cost of living, put considerable pressure on Pin’s family. Since her 
employment provided the only source of income for the family, she requested an increased price 
per piece. Her employer informed her that, since the selling price of the garments remained the 
same, it was not possible to increase the price per piece. If Pin did not agree to continue to work 
for this rate, someone else could take her place. Pin has no other choice but to continue to work 
under these conditions.  
 
When Pin found her income was not enough to continue the repayments on the sewing machine 
she turned to informal loan provider with a very high interest rate. This was necessary because 
her income is dependent on the sewing machine. Rising food prices drove Pin and her husband to 
take their eldest daughter out of school to help at home. The daughter hoped to finish high school 
and get a vocational degree to ensure skilled job opportunities in the future. Pin and her husband 
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are bitter that their daughter has to drop out of school but they have no other choice if they are to 
survive the economic crisis.1 
  
The situation of many other homeworker families is similar to that of Pin‘s family. While the 
details may differ, the overall situation is the same. Some families are in even worse 
circumstances than Pin because they have irregular jobs, are cheated by their employers or 
receive very, very low earnings. Other families face serious health problems or have disabled 
family members. Pin’s working conditions and economic situation well illustrates the situation 
faced by many women homeworkers. These women work very hard to earn their incomes while 
at the same time undertaking household work. They have no time to improve their health and 
further develop their occupational skills. Their quality of life is far below acceptable standards. 
The impacts on the future lives of their daughters have also to be considered. It is important to 
find ways to ensure that the daughters of homeworkers are not denied educational and other 
opportunities in order to ensure that they have better futures.  
 
This paper describes the economic situation of women who make up the majority of the labour 
force in the informal economy in developing countries. The importance of this focus was 
illustrated by Ela Bhatt, the founder of Self-Employed Women's Association (SEWA), in her 
statement at the High-level Event on the Millennium Development Goals at UN General 
Assembly in New York, 25 September 2008:   “Our desire to cut poverty in half by 2015 met 
with marginal success because the poor are still not our priority. The working poor are the 
backbone of every nation, and yet they go hungry. Where do we go wrong? 2  
 
II. The situation of women in informal sector  
 
Informal workers are workers who are not employed by the state and have no regular wages  or 
protection through labour laws. There are three types of informal workers:  paid workers, such as 
home workers and domestic workers, seasonal or temporary workers in agriculture, fisheries, 
forestry and livestock production; and self-employed ––those without employees, for example 
taxi drivers who own or rent their vehicles, street vendors, barbers, cobblers, small grocery and 
shop owners, as well as micro or small enterprises with some employees.  These informal 
workers are found in cities, towns and rural villages all around the world. In Asia, 65 percent of 
non-agricultural employment is informal employment. The percentage of both women and men 
in informal (non agricultural) employment is 65 per cent3.  
 
In 2007, Thailand’s National Statistic Office reported that a total of 37.1 million workers are 
employed and that 23.3 million are informal workers, including those working in the agricultural 
sector.  Informal workers make up 62.7 percent of overall workers, compared with 37.3 percent 
in the formal sector. There has been an increase of seven hundred thousand informal workers 

                                                 
1 Information from interviews in a homeworker study on the food and energy crisis carried out by the Foundation for 
Labour and  Employment Promotion, May 2008 
2 http://www.wiego.org/news/ElaBhatt-MDGSpeech-2008.pdf 
3 International Labour Organization (2002). Women and men in the informal economy: A statistical picture. Geneva, 
Switzerland, p. 19. 
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between 2005 and 2007. In Thailand, women make up 76.7 women of homeworkers, compared 
with 23.3 percent men.4  
 
Women make up the majority of informal workers because jobs are flexible and the skills 
requirements are low. Uneducated women or women with low levels of education combine work 
in the informal economy with household work. 
 
The following section outlines the conditions of women in informal sector: 
  
Low paid and irregular employment  
 

Women in informal sector receive low pay in both sub-contracted work and in own-account jobs. 
Consumers are probably unaware that workers producing shoes earn 4-6 baht a pair and those 
producing clothes earn just 8-10 baht per piece. Semi-skilled workers earn 7 baht for  bead 
embroidery work on  blouses which are sold to consumers for hundreds of baht. It is estimated 
that 28.6 percent of Thai homeworkers earn less than one US dollar a day or 10,000 baht a year 
(1 US $ = 34-35 baht) and 59.3 percent earn less than 2.5 US $ a day (30,000 baht a year). Their 
working conditions are characterized by long hours and insecurity. Working hours vary from 5 to 
11 hours daily and they are unable to negotiate for improved job security. The long working 
hours in poor working environments cause poor health. For example, solid waste collectors 
spend 6-10 hours to earn 51-200 baht a day for a family of 2-3 members. Women in  agricultural 
families engage in contract farming – to earn 1,300 baht (37 US $) on fish farms or 2,800 baht a 
month (80 US$) on poultry farms, while minimum wage in Bangkok is 203 baht and 154 baht 
daily in farming area.5 

