

[image: Front cover of an academic publication titled "Standard employment enclaves, precarity and informality: explaining employment configurations in the global south," featuring an aerial photograph of people walking across a paved surface casting long shadows in the bottom section.]





FRONTIERS EBOOK COPYRIGHT STATEMENT

The copyright in the text of individual articles in this ebook is the property of their respective authors or their respective institutions or funders. The copyright in graphics and images within each article may be subject to copyright of other parties. In both cases this is subject to a license granted to Frontiers. 

The compilation of articles constituting this ebook is the property of Frontiers. 

Each article within this ebook, and the ebook itself, are published under the most recent version of the Creative Commons CC-BY licence. The version current at the date of publication of this ebook is CC-BY 4.0. If the CC-BY licence is updated, the licence granted by Frontiers is automatically updated to the new version. 

When exercising any right under the CC-BY licence, Frontiers must be attributed as the original publisher of the article or ebook, as applicable. 

Authors have the responsibility of ensuring that any graphics or other materials which are the property of others may be included in the CC-BY licence, but this should be checked before relying on the CC-BY licence to reproduce those materials. Any copyright notices relating to those materials must be complied with. 

Copyright and source acknowledgement notices may not be removed and must be displayed in any copy, derivative work or partial copy which includes the elements in question. 

All copyright, and all rights therein, are protected by national and international copyright laws. The above represents a summary only. For further information please read Frontiers’ Conditions for Website Use and Copyright Statement, and the applicable CC-BY licence.



ISSN 1664-8714
ISBN 978-2-8325-7837-7
DOI 10.3389/978-2-8325-7837-7

Generative AI statement

Any alternative text (Alt text) provided alongside figures in the articles in this ebook has been generated by Frontiers with the support of artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever possible. If you identify any issues, please contact us.

About Frontiers

Frontiers is more than just an open access publisher of scholarly articles: it is a pioneering approach to the world of academia, radically improving the way scholarly research is managed. The grand vision of Frontiers is a world where all people have an equal opportunity to seek, share and generate knowledge. Frontiers provides immediate and permanent online open access to all its publications, but this alone is not enough to realize our grand goals.

Frontiers journal series

The Frontiers journal series is a multi-tier and interdisciplinary set of open-access, online journals, promising a paradigm shift from the current review, selection and dissemination processes in academic publishing. All Frontiers journals are driven by researchers for researchers; therefore, they constitute a service to the scholarly community. At the same time, the Frontiers journal series operates on a revolutionary invention, the tiered publishing system, initially addressing specific communities of scholars, and gradually climbing up to broader public understanding, thus serving the interests of the lay society, too.

Dedication to quality

Each Frontiers article is a landmark of the highest quality, thanks to genuinely collaborative interactions between authors and review editors, who include some of the world’s best academicians. Research must be certified by peers before entering a stream of knowledge that may eventually reach the public - and shape society; therefore, Frontiers only applies the most rigorous and unbiased reviews. Frontiers revolutionizes research publishing by freely delivering the most outstanding research, evaluated with no bias from both the academic and social point of view. By applying the most advanced information technologies, Frontiers is catapulting scholarly publishing into a new generation.

What are Frontiers Research Topics? 

Frontiers Research Topics are very popular trademarks of the Frontiers journals series: they are collections of at least ten articles, all centered on a particular subject. With their unique mix of varied contributions from Original Research to Review Articles, Frontiers Research Topics unify the most influential researchers, the latest key findings and historical advances in a hot research area.


Find out more on how to host your own Frontiers Research Topic or contribute to one as an author by contacting the Frontiers editorial office: frontiersin.org/about/contact





Standard employment enclaves, precarity and informality: explaining employment configurations in the global south

Topic editors

Heiner Fechner – University of Bremen, Germany

Dasten Julián-Vejar – Catholic University of the Maule, Chile

Irene Dingeldey – University of Bremen, Germany

Citation

Fechner, H., Julián-Vejar, D., Dingeldey, I., eds. (2026). Standard employment enclaves, precarity and informality: explaining employment configurations in the global south. Lausanne: Frontiers Media SA. doi: 10.3389/978-2-8325-7837-7





Table of Contents




Editorial: Standard employment enclaves, precarity and informality: explaining employment configurations in the global south

Irene Dingeldey, Heiner Fechner and Dasten Julián-Vejar

Labor markets during COVID-19: gaps and challenges in Latin America

Oscar A. Martínez-Martínez, Javier Reyes-Martínez, Andrés Iván Mideros Mora, Andrea Carolina Sánchez Pilco and Camila Lucia Rodríguez Salme

Mobilization against forced domestic work in Peru

Nicola Schalkowski

Precarious work and its impact on health: a study of female textile workers in Lahore and Faisalabad

Muhammad Khan, Rafi Amir-ud-Din and Rao Muhammad Atif

Sustainable livelihood approach with gender-social inclusion perspective for child labor prevention and remediation in rural areas of South Sulawesi, Indonesia

Idham Irwansyah Idrus, Sopian Tamrin, Riri Amandaria, Muhammad Aksha Wahda and Fitriana

Globalization backlands: labor and territory

Jacob Carlos Lima, Roseli de Fátima Corteletti and Iara Maria de Araújo

The ambiguity of working class interests in Brazilian road transport: the case of self-employed truckers

Jörg Nowak

The labor market of digital labor platforms in Chile: companies, state regulation and workers

Antonio Stecher, Karol Morales and Alan Valenzuela

Segmentation and regional analysis: labor typologies and geographic inequality in Antofagasta and La Araucanía, Chile

Osvaldo Blanco, Dasten Julián-Véjar and Alejandro Osorio-Rauld

Standard employment and segmentation practices within the automotive industry in South Africa

Irene Dingeldey and Andrea Schäfer

Perceptions of how decent work affects employee retention in a South African financial services institution

Patricia Lungile Vilakazi, Wilfred Isioma Ukpere and Musawenkosi Donia Saurombe












	
	EDITORIAL
published: 01 April 2026
doi: 10.3389/fsoc.2026.1822329






[image: image2]

Editorial: Standard employment enclaves, precarity and informality: explaining employment configurations in the global south

Irene Dingeldey1*, Heiner Fechner2* and Dasten Julián-Vejar3*


1Institute of Labour and Economy, University of Bremen, Bremen, Germany

2Chamber of Employees in Bremen, Bremen, Germany

3Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Avanzados del Maule, Universidad Católica del Maule, Talca, Chile

Edited and reviewed by
Carol Stephenson, Northumbria University, United Kingdom

*Correspondence
 Irene Dingeldey, dingeldey@uni-bremen.de; Heiner Fechner, hfechner@uni-bremen.de; Dasten Julián-Vejar, dasten@gmail.com

Received 03 March 2026
 Accepted 10 March 2026
 Published 01 April 2026

Citation
 Dingeldey I, Fechner H and Julián-Vejar D (2026) Editorial: Standard employment enclaves, precarity and informality: explaining employment configurations in the global south. Front. Sociol. 11:1822329. doi: 10.3389/fsoc.2026.1822329



Keywords
employment, global south, informal work, power resource approach, regional studies, regulation, segmentation



Editorial on the Research Topic
 Standard employment enclaves, precarity and informality: explaining employment configurations in the global south




The discourse on labor market segmentation has yielded many insights, especially regarding the vulnerability of children, women, ethnic minorities, Indigenous people and migrants. These groups are often exposed to exhausting working conditions and non-subsistent wages. However, much of this debate is oriented toward developments in the Global North, while research on the Global South has largely focused on the dualisation of formal and informal work or on single forms of employment such as contract work. As a result, we still know little about specific patterns of segmentation in the Global South, the full spectrum of employment forms and transitions between segments, and the ways segmentation manifests in particular industries and regions, both within and beyond formal employment. This includes the role of national labor law and international labor standards, such as those of the International Labor Organization (ILO), and the challenges and success of unions and other collective actors in organizing workers amid blurred boundaries between formal employment, self-employment and informal work. To address these questions and enrich the segmentation debate with a Global South perspective, we launched this Research Topic.

The contributions cover case studies on Latin American African and Asian countries as well as analyses of the automotive, textile, financial and transport sector. They address forced domestic labor, working-class actions and interests, the effects and challenges of COVID-19 for labor markets, occupational health, the spread of digital platform work, and the links between work and territory. Together, these approaches to precariousness, informality, and segmentation provide a broad set of conceptual and methodological tools to understand transformations of work in its global dimension and to highlight major challenges for labor regulation. The contributions call for legislation, policies and programmes that counter the erosion of rights to decent and dignified work and use the visibility of evolving segmentation trends to develop solutions that ensure quality employment through oversight, dialogue and worker action.

Martínez-Martínez et al. analyse changes in labor formality rates before and 2 years after the main COVID-19 contingency measures in nine Latin American countries. They find that the weighted labor formality rate increased, which they attribute to greater capital accumulation, integration of productive, and commercialization processes and differentiated fiscal incentives. At the same time, they underscore the precarious situation of women. They point to the need for public policies that reverse current labor market conditions and strengthen resilience to future shocks, with special emphasis on the informal sector and women.

A sectoral analysis by Dingeldey and Schäfer examines formal employment, mainly permanent full-time work as a standard employment relationship, in South Africa's automotive industry. Applying a power resource approach and using secondary data and expert interviews, they show that labor standards and pay levels vary along the regional value chain, reflecting differences in trade union power that mirror structural power differences between OEMs and suppliers.

Employment conditions in a South African financial services institution appear more casual than in the automotive sector and are accompanied by high turnover. Vilakazi et al. use a qualitative case study to explore how decent work affects retention, identifying four perceptions of decent work: security-based, relationship-centered, compensation and recognition-focused, and development and growth-oriented. Accordingly, career development and growth opportunities, recognition and reward systems, work-life balance and flexible arrangements, compensation and benefits, job security and stability, and alignment of company culture and values, are suggested to inform comprehensive retention strategies based on promoting decent work practices.

Jörg Nowak analyses the situation of self-employed truckers in the Brazilian road transport, a sector with a history of mobilization within reactionary and conservative movements in Latin America. Engaging with theories of working-class power that presuppose clear worker interests, he argues that such interests emerge through political processes and examines the Brazilian context of self-employed truckers and taxi drivers who see themselves as their own bosses. Although they share interests with a smaller group of formally employed truckers, these self-employed workers often mobilize together with employers and transport companies, making their alliances and mobilization patterns expressions of ambiguous and dual class interests. The article thus sheds light on conditions of organization and representation in a context where the working class cannot be treated as homogeneous.

Stecher et al. reconstruct the labor market of delivery and ride-hailing digital labor platforms using data collected between 2019 and 2025, including worker and key-informant interviews, documentary analysis, secondary sources and field observations. They show how platform companies operate in Latin American contexts, the regulatory challenges they pose, and the global debates on minimum standards for precarious platform work. The authors identify three central characteristics of this labor market that concentrate its tensions, contradictions and specificities in the Global South, and highlight workers' ambivalent position between autonomy and demands for rights in a culture oriented toward dependent employment.

Schalkowski explores political campaigns in Peru aimed at legislative reforms against forced labor, linked to the consolidation of organized domestic workers. She analyses how international labor norms on forced labor are disseminated, appropriated and politically mobilized at the national level, and how this process shapes labor regulation, policy responses and trade union action. Focusing on interactions between the ILO and national domestic workers' unions, she indicates how international law and agreements are translated and negotiated locally, creating spaces for advocacy, mobilization and negotiation for a feminized and racialised sector. The study illustrates the intersection of “universal” labor standards, knowledge production and trade union mobilization in this field.

Khan et al. use a cross-sectional survey of 541 participants and the Respiratory Health Questionnaire to study women workers in a highly toxic and polluting textile industry. They document pronounced health risks and highlight the need for policy interventions to improve working conditions, enforce minimum wage and hours standards, and provide social security benefits for this vulnerable worker group. Given the industry's role in global export chains, their findings offer a crucial reference point for due diligence and corporate responsibility initiatives regarding human rights at work.

Idrus et al. apply a sustainable livelihood approach with a gender-social inclusion perspective to child labor prevention and remediation in rural South Sulawesi, Indonesia. Using qualitative methods and Participatory Rural Appraisal techniques in three regions with different topographies, they show that child labor is driven by poverty, household characteristics, parents' education and employment, and limited access to education and labor markets. They identify social, natural, financial and human capitals as key resources for prevention and management, and propose rethinking predominantly regulatory and punitive, centralized models that often prove ineffective. Instead, they argue for involving communities and volunteer groups more directly in monitoring and remediation, opening a new paradigm for local appropriation of international conventions in a context where forms of child labor may be becoming more brutal and consequential.

With a territorial focus, Lima et al. compare two empirical cases in the Brazilian clothing sector using interviews with owners and workers. They show how informal production hubs are reinterpreted through a model of individual self-entrepreneurship aimed at reducing costs and increasing national competitiveness, and argue that the state shapes work territories via regulation, promotion or exclusion through various policies. In territories marked by longstanding precariousness, such state intervention is perceived as a positive development.

Finally, Blanco et al. examine regional labor markets in the Chilean regions of Antofagasta and La Araucanía, emphasizing both structural similarities and differences. Using multivariate sociodemographic, contractual and occupational data, they identify region-specific and common elements, arguing that Chile's geographic and productive diversity requires a territorial analysis of segmentation processes. They highlight the strategic importance of extractive sectors such as mining and forestry for understanding regional work cultures, occupational structures and labor segmentation, especially regarding racialisation of Indigenous people and migrants, gender inequalities and urban–rural gaps, and call for territorially differentiated policies that account for structural diversity in employment conditions.
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Introduction: The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on Latin American labor markets continue to be quantified, to identify the social and economic impacts that this pandemic had, and to design more efficient public policies that would protect the most vulnerable groups. For this reason, the research question was as follows: what were the changes in the labor formality rates before and two years after the main contingency measures of the COVID-19 pandemic were implemented?
Methods: Using data from Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, Peru, and Uruguay, the formality rate (τ) was analyzed, which was calculated using a weighted average between the formal employment rates of the number (i) of economic sectors (p) in a specific period (t).
Results: The results suggest that the weighted labor formality rate increased in the countries of the region. These changes in formality could be the result of greater capital accumulation, the integration of productive processes, the integration of commercialization processes, and differentiated fiscal stimuli (i.e., the intrasectoral aspect), but it was not due to the displacement of workers from highly informal economic sectors to more formalized sectors (i.e., the intersectoral component).
Discussion: The findings emphasized the precarious situation of women in the region, regardless of the country, particularly in Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, and Argentina. These findings suggest the need to design public policies that reverse the current situation of the labor market and prevent future economic shocks, with special emphasis on the informal sector and women.

Keywords
 labor formality; COVID-19; gender; economic sectors; Latin America


1 Introduction

On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a pandemic, noting that all governments should take strict measures to address this global problem (WHO, 2020). COVID-19 had immediate effects on various economic and social factors, especially activities that involved physical proximity (ECLAC, 2020). Therefore, restrictions that were imposed to stop the transmission of the virus impacted production, private consumption, and gross fixed investment (Banxico, 2021). These measures generated concern regarding their consequences, such as a potential exogenous shock that would lead to an economic crisis for productivity and employment (Moreno and Cuellar, 2021). Most worldwide economies limited their activities, which affected the labor market (SHCP, 2021) and generated a series of problems at a global level, especially in Latin America.

Before the pandemic, it was estimated that the Latin American region would grow a maximum of 1.3% in 2020; however, the effects of the pandemic led to a decrease in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by 1.8% and an economic contraction between 3 and 4% (ECLAC, 2020). Furthermore, this region has historically experienced high unemployment rates and constant job insecurity (ECLAC and ILO, 2021). Before the pandemic, the labor formality rate was very low, and there was little mobility in the labor market at the structural level, with most of the labor force being classified in the informal sector (Martínez-Martínez et al., 2022). Between 2018 and 2019, the informal sector rate fluctuated by 24.2% (LAPOP, 2020). This was due to the recurring economic contractions in the region, which led to the loss of formal work during economic cycles (ILO, 2020) and an increase in informal labor for various population groups (Lara and Rojas, 2021). Additionally, medium and large companies had more incentives to hire informal workers (Busso et al., 2012) because labor benefits reduced the incentives to hire formal workers, leading to mutual agreements with the workers in some cases (Martínez and Torres, 2016).

The conditions that arose at the start of the pandemic led to a deterioration in the labor market in the region (ECLAC and ILO, 2021), resulting in an increase in unemployment, and reduction in working hours. Studies on the effects of COVID-19 on labor markets have shown that the pandemic generated a massive increase in unemployment (Kesar et al., 2021), which affected all economic sectors (Ruiz, 2020). The International Labor Organization (ILO, 2020) found that both formal and informal employment experienced contractions. However, the informal sector experienced the greatest repercussions because most informal workers had a decrease in income due to confinement/lockdown, and they did not have access to unemployment insurance (Pitoyo et al., 2020, 2021).

In previous crises, informality was a mechanism of protection for those who had lost their jobs in the formal sector (Mapp and Moore, 2015). However, people who lost their jobs during the COVID-19 pandemic faced restrictions, such as confinement (especially during the first 2 years), where they could not leave their homes to look for formal or informal work. Thus, 2020 was an atypical year in terms of job creation, because the pandemic demanded measures that restricted economic activity, and part of the population was left without a source of income (Barrera, 2022). According to the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean ECLAC and ILO (2021b), the COVID-19 pandemic caused a significant decrease in the informal sector rate, but these declines did not indicate progress in labor formalization but rather indicated that informal activities were more affected by the COVID-19 measures. Individuals without an income due to unemployment experienced vulnerabilities that were associated with non-compliance with human rights (Reyes-Martínez and Andrade-Guzmán, 2021) and poverty (ILO, 2013).