 
Health risks and hazardous working conditions 
 

Many home-based workers use part of their homes as work spaces which do not comply with 
acceptable occupational health and safety standards, for example in relation to light, noise and 
dust, as well as quality of implements and protective appliances. Home-based workers often can 
only afford used equipment (second-hand or third-hand) with high risk of injury or ill-health. 
Chemical contamination and hazardous substance may be found in these jobs, without adequate 
information, warnings and protection from these health hazards. High levels of stress and tension 
are common, with negative health impacts, including mental health consequences.  Even when 
occupational health and safety information is made available to these home-based workers, they 
are unable to improve their working environments and purchase proper equipment because of the 
lack of working capital. In some cases, for example, workers do not switch on the lights at their 
workplaces to save money on electricity. The occupational health and safety issues in the 
working environments of home-based workers cannot be ignored. 80 percent of such workers are 
women who play important roles in reproductive work and family survival. The poor health of 
mothers has an adverse effect on their children’s health and futures. 

 
 

                                                 
4 National Statistic Office, Thailand (2007). Statistical Survey on home work, Bangkok, Thailand.  
5 Information based on data from the National Statistic Office of Thailand and expert’s field work. 
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Lack of social protection 
 

Women workers in the informal economy are in extremely vulnerable situations, with no 
protection through labor laws, no effective policy measures to address their situations, and lack 
of access to social security systems. This results in poor working conditions and insecure 
employment. These women may face social and economic violence because of the invisibility of 
the informal sector.  Poor economic conditions limit their potential to access private social 
security systems, including health care. As a result, these women face ill-health and poor quality 
of life.  

 
Limited access to capital 
 

Women home-based workers are poor and do not have the collateral or income statements 
needed to access capital from commercial or state-owned banks. Some attempts have been made 
to initiate and organize community-based micro credit schemes, but these efforts are still limited 
in scope and insufficient in relation to the existing needs. The available micro-credit schemes are 
primary focused on meeting emergency needs rather than on more long-term small business 
development.  
 
Poor quality of life, including risk of poverty 
 

Economic activities run by women workers are typically small, with low levels of investment, 
infrastructure, technology and skills development. They are often labour intensive, requiring 
assistance from unpaid family workers. Equipment and tools are usually simple with low 
efficiency.  Women are often trapped in the informal debt market with high interest rates. 
Women workers have less access to information and communication technologies (ICT), which 
hinders their market development and narrows their choice of economic activities.  These factors 
result in low productivity and low value-added in products and create a cycle of poverty and debt 
which is difficult to break.  
 
Lack of entrepreneurship development 
 

Entrepreneurship development programmes for women in the informal sector are not widely 
available. Training programmes related to the needs of women and/or training which 
incorporates gender sensitivity are very rare. Training programmes often do not take into account 
the constraints faced by these women who have low levels of education, limited time and huge 
work burdens. As a result, these women are blocked from self development opportunities and 
unable to improve and upgrade their capacities. Women therefore have limited potential to 
increase the efficiency of their businesses and are unable to make the shift from sub-contracted 
workers to own-account workers. 

 
Lack of organizing skills and opportunities 
 
Informal workers are not aware of their labour rights and have no bargaining power. 
Empowerment programmes are needed to strengthen their capacity to bargain with employers 
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and other authorities. Without increased organizing capacities, women will continue to have 
limited access to state resources, services and promotion programmes.   
 
Constraints encountered by women in the informal economy are linked to other political and 
socio-economic factors which force them into a cycle of poverty and vulnerability.  Improved 
organizing skills are needed to address issues such as low income, poor social security, limited 
job choices, health risks and unsafe working conditions. Collective bargaining power is needed 
to ensure their access to appropriate technology and skills development opportunities. Burdened 
with economic constraints, women workers in the informal sector cannot develop their 
entrepreneurship and access micro credit and other supportive programmes. Globalization and 
the concept of free trade have not brought increased prosperity to women in this economy but 
have, in many cases, increased women’s vulnerability.  