When a lack of employment impacts socially disadvantaged groups, a double vulnerability is experienced, as is the case for women. Before the pandemic, women’s main option for work in the Latin American region was informal or lower-quality employment (ILO, 2013), regardless of individual and household characteristics (Acemoglu, 2001), which indicates inequality in rights and job opportunities (Anwary, 2017; Domínguez-Amorós et al., 2019). During the pandemic, the female labor sector experienced high unemployment rates, late reentry, decreased labor force participation, and decreased rates of hiring, particularly in positions of high responsibility (Moreno and Cuellar, 2021; WEF, 2021). For these reasons, the gender gap in the labor market participation increased, mainly due to the partial return of school activities, limited access to caregiving services, and slow recovery in sectors, such as commerce, services, and paid domestic work, where informality is prevalent (Zamudio et al., 2022). Women with children have a greater probability of participating in the informal sector due to the barriers to entry that hinder their access to formal jobs (Cuevas et al., 2016). In addition, women conducted more domestic work and unpaid care during the pandemic because of the closure of schools and the suspension of support services (Zamudio et al., 2022). Moreover, women living in poverty have less availability for jobs because more of their time is taken up by domestic chores (Gutiérrez et al., 2020). For this reason, the ECLAC (2021) stated that the pandemic crisis caused a setback in decreasing the gender inequality gap in employment.

The problems that were presented above led us to this research question: “What were the labor formality rates before the main COVID-19 pandemic contingency measures were implemented and 2 years afterward?” This question was analyzed by gender and economic sector to determine where the biggest disparities exist in Latin America. This region was integrated for our study by Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, Peru, and Uruguay. This study addressed the gaps in the literature by analyzing the region as a whole and identifying changes in the labor formality rates before and after the COVID-19 pandemic, which was defined as the proportion of the workforce that had access to social security (Contreras and Lacayo, 2022).

Although the COVID-19 pandemic was declared to have ended on May 5, 2023 by the WHO, its effects on Latin American labor markets still need to be quantified, for that reason we attempted to explore this aspect. In light of this, the objective of this study was to analyze the composition of the labor formality rates before and 2 years after the main contingency measures of the COVID-19 pandemic were implemented in Latin America and identify gaps by gender and economic sector. The findings of this study are especially important because the pandemic led to multiple social and political (Baker et al., 2020) consequences that continue to be a major challenge for public policy and policymakers in Latin America, particularly because the conditions before the pandemic were very heterogeneous. In addition, the effect of COVID-19 was different in each country in our study due to the different policies undertaken by governments, which ranged from support for workers and companies to only maintaining the social programs that were already in place before the pandemic. To name a few, while Belize and Brazil applied the highest percentages of GDP to confront COVID-19 through social programs and different government actions, in other countries such as Ecuador and Mexico, they did not channel more resources to extraordinary programs (ECLAC, 2021) maintaining the pre-pandemic social policy. Hence, the implications of the study can provide guidelines on the design of future policies as well as provide suggestions to address gender gaps in the labor markets in Latin America and beyond.



2 Data collection methods and analysis techniques

The purpose of this study was to analyze the composition of the labor formality rates before the main contingency measures of the COVID-19 pandemic were implemented and 2 years afterward in Latin America. This region was selected as the focus of this study due to its complex economic and social parameters, and, according to the ECLAC (2021), it was characterized by almost zero growth prior to the crisis and an economic contraction in 2020 and the weakening of its welfare and social protection systems.

We conducted a secondary data analysis using several datasets. Datasets were selected from countries that met the following criteria: (a) having a wave of data collection that occurred during the first quarter of 2020 (or within a few months), (b) having a wave that was collected during the last quarter of 2021 (or within a few months); and (c) including all the required variables for the analysis (see the Variable subsection below) and having public availability of data.1 Therefore, the analysis included datasets from Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, Peru, and Uruguay. The datasets and their characteristics are presented in Table 1, by country.2



TABLE 1 Datasets by country.
[image: Table listing eight Latin American countries alongside national household or employment survey datasets, describing each sampling design and sample sizes for two waves, typically in 2019, 2020, or 2021, with source notes at the bottom.]

Concerning Argentina, we employ data from the Permanent Household Survey (EPH, in Spanish). EPH is representative at the national level and uses a two-stage and probabilistic sampling. Households are randomly selected in two selection stages. In the first stage, and within each agglomeration, several areas are chosen. In turn, it is performed a random selection of homes from the households in the area. Individuals in these dwellings will be surveyed (see, e.g., Almeida, 2015). In the case of Bolivia, we use the Continuous Employment Survey (ECE, in Spanish). The type of sampling of the ECE is probabilistic, stratified, by conglomerate, and two-stage. It includes geographic coverage over the nine departments and the urban and rural areas Instituto Nacional de Estadística (INE).

Regarding Chile, we use data from the National Employment Survey (ENE, in Spanish). ENE is a representative study at the national, urban national, rural national, and regional level, as well as the metropolitan area of the 16 regions and the rural area of the regions of Coquimbo, Valparaíso, O’Higgins, Maule, Biobío, La Araucanía, Los Lagos, Metropolitana, Los Ríos, and Ñuble. The sample is probabilistic, stratified, and two-stage, where the sampling strata correspond to the combination “Geographic Stratum - Socioeconomic Strata” (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas de Chile, 2022). In the case of Colombia, the Great Integrated Household Survey (GEIH, in Spanish) has a probabilistic, stratified, cluster, and multistage sample design. The sampling is divided into 2 sub-universes, the first corresponds to the 24 cities within the metropolitan areas and the second refers to the rest of the country made up of municipal capitals [Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística (DANE, 2020)].

Concerning Ecuador, we employ the National Survey of Employment, Unemployment, and Underemployment (ENEMDU, in Spanish). Its sample design is probabilistic, stratified, and two-stage. The study domains of the quarterly ENEMDU are national, rural, and urban areas, and five metropolitan areas (Quito, Guayaquil, Cuenca, Machala, and Ambato) [Instituto Nacional de Estadítica y Censos (INEC, 2021)]. Regarding Guatemala, we use the National Employment and Income Survey (ENEI, in Spanish). The ENEI is representative at the national level, and at the urban and rural level, too. It uses the Master Sampling Framework (MMM) and population projections, based on the XII National Population Census and VII Housing Census of 2018 (see, e.g., INE, 2022).

In the case of Mexico, we employed data from the National Survey of Occupation and Employment (ENOE, in Spanish). The ENOE is representative at the national and state levels, as well as in some selected urban areas. The study comprises more than 126 thousand households. Sampling is probabilistic, two-stage, stratified, and by conglomerates. Selection of the sample is carried out independently by state, area, and stratum (INEGI, s.f.). Regarding Peru, we use the National Household Survey (ENAHO). This study has a probabilistic, area, stratified, multistage, and independent sample [Instituto Nacional de Estadística e Informática (INEI, 2021)].

Concerning Uruguay, the Continuous Household Survey (ECH, in Spanish) uses a random sampling design with two selection stages. The first one is based on the choice of primary sampling units (UPM) that correspond to conglomerates of blocks termed census zones. The second stage corresponds to the extraction of a random sample of dwellings from each UPM [Instituto Nacional de Estadística Uruguay (INE, 2022)].

The labor informality concept was the main variable in this study. According to the ILO, labor informality (2015) is defined as all economic activities that are carried out by workers where there are no formal agreements in place, such as a contract. However, in this study, we conceptualized labor informality as those conditions where workers were not protected by labor legislation; therefore, they did not have social security (Henely and Carneiro, 2009; Contreras and Lacayo, 2020), they lacked access to health services that are provided through formal work, or they did not have a contract where work benefits were established. This conceptualization allowed us to measure the vulnerability of informal workers and their families during the pandemic because they were unable to offset income losses in households, resulting in a more pronounced contraction of informal jobs when compared with formal jobs (ECLAC and ILO, 2021b). Some evidence indicates that there was a 50% drop in the income of informal workers, increased food insecurity, and the depletion of savings (Kesar et al., 2021).

In this study, the term labor informality referred to individuals who did not have access to social security that was provided by formal work or through social programs. Public social security is obtained through formal employment, and social security systems are typically linked to employment and are financed through contributions from employers, employees, or the public sector. In addition, social security systems provide benefits, such as health insurance, retirement benefits, unemployment insurance, occupational hazards coverage, and maternity and paternity leave. Furthermore, according to Salazar (1996) and Chacaltana (2016), informal jobs are those that are not covered by labor legislation and do not contribute to the respective social security of their countries, which implies that they do not have the right to labor justice. Thus, in the literature, access to social security has been used to define labor informality, and, therefore, was employed to characterize labor formality in this study (ILO, 2013; Martínez-Martínez et al., 2022).

The analysis included variables, such as (a) sex; (b) age; (c) whether the respondent was occupied or not during the survey3; (d) the expansion factor; and (e) the economic sector where he/she worked. The last variable was recodified according to the International Standard Classification of Occupations to allow for comparability between countries. The economic-sector codes were organized as presented in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Economic sectors (according to ISCO).
[image: Table with two columns showing sector abbreviations and corresponding descriptions, including primary activities, mining, utilities, construction, trade, accommodation, transport, finance, public administration, education, health care, and other services.]

The data were analyzed using several statistical tools. Mostly, the analysis was based on the work of Chacaltana (2016), and the methodology was originally proposed by McMillan and Rodrick (2011). The analysis techniques emphasized the contribution of sectoral change as the determinant of labor formality. The formality rate (τ) was calculated using a weighted average between the formal employment rates of the number ([image: Lowercase italic letter i followed by a right parenthesis, often used as a label for the first item in a list or sequence.] of economic sectors ([image: Lowercase italic letter p in a serif font, commonly used in mathematical or scientific notation.]) in a specific period ([image: Lowercase italic letter t in serif font on a white background.]). Equation 1 represents the statistical model.

[image: Mathematical equation showing tau sub t equals the sum from i equals one to p of tau sub i comma t times theta sub i comma t, labeled as equation one.]

In the equation, [image: Mathematical expression showing the Greek letter theta with subscripts i and t.] is the weight corresponding to the percentage of people that are covered by the social security system. The equation was applied to calculate the informal sector rate for the countries and sexes.

According to Chacaltana (2016), by including the incidence of the sectoral changes, the variation in formality can be broken down into two dimensions, the intrasectoral and the intersectoral components (see Equation 2).

[image: Mathematical equation showing Δτ subscript q,t as the sum of p terms θ subscript i,q,t−k multiplied by Δτ subscript i,q,t plus p terms τ subscript i,q,t multiplied by Δθ subscript i,q,t for all q in the set Ω, labeled as equation 2.]

The first term, on the right, corresponds to the intrasectoral component, which explains the variation in formality as a product of changes in the sector. The second term, on the left, corresponds to the intersectoral variation and refers to the migration of workers from the informal to the formal sector. Then, ∆ indicates the variation in [image: Mathematical notation tau subscript i, with tau represented by the Greek letter and i as a lowercase variable positioned below and to the right.] and [image: Mathematical expression showing the Greek letter theta with subscript i, commonly used to represent an indexed variable or parameter in mathematics or statistics.] during the period between [image: Lowercase italic letter t in a serif font displayed in black on a white background.] and [image: Mathematical expression showing the variable t minus the variable k.] (see Contreras and Lacayo, 2020).

The study’s unit of analysis was data from individuals over 10 years old.4 Additionally, the calculations were disaggregated by sex, and periods were selected according to the following criteria. For the initial period, the first quarter of 2020 or, if unavailable, the earliest period was selected. For the final period, the fourth quarter of 2021, or the last available period, was selected. It is important to note that there were variations in these criteria according to each country and depending on the availability and characteristics of the data. To test the statistical significance of the variations in the weighted formality rates, hypothesis tests of the proportions between the scores for each comparison were conducted (by country; country and gender; and country and economic sector). All statistical calculations were performed with STATA software.



3 Results

In this section, the changes in the labor formality rates before and 2 years after the main COVID-19 pandemic contingency measures are described, and these results were analyzed by gender and economic sector to determine the problems in Latin America that need addressing.5 Table 3 shows the weighted labor formality rate, i.e., the formality expressed as a percentage of the total employment, in the first quarter of 2020 and the last quarter of 2021 (where applicable) and the variation between both scores. The results indicated that the weighted labor formality rates for the general population increased in almost all countries, except for Ecuador (−4.01 percentage points or p.p.) and Peru (−1.81 p.p.). In contrast, the data from Guatemala and Uruguay reported the highest increment in the region (5.72 p.p. and 2.26 p.p., respectively). Other countries, such as Mexico and Argentina, accounted for slight increases in the formality rate (0.33 p.p. and 0.41 p.p., respectively). All these variation scores between the periods were statistically significant.



TABLE 3 Weighted labor formality rate, by general population.
[image: Table comparing weighted labor formality rates for nine Latin American countries between Q1 2020 and Q4 2021, showing variation and two components: intrasectoral and intersectoral, with Ecuador showing the largest negative variation and Guatemala the largest positive variation.]

Regarding the components of the weighted labor formality rate (the intrasectoral and the intersectoral dimensions), Table 3 shows that, in almost all cases, the intrasectoral scores were higher than the intersectoral components. This suggests that the changes in formality were due to economic sector improvements instead of a shift in the workers from the informal to the formal sector. One exception to this pattern was Argentina, where the intersectoral component score was higher than the intrasectoral score.

The results were also calculated by gender (see Table 4). In men, the weighted labor formality rate was increased in all countries, except for Ecuador and Peru (−3.23 and − 2.04 p.p., respectively). The nations with the highest increases were Bolivia (4.65 p.p.) and Guatemala (4.15 p.p.). These scores were statistically significant. Concerning the components of the formality rate, in all countries, the intrasectoral component scores were the highest in comparison with the intersectoral scores. These numbers suggest that the changes in formality are because of improvements within each economic sector.



TABLE 4 Weighted labor formality rate, by gender.
[image: Table showing weighted labor formality rates for men and women in nine Latin American countries for 2020-Q1 and 2021-Q4, including variations, intrasectoral and intersectoral components. Statistical significance is indicated for variations.]

In the case of women, more countries had a decrease in the weighted labor formality rate: Ecuador (−5.07 p.p.), Peru (−1.55 p.p.), Bolivia (−1.12 p.p.), and Argentina (−0.06 p.p.). Meanwhile, Guatemala (8.50 p.p.) and Chile (2.39 p.p.) were the countries with the highest increase in the formality rate of women. As was the case for men, all the scores were statistically significant. Regarding the components of formality, in almost all situations, the intrasectoral score was higher than the intersectoral score (except for Bolivia). However, it is important to note that when the component score was negative, it indicated a loss of condition. For instance, in Ecuador, both components were negative, suggesting that they had the worst labor conditions and there was a shift in the workers from the formal to informal economic sectors.

To allow for a comparison between the results, the variations in gender and across the general population are shown in Figure 1.

[image: Bar chart compares unemployment rate changes among men, women, and the general population in Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, Peru, and Uruguay. Guatemala shows the highest increase, especially for men, while Ecuador reports the largest decrease for women.]

FIGURE 1
 Variations in weighted labor formality rate, by general population and gender. All scores are statistically significant (p < 0.05 or less). Source: Authors’ elaboration.


The weighted labor formality rate was disaggregated by economic sectors, as shown in Table 5. Although there was not a clear pattern of formality between the countries, there was a general tendency of growth (or decline) in formality in some sectors. For instance, on average, the Commerce sector had the highest increment in the region (0.64 p.p.), which was followed by the Transport and Communication (0.33 p.p.), Construction (0.26 p.p.), and Primary sectors (0.22 p.p.). On average, the sectors with the worst performance were the Hotels and Restaurants (−0.32 p.p.), Public Administration (−0.22 p.p.), Other Services (−0.18 p.p.), and Health Services (−0.17 p.p.). As noted in Table 5, most of the variation scores were significant. Interestingly, the Basic Services sector had the fewest significant results among the countries in the study.



TABLE 5 Weighted labor formality rate variation, by sector.
[image: Table compares economic activity coefficients across ten Latin American countries and an average row. Columns represent sectors including agriculture, manufacturing, services, construction, commerce, hotels, transport, finance, public administration, education, health, and other services. Statistical significance is indicated with asterisks, and a legend defines each sector abbreviation. Sources and notes regarding significance levels are included below the table.]

There were distinctions in the patterns for each country. For instance, in Argentina, the formality increased by 0.41 p.p. The Manufacturing, Commerce, and Education services increased their formality rate by 0.68, 0.67, and 0.46 p.p., respectively. Whereas the formality rate decreased in the other service, Construction, and Basic service sectors by −1.09, −0.46, and − 0.22 p.p, respectively. In the case of Bolivia, the formality rate improved by 1.82 p.p., which was in the order of Commerce (1.24 p.p.), Other Services (0.91 p.p.), and Industry (0.88 p.p.); whereas Education and Public administration had the worst performance (−0.91 and − 0.70 p.p., respectively). Chile had an increase in formality by 1.57 p.p. The sectors with higher positive variations were Public Administration, Education Services, and Commerce with 0.44, 0.43, and 0.42 p.p. respectively, and the sectors with the highest decreases were Other Services (−0.49 p.p.) and Primary (−0.32 p.p.).

The results also showed that in Colombia there was an increase in the labor formality rate by 1.87 p.p., which was in the order of the Primary sector (2.35 p.p.), Construction (1.68 p.p.), and Commerce (1.23 p.p.). In contrast, the Manufacturing (−1.35 p.p.) and the other service sectors (−1.08 p.p.) reported the highest decrease. Guatemala had a stronger process of formalization during the analyzed period, which was driven by positive variations in several of the economic sectors. In contrast, the Manufacturing and Construction sectors showed increases of 2.30, 1.71, and 1.39 p.p., respectively. In contrast, the other Service (−0.57 p.p.), Education (−0.11 p.p.), and Financial Service sectors (−0.11 p.p.) reported the lowest increase in formality. In the case of Mexico, there was a low improvement in the formality rate (0.33 p.p.), which increased most for the Financial Services, Education Services, and Health Services, by 0.34, 0.29, and 0.22 p.p., respectively. The sectors that reported the highest decreases were the Public Administration (−0.54 p.p.) and Construction sectors (−0.24 p.p.). Regarding Uruguay, the highest increase in formality was in the Education (1.28 p.p.) and Transport and Communication sectors, whereas the highest reduction was in the Hotels and Restaurants sector (−0.70 p.p.).

Finally, as aforementioned, Ecuador and Peru were the two countries with a reduction in formality of −4.01 p.p. and − 1,81 p.p., respectively. In the case of Ecuador, all the sectors, except for Financial and Basic Services, had a decrease in formality, and Other Services had the highest reduction (−1.04 p.p.). In the case of Peru, the reduction was the highest for Public Administration (−0.84 p.p.) and Health Activities (−0.78 p.p.).



4 Discussion

In Latin America, on average, the informal sector labor rate was 24.2% in the 2 years before the COVID-19 pandemic started (2018 and 2019; LAPOP, 2020). This was attributed to the recurring economic contractions in the region, which generated losses of formal employment during economic cycles (ILO, 2020). The pandemic had adverse and immediate effects on the labor markets due to sanitary restrictions, such as confinement and social distancing (ECLAC, 2020). This led to an economic crisis and rising unemployment. Hence this study investigated the changes in labor formality rates prior to and 2 years after the main contingency measures of the COVID-19 pandemic were implemented.

According to our findings, the weighted labor formality rate increased in most countries in the region, which was explained by the intrasectoral component. This means that the changes in formality could be attributed to better hiring technology, greater capital accumulation, the integration of productive processes, the integration of marketing processes, and differentiated fiscal stimuli. However, the changes were not due to the displacement of workers from highly informal economic sectors to more formalized sectors (see Martínez-Martínez et al., 2022). The distinctions in the intrasectoral and intersectoral components among the countries May be because of historical trajectories, cultural differences, and economic structures, which shape the dynamics of formal labor markets.

Our findings, contrary to what was expected, suggest that, although the COVID-19 pandemic had devastating effects on the labor market, it also drove certain structural changes within the economic sectors that favored employment formalization. However, the lack of significant movement of workers from the highly informal economic sectors to the more formalized sectors indicates that efforts to improve labor formality have not been effective in all regions.

The literature has shown that during the COVID-19 pandemic, most of the changes in formality were mainly due to the contraction of the informal sector (Martínez‐Martínez and Reyes‐Martínez, 2024; ILO, 2020; Reyes-Martínez and Andrade-Guzmán, 2022). The contraction of employment was more evident in the informal sector than in the formal sector because the confinement measures restricted mobility and informal workers from carrying out tasks that relied on physical proximity to offer services or products and tasks in public spaces. Unlike previous crises, the physical distancing measures limited the ability of the informal sector to act in a countercyclical manner (ECLAC and ILO, 2021b). Additionally, according to the ECLAC and ILO (2021a), the relatively greater impact on informal employment was mainly because formal employment benefited to a larger extent from public policies aimed at safeguarding the labor relationship. These policies encompassed measures, such as job suspensions or reduced working hours, and were accompanied by state subsidies or unemployment benefits in some countries. Consequently, workers in formal employment were able to better withstand the economic repercussions and maintain a certain level of stability, in comparison with those in informal employment. The findings in this study also indicated that Ecuador and Peru had the most adverse conditions in the region because the intrasectoral component decreased, and in both countries, there was almost no displacement of workers who were in the informal sector to the formal sector.

Our analysis of the weighted labor formality rates across the different countries in the region revealed heterogeneous trends across the different economic sectors. Overall, there was a notable increase in the formality rates due to intrasectoral advancements in sectors, such as Manufacturing, Commerce, and Education services. However, this positive trend was counterbalanced by declines in sectors, such as Other Services and Construction. Although a regional trend of increasing labor formality was evident, there were disparities within and between countries, indicating the need for targeted interventions to promote formal employment in various sectors in the region.

According to the ILO (2022a), Ecuador experienced high rates of labor informality and failed to achieve a recovery in formality. This can be attributed to several interrelated factors. First, the country’s social protection system is fragmented and segmented, falling far short of guaranteeing an adequate level of protection in terms of financing, coordination, and governance. The Agriculture, Commerce, and Services sectors were also significantly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, before the pandemic, these sectors exhibited a concentration of employment that was characterized by lower productivity, higher informality, impoverishment, and a lack of protection. Due to the type of employment that was generated by these sectors and the impact of the pandemic, workers in these sectors were further affected, deepening the issue of labor informality in the country. Furthermore, sectors like Manufacturing and Construction, which accounted for a substantial proportion of formal employment prior to the pandemic, suffered significant job losses. Lastly, labor informality was concentrated among groups, such as women, youth, older individuals, and rural residents, reflecting the prevalence of gender roles and the lack of opportunities in rural areas. These factors contributed to Ecuador’s inability to recover formal employment following the pandemic.

In the case of Peru, the lack of improvements in labor formality was attributed to the persistently high rate of labor informality in the country (above 70%), which has been a structural problem since 2017 (Gamero and Pérez, 2020). According to the ILO “Impact of COVID-19 on Employment and Labor Income” report, this situation was exacerbated by a significant decline in GDP and economic activity caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (Gamero and Pérez, 2020). Similar to Ecuador, the sectors of Services, Commerce, and Agriculture, which were characterized by low productivity, were particularly vulnerable, leading to an increase in informality, especially among the less-skilled independent workers. Furthermore, the most affected sectors, such as Trade, Manufacturing, and Accommodation, experienced insufficient income and informal working conditions, further exacerbating the problem (Gamero and Pérez, 2020).

The evidence also indicated that even though several countries in the region returned to the “new normality” in economic activities at different times between 2021 and 2022, the transition from informality to formality was low and even less than that before the pandemic. For this reason, people in the informal sector had the most adverse conditions (ILO, 2020; Khambule, 2020) during confinement and afterward, and Mexico, Brazil, Costa Rica, Paraguay, and the Dominican Republic (ECLAC, 2021) were the countries with the most precarious conditions for this region.

The precariousness of the situation that informal workers experienced during the pandemic created several different problems, such as a significant decrease in income, an increase in food insecurity, and a depletion of savings (Busso et al., 2021; Kesar et al., 2021). Moreover, many workers acquired debts to cover household expenses, because they were not prepared for such a long confinement. For this reason, poor families became even more impoverished (Busso et al., 2021), and much of this was because government interventions were not fully inclusive of informal workers (Khambule, 2020) and because this group previously did not have access to unemployment insurance (Kesar et al., 2021; Pitoyo et al., 2021) in most countries. This means that informal workers were the most affected because they did not have employment guarantees in the event of a crisis that were provided to formal workers (Pitoyo et al., 2020). Thus, we hypothesized that during the COVID-19 pandemic, the informal sector was the most affected and there was a reconfiguration of the traditional mechanism of adjustment to crises through labor informality, unlike in previous crises (McFarlane, 2012; Khambule, 2020). Specifically, the traditional mechanism usually involves labor informality being a source of income for those who were leaving the formal sector and those who were already in it during a crisis. Labor informality usually represents a key mechanism to protect households from the effects of large negative economic shocks (Mapp and Moore, 2015).

The hardest period during the pandemic for people in the informal sector was the period of mandatory confinement in each country. However, due to economic necessity, individuals left confinement to seek work. Not all countries carried out social policy actions that assisted people in crisis, which forced them to leave confinement. For instance, the governments of Belize (4.46%), Brazil (4.02%), Bolivia (2.83%), Peru (2.36%), and Argentina (2.23%) applied the highest percentage of GDP in non-contributory measures, but other countries maintained the same social policies from before the pandemic or they invested very low percentages in extraordinary support measures. Some of these countries in Latin America were Trinidad and Tobago, Mexico, Jamaica, Ecuador, Barbados, the Bahamas, and Uruguay (ECLAC, 2021). There is evidence that the income support programs that were implemented in some countries in Latin America did not fully compensate for the harmful effects of the pandemic (Busso et al., 2021); furthermore, they often did not implement any measures (or only some) for informal workers (Khambule, 2020).

Regarding the results by gender, it is important to contextualize that, before the pandemic, women were more likely to work in informal jobs regardless of individual and household characteristics (Acemoglu, 2001; ILO, 2013). In addition, women in formal jobs were in sectors with lower productivity and low job quality (ILO, 2019; OECD and ILO, 2019); therefore, they were more likely to move from formal economic sectors to informal sectors (Cuevas et al., 2016; Carvajal et al., 2017). These adverse conditions, when added to the effects of the pandemic, can explain the more profound effects on women when compared with men, in the different countries. Generally, the labor reality for women in Latin America is characterized by significant challenges, reflected in the absence of formal contracts, social security, and labor rights. However, in the years preceding the pandemic, improvements were evident in the working conditions for women in specific countries within the region, such as Bolivia, Nicaragua, and Peru, where there was an increase in female participation in the workforce (ECLAC, 2019). Additionally, there was an increase in the average number of years of education for women in Argentina, Colombia, and Uruguay, implying heightened labor expectations and corresponding income increases (Busso and Romero, 2015). In this context, governmental initiatives for labor promotion were implemented in certain countries, as exemplified by Chile. In this nation, the convergence and synergy of various actions in economy, finance, and labor significantly contributed to reducing labor informality, particularly concerning gender-related issues (Henríquez, 2019).

The fact that women are disproportionately affected by informality when compared with their male counterparts is not the only issue. Women were also significantly impacted by a sharp contraction in employment, particularly within the informal sector, due to job losses in sectors, such as tourism and domestic services, which were heavily affected by the crisis. According to Roxana Mauricio’s report on employment and informality in the region for the ILO (2022b), these sectors not only exhibited high informality rates but also demonstrated a feminization of these occupations. This highlights the dual challenge that was faced by women: they were overrepresented in informal employment and disproportionately affected by the economic downturn in sectors that were traditionally dominated by female workers. Addressing these structural issues requires targeted policies aimed at promoting formalization and ensuring gender equality in employment opportunities. However, as mentioned before, the region is heterogeneous, and there were differences between each country.

In the cases of Ecuador and Peru, both men and women did not have increases in formality; therefore, the conditions were adverse regardless of gender. In most countries, men experienced higher rates of weighted labor formality when compared with women. This means that women had not transitioned from informality to formality before the pandemic, and more than 2 years after it began, they had the most layoffs due to the sectors in which they worked (ECLAC and ILO, 2021). Our findings emphasize the precarious situation of many women in the region, regardless of the country, but most strongly in Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, and Argentina. The ECLAC (2021) stated that the pandemic crisis generated a setback, further widening the inequality gap in labor occupation by gender, where women were the most affected. These conditions amplified the income gaps between men and women, which, in turn, restricted the possibility of increasing women’s incomes and limited their economic autonomy (UNU and ECLAC, 2020). Additionally, during the pandemic and in confinement, there was an increase in unpaid care, due to the closure of schools and daycare centers (Llanes and Pacheco, 2021; Zamudio et al., 2022). Other components that May have affected results by gender, such as the role of gender roles, stereotypes, and behaviors, were not captured in this study. These aspects May have influenced different outcomes in formality by gender across these countries and sectors. Therefore, efforts should be made to provide support and training programs tailored to women in the workforce, particularly those in informal sectors that are heavily impacted by economic crises.

Regarding the economic sectors, the containment measures that were carried out in each country negatively affected the labor market because production and consumption activities were interrupted in various sectors. Although these measures affected each nation differently, there was a clear trend in most of them. The most affected sectors were those that were categorized as non-essential by governments, especially those that were related to services, such as hotels and restaurants, public administration, and other services. The loss of formality in the service, hotel, and restaurant sectors was clearly due to the contingency and social isolation measures throughout the region, which restricted free movement and public activity. The effect on labor formality in the public administration sector could be because of the operational impact on public institutions, which resulted in a reduction in hiring and the suspension of new entries into the public sector.

Notably, despite the healthcare sector being considered an essential sector, especially within the context of the pandemic, it also experienced issues of labor informality. According to the ILO (2022b), COVID-19 generated changes in the employment conditions of healthcare workers, including a decrease in income, an increase in working hours and appropriate employment, and an increase in the hiring of independent workers rather than salaried employees. These conditions can be attributed to the increased healthcare needs, the rise in demand for certain healthcare professionals, the reduction of non-COVID-19 related healthcare services, and changes in work schedules.

In contrast, several sectors reported, on average, increases in formality. These economic sectors were those that were considered, by most countries, to be essential in the production and supply chain, such as the commerce, primary, construction, transportation, and communications sectors. In almost all countries there were more increases in the formal economic sectors, except for Peru and Ecuador, where almost all the economic sectors had a reduction in formality. However, improvements in the conditions of each sector could be a secondary effect of job losses in the informal economy during the COVID-19 pandemic (Pitoyo et al., 2020, 2021). Therefore, we cannot attribute the growth of formality to a single cause, and each sector needs to be investigated separately to understand the specific dynamics.



5 Conclusion

In the history of the contemporary world, one of the greatest global problems was the COVID-19 pandemic. Latin America experienced repercussions on the labor markets, with certain characteristics that were not seen during previous crises. Notably, labor informality did not assist with maintaining household incomes during economic difficulties because it ceased to function as a protective mechanism for people who were left without a job in the formal sector or who were already in these types of jobs. This could mean that informality was not countercyclical during this COVID-19 pandemic, especially during the period of confinement in each country.

Although the first 2 years post-pandemic showed some signs of recovery, most countries’ economies have still not returned to pre-pandemic levels, where the rate of labor informality was high, 90% on average in developing countries, 67% in emerging countries, and 18% in developed economies (ILO, 2018). Furthermore, the structure of the labor market in Latin America shows that the labor formality rate (access to social security via formal work) continues to be very low in a labor market with little structural mobility and limited absorption capacity.

The evidence found in the study also agrees with other research carried out in Peru (Roncal, 2022) and Mexico (Zamudio et al., 2022) regarding the negative effects that the pandemic had on labor markets, especially on informal employment, in addition to having greater repercussions on women, making gender inequalities greater than those that existed before the pandemic. Likewise, other research in Latin American countries that were not part of the study, such as Venezuela (Marotta and Ponce, 2022), where they find that the COVID-19 pandemic caused a deterioration in the labor market, especially in informal employment. In the case of El Salvador, as in our study, they find that since the beginning of the pandemic, people in the formal market were the least affected. In this study (Barrera, 2022) they point out that although some people suffered a reduction in their salaries, they did not lose their jobs, and several switched to teleworking.

The lack of robust social policies in Latin America mostly affected people in labor informality. Although these policies do not lift people out of poverty, implementation of income support programs could have helped to prevent pre-existing inequalities in the region, since programs of this type function as a protective barrier against economic crises (Martínez-Martínez et al., 2020), such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on the findings of this study, there is a need to design public policies that reverse the current situation of the labor market and prevent future economic shocks, with special emphasis on the informal sector. Therefore, a social protection system could ensure a basic income, mostly for people in poverty, or unemployment insurance could be provided, regardless of employment status (formal or informal). There is also a need for a support system for businesses, especially those that were not a priority for the government because they were not selected as essential, including small businesses (formal and informal).

According to Gálvez Muñoz and Rodríguez Madroño (2011), economic crises tend to worsen women’s working conditions, which results in lower wages, more precarious jobs, and a higher incidence of informal employment or unstable part-time jobs. The recovery of female employment tends to lag behind that of male employment, due to public policies that often favor male employment because men are seen as the primary providers for families (Gálvez Muñoz and Rodríguez Madroño, 2011). Therefore, it is essential to consider the entrenched gender inequalities in the labor market when designing economic recovery policies. The inequalities are a clear characteristic of this region. However, by acknowledging the unique socio-economic disparities within and among the countries, policymakers could focus on transformation for the development model in this region. Specific measures could be implemented that address both economic factors and gender roles in our society. For example, ensuring equal job opportunities, closing the gender wage gap, and supporting childcare programs to promote better work-life balance. These actions can lead to a fairer and more sustainable recovery, strengthening economic resilience against future crises.

Given the unprecedented nature of the pandemic globally, it resulted in the halting of production and economic activity. Throughout this study, we observed variations in the impact of the pandemic that were influenced by productivity levels, gender disparities, and sectoral differences. Countries have had to implement various measures to mitigate both health and economic impacts. According to the UNU and ECLAC (2020), a key policy response should be universal social protection, as it has the potential to reduce inequalities, promote progress toward social inclusion, and foster inclusive growth. The COVID-19 pandemic generated new challenges in the short and medium term, due to the economic crisis. Moreover, the traditional mechanism based on previous crises differed during the pandemic due to the behavior of the labor market, which resulted in new challenges for governments that had to respond promptly. To date, the social and economic effects of this pandemic have not been fully realized even though it officially ended in May of 2023; however, as social and economic impacts continue to unfold, there is a need for adaptive responses.

It is important to recognize some limitations of the study. First, when carrying out comparative research there is always the risk of generalizing the circumstances of the countries when they experienced adverse conditions in different ways during the pandemic. Second, this study focused on the composition of employment changes but did not consider whether this May be due to changes in labor participation during the pandemic, as this was beyond the scope of our research. Third, regarding the methodology, one of the problems was the standardization of the information in the different countries of the study. Although in most cases the data was available every quarter, in others, it was not, so the information closest to the study period was used. Despite these limitations, the study had a strong methodology that was reflected by the clear trend in the data of the region.
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Footnotes

1   During the research process, the datasets from some countries were not available because of technical issues, some government associations did not respond to requests for datasets, or the data were not made available to the public.

2   Typically, household surveys do not rely on activity sectors as a reference for sample construction. As a result, labor market analysis at the sectoral level May suffer from underrepresentation or overrepresentation of certain sectors relative to others.

3   Occupied included subordinate and remunerated, self-employed, and underemployed individuals, all economically active population. It does not include those economically active population that is not occupied.