III. Economic empowerment for women in informal sector: Further steps to be considered  

Despite the increased access of women to paid employment, their economic empowerment has 
not been achieved. Their working conditions are far from what is required for decent work. They 
are paid very low wages for unstable jobs requiring long working hours, with no social welfare 
benefits and considerable risks in the working environment. Globalization and free trade in some 
cases have reduced access to natural resources and led to deteriorating economic environments 
for the poor, including women in the informal economy.   

Consideration of the economic empowerment of women in the informal sector should also cover 
the situation of domestic workers, most of whom are women and girls.   Domestic workers have 
become an export commodity which provides a huge income for many Asian countries, such as 
the Philippines, Indonesia, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Thailand. The domestic work sector 
has increased women’s access to paid employment, but often under unacceptable conditions. 
Since domestic work takes place in the private domain, working conditions are often invisible 
and difficult to oversee, and as a result, women and girls face many risks. Heavy work, little or 
no time off, and no access to health care or social security are common features of this work. 
Domestic workers are vulnerable to sexual abuse, exploitation and violence. Few countries have 
protective laws for domestic workers.  
 
Economic empowerment of women in the informal economy would require that women have 
secure access to and control over their jobs, bargaining power, decent conditions and fair pay.  
 
The following issues should be discussed in the World Survey: 

 
Public policy, legislation and international labor standards 

 
The International Labour Organization (ILO) should define acceptable labour standards for all 
types of informal workers. At the same time, national governments should speed up public policy 
and labor protection measures to ensure that women in the informal economy can access decent 
work.  Fundamental issues for decent work include productive employment, legal protection, 
social protection, and labor union promotion and support. The following actions should be 
included in the World Survey. 
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 Ratify the International Labor Organization Home work Convention (C 177)  
 
The International Labour Organization Home work Convention (C 177) was adopted by the 
International Labour Conference on 20th, June 1996 to respond to the change in labour markets 
which threatened to reduce the social protection of homeworkers.  ILC 177 aims to protect the 
labour rights of millions of homeworkers worldwide.  It supports homeworkers’ rights to 
organize and participate in organizations, to be treated without discrimination in employment, 
and to access adequate occupational health, safety and working environments and other 
development opportunities to raise their potential. It establishes that homeworkers should enjoy 
the same rights as other workers. 
 
Currently only five countries have ratified the ILC 177; Finland (1998), Ireland (1999), Albania 
(2002), Netherlands (2002) and Argentina (2006). 
 
In order to protect homeworkers and ensure that they access better working conditions and fair 
wages, national government should ratify the ILC177 and adjust national policies and labour law 
to protect homeworkers.  
 
The World Survey should look into sufficient legislation, policy and measures to protect 
informal workers by: 
• Checking data on informal workers from labour force surveys carried out by national statistic 

offices, in terms of magnitude, types and contribution to the countries’ GDP, in order to 
ensure visibility and recognition of informal workers. Studies of national policies and plans 
on informal workers would provide useful data which could be used as indicators for 
monitoring.   

• Surveying the progress in ratification of ILC 177 within all countries and examining all 
reasons for the delay in ratification of this convention. In some countries, such as Thailand 
and the Philippines, although ILC 177 has not been ratified, efforts are underway to draft 
national legislation on homeworkers and informal workers.  There is a need to survey 
existing or planned legislation (direct protection by labor laws, general labor decrees, and 
other regulations) regarding informal workers, including homeworkers, domestic workers, 
contract farmers, street vendors and waste collectors.  

 
Support standard-setting on domestic workers at the ILO Conference in 2010 
 
In 2010, the ILO International Conference will discuss decent work for domestic workers in 
order to set up labour rights standards. The World Survey should study existing laws and other 
regulations on domestic workers.    
 
Support formulation of public policies, legislation and regulations on informal work in other 
sub-sectors  
 
The World Survey should support the formulation of public policies and legislation on informal 
work in other sub-sectors, covering for example contracted farmers, street vendors, waste 
collectors, construction workers and women workers in services sector.   
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Develop and promote policy and measures for social security in the informal sector 
 
Policies and measures to ensure informal workers have access to all social security schemes, 
such as social insurance, retirement pensions health insurance and measures on occupational 
health, safety and working environments, should be developed. In Thailand, the Universal Health 
Care Coverage Policy established in 2002 has played an important role in making health care 
accessible to all workers.   
 