4   According to the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF, n.d.), in Latin America, the minimum age for employment ranges from 14 to 18 years of age. However, many individuals below that age enter the job market due to economic conditions, and most of them belong to the informal sector (Salazar, 1996). Thus, most national statistics in the region collect data for child labor.

5   It is crucial to recognize that economic activity is influenced by seasonal variations each year. Consequently, although we conducted a comparison between the first and fourth quarters to examine developments at the beginning and end of a significant period, these results must be interpreted with careful consideration of the seasonal context.
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Organized domestic workers have recently been at the forefront of political campaigns in Peru to promote legislative reforms concerning forced labor. This empirical case study investigates how the international labor norm concerning forced labor is disseminated, appropriated and politically mobilized at the national level. It thereby examines the dynamics and cultural embedding of the appropriation process and its implications for labor regulation, policy responses and trade union actions. The research delves into the ways and spaces in which international and national actors, the International Labour Organisation and national domestic workers’ trade unions, translate the international norms into their local context, adapt and negotiate them. I argue that the mobilization against forced domestic labor is embedded in the period of reconfiguration of the domestic work sector in Peru and that it is oriented toward internationally institutionalized categorizations and indicators. By employing the theoretical lens of vernacularization, a contextualizing examination of the labor policy actors, their positions and knowledge bases, as well as an analysis of decisive moments, spaces, technologies and developments of communicative actions, enables a sociological understanding of the emergence and manifestation of the mobilization against forced domestic work. The process of vernacularization creates a localized version of international norms that retains elements of the original while incorporating local specificities in the implementation. It creates a space where different forms of knowledge interact – local knowledge and transnational technicized knowledge. This research adds a nuanced understanding of the intersection between internationalization of ‘universal’ labor standards, knowledge production, and trade union mobilization within a feminized and racialized sector.
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1 Introduction

Paid and unpaid domestic work is recognized as a deviation from the norm of standard employment on many dimensions due to its social arrangement within private households, outside of legally binding contracts and social security (see Schalkowski and Braig, 2023, p. 123, 130). This segment of labor markets is highly feminized and racialized and since it is constructed as a woman’s natural activity for social reproduction, it is often not considered work at all (Gutiérrez-Rodríguez, 2014; Anderson, 2000; Rollins, 1985). Domestic work does not fit into the idea of standard employment which is “an institution built around the permanently full-time employed male breadwinner working for a fixed employer” (Dingeldey and Gerlitz, 2022, p. 247) in industrial production. Likewise, labor relations that are labeled as ‘unfree’ or ‘forced labor’1 are considered to be a serious exception in the global economy and therefore a deviation from the standard employment norm (cf. Phillips and Mieres, 2015, p. 246) – even though coercive and violent labor relations are a structural and constitutive feature of the global labor market (cf. Van der Linden and Rodríguez García, 2016; Brass, 1999; De Vito et al., 2020).

When these two deviations from the norm intersect in the case of so-called forced domestic work, I speak of a double deviation. This perspective integrates the two categorizations and their interpretation patterns, opening up a new approach for sociological research.

Some social arrangements of domestic work, either in the Global South or involving migrants from the Global South, are observed as forced labor, domestic servitude or modern slavery (see e.g., Parreñas, 2015, 2021; Patterson and Zhuo, 2018; Mantouvalou, 2015; García Sedano, 2019). Domestic workers themselves have recently been at the forefront of political campaigns in Peru to promote legislative reforms concerning forced labor. In the streets of Lima in April 2021, members of the Federación Nacional de Trabajadores y Trabajadoras del Hogar Remunerados del Perú (FENTRAHOGARP) posed for a newspaper holding signs saying “NoMásTrabajoForzoso” (NoMoreForcedLabor), “Un futuro libre de trabajo forzoso” (A future free of forced labor) and “Trabajo decente para todas y todos” (Decent Work for everyone), (El Peruano, 2021). Even given a informality rate of 82.3, 14.6% of domestic workers working more than 60 h a week (OIT, 2021, p. 39), insufficient rest and payment, degrading accommodation and a high rate of arbitrary abuse and violence (Defensoría del Pueblo, 2016; Maich, 2014, p. 86; OIT, 2013), labeling cases of severe labor rights violations and servitude-like living and working conditions of domestic workers as ‘forced labor’ is new. Until recently (2003), paid domestic work was not even regulated since it was not considered employment in Peruvian labor legislation.2 Interestingly, for this campaign the trade unionists prominently displayed a publication by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) on forced labor in the domestic work sector in Peru (OIT, 2018). The activists thus addressed the Peruvian government and made a direct reference to a legal framework and classification system which was defined at the international level of the ILO and transferred it to their local context.

Forced labor was defined as a relevant area of concern requiring legal regulation and political intervention in 2007 in Peru’s first National Plan for the Fight against Forced Labor (Ministerio de Trabajo y Promoción del Empleo, 2007a). A few years later, the Ministry of Labor named three focus areas to combat forced labor in the country: wood cutting, mining and domestic work (Ministerio de Trabajo y Promoción del Empleo, 2013a). In what context and on what basis did the focus on forced domestic work come about – after all, the sector is highly invisible and informally organized, has a low organization rate and mainly women of low social status performing the work? This empirical study investigates how the international labor norm concerning forced labor is disseminated, appropriated and politically mobilized at the national level. It thereby examines the dynamics and cultural embedding of the appropriation process and its implications for labor regulation, policy responses and trade union actions. The mobilization against forced domestic work at the legal, governmental and trade union level in Peru form the empirical case for this endeavor. Building on historical-sociological studies on international organizations (Kott, 2011; Caruso and Stagnaro, 2017; Plata-Stenger, 2020; Sinclair, 2017; Maul, 2007) and drawing on insights from critical sociology of knowledge (Berger and Luckmann, 1969), this investigation contributes to the debate on labor market segmentation by applying a reflexive perspective on categories of work and their political mobilization.3

In this endeavor, I investigate wider questions through the perspective of the sociology of knowledge, methodically concentrating on the observational patterns applied to the field of work, concerning violent and coercive forms of work as well as the cultural framing of household, family and freedom. Furthermore, from a historical-sociological viewpoint, I examine the international regulation of work and the mobilization of labor norms at national level.

I argue that the mobilization against forced domestic labor is embedded in the period of re-configuration of the domestic work sector in Peru and that it is oriented toward internationally institutionalized categorizations and indicators. The latter supplement national norms and relate to normative concepts of labor and unfreedom that create interpretive frameworks. The research delves into the ways and spaces in which international and national actors translate the international norms “into local terms” (Levitt and Merry, 2009, p. 445), adapt and negotiate them. Overall, “we segment the world of work” (Renard and Wobbe, 2023, p. 105) by using categories, which has consequences for labor market regulations and configurations as well as political fields of action.

Methodologically and analytically, my empirical study draws on Sally Engle Merry’s vernacularization approach (Merry, 2006a; Levitt and Merry, 2009), which enables a sociological examination of social processes “of appropriation and local adoption of globally generated ideas and strategies” (Levitt and Merry, 2009, p. 441). This perspective attempts to bridge the presumed contradiction between universalism and relativism concerning international human rights implementation on national and local levels (Merry and Levitt, 2017, p. 213). Analyzing the mobilization against forced domestic work as a process of vernacularizing an international labor rights standard makes it possible to relate local norms, actors and policy practices to transnational contexts in which categories and norms are set. This is not a process of simple top-down diffusion of the ILO category of forced labor on a legal dimension, but a process of translation, adoption and local negotiation of interpretation patterns of violent and coercive (labor) relations on different dimensions. The process of vernacularization creates a localized version of international norms that retains elements of the original while incorporating local specificities in the implementation. It creates a space where different forms of knowledge interact – local knowledge and transnational technicized knowledge.

The article is structured in six steps. In sections 2 and 3, I provide a discussion of the theoretical approach of vernacularization and an illustration of the empirical-methodological procedure. Fourthly, in the findings section, I start by discussing the contextual conditions that facilitated the debate on forced domestic labor. This is followed by an illustration of the ILO’s technical assistance and labor advocacy approach to localizing the category into Peruvian contexts, and the appropriation and mobilization on the trade union level. In the fifth step, the key findings are discussed concerning the dynamics and cultural embedding of the vernacularization process and its implications for labor regulation, policy responses and trade union actions. In the outlook I not only reflect on the implications of my analysis for future research but also identify political implications.



2 Theoretical approach to transnational norm building and local appropriation

With this case study, I analyze how the ILO’s legal category of forced labor, defined at the transnational space of the International Labor Conference in 1930, and its respective interpretation and classification patterns (indicators) “are vernacularized to fit particular historical and social contexts, thereby producing shared notions” (Levitt and Merry, 2009, p. 443) about coercive and violent relations and practices at work. The empirical as well as theoretical concept of vernacularization is based on Sally Engle Merry’s anthropological research in the early 2000s on the implementation and local practice of women’s rights within a framework of human rights (Merry, 2006a). This concept is productive in the study of how international norms are translated and implemented in different cultural and social settings and “become part of local social movements” (Merry, 2006a, p. 134). The interplay between global standards and local realities is mediated by various actors who bridge these different contexts. This process involves more than mere linguistic translation; it requires adjusting global ideas to align with local values, beliefs, and social structures. Merry and Levitt empirically observe, that in the adaptation process global norms are not merely imposed from above but are negotiated and reframed to resonate with local contexts, ensuring that universal principles can be meaningfully integrated (Levitt and Merry, 2009, p. 446).

How do the ILO’s standards around forced labor “connect with a locality” (Levitt and Merry, 2009, p. 446) in Peru? This happens through actors in various positions and communicative actions on various levels, e.g., within public policy plans, video campaigns, trade union actions, sector-specific training or in conversations with affected workers. Vernacularization is determined by the communicators’ position within the social hierarchy and their respective institution, technologies and channels of transmission, historical-cultural geographies in which vernacularization takes place, as well as the content and embeddedness of the ideas which generated at the global level (Levitt and Merry, 2009, p. 446). To fully realize an emancipatory or transformative potential for the domestic workers’ organizations, concepts and classifications of violence and coercion must become part of the “local legal consciousness” (Merry, 2006a, p. 179).

In this case study, two relevant interacting groups are observed: ILO specialists and trade unionists (respectively organized domestic workers). These actors “convey ideas from one context to another, adapting and reframing them from the way they attach to a source context to one that resonates with the new location.” (Levitt and Merry, 2009, p. 449). The source context, or better contexts, are the contexts of categorization at the transnational ILO level negotiated by representatives of national governments, workers’ organizations and employers’ organizations,4 while the new location is the national/local context of domestic work in Peru. A significant contribution of this study is to link the “global production and [the] local appropriation” (Merry, 2006a, p. 6) of a labor norm. It highlights the connection between the historic-geographical context-dependent patterns of norm setting which shape the understandings and the regulation of worlds of work, and the communicative actions of national actors in dialogue with international organizations’ actors. A central challenge in the application of international rights is the tension that arises between universally formulated standards – based on institutionalized technical knowledge – and local particularities. International organizations are “sites of internationalisation” (Kott, 2017, p. 34) where, in the consensus building discussions on categorizations and norms, knowledge circulates between various international actors. For the sake of universal comparability and applicability, the ascribed transnational experts focus on general principles disregarding specificities of local situations. Merry describes this process as a “cultural practice” (Merry, 2006a, p. 228) in which “actors come together simultaneously as locally embedded people and as participants in a transnational setting that has its own norms, values, and cultural practices.” (Merry, 2006a, p. 37). Through the continuous exchange of observations and proposals, the understanding and range of a phenomenon as well as the international framework of action (policy script) is determined by introducing their specialized technicized (and de-politicized) knowledge and classification patterns into political decision-making processes.

At the ILO, the world of work is objectified through a specific technical language, and the production and reproduction of knowledge about it leads to a structural consolidation of interpretative patterns (Berger and Luckmann, 1969): “the ILO is a definitional arena, promulgating what counts as work and who is a worker for the world.” (Boris, 2019, p. 2). These patterns find an institutionalized expression in the ILO’s legal and statistical framework, transmitted in technical assistance missions (see Plata-Stenger, 2020; Kott, 2017).5 The ILO’s category of forced labor is an illustrative example. What can be understood and legally condemned as forced labor was established by the International Labour Conference (ILC) in 1930 with the adoption of the Forced Labour Convention (No. 29). Convention Nr. 29, still in force today, defines forced labor as “all work or service which is exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself voluntarily” (Article 2(1)). The drafting of Convention No. 29 emerged from the deliberations of a Committee of Experts on Native Labour6 and discussions at the ILC. The regulation of forced labor was embedded in the cultural framework of the European civilizing mission within the imperial context of the interwar period (Wobbe et al., 2023). The controversial discussions drew on a specific ‘colonial knowledge’ base (Schalkowski and Renard, 2024, p. 593) and revolved around “extra-economic coercion” (Breznik, 2023, p. 1126). Forced labor was established as a colonial phenomenon and defined against the criterion of free male industrial wage labor, distinguished from slavery and specified in terms of colonial and gender differentiations (Wobbe et al., 2023, p. 174; see also Rodet, 2014). It entails gender-specific implications based on the feminization of certain activities that were defined as “communal services” and excluded from the reference field of (forced) labor. Furthermore, women at workplaces were invisibilized by addressing them as ‘companions’, ‘wives’ or ‘family’ of working men and not as workers themselves (Rodet, 2014; Wobbe et al., 2023). This gendered differentiation “introduced the distinction between a so-called traditional, community-related private sphere and the so-called public sphere of labour.” (Wobbe et al., 2023, p. 184).

I argue that specifically the constructed separation of the public and the private sphere has shaped the gendered patterns of interpretation and classification of work. Despite the ILO’s shift toward universalist human rights principles of labor over the course of the 20th century (Maul, 2007; Renard and Wobbe, 2023) and recent attention to coercive practices in domestic work, the focus remains on market-based work and the “male baseline of international labour regulation” (Vosko, 2009, p. 67) persists. Consequently, non-market-based reproductive activities in the household do not fall within the interpretative framework of the category of work, and thus consequently also not within that of forced labor (see Schalkowski and Renard, 2024).

Understanding these distinctions as relational and contingent in their expressions and classifications in different historic and institutional contexts implies looking at how interpretive patterns are (re)produced and adapted by different actors and institutions (e.g., on the national/local level). Vernacularization is a critical concept which highlights the complex and dynamic process through which international standards are adapted to fit local contexts, mediated by various actors and influenced by local social and cultural factors.



3 Material and method of analysis

The study employs a qualitative, reflexive approach, integrating document analysis and expert interviews with domestic workers’ unions and ILO specialists, complemented by interviews with relevant actors in the field such as feminist and labor rights activists, labor lawyers and social scientists. The anonymized interview material was conducted between 2020 and 2023 in the framework of a multi-year research project. The interviewees are considered experts because they have acquired specialized knowledge through their occupation, status or position and therefore have privileged access to information (Bohnsack et al., 2018, p. 76). This methodological approach makes it possible to understand the positions, roles and relationships of the international and local actors as well as their interpretations, appropriations and negotiations of the institutionalized norms on forced labor. It further allows us to identify focal moments, spaces, technologies and developments of communicative actions that have shaped the mobilization against forced labor.

The interviewed domestic workers’ trade unionists and activists are organized in: AMUNETRAP,7 FENTRAHOGARP,8 FENTTRAHOP,9 IPROFOTH,10 SINTTRAHOL11, and SINTRAHOGARP.12 ILO specialists included project coordinators from the Special Action Programme to Combat Forced Labour (SAP-FL) in Lima and Geneva, and Domestic Work ILO Programmes in Peru, a former trade union specialist (ACTRAV),13 and ILO communication staff. Other contacts with activists on the ground (from Casa de Panchita,14 Centro de la Mujer Peruana Flora Tristan15 and ANTRAH16) came about through conversations with trade unionists and the ILO staff, or at trade union and ILO events in Lima.

For the review of archives, the primary sources included relevant public documents and communication materials from the ILO and the trade unions. Moreover, I analyzed public documents from the Ministry of Labor, such as session protocols from the National Commission for the Fight against Forced Labor and the National Plans against Forced Labor, since they are the product of recurrent negotiations, which set the framework for legislation and policy interventions. In addition, I considered the Peruvian Law on Forced Labor, the UN Report on Contemporary Forms of Slavery in Peru (2011), as well as other relevant studies on forced labor and domestic work in Peru.

The analysis of the material is methodically guided by Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis (see Braun et al., 2018). Initially, the data was processed inductively by openly coding the contextual sense-making of the interviewees in relation to their observations and interpretations of processes and experiences. In the following analysis of the data themes that serve as “a central organizing concept” (Braun et al., 2018, p. 3) were generated to highlight the connections within the data and patterns of meaning that relate to the research question. The two themes of ‘Internationalization of the forced labor category through labor rights advocacy’ and ‘Trade unions’ mobilization through appropriation of the category and resource mobilization’ are embedded in the theoretical framework of vernacularization. This approach, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (Braun et al., 2018), is a qualitative research approach that emphasizes the researcher’s reflexivity and the active engagement with the data.



4 Mobilization against forced domestic work

The mobilization against forced domestic work in Peru is embedded in specific historical-cultural contexts which enabled the establishment of the issue on the political agenda (4.1). Analyzing this development as a process of the vernacularization of the ILO norms reveals, on the one hand, the ILO’s labor rights advocacy approach to facilitate the internationalization of the forced labor category (4.2), including the production of knowledge (4.2.1) and the development of an institutional structure (4.2.2), which find their expression in information and educational campaigns (4.2.3). These processes involve translating the abstract principles of international labor standards into concrete terms that resonate with the Peruvian ministries and with the lived experiences of domestic workers. On the other hand, during the process of vernacularization the organized domestic workers appropriate the category of forced labor and are not only translators but also affected workers (4.3.). They reframe known situations into the ILO’s paradigm (4.3.1), whereby they self-identify as victims of forced labor (4.3.2), and use the newly established norms as a resource (4.3.3).