The World Survey should: 

• Identify measures developed in different countries to ensure social security schemes for 
informal workers, particularly women workers, such as social insurance systems, health 
programmes, measures to ensure adequate occupational health, safety and working 
environments, retirement pensions or allowance schemes, money transfers and relief 
measures during food and energy crises; and  

• Assess national budget allocations for social security programmes for the poor, including 
women workers.  

 
Promotion of productive employment and decent work for women in the informal economy 
 
National governments must promote the access of women in the informal economy to paid 
productive employment. Two types of issues should be monitored. 
 
Promote and ensure fair wages and secure employment 
 
In addition to policy formulation and mandatory labour laws, governments should develop other 
measures, such as tax incentives for employers who provide productive employment to women 
in the informal economy.  Promotion of fair employment, as a Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) practice, can be another means to promote decent work. Company practices on the 
environment or social responsibilities are often seen as a means to create a good public image. 
Companies can be encouraged to practice CSR for benefit of their own workers.   Efforts to 
develop Codes of Conduct to minimize unfair labor treatment and adopt labour standards in the 
formal economy, such as the Social Accountability Standard (SA 8000), can provide good 
examples for the informal economy. There is some evidence that Codes of Conduct can have 
more influence on the practices of sub-contracted companies than national labour laws.  
Campaigns on Fair Trade and Ethical Trade which engage consumers worldwide can create 
better understanding of the importance of decent work for all workers. In addition, “social 
penalties” could be developed for companies whose practices do not meet accepted standards.  
 
The World Survey should: 
• Investigate the access of women in informal economy employment to job security and decent 

working conditions; 

• Study the effectiveness of incentive schemes, such as taxation measures or labor standards, 
as government measures to support decent work; 
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• Investigate the extent to which employers who have used CSR programmes support decent 
work and fair wages; and 

• Collect good practices on the use of Codes of Conduct and the impact on decent work. 

 
Entrepreneurship development  
 
National governments should empower women economically through entrepreneurship 
development, through the following measures:  

• Develop infrastructure to support women’s enterprises, such as electricity, roads and 
transportation facilities;  

• Introduce and develop appropriate and clean technology for women’s enterprises; 

• Promote ICT accessibility for women in the informal sector; 

• Promote women entrepreneurs’ access to markets at different levels; 

• Develop and provide gender-sensitive entrepreneurship training to women in the informal 
economy; and 

• Support credit provision for women in the informal sector to enable them to access capital. 
National governments should support community provision of micro-credit schemes with 
subsidies for women who want to invest in their enterprises.   

 
The World Survey should look at the following indicators and good practices: 

• National plans and indicators to support women’s entrepreneurship; 

• National resource allocations for women’s entrepreneurship development; 

• Women’s access to ICT; and  

• Training curricula on gender-sensitive entrepreneurship and their impact. 

 
Promotion of organization of women in the informal economy 
 
Promotion of the organizing skills of women in the informal economy, through Member-Based 
Organizations of the Poor (MBOPs) is necessary to allow them to collectively improve their 
quality of life and become empowered to participate in social dialogues with employers and 
government authorities. Martha Chen et. al.  explains that “We define MBOs as those in which 
the members elect their leaders and which operate on democratic principles that hold the elected 
officers accountable to the general membership. MBOPs are MBOs in which the vast majority of 
members are poor, although some non-poor person may also be members” 6 
 
The issues that should be addressed in World Survey include: 

                                                 
6 Chen, Martha, Renana  Jhabvala, Ravi  Kanbur and Carol  Richards (2007). Membership-Based Organizations of 
the Poor. London: Routledge Studies in Development Economics. 
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• Investigating the women organizations which have been established during past decades and 
their successes and failures; and 

• Identifying good practices of MBOPs in the informal economy and documenting case studies 
of efforts to promote MBOPs.  

 
IV. Conclusion 
 
The economic development of women workers in the informal sector should be given increased 
attention in order to address the identified problems, including exploitation and insecurity. The 
heavy workloads and long working hours, lack of social security, and high levels of poverty need 
to be specifically addressed. Many women in the informal economy do not have equal access to 
opportunities for development and are trapped in a vicious cycle of low levels of socio-cultural, 
economic and environmental development. This has significant negative impacts on their own 
health and wellbeing and that of their families. The negative impacts for child development must 
be given particular attention. The employment of women does not necessarily mean better 
standards of living for themselves or their families. Being employed may even lower the status of 
women in some contexts, leading to a bleaker future rather than providing an opportunity for 
further development. 
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