4.1 Forced labor as a political field of action in Peru

Coercive and violent labor relations were categorized as forced labor and thus became visible in Peru in the 20th century mainly through trade unions and official claims of the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR) of the ILO. The Peruvian government ratified ILO Convention No. 29 in 1960, and since then, the ILO’s CEACR has periodically reviewed and commented on its application. Initial CEACR reports focused on state-exacted forced labor, such as compulsory military service (1960s) and compulsory prison labor (1970s-1990s), mentioning in particular the discrimination against indigenous peoples. Regarding the private sector, the committee’s observations likewise recognized shortcomings in legislation that allowed forced labor to be imposed on indigenous communities, especially regarding colonial continuities in agriculture (observed in the 1960s and 1980s). In his compliance study on the application of international labor standards on forced labor, Thomann (2011) suggests that in the democratic period which followed the restrictive Fujimori regime of the 1990s, the Peruvian government found “normative guidance” (Thomann, 2011, p. 268) in the juridical observations and comments of the CEACR, and that returning “to a compliant behavior [was] a signal towards other actors that Peru again was a reliable partner in international relations that stood up to its commitments.” (Thomann, 2011, p. 268).

The CEACR did not report forced labor in domestic work until the 2000s when it referred to the Workers’ General Confederation of Peru’s (CGTP) concerns about

 “Women workers who are exploited and obliged to work over 18 h a day without receiving remuneration, or with their remuneration being paid in kind, and who are deprived of their freedom of movement or their identity papers.” (ILO, 2011b).



That the male dominated trade union confederations, who had ignored the domestic work sector (Blofield and Jokela, 2018, p. 537; Blofield, 2009, p. 184), recognized the severe working conditions as a labor policy issue was due to a significant transformation of the trade union landscape and international discourse. Peru saw increased organization among domestic workers in the late 2000s and early 2010s, notably with the formation and recognition of SINTRAHOGARP in 2006, SINTTRAHOL in 2009, and FENTTRAHOP in 2012. The mobilization for international labor regulation of domestic work sparked this wave of organization (see Boris and Fish, 2014; Blackett, 2019), since formal worker organization became essential for tripartite negotiations at the ILO in Geneva. The campaigns raised awareness globally and nationally, leading to the Domestic Work Convention No. 189 in 2011 (ILO, 2011a), which enabled a reconfiguration of labor markets since it formally recognized, defined, and regulated domestic work. It was in this context that a UN mission reported on domestic servitude, in the framework of contemporary forms of slavery in Peru, recommending more research and legal regulation (UN, 2011).

However, according to the domestic workers’ unions and ILO staff, it was in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic when the issue of forced domestic work gained momentum. The Peruvian government reacted with a series of rigorous lockdowns spanning several months, which put a spotlight on invisible work arrangements in households. The severe working and living conditions of domestic workers (especially those from rural areas) received increased public attention and were scandalized (see e.g., Pereyra Colchado, Gladys, 2020; IUS Latin, 2021; Rosas, 2020), and framed as forced labor:


“In the time of the pandemic, they started talking about forced labor. […] there was a lot of talk because there have been many domestic workers locked up, just receiving food, because the employer told them that they do not have money to pay them. […] The pandemic has highlighted the degree of vulnerability in which we domestic workers find ourselves.” (Delia M., Trade Unionist).
 

Surveys and studies, employing quantitative as well as qualitative methods, were initiated by the workers’ organizations who were highly concerned with the psychological and physical conditions of their colleagues. They distributed online questionnaires on domestic workers’ health and working conditions during the lockdown periods (FITH, 2020; SINTTRAHOL, 2021). These debates prompted the regulation of a new national law on domestic work (Law 31047, 2020), which the trade unions had been fighting for since the adoption of ILO Convention 189 in 2011 and which includes protection against forced labor (Law 31047, Article 22).



4.2 ILO labor rights advocacy – internationalization of the forced labor category

The ILO’s vernacularization efforts operate within the framework of an international labor rights advocacy (cf. Merry, 2006a, p. 164) to internationalize its standards. This includes conducting studies or surveys, setting up institutional infrastructure such as legislation and commissions, creating information material, awareness-raising campaigns and educational training programs. These technologies, which constitute an integral element of the ILO’s technical assistance for development cooperation, strategically facilitate the internationalization and legitimacy of their category, secure funding (in this case from the U.S. Department of Labor USDOL) and offer a heuristic benefit regarding the production of knowledge on local or general sectoral manifestations of coercive and violent labor practices. These activities are embedded in the international policy script of the ILO concerning forced labor and are possible due to the resource-rich presence of the ILO in Peru.17 Within the international bureaucratic structure of the United Nations, the ILO is an international instance of observation and regulation of the world of work and operates as a depoliticized actor.18 As a specialized agency of the UN, the ILO provides technical assistance to both governmental institutions and trade unions (historically for Latin America, see for example Plata-Stenger, 2020; Caruso and Stagnaro, 2017). Together with Brazil, Peru is currently the center of ILO activities for the elimination and prevention of forced labor in Latin America.

The renewed policy script concerning forced labor was established in the late 90s and early 2000s. In 1998, the ILO’s binding Declaration of Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work incorporated the elimination of forced or compulsory labor as one of four core principles and rights, linking labor rights to universal human rights (ILO, 1998). Following up, the ILO’s Governing Body instituted the Special Action Programme to Combat Forced Labour (SAP-FL) in 2001 as a first structural mechanism to address the issue (Plant and O'Reilly, 2003). Moreover, the ILO’s Global Report (ILO, 2001) identifies ‘modern’ types of forced labor, including domestic work (ILO, 2001, p. 2; see Maul, 2007, p. 494), highlighting it as one of eight “special issues for further action” (ILO, 2001, p. vi, 103). The ILO’s activities in Peru are part of this global program. Thomann observes the legislative developments in Peru and argues that the incorporation of forced labor in the nation’s political discourse would likely not have occurred without the initiatives of the ILO’s SAP-FL (Thomann, 2011, p. 280). Following the adoption of a new instrument to address the so-called ‘modern’ forms of forced labor – the Protocol of 2014 to the Forced Labour Convention No. 29 (ILO, 2014) – a technical assistance program to facilitate its ratification was created. In 2015, “From Protocol to Practice: A Bridge to Global Action on Forced Labor (The Bridge Project),” funded by the USDOL, started in Peru as part of the SAP-FL.19 In two phases (so far) the project has the mission to increase knowledge and awareness, implement the Forced Labour Protocol into national legislation (phase I), as well as to build capacities of relevant actors (such as lawyers, trade unions and labor inspectors) for the application of the Protocol (phase II). For a chronological overview of events concerning forced labor policies on an international and Peruvian level (see Table 1).



TABLE 1 Chronology, localizing the ILO’s forced labor category.
[image: Timeline graphic comparing Peru’s and global ILO milestones in forced labour policy and research from 1960 to 2022, including landmark conventions, national and international action plans, research studies, criminalization, and union activities.]


4.2.1 Knowledge production

Prior to considering the formulation of an agreement on technical assistance to support the Peruvian government in combating forced labor, it was imperative for the ILO to establish an empirical knowledge base on the issue beyond the legal observations of the CEACR. Three studies were mentioned as particularly relevant by the interviewed actors as well as in government documents. In 2005, an impactful qualitative study by anthropologist Bedoya Garland and social scientist Bedoya Silva-Santisteban on forced labor in the timber industry in the Peruvian Amazon, commissioned by the ILO, served as crucial evidence of forced labor’s existence (Bedoya Garland and Bedoya Silva-Santisteban, 2005). The ILO workers’ specialist states that this investigation was not a mandate from the Peruvian government but the ILO headquarters in Geneva.20


“It even cost, let us say, an effort for the ILO to make the publication, because the government did not recognize the existence of forced labor in Peru.” (ILO Workers’ Specialist).
 

The empirical cases were predominantly related to indigenous populations and substantiated the CEACR observations on debt bondage and forced labor in the Amazon region. The discussion of the results was the decisive moment for the government’s commitment to a structured approach to addressing the issue (Ministerio de Trabajo y Promoción del Empleo, 2023, p. 6). The Amazon border region with Brazil and Bolivia was again at the center of knowledge production in an ILO study from 2015 (Sanz, 2015). Once more, the subject was a productive sector in which mainly male rural and/or indigenous workers are found: mining. Subsequently, based on the findings of these studies, timber harvesting and mining were prioritized for measures to eradicate forced labor in Peru. These investigations are based on the ILO’s legal category of forced labor and generally lack an appropriate gender analysis. Women’s activities are hardly mentioned and only in some cases are they linked to the forced labor of men. The mining study, for example, mentions women in ‘service’ surrounding the mines, but does not investigate the issue:


“The study allows us to show one of the groups mainly affected by forced labor: the immigrant population in the highlands, as well as women in mining-related services.” (Sanz, 2015, p. 7; own translation) […] “the analysis of what happens in these services was not part of the research.” (Sanz, 2015, p. 38; own translation).
 

Here, women’s activities are excluded in the production of knowledge, preventing an analysis of the possible connections or entanglements between the coercive labor of men and that of women at a workplace or a value chain.21 A particular and historically narrow concept of labor (SER), reflecting the standard labor norm of a male industrial wage worker, becomes evident. Which social arrangements fall within the frame of reference of (forced) labor, and are thus subject to legal and political interventions, is influenced by the gender-biased production of knowledge.

To date, there is no comparable ILO study on forced domestic work in Peru.22 Nonetheless, the Peruvian authorities named the domestic work sector in the National Action Plan II as the third focal sector which requires immediate action (Ministerio de Trabajo y Promoción del Empleo, 2013a), even though it has “not been addressed by the CEACR or the Conference Committee which evidently lacked the necessary information to address the topic.” (Thomann, 2011, p. 278). As the only knowledge base, the Action Plan cites a 2011 report by the UN Special Rapporteur on Contemporary Forms of Slavery that presents conditions of domestic work in Peru as “domestic servitude” (UN, 2011, p. 3) concerning especially rural-born young women or children working in urban households. On an international scale, the ILO’s first statistical Global Estimates of Forced Labour (ILO, 2005b) named forced domestic work as one of the most dominant forms of private forced labor in Latin America and the Caribbean (ILO, 2005b, p. 3).



4.2.2 Institution building

Another aspect of the vernacularization of the ILO norms on forced labor within labor rights advocacy, besides the “localization of transnational knowledge” (Merry, 2006a, p. 20), is the building of an institutional structure. In the case of Peru, three milestones were established as a result of communicative action within the framework of the ILO’s technical assistance: a national commission, the national action plans, and the law against forced labor. The National Commission for the Fight against Forced Labour (Comisión Nacional para la Lucha contra el Trabajo Forzoso CNLCTF), established in 2007, creates and monitors the institutionalized governmental strategy in the form of National Action Plans (Planes Nacionales para la Lucha contra el Trabajo Forzoso). Following the tripartite logic of the ILO, the commission consists of representatives from several ministries, employers’ associations and workers’ organizations. This newly created structure could therefore be used by the trade unions as a platform to showcase their concerns and priorities. However, in 2007, for example, no representatives of the unions were present at the meetings in which the first Action Plan, with an implementation period from 2007 to 2013, was discussed and adopted (see e.g., Ministerio de Trabajo y Promoción del Empleo, 2007b). An advisory representative of the ILO is present in the majority of the sessions.

The second plan, which the ILO drafted and subjected to deliberation by the Commission members, was crucial. It specified the intervening activities in more concrete terms and defined the three focus sectors for 2013 until 2017 (Ministerio de Trabajo y Promoción del Empleo, 2013a). The ILO’s Bridge Project was launched in the country during this period. The issue of including domestic work as a focal point for action was not further discussed by the commission nor have domestic workers’ representatives been present. Immediately after the adoption of the second Action Plan, referring to observations of the CEACR, the ILO urged the Commission “to carry out baseline research or rapid assessment in the area of domestic work, in order to have more elements to implement the strategy to prevent and combat forced labor in this sector.” (Ministerio de Trabajo y Promoción del Empleo, 2013b, own translation). It appears that the Commission has neither addressed the issue nor passed a resolution on it. Additionally, the CEACR reported that a lack of funding hindered the implementation of the second National Action Plan (ILO, 2021a). The third plan reaffirmed the governments’ commitment and the previously agreed measures for another 5 years until 2022 (Ministerio de Trabajo y Promoción del Empleo, 2017). The Action Plans were drawn up in close co-operation with the ILO, they refer to ILO normative standards and reports and are “not only inspired by ILO norms but also their activities carried out in the context of forced labour.” (Thomann, 2011, p. 277).

Another outcome of institution building is the legislation. The ILO Bridge Project’s coordinator was a legal expert and heavily involved in the negotiations of new legislation. As a result of the ILO’s legal advice and technical meetings, a law was passed in 2017 (Ley Código Penal (Art. 168-B)) which made forced labor a criminal offense and is closely aligned with the Convention No. 29. The interviewees indicated that there is still a noticeable absence of references to the Convention and national legislation on this matter in legal proceedings or in cases of severe labor rights violations reported by trade unions to the police, particularly with regard to domestic work. During the COVID-19 pandemic, in 2021, campaigns were conducted with domestic workers urging the Peruvian government to ratify the ILO’s 2014 Protocol to Convention No. 29. According to this legal document, the ratifying member states commit themselves to the identification, release and protection of victims of forced labor in order to achieve their reintegration, providing them with some form of assistance (ILO, 2014). The protocol was ratified in Peru in the same year, 2021.

These three institutions serve as a legal and political structure, defining the frame of reference for the observation and persecution of coercive labor relations. The absence of domestic workers’ organizations in the Commission likely influences the discussion and thus the direction of policy measures.



4.2.3 Information campaigns and educational training programs

Information and training material on forced labor, in particular its definition and indicators, was requested from the ILO by the Commission – which indicates that there was no previously established concept in Peru. This endeavor requires a transfer of the forced labor category and its interpretative patterns to the Peruvian context in order to reach the public. Local adaptation is essential for delivering messages in understandable formats through appropriate channels (see Merry, 2006a, p. 158). For example, the incentive to have the ILO create flyers with comic stories on forced labor, in order to reach a wide range of workers, came from the worker’s union representative in the Commission (Ministerio de Trabajo y Promoción del Empleo, 2012). With the publication of a handbook for the prevention and identification of forced labor for justices of peace (OIT, 2018) in Spanish and in the indigenous Aymara language, the ILO not only adapted the language to certain areas of Peru (especially the Andean and Amazon regions). By addressing and adapting the handbook to the specific group of justices of peace, the specificities of the communal justice systems relevant to the persons concerned were taken into account. In the area of domestic work, the ILO’s Bridge Project started to carry out information campaigns and training program with trade unions in 2017. The ILO chose various channels of communication, among them radio, flyers, videos, handbooks and workshops. In order to generate awareness and mobilize action, it is essential that the communication resonates with local terms, practices and understandings while remaining aligned with the framework of the international category (Levitt and Merry, 2009, p. 451, 452). That communication takes place in a tension between the universal, institutionalized language of the ILO and national, local and sector-specific terms can be observed in the different media outputs and the resonance among domestic workers.

Exemplary short stories of forced domestic work and brief information broadcasts were specifically created for radio stations in different languages – such as Spanish and Aymara – to reach rural-born domestic workers at their home or workplace. Among other things, popular Andean music and rhythms were used as a stylistic device. Considerable effort went into a radio and successful video format with the attention-grabbing title “story of a victim of modern slavery in Peru” published in 2018 (Oficina de la OIT para América Latina y el Caribe, 2018). The experience of the fictional character Julia serves to illustrate a typical pattern of deceptive recruitment and coercive working conditions for young girls and women from rural areas working in urban households. The actor’s hairstyle with two braided plaits indicates Andean culture. For the production of this story, the ILO shared the draft and consulted the trade unionists.


“To be able to be close to reality. So that the product really reaches the people it is meant to reach. So that it represents reality as much as possible, the reality of what is happening. The language, even the accent of the area.” (ILO communications consultant).
 

According to the ILO staff, such processes of consultation and interaction with trade unionists not only allow for feedback from the workers but are intended “to validate the products and messages with counterparts and implementing partners, so that they take ownership of them and disseminate them through their own communication channels.” (ILO communications consultant).

These consultations thus strategically ensure the distribution and visibility of the topic and the ILO programme, though this procedure was not carried out for every publication, or, in some cases, the perspective of the domestic workers’ unionists was not integrated in the final product. The latter was the case for a series of videos produced by the ILO in 2021, in which an external consultant explains the definition and indicators of forced labor in domestic work. Since the domestic workers did not agree with the explainer and style of the format, the video was never shared on their own platforms and was hardly viewed on YouTube (ILO, 2021b). The ILO’s subsequent animated video series in 2023 again used a storytelling approach but this time included a domestic worker trade unionist character. The series has a clear learning style, stating “learn with Rosa what forced labor is and what she can do to change her situation, with the support of the trade unions.” (ILO, 2023). That this format includes a trade unionist and explicitly shows their role in the fight against forced labor as well as mechanisms that can be followed for practical support, legal action and prevention conveys a message of agency and partnership regarding the unions. All published videos on YouTube include logos of domestic workers’ trade unions to indicate their involvement in the production (regardless of how closely they were integrated in the process).

Other materials have a more representative character toward international cooperation. For example, the guidebook on identification, prevention and persecution of forced labor in the domestic work sector is directed at trade unions and translates the ILO’s indicators of forced labor to the Peruvian context of domestic work (OIT, 2018). The publication employs a language format according to the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals and ILO’s legal language which maintains international legitimacy and is presentable to donors and the government (see OIT, 2018) but is of less practical benefit for the domestic workers’ unions. Workshops on the guidebook’s content were held in 2018 with domestic workers’ trade unions in urban centers of the country, in the capital Lima and Chiclayo, capital of the Lambayeque region in the north-west. The ILO’s eleven indicators of forced labor23 were adapted to the sector of domestic work. For example, regarding the indicator ‘restriction of movement’, the explanation explicitly refers to a house as the workplace and all indicators refer to a female worker (OIT, 2018, p. 27). Because of their social and institutional position as a highly educated, middle−/upper-class international political elite, ILO specialists, in encounters with the organized domestic workers, “do not have intuitive access to the local cultural toolkit, which might make new ideas and practices more accessible and attractive.” (Rajaram and Zararia, 2009, p. 481). Even though the ILO specialists might also be Peruvian born, the social distance to their counterparts who used to be child workers and were often brought from rural areas to the coastal cities presents a challenge in the bridging of “transnational ideas and local concerns” (Merry, 2006a, p.134).




4.3 Appropriation of the category and trade unions’ mobilization

The trade unionists are addressed by the ILO as multipliers and mediators, rather than as affected domestic workers. They themselves should be the ones who act as translators and translate the learned discourses, framings and practices of international labor law and the ILO to local situations in their own institutional spaces (e.g., in counseling, legal proceedings or campaigns), thus translating or reframing the local manifestations of violent and coercive labor into the ILO’s category of forced labor.

The prominent studies on processes of vernacularization, the adoption of human rights norms in local contexts, describe various roles that actors take on in the process (see Merry, 2006a; Merry and Levitt, 2017; Rajaram and Zararia, 2009). Here, mediating actors between the state or international organizations and those affected are primarily described as middle-class, higher educated persons who move in transnational spaces (such as UN conferences) as well as in local spaces and translate between them. Unlike these examples, the trade unionists in this present case study are not middle-class, institutionally higher educated persons. They are domestic workers themselves and also have transnational organizational experience (e.g., in the International Domestic Workers Federation IDWF) as well as experience in transnational political spaces as delegates (e.g., in the ILC). They are actors who move between the spaces and therefore “move between discourses of the localities they work with.” (Merry, 2006a, p. 39). This particularity harbors a special potential for influencing non-organized domestic workers. To access the transnational discourses and concepts, Peruvian domestic workers depend on their organized colleagues, who themselves depend on international organizations like the ILO or the IDWF.

In contrast to the ILO specialists, the trade unionists have a double perspective in the process of vernacularization. On the one hand, they are “enactors of vernacularization” (Levitt and Merry, 2009, p. 449), on the other hand, they themselves are the addressed recipients and to some extent survivors of coercive and violent labor relations. The fact that they themselves are locals and part of the affected group of domestic workers gives them a credibility and power of communication that the ILO specialists do not have. As domestic workers and trade unionists, they describe their own experiences, observations and interpretations, whereby the nationally institutionalized ILO category of forced labor serves as a frame of reference only to a limited extent. Domestic workers, in the role of delegates of their trade unions, were not part of the policy plan and legal reform negotiations but are addressed as actors in prevention measures by the ILO Bridge project and by the government’s National Action Plans.


4.3.1 New framing for well-known issues

The unionists and activists are confronted with violent and coercive labor relations in the sector on a daily basis, but they have not referred to these situations as forced labor.


“Here there is no talk of forced labor or trafficking. […] For the compañeras, they do not see it as forced labor or trafficking. Even though many of the life stories of the compañeras who have come here, their mothers have given them to a woman, and they are here, and they do not know their parents. They have worked since they were little. They have been taken to a house, they have been mistreated, they have been beaten, they have been raped. And at the end - I mean, they made them work and they did not pay them. There are many such cases.” (Sirena O., Trade Unionist and Activist).

“But in Peru, even though there is a law, it is not common to talk about forced labor. It’s not when you get fired from a job and you want to collect your benefits. It’s not when you suffer rape and harassment. Many times, you do not report it. For example, we in the Federation […] have not made any reports about forced labor.” (Delia M., Trade Unionist).
 

The problem complex is not new to them, framing it as forced labor is. In ILO publications that established forced labor as a global phenomenon of social inequality in the early 2000s (ILO, 2001; ILO, 2005a), it is referred to as the “underside of globalization” (ILO, 2005a, p. 63) in the private economy. This framing as a negative effect of globalization differs from the local framing of violence in domestic labor in Peru made by the organized domestic workers. They frame the degrading relations, devalued role, labor rights violations, and harmful treatment of domestic workers, particularly those from Black and indigenous communities, as a continuation of social injustice in colonial-patriarchal labor and gender regimes.


“Our reflection is that Peru became independent from the Spanish Empire, but we, the domestic workers and the people, have not been emancipated. […] We Domestic Workers still find ourselves in a situation of semi-slavery in a modern society.” (FENTRAHOGARP, 2021c, p. 2).
 

Historically, the justice theory and strategies of the domestic workers’ organizations are embedded in liberation theology (cf. Mujica and Meza, 2009),24 which, in the name of social justice, advocates the emancipation of the poor and the restructuring of (economic) power structures. In this perspective, liberation is conceptualized not only in terms of the afterlife, but also as the political and existential liberation of the lower classes, by the lower classes (Gutiérrez, 1973). It promotes collective organizing instead of individualized charity. The Young Christian Workers of Peru (JOC)25 went to night schools and directly approached domestic workers who came from rural regions and wanted to reach basic or higher educational levels. A leader of the domestic workers’ movement remembers:



“And there the JOC did the work in the evening schools. […] And they told us ‘Commit yourself to work for the others, for the other domestic workers, support the others, train yourself in all aspects’. They trained you in politics, in women’s issues, in rights, in the law. Everything. So, that’s how we formed our own union in our group, whilst we were also members of the JOC.” (Lorena L., Trade Unionist and Activist).

 

The trade unionists already use rights language with their clients to whom they provide legal advice concerning the Peruvian labor law, which they themselves negotiated. Establishing a rights consciousness among paid domestic workers is a challenge for the activists since it clashes with normative ideas of kinship reciprocities, family duties and productive work. Often, the workers are related to the employers or otherwise connected in a community. Enduring mistreatment is therefore mostly interpreted as part of “kinship obligations” (see Pérez and Freier, 2020) and is not classified by affected persons as violence or a violation of rights. Addressing domestic workers as ‘part of the family’ disguises the paternalistic hierarchical power relationship in the household (Schalkowski, 2024; Anderson, 2000). To a certain extent, the trade unionists break with the norm of the primacy of the “integrity of the family” (Rajaram and Zararia, 2009, p. 473) and try to establish the perspective that the private sphere of the household is a workplace which includes institutionalized rights and duties. Moreover, they challenge the concept of the household sphere as a private domain where the state does not intervene.

Classifying severe conditions in domestic work as forced labor, or generally as violent, is not an established pattern of interpretation in Peru. Violence against domestic workers (especially racialized women) is normalized and met with indifference by authorities in Peru (Blofield and Jokela, 2018; Maich, 2014). This is one of the reasons for domestic workers’ organizations to resort to “globally available discourses” (Rajaram and Zararia, 2009, p. 481), which the ILO offers with its internationally institutionalized legal categories and indicators. Independently of forced labor, this applies to the ILO Convention No. 189 on standard setting for market-based domestic work, which was largely advanced by Latin American trade unions (Blofield and Jokela, 2018, p. 538). Action was taken at the transnational level in order to invoke these instruments and resources at the national level and thus exert pressure on governments. By framing and mobilizing their labor rights struggle consistent with ILO norms and concepts, the workers’ activists gain political legitimacy to which state actors are more responsive, and they can reach a broader (including international) audience and facilitate alliances.



4.3.2 Self-identification

The ILO’s category opens up a new possibility of meaning-making that enables workers to classify their experience not only as labor rights violations but as legally punishable coercion and violence. This can influence the self-perception of a person. After participating at ILO training on the identification of forced labor, trade union members self-identify using the ILO indicators:


“Now I understand that I was in a forced labor. Why was that? Because I wasn’t paid. I was locked up. They gave me the used clothes of the children of the Señores.26” (Delia M., Trade Unionist).

“It’s only when they do a workshop that we realize, is not it? And then that’s when one says ‘ah, this is what happened to me, this is it’. That’s where you know. But the only ones who have found out, are those of us who have been there.” (Sirena O., Trade Unionist and Activist).
 

In order to identify one’s experience as forced labor and oneself as a person subjected to forced labor, one first has to identify as a worker – which is not necessarily the case in the field of domestic work, due to its informal organization and its naturalization as a (racialized) women’s responsibility within the private sphere of a family. It is also important to highlight that the interactions concerning the mobilization against forced domestic work take place between the ILO and trade unions which consist of market-based workers in paid domestic work. Arrangements in the household that include reproductive tasks – which are not interpreted as an employer-employee relationship, whether informal or formal – are neither represented nor considered.



4.3.3 The category as a campaign tool

The appropriation of the ILO’s forced labor framework by domestic workers unionists was especially prominent in a campaign in 2021. The National Federation FENTRAHOGARP carried out an online and street campaign called #NoMásTrabajoForzoso (No More Forced Labor) demanding compliance with Legislative Resolution No. 31160, which ratified the ILO Protocol concerning forced labor (April 2021). This campaign was specifically related to the implementation of the instrument and was directed not at colleagues concerned, but at the government, while using terms consistent with the ILO’s framework.

They produced their own posts with pictures and videos for social media, with resources from the ILO, but under their own direction. In different video formats, organized domestic workers talk personally about their own experiences and address the mobilization against forced labor and the mistreatment of domestic workers in general:


“No more forced labor: ‘They withheld my ID card to force me to continue working,’ is the testimony of Alfonsina Manchay, a domestic worker who was a victim of one of the forms of forced labor in our country.” (FENTRAHOGARP, 2022, 30th of March 30, own translation).

“‘I was handed over to so-called godparents for a plate of food, I was shouted at and beaten,’ says Inés Meza, a courageous leader of the Domestic Workers, who welcomes the progress made to put an end to forced labor.” (FENTRAHOGARP, 2021a, 26th of April, own translation).

“#Nomoreforcedlabor: The historical leader, Adelinda Diaz, with her testimony and life story, seeks to raise awareness about the situation that Domestic Workers are going through in our country.” (FENTRAHOGARP, 2021b, 17th of April, own translation).
 

The experiences are classified as forced labor or even slavery (without making clear how the two concepts are distinguished). The unionists emphasize common experiences and establish connections between the socio-cultural arrangement of the labor relationship and the framework of forced labor. With the occasional appearance of the term slavery, they establish, on the one hand, a historical connection to the experience of domestic servitude (see Schalkowski, 2024), and on the other, the term has a scandalizing effect, e.g., in this statement: “Forced labor is part of the slavery of women workers.” (FENTRAHOGARP, 2021b, April 17). The speakers are positioned in front of screens with the union logo and hold hand-painted posters in their hands with statements against forced labor. This format simultaneously emphasizes the collective experience as well as the individual story of the worker, who tells it in her words and creates a poster with her own writing. One video is accompanied by the sound of a women singing about her story of arriving in Lima as a domestic worker (FENTRAHOGARP, 2021b, 17th of April). The informational posts, with large lettering and sometimes with pictures of protest actions, are designed in the organizations’ own style, but the wording is very similar to that of the ILO’s explanation of the definition and indicators of the forced labor category.

In interviews with the trade unionists and the ILO, it became clear that the trade unions know how to use the ILO as a resource and instrument in their political struggle. They follow the logic of the ILO activities and norms to some extent. An insightful comment is made by a trade unionist who identifies the ILO as the initiator of campaigns against forced labor in domestic work. She also recognizes a lack of sustainability of such activities and ILO information campaigns.


“Look, FENTRAHOGARP took advantage making this campaign because they were giving support as well. There at the ILO. Giving support so that they could carry out this campaign. Because the union did not have any money. And so, they were giving support for this campaign.” (Sirena O., Trade Unionist and Activist).

“When, for example, the ILO brings something up, such as forced labor. The ILO brings it up. And they start campaigning with the unions, with the organizations. And once in a while it’s on TV. […] But after that, nothing. Nothing. Nothing. So, it’s like those campaigns are at that moment, but afterwards, I mean, it’s not a campaign that has continuity.” (Sirena O., Trade Unionist and Activist).
 

Regarding the ILO’s training activities and encounters with the domestic workers’ organizations, on the one hand, the activists are requesting more continuity to be able to incorporate the concepts in their daily practice. On the other hand, the institutional and economical power asymmetries between the ILO specialists and the domestic workers, which determine the organization of these interactions, are criticized:


“And sometimes in the projects they do here for the ILO, […] they earn their big salaries and the domestic worker, practically, we have to go to the training, to the events that they are doing. They also support us, and sometimes they say ‘you are part of the training, the tasks you have to do, you have to keep working, because there is no budget for salaries, but there is a budget for activities.’ […] But so far, we have done it with pleasure, with money, without money.” (Lorena. L, Trade Unionist and Activist).
 

So far, the social and legal services provided by the domestic workers’ organizations have not been adapted or expanded concerning forced labor, for example with special care for victims of forced labor, or a specialized legal advisor. Also, until now, there have been no attempts to obtain government funding or to interact with the established institutions (e.g., the Commission) in the field of forced labor. It is the ILO which is more likely to be approached by the organizations concerning funding or technical expertise.

It is hard to say what translation process has taken place between the participants of ILO workshops, especially those in leading positions in the unions, and their organization or their counseling cases. Since there have been hardly any reports by the organizations to the police or labor inspection on forced labor in the sector, it suggests that the category has not been included in the counseling processes as a horizon of possible (legal) framing so far. At most, the topic is raised rhetorically as an issue on the political stage, usually only in connection with the ILO. Trade unionists as well as labor lawyers, advisors and social scientists point to a lack of knowledge about forced labor and a lack of practical experience with the new legislation which hinders its application.





5 Discussion

The mobilization against forced domestic work is part of the vernacularization of the ILO’s forced labor category into Peruvian contexts. Peru is a field of experimentation for the ILO’s SAP-FL program and serves as an empirical example of mobilizing a labor norm at the “interfac[e] between national-local and international scenes” (Kott, 2011, p. 450). The case of forced domestic work as a political field of action in Peru is also instructive for sociological debates on categorization and observation schemes that determine knowledge constructions and frame policies – especially since the active role of actors in their historical-cultural normative contexts is elaborated. The use of the theoretical lens of vernacularization, a contextualizing examination of the labor policy actors, their positions and knowledge bases, as well as an analysis of decisive moments, spaces, technologies and developments of communicative actions, enables a sociological understanding of the emergence and manifestation of the mobilization against forced domestic work. It is in the interaction between the ILO and labor policy actors that the translation and localization of the abstract category is realized.

On a political, legal and trade union level, the mobilization in Peru takes place, on the one hand, within the reconfiguration of the domestic work sector since the early 2000s. The institutionalized manifestations of the national and international movement of domestic workers are the ILO Convention No. 189 on Domestic Work (ILO, 2011a) and the renegotiated Peruvian labor legislation regarding the sector (2021). On the other hand, the mobilization against forced labor is part of the internationalization of the ILO’s renewed policy script and its underlying category of forced labor. The topic gained momentum during the COVID-19 pandemic, when cases of severe labor rights violations were publicly discussed and scandalized. The ILO’s category is a visible reference point of the trade union campaign against forced labor and of the Ministry of Labor’s National Action Plans. Legal and political communication about coercion- and violence-based labor in domestic work is carried out in the terminology of the ILO. Although the category of forced labor is concretized through vernacularization, the implementation and adaptation of the category follows a rather pragmatic approach, which simplifies complex local manifestations and articulations of the phenomenon into universalistic indicators. The ILO’s framework, which is embedded in the normative concept of free wage labor (distinguished from slavery),adds a new dimension to the social justice framework established by trade unions, which challenges the prevailing local norms concerning private households, families and labor relationships. The trade unions challenge these arrangements of labor which they understand as a continuity of colonial-patriarchal labor regimes. The ILO’s observation and categorization patterns of (forced) labor are confirmed in the adaptation of the category and direct national policy and trade union mobilization against forced domestic work.

The vernacularization approach has shown how the category and its patterns of interpretation of labor were translated into the Peruvian context of paid domestic work and introduced to local labor policy actors – in particular domestic workers’ trade unions. Through mobilization of the trade unionists, the ILO influences national labor policies and reform processes (see Koliev, 2022, Plata-Stenger, 2020, p. 215). For these activists, framing coercive and violent labor relations in their sector as forced labor means reinterpreting the experiences of the workers in politically and legally more powerful, internationally legitimatized, terms in order to claim their rights and ultimately achieve a transformation of domestic work arrangements. Aligning their struggles with the international development cooperation’s fight against forced labor allows them to mobilize support from international organizations and advocates. The trade unionists use the category as a political campaigning tool (to a small extent) and know how to use the ILO as a resource and instrument in their political struggle. For them, the category of forced labor can serve as a political and legal communication tool. Certain relations in domestic work can be categorized as forced labor based on the ILO indicators and the labor law (which is based on the ILO definition), and can be communicated in this way, e.g., in court or in connection with political campaigns and demands. The term is therefore more than just a scandalizing epithet, as it can be used to refer specifically to established legal standards. At the same time, the category has an effect on the actors themselves – they are given a different framework to reflect on their own situation or experiences and now see themselves in some cases as victims of forced labor.

For the ILO, I argue, in addition to the internationalization of its labor standards within a development policy context, technical assistance within the framework of public policy programs in Peru has a heuristic value. By collecting information on local manifestations of forced labor, knowledge about the matter is produced and the ILO’s lens is sharpened as a result. For the implementation of their technicized (partly abstract) knowledge, the ILO relies on local actors and their expertise and experience. In the case of spatially as well as socially isolated domestic workers (Schalkowski, 2024) in private households, the trade unions are key to access and disseminate information. The ILO’s global program to end forced labor sets the organizational structure, the normative and knowledge framework, “while the local context provides its distinctive content” (Merry, 2006b, p. 44). The vernacularization process is structured by the power hierarchy between the ILO specialists and the trade unionists. Their actions are shaped by various factors, including the sources of their financial support, their ethnic and gender identities, as well as their socio-economic position, and institutional structures (Merry, 2006b, p. 40).

Since vernacularizers operate within certain “discursive fields” (Merry, 2006b, p. 40) that inherently shape and restrict the ideas and practices they can engage with, the gender-specific limitations of the ILO’s category of (forced) labor have a restricting effect and are reproduced within the process. Consequently, “comparison criteria based on non-recognition and exclusion are continuously confirmed” (Wobbe, 2020, p. 148; own translation), even though the interpretive framework can be broadened by local actors.

Which segments of the labor market are even considered for investigation as well as regulation and political action within the specific constructed framework of forced labor has consequences for the configuration of labor policies and labor law – and consequently for the working individuals:


“Especially for workers in coerced labor situations, it may not be of any interest what kind of definitions are currently favored within specific institutions, but it may be of fundamental relevance to their lives if forms of coercion and exploitation are perceived by other social actors as for example ‘normal,’ ‘criminal,’ or ‘necessary’.” (Carstensen, 2016, p. 127).
 

Circumstances like the ever-changing composition of the Peruvian government in recent years, the socio-economic situation of domestic workers (unions), the ILO’s embeddedness in development strategies or the global COVID-19 pandemic have an influence on the social process of translation and adaptation of the international labor norm. Historically contextualizing not only the contingent construction of labor categories in transnational spaces but also contextualizing their translation and adaption, is sociologically productive in order to reflect on the construction of problems and their respective fields of political action. This perspective is reflected in the methodological approach, which differs from historical studies on international organizations and norms as well as from global governance studies which focus on changes in national and international legislation and policy outcomes (cf. Thomann, 2011; Phillips and Mieres, 2015). It included not only historically reconstructing the establishment of the forced labor category on the international and Peruvian national level, but also qualitatively approached involved actors on a micro-level, thereby gaining access to individual and collectively shared interpretations, knowledge bases and communicative dynamics.



6 Outlook

As a double deviation from the norm, forced domestic work suggests not only complex dependency and power relations within labor and family structures, but also indicates particular patterns of classification of labor and unfreedom.

Behind the debates on modern slavery and forced labor of recent decades (Patterson and Zhuo, 2018) are certain categories and patterns of interpretation of social arrangements of work, their dependencies and social hierarchies, which reveal the historical-geographical context-dependency of perspectives on the subject. In the case of forced domestic work, the categories of forced labor and non-standard employment intersect. As historians have shown, the term ‘standard’ is misleading, since “the real norm or standard in global capitalism is insecurity, informality or precariousness” (Breman and van der Linden, 2014, p. 920). Labor history is often synonymous with the history of wage labor (Haschemi Yekani, 2019, p. 29). In contrast to this Eurocentric normative view of labor, a group of historians examining labor coercion challenges the assumption that ‘free’ wage labor is inherently self-evident. They assume a compatibility between capitalist market structures and coercion-based labor relations. Christian De Vito, Juliane Schiel and Matthias van Rossum propose the following in an article in the Journal of Social History:


“Neither the free wage laborer nor the male breadwinner model or the capitalist mode of production can form a blueprint for our endeavor. Instead, we address the persistence and transformation of coercion and bondage across world empires, gender regimes, and historical eras to overcome the classic divides of labor history discourse (free/unfree, productive/unproductive, capitalist/precapitalist) by linking the stories of work and production with those of violence, expropriation, marginalization, and criminalization.” (De Vito et al., 2020, p. 645).
 

The Western normative framework of a free market with private property, monetarization and free wage labor became the trademark of European civilization and progress (Cooper, 2019). In line with scholars that question this idea as an applicable standard, Magaly Rodríguez García (2016) states that “a radical distinction between free and coerced labor obscures the fact that constraints are inherent in all types of labor relationships.” (Rodríguez García, 2016, p. 13; see also Steinfeld and Engerman, 1997). Geographer and feminist political economist Kendra Strauss is among the scholars who call for an understanding of unfreedom as a continuum and examines how modes of production stand in relation to forms of unfreedom (Strauss, 2012). Even when work is carried out in the harshest conditions, there is no debate in sociology about the conditions under which work can be called ‘free’, as this is assumed to be the norm in our modern society and is perceived as synonymous with wage employment. Interpretations and categorizations of activities as ‘forced labor’ have so far been little discussed. This is especially true with regard to feminized and racialized activities that are associated with being non-productive and therefore not considered as work in all contexts, − such as domestic work. Strauss points to the richness of this field for conceptual discussion: “domestic labour and the household are complex sites of interlocking relations of unfreedom.” (Strauss, 2012, p. 193).

In general, there is a lack of sociological-conceptual approaches to coercive and violent (labor) relations that go beyond established legal categories and the simplistic binary of free versus unfree labor, focusing instead on socio-cultural power dimensions and not only on economic aspects of exploitation (see Patterson and Zhuo, 2018; Schalkowski, 2024).

Future research as well as political instruments must address both market-based and non-market-based forms of domestic labor to ensure a comprehensive analysis in knowledge production to provide orientation for policy action on governmental and labor movement levels. In the field of political economy, scholars apply an instructive lens of social reproduction theory to research entanglements in coercive labor, going “beyond economistic emphasis on the productive sphere to explore the ways that households and reproductive activities and relations shape labor relations and conditions.” (LeBaron and Gore, 2019, p. 575).

Regarding the political implications of the studies’ results, several points can be highlighted. The ILO’s framework concerning forced labor and its indicators are more likely to not only be recognized as a classification concept but also to be incorporated in daily practices of local labor activism, if it “build[s] on local movements of resistance and contestation.” (Merry, 2006a, p. 100). Furthermore, the implementation of the forced labor category is only relevant as a potentially transformative resource for domestic workers if institutional structures reinforce the norm and are sustainably funded. Negligence and other negative experiences of encounters with authorities or legal judgments can hinder the adoption of these instruments, as they may not be perceived as effective by affected persons and activists (Merry, 2006a, p. 222). This can already be observed in the context of the legal regulation of domestic work in Peru which is largely met with indifference by employers as well as state authorities (Blofield and Jokela, 2018; Maich, 2014). Efforts to reform legislation and change social practices of coercive labor relations lack an analysis of their embeddedness in the historically built socio-economic gender and capitalist structures that maintain them. In the words of legal scholar Adelle Blackett: “Regulatory frameworks will be unenforceable, and will fail to formalize domestic work, if they are not attentive to the existing norms that order the relationship in highly inequitable ways.” (Blackett, 2020, p. 111).

In this regard, the discourse on structural violence against (racialized) women and girls has also not sufficiently addressed these degrading practices. The importance of trade unions and domestic workers’ organizations in the fight against gender violence has been largely undervalued.
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Footnotes

1   The term ‘forced labor’ refers to the International Labour Organizations’ legal category defined in the Convention No. 29 (ILO, 1930) and is not used as an analytical category in this article.

2   Although the Peruvian Labour Law No. 27986 recognized and regulated domestic work for the first time in 2003, the regulations remained far below the national standard for other sectors.

3   This paper is part of the collective project ‘Forced Labour as a Shifting Global Category: Classification, Comparison and Meanings of Work in the International Labour Organization (ILO), 1919–2017’ (FU Berlin, PIs: Marianne Braig and Theresa Wobbe), funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG Grant No. 413607635).

4   The ILO’s tripartite governance model includes governments, as well as organized workers and employers in the decision-making processes.

5   International labor regulation segmented the standard employment relationships’ “central pillars” (Vosko, 2009, p. 62).

6   The ILO regarded ‘colonial labor’ as a distinct category, specifically termed ‘native labor’ which was subject to its own set of regulations and standards (see Maul, 2007, p. 481).

7   Asociación de Mujeres Negras Trabajadoras del Perú.

8   Federación Nacional de Trabajadores y Trabajadoras del Hogar Remunerados del Perú.

9   Federación Nacional Trabajadoras y Trabajadores del Hogar Perú.

10   Instituto de Promoción y Formación de Trabajadoras del Hogar.

11   Sindicato de Trabajadoras y Trabajadores del Hogar de la Región Lima.

12   Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadoras del Hogar del Perú.

13   ILO Bureau for Workers’ Activities.

14   Employment agency and labor rights training for domestic workers in Lima.

15   Feminist organization in Lima that delivers annual reports to the UN on the situation of women.

16   Asociación Nacional de Trabajadoras del Hogar.

17   In 1963, the headquarter of the ILO Regional Office for Latin America started operating in Lima. It therefore has a special status and substantial resources for technical cooperation in the country.

18   Marieke Louis and Lucile Maertens argue that international organizations aim to be seen as neutral, technical, and objective entities rather than political organizations, in order to maintain legitimacy and ensure cooperation (Louis and Maertens, 2021).

19   The ILO’s Bridge Project followed a binational cooperation project “Consolidating and Spreading Efforts to Combat Forced Labour in Brazil and Peru” (2012–2016, funded by the USDOL).

20   This qualitative study was embedded in the ILO’s global initiative to collect data on the issue within the SAP-FL (see Schalkowski and Renard, 2024).

21   Concerning the entanglement of productive and reproductive work, including unfree forms of work in extractivist sectors, see Cabrapan and Duarte (2019): Género, sexualidades y mercados sexuales en sitios extractivos de América Latina; Dunaway (2014): Gendered Commodity Chains. Seeing Womens’s Work and Households in Global Production; LeBaron and Gore (2019): Gender and Forced Labour: Understanding the Links in Global Cocoa Supply Chains.

22   In 2022, the ILO published a study on the pandemic’s impact on risk factors for forced domestic labor, based on questionnaires and other data (OIT, 2022). A planned household survey on forced domestic labor in Cusco was postponed indefinitely due to pandemic-related restrictions and the change of government.

23   The indicators include: Abuse of vulnerability, Deception, Restriction of movement, Isolation, Physical and sexual violence, Intimidation and threats, Retention of identity documents, Withholding of wages, Debt bondage, Abusive working and living conditions, Excessive overtime (ILO, 2012).

24   Liberation theology became prominent in 1970s through the Peruvian priest Gustavo Gutiérrez and spread across the continent as a new theological movement (see Zegarra, 2023).

25   Juventud Obrera Cristiana del Perú.

26   Employers of the household.
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Introduction: This study aimed to examine work conditions, wage disparities, and health outcomes among female textile workers in Lahore and Faisalabad districts, employing a cross-sectional design to survey 541 participants.
Methods: Utilizing the Respiratory Health Questionnaire, validated with a Cronbach alpha of 0.7762, alongside OLS and Logit regression models, the research investigated the interplay between employment conditions and health risks.
Results: The analysis revealed significant wage discrepancies, with permanent employees earning PKR 1,896 more on average than their temporary counterparts (p < 0.01), and identified a strong correlation between employment type, excessive work hours, and health issues. Permanent contracts were associated with a 2.4-fold increase in the likelihood of excessive work hours (p < 0.01), while higher wages and dustier work environments were positively correlated with longer working hours. Conversely, social security benefits were linked to reduced excessive work hours (OR = 0.060956, p < 0.01). Furthermore, precarious work conditions, notably overtime and temporary contracts, significantly elevated the risk of respiratory problems and other health issues, with overtime work markedly increasing the likelihood of adverse health outcomes, including blood phlegm (OR = 11.285, p < 0.01) and fatigue (OR = 7.579, p < 0.01).
Discussion: The findings underscore the critical need for policy interventions to improve work conditions, enforce minimum wage and work hour standards, and ensure the provision of social security benefits to mitigate health risks among this vulnerable worker group.
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1 Introduction

The textile and garment industry has witnessed a surge in the employment of female workers across developing Asian countries (1). Despite periods of decline in female employment within the industry, attributed to legislative changes such as the Maternity Benefit and the Prohibition of Night Work Acts, and the mechanization of the industry (2), women have remained a constant presence. In some regions, the industry is predominantly female, with a significant portion of the workforce comprising women in unskilled or semi-skilled positions (3). The informal textile sector in India demonstrates a high percentage of female participation (4).

The textile sector has historically played a pivotal role in employing a large number of women, influenced by a multitude of factors that interplay to shape this trend. One of the primary reasons is the societal perception that certain tasks within the textile industry are more “suitable” for women, a notion deeply rooted in gender stereotypes. This perception, coupled with the exploitation and discrimination that women face in terms of wages and working conditions (2), has made the sector a significant, albeit challenging, source of employment for women. Another advantage may be that work in textile firms often involves manual and assembly line tasks that require precision and repetition–characteristics deemed well-suited to women (5).

Additionally, companies capitalize on women's general willingness to work extended hours and their perceived adaptability to substandard workplace conditions (6). It is also noteworthy that women, in many cases, refrain from engaging in collective bargaining or labor union activities. Their avoidance of seeking permanent contracts allows employers greater flexibility in their hiring decisions, enabling them to adapt to fluctuating demand conditions by rapidly adjusting their workforce (5, 7, 8). However, contrary to the stereotype that women are chosen for their supposed docility, many have demonstrated militancy and independence, often opting to work in cities of their choice and resisting family pressure (9). This challenges the narrative and highlights women's agency within the sector.

A rising concern in this context is the implication of such employment conditions on the health and wellbeing of these women. Precarious working conditions, characterized by insecure job contracts and suppressed wages, may heighten the risk of occupational hazards within textile mills. For instance, the transient nature of short-term contracts might compel women to tolerate suboptimal working conditions and reduced wages. This could lead to detrimental alterations in their work behavior, such as prolonged working hours beyond their capacity. The resulting exhaustion, coupled with an endemic lack of social security benefits, health insurance, and other essential job benefits, exacerbates the risks to their mental and physical health (10, 11).

Moreover, the literature points to the textile industry's environmental footprint, particularly its contribution to indoor air pollution. Epidemiological studies have consistently identified a link between cotton dust exposure in textile mills and the onset of respiratory diseases (7, 11–13). One of the most notable conditions linked to this exposure is byssinosis–a debilitating lung disease that has a marked prevalence in developing countries, including several in Asia (14–20).

Despite the extensive research conducted in recent years highlighting the association between precarious employment and health, gaps remain in our understanding. The specific mechanisms underpinning how unstable employment conditions adversely affect health remain largely underexplored (21, 22). Although some scholars have developed multifaceted models to investigate the association between employment precarity and health outcomes (23), there is a compelling need for studies that further explore the nexus between unstable employment and diverse workplace behaviors. In the textile sector, the dual challenges women face–not just job instability but also health and safety risks stemming from inadequate safety measures and harmful dust–warrant comprehensive examination. Analyzing these intertwined vulnerabilities can show important patterns that currently hinder the textile industry's efforts to foster a safer and more stable work environment for its workers. In light of these considerations, this study has a dual objective: to explore precarious employment and working conditions in textile mills, and to evaluate their implications for worker health and safety.



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Development of the study instruments

The primary data collection tool employed in this research was the Respiratory Health Questionnaire (24). The questionnaire encompasses diverse areas, capturing details pertaining to the workers' socio-demographics, wage, working conditions, occupational exposures, employment type, contract duration, provisions for health insurance, and social security, among others. In terms of reliability, the instrument's validation statistics revealed a Cronbach α test score of 0.7762, confirming its consistency and reliability. A preliminary test of this questionnaire was conducted on a cohort of twenty textile spinning mill workers. Feedback from this pre-test led to minor modifications in the questionnaire to enhance its efficacy for the final data collection.



2.2 Sample size and sampling technique

This research employed a cross-sectional design and was executed across 18 textile mills located in the Faisalabad and Lahore districts of Pakistan. The study's sample consisted of 541 female workers. A systematic multistage random sampling technique was adopted to determine the participants. In the first stage, comprehensive data on the spinning mills situated in the Faisalabad and Lahore districts were procured from the All-Pakistan Textile Mills Association (APTMA). The Faisalabad district housed 46 mills, while Lahore accounted for 31. In the second stage, to ensure unbiased selection, a randomization technique was employed. Consequently, 11 spinning mills from Faisalabad and 7 from Lahore were randomly chosen. For the third and final stage, depending on the workforce size of the selected mills, between 15 to 25 workers were chosen from each, once again using a random selection method.



2.3 Recruitment of participants and consent procedure

The data collection phase transpired between April and June 2015. Each potential participant was thoroughly briefed about the study's objectives, the nature of the information sought, and the assurance of confidentiality. Only after obtaining written informed consent from the workers was the data collected. It's pertinent to mention that workers who refrained from providing written consent were excluded from the study.



2.4 Analytical models
 
2.4.1 Work conditions and workers' wages

In this specification, the dependent variable is represented by the worker's monthly wage in Pakistan Rupee (PKR). Key independent variables include the type of employment contract, social security provisions, and dust levels at the workplace. Employment contract is a dichotomous variable: 1 signifies permanent/full-time employment, and 0 indicates insecure contracts like short-term agreements or daily wages. Likewise, social security is binary: 1 denotes its presence, 0 its absence. The proposed model for this analysis is an Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression, represented by the following equation:

[image: Mathematical equation labeled as equation one showing a linear regression formula: W equals beta zero plus beta one times EC plus beta two times DL plus beta three times SS plus beta four times A plus beta five times MS plus beta six times Edu plus beta seven times TF plus epsilon one.]

In Equation 1, W represents Wages, EC stands for Employment Contract, DL denotes Dust Level, SS is for Social Security, A signifies Age, MS represents Marital Status, Edu denotes Education, and TF stands for Type of Firm.



2.4.2 Work conditions and excessive work hours

Here, the dependent variable, “excessive work hours,” is binary, where “1” indicates a weekly working duration exceeding 48 h, and “0” otherwise. Given the binary nature of the dependent variable, a Logit regression model is employed:

[image: Mathematical equation displaying EWH as a linear combination of seven variables W, EC, DL, SS, A, MS, and TF with corresponding coefficients α one through α seven, a constant α zero, and error term ξ two. Equation number two.]

In the Equation 2, EWH corresponds to Excessive Work Hours, with other terms such as W for Wages, EC for Employment Contract, and so on, consistent with the previous equation's abbreviations.



2.4.3 Work conditions and occupational illness

For this analysis, the binary dependent variable is designed to estimate if a worker reports any form of physical or mental illness. The Logit regression model for Equation 3 is:

[image: Mathematical equation showing I equals γ0 plus γ1W plus γ2EC plus γ3EWH plus γ4OW plus γ5SS plus γ6DL plus γ7A plus γ8MS plus γ9TF plus γ10SW plus γ11SK plus ε3, labeled as equation 3.]

For Equation 3, I stands for Illness, EWH denotes Excessive Work Hour, OW is for Overtime Work, SW represents Separate Washroom, SK signifies Separate Kitchen, and the other terms carry the meanings provided in the earlier sentences.

While textile industries involve similar dust types (e.g., cotton), exposure levels vary significantly across firms due to differences in ventilation, machinery, and safety practices (25). Our measurement of dust levels combined workplace observations and worker self-reports, categorized as “dusty” or “less dusty” (26). Though subjective, this approach aligns with the hedonic wage model (27), which posits that workers demand wage premiums for hazardous conditions. In Equation 1, dust level (DL) captures compensatory wage differentials, while in Equation 2, it reflects how hazardous environments may correlate with prolonged work hours due to productivity demands. Despite potential individual response biases, aggregate trends remain informative for policy targeting.

In Equation 3, the inclusion of a separate kitchen (SK) serves as a practical proxy for indoor air pollution, a known risk factor for respiratory illness (28). While fuel type or direct pollution metrics would be ideal, data limitations necessitated a simplified measure. Households without separate kitchens often experience concentrated cooking emissions, exacerbating respiratory symptoms. Although unmeasured confounders like secondhand smoke exist, our model controls for workplace dust (DL) and overtime (OW), isolating domestic contributions to illness. Future studies should integrate detailed air quality metrics, as noted in our limitations.





3 Results

Table 1 presents demographic and work-related data for women workers in the textile industry (N = 541). This table illustrates that the mean age of these workers is 26.23 years (SD = 7.11). Furthermore, an average family comprises 6.05 members, with a monthly household expenditure of PKR 19,196. Importantly, literacy rates among these workers are low, with 56% of them being illiterate. The data also provide insights into their employment conditions, indicating that the average wage is approximately PKR 10,816.45, with a standard deviation of 2,277.8. Surprisingly, the mean working duration exceeds the standard 48-hour workweek by 6 h, amounting to 54 h per week. A minority of these workers (9.2%) are on permanent employment contracts with fixed wages, and a significant majority (63%) do not have access to social security and labor benefits.


TABLE 1 Demographic and work characteristics of women workers (N = 541).

[image: Table with three columns labeled Variables, Definition, N (%) and Mean (SD), presenting demographic, occupational, and health characteristics of textile workers in Pakistan, including wages, work experience, health symptoms, and household features.]


3.1 Work conditions, wages, and excessive hours

The regression results, as detailed in Table 2, focus on the determinants of wages and excessive work hours in textile mills. There is a significant association between the type of employment contract and the wages earned by these workers. On average, a permanently employed woman earns PKR 1896 (p < 0.01) more than her non-permanent counterpart. Factors such as work experience and age strongly influence wages. Additionally, single women tend to have higher earnings than married ones (p < 0.05).


TABLE 2 The determinants of wages and excessive work hours in textile mills.

[image: Statistical results table compares factors affecting wages and excessive work hours. Key variables include permanent employment contract, social security entitlement, firm type, work experience, marital status, education, and age. Coefficients, odds ratios, and standard errors are shown, with significant findings for employment contract, dusty work, work experience, marital status, education, and age. Statistical significance is marked, with R squared values for wages and pseudo R squared for excessive work hours.]

The second model examines the factors associated with excessive work hours. Employment on a permanent contract increases the odds of excessive work hours by a factor of 2.39971 (p < 0.01). Higher wages are also positively associated with excessive work hours (odds ratio=1.00032, p < 0.01). Working in dustier environments corresponds with 1.42197 times higher odds of excessive work hours (p < 0.05). In contrast, having social security entitlement reduces the odds of excessive work hours by a factor of 0.060956 (p < 0.01). Other significant predictors include work experience, marital status, education, and age.



3.2 Work conditions and occupational illness

Table 3 examines the impact of precarious working conditions on various respiratory and health issues among textile mill workers. Employment on a temporary contract, as opposed to a permanent one, is associated with higher risks of shortness of breath (OR = 1.8139) and phlegm (OR = 1.4496), suggesting that job insecurity may exacerbate respiratory problems, though this effect is not statistically significant.


TABLE 3 The determinants of respiratory illness in textile mills.

[image: Statistical table showing odds ratios and standard errors for various factors affecting eight health outcomes: shortness of breath, phlegm, blood phlegm, dry cough, blood pressure, headache, dizziness, and fatigue, including employment, work, demographics, and household variables. Significant associations are indicated by asterisks, with standard errors in parentheses, and summary statistics listed at the bottom.]

Working overtime significantly increases the likelihood of multiple adverse health outcomes, including shortness of breath (OR = 2.0217, p < 0.1), phlegm (OR = 2.38, p < 0.1), blood phlegm (OR = 11.285, p < 0.01), dry cough (OR = 1.264, p < 0.1), headache (OR = 3.729, p < 0.01), dizziness (OR = 5.114, p < 0.01), and fatigue (OR = 7.579, p < 0.01). Excessive work hours are also linked to higher odds of blood phlegm (OR = 1.0016) and dizziness (OR = 2.24987, p < 0.05), highlighting the detrimental effects of long working hours on worker health.

Lower wages correspond with increased shortness of breath (OR = 1.0002, p < 0.01), indicating that economic precarity may exacerbate respiratory issues. Lack of social security further compounds health risks, with higher odds of blood phlegm (OR = 0.4591, p < 0.01) and dry cough (OR = 0.325, p < 0.01) for those without coverage.

Dustier working environments, a common hazard in textile mills, are associated with greater risks of blood pressure problems (OR = 1.0074, p < 0.01) but lower likelihood of dizziness (OR = 0.614, p < 0.01) and fatigue (OR = 0.84813). Longer work experience mitigates some risks like shortness of breath (OR = 0.993, p < 0.01) but increases others like blood phlegm (OR = 1.0176, p < 0.01) and blood pressure issues (OR = 1.009, p < 0.01).

The results underscore how precarious employment conditions, including temporary contracts, overtime, low wages, and lack of social protections, contribute to a range of adverse respiratory and general health outcomes among textile workers. Interventions addressing these workplace factors may be crucial for safeguarding worker wellbeing in this industry.




4 Discussion

This study analyzed the work organization within textile mills, particularly focusing on female workers, their wages, working conditions, and the consequent health implications. The data reveals that a significant proportion, 48% of respondents, receive wages that fall below the minimum wage standard of PKRs 12,000 for the year 2014–2015 (29). This underpayment is observed regardless of factors such as work experience or educational background, with affected workers earning approximately 30% less than the stipulated minimum wage.

The demographic data underscores the vulnerability of these workers: a majority are illiterate, hail from low-income families, and have limited alternative employment avenues outside of agriculture, where employment is often seasonal or without remuneration. The textile sector, therefore, emerges as a significant employer of this demographic. The abundant availability–or “elastic supply”–of such female laborers allows textile sector to manipulate labor market dynamics, often to the detriment of these workers by offering wages that may be discriminatory (29).

The study further highlights a disturbing aspect of their employment–extended working hours. The average working duration for these women stands at 54 h weekly, a clear deviation from the country's 48-hour workweek norm (30). This discrepancy could be attributed to the employers' strategy to circumvent minimum wage regulations by extending working hours. Given the limited bargaining power of these female workers, they often acquiesce to such conditions. Moreover, despite the extended work hours, an alarming 11% still engage in overtime to supplement their incomes.

However, the repercussions of such extended work hours are not merely economic. Prolonged durations of work in textile mills have been consistently linked with detrimental health outcomes (11, 13, 31). Studies demonstrate a significant correlation between the duration of employment in the textile industry and the prevalence of respiratory symptoms, notably in roles related to the spinning section (18). Beyond physical health, extended work hours exacerbate work-related rumination, negatively affecting employees' ability to recover during non-work hours. This persistent cognitive engagement with work tasks has been directly linked to diminished health outcomes (32).

Excessive work hours have also critical health implications on cardiovascular health. The relationship between long working hours and the risk of stroke, particularly haemorrhagic stroke, remains significant even after adjusting for cardiovascular risk factors (33). Prolonged work schedules have also been implicated in worsening mental health outcomes, as evidenced by higher instances of depressive symptoms among medical staff. The mediation effect of job burnout and the moderating role of social support reveal complex interactions between work hours, occupational stress, and mental health (34). The impact of long working hours on mental health has been observed globally, with studies from China indicating a significant association between extended work durations and the risk of mental illness, highlighting the vulnerability of women, white-collar workers, and employees in micro-firms (35).

In the current study, temporary contractual employment was associated with elevated risks of respiratory symptoms–specifically shortness of breath and phlegm–even though it might be anticipated that permanent workers, given their longer working hours, would experience greater health impacts. One plausible explanation is that temporary workers often face significant job insecurity, which has been linked to increased psychosocial stress and adverse health outcomes, including respiratory problems (36). Moreover, temporary employees are less likely to benefit from robust workplace safety measures and may be disproportionately allocated to more hazardous tasks or environments with higher levels of respiratory irritants (37, 38). These factors suggest that the cumulative effect of increased stress and poorer working conditions may predispose temporary workers to a higher risk of respiratory ailments.

The evidence presented in the research unequivocally establishes a direct link between high levels of dust exposure in the textile industry and adverse respiratory health outcomes among workers. Specifically, the association between respirable dust exposure and reduced lung function, alongside the elevated prevalence of respiratory conditions such as byssinosis, asthma, and chronic bronchitis, underscores the significant occupational health risks inherent in this sector (15, 39). Notably, even when particulate matter concentrations like PM10 and PM2.5 are within occupational safety thresholds, their chemical composition can still pose substantial health hazards, suggesting that current regulatory standards might not fully account for the complex nature of dust toxicity and its impact on respiratory health (40).

Furthermore, the compounded effects of duration of employment, specific work departments, and personal habits such as smoking on the severity of respiratory disorders among textile workers highlight the multifaceted nature of dust exposure risks (41, 42). This complexity is further exemplified by the moderate correlation between inhalable dust and endotoxin levels, indicating that adherence to dust exposure limits alone may not suffice in mitigating health risks, especially given the significant percentage of endotoxin samples exceeding workplace exposure limits (43).

Although there is an increasing trend of female labor force participation in the textile industry, women predominantly occupy manual labor roles with reduced wages. This wage disparity often nudges them to accept overtime, invariably in unhealthier conditions, culminating in severe health issues. The length of their tenure in such environments, as evidenced by the data, further accentuates the risk of chronic conditions such as respiratory issues and hypertension.

The prevailing trend of increased female labor force participation in the textile industry underscores a critical paradox; while it signifies progress toward economic engagement and autonomy for women, it simultaneously entraps them in a cycle of manual labor roles characterized by reduced wages and poorer working conditions (3). This dynamic is particularly pronounced in developing economies, where the textile sector emerges as a significant employer of women, offering a pathway out of poverty albeit at the cost of enduring exploitative labor practices and gender-specific discrimination (3, 44). Historical and regional analyses reveal that, despite the critical role of women in this sector, often in regions like Tamil Nadu, India, their employment is predominantly in low-skilled positions with poor remuneration, highlighting the gendered nature of employment within this industry (3).

This entrenched wage disparity and the gendered segmentation of labor roles not only perpetuate economic inequalities but also compel women to accept overtime work in pursuit of a livable income, frequently under unhealthier conditions (3, 44). Such circumstances invariably escalate the risk of severe health issues among female textile workers, reflecting a dire need for systemic changes to address these injustices. The evidence points toward a complex interplay between gender, employment, and health within the textile sector, necessitating targeted interventions to dismantle the structural barriers that perpetuate these disparities and ensure the wellbeing and economic empowerment of women in this critical industry.

Moreover, the study also touches upon the influence of non-occupational factors on health. Aspects such as separate kitchens and washrooms, age, and marital status play roles in moderating the risk of illnesses, indicating that personal and household characteristics intertwine with occupational factors in determining overall health outcomes. The interaction between occupational hazards and personal risk factors, including demographic characteristics, plays a pivotal role in determining workers' health outcomes. The amalgamation of workplace-related risks with individual predispositions such as genetics, age, gender, chronic disease prevalence, obesity rates, smoking habits, alcohol consumption, and prescription drug use, culminates in a pronounced impact on overall workforce health (45). Furthermore, psychosocial aspects of employment, such as concerns over job security, challenges in managing work-life balance, and experiences of workplace bullying or threats, are strongly correlated with adverse health evaluations among employees (46).

This study has several limitations. First, reliance on self-reported data for health symptoms, dust exposure classification (“dusty" vs. “less dusty"), and working conditions may introduce recall bias, subjective interpretation, or social desirability bias, potentially affecting the accuracy of associations between occupational exposures and health outcomes. The cross-sectional design precludes causal inference, as temporal relationships between exposures (e.g., work hours, contracts) and health effects remain unclear. Additionally, the absence of clinical validation for respiratory outcomes and medical histories limits the ability to account for pre-existing or acute respiratory conditions that could confound symptom reporting. Furthermore, key confounders such as indoor air pollution (e.g., cooking fuel type) and secondhand smoke exposure–both domestically and occupationally–were not comprehensively measured due to data constraints, potentially omitting influential variables. These limitations highlight the need for longitudinal designs, objective exposure assessments, and clinical diagnostics in future research.



5 Conclusion

The findings of this study illuminate the extensive prevalence of precarious work conditions within the textile mills of Pakistan. A significant proportion of women are subjected to environments that pose heightened risks of occupational diseases. These conditions are further exacerbated by the precariousness of their employment contracts and the fact that a substantial percentage earn wages that do not meet the national minimum standards. It is also imperative to note the association between various factors, such as extended working hours, the specific type of mill, the duration of employment, and certain household features, are correlated with the increased risk of respiratory symptoms. The implications of these correlations are profound, particularly in the context of formulating policies related to the textile industry. Specifically, these results underscore the urgent need for stricter enforcement of employment standards concerning minimum wages and maximum permissible weekly working hours.
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Child labor is a global issue commonly found in low- and middle-income countries. A prevention and remediation system based on community knowledge through the Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA) with Gender Social Inclusion (GESI) is needed. This study was conducted in three regions with different topographical and geographical characteristics, using qualitative methods and the Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) technique, including interviews, focus group discussions, participatory mapping, transects, and seasonal calendars. Findings indicate that child labor is driven by poverty, household characteristics, parents’ education and employment, and limited access to educational services and labor markets. Social, natural, financial, and human capitals serve as strategies for prevention and management of child labor. Utilizing these capitals can be implemented in child labor monitoring and remediation, which can also be conducted as voluntary social audits by community groups. The main recommendation is to establish or assign groups responsible for ensuring the continuity of child labor prevention and intervention efforts.
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1 Introduction

Child labor is a global issue and a common characteristic of poor and developing countries. Child labor is defined as the illegal employment of children in economic activities (Derby, 2016). Child labor is most prevalent in Africa and the Asia-Pacific Region, where nearly 50% of child laborers are aged 5–11 years (ILO, 2017). Child labor is often found in informal sector industries including agriculture, mining, manufacturing, domestic work, and construction (International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour, 2011; Avis, 2017). In Indonesia, the case of child labor is no different from that in other developing countries, data from the National Labor Force Survey (Sakernas) conducted by the Central Statistics Agency (BPS) shows this. Sakernas 2020 found that 9 out of 100 children work in the informal sector and 3 out of 4 children are unpaid workers. Child labor, in its worst forms, can be found in various economic sectors such as mining, construction, and agriculture. Sakernas 2022 noted that there were 1.74% or 1.01 million child laborers aged 5–17 years in Indonesia. Provinces with the highest percentage of child labor are mostly in eastern Indonesia, namely in Kalimantan, Sulawesi, Nusa Tenggara, Maluku, and Papua (Al Muflih and Wijaya, 2024).

Agricultural areas located in rural areas absorb a lot of local labor including child labor, where children are vulnerable to various occupational risks, such as fatigue due to long working hours, risk of injury due to the use of tools or machines that are too large for them to handle, physical and mental violence in the workplace, low or no wages. In addition, chemical exposure poses the greatest threat to children’s health (WHO, 2010). And most importantly, the loss of learning time, rest time, and age-appropriate interactions (Keane et al., 2022). Rural agricultural activities are generally informal businesses that lack labor administration and management, making it difficult for the government to monitor.

Poverty is often considered a major factor in child labor (Bharat et al., 2024; Derby, 2016; Gärtner and Gärtner, 2011; Kwofie et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2021; Menon and Rodgers, 2018). Although poverty is the most prevalent cause, child labor is also caused by limited access to social services such as schools and hospitals (Faiz et al., 2024; Sasmal and Guillen, 2015), social norms, family roles, inconsistencies in child labor regulations (Abdullah et al., 2022; Adonteng-Kissi, 2018; Anker, 2000; Babo, 2014; Bansah and Adonteng-Kissi, 2025; Bourdillon and Carothers, 2019; Goto, 2011; Haider, 2008; Hoque, 2024; Kuépié, 2018; Loría, 2020).

Other literature observes that childhood is a time of apprenticeship to learn skills (Omokhodion et al., 2006; Swaminathan, 1998). Parents with a history of child labor in childhood are more likely to place children in child labor (Emerson and Souza, 2003; Khan et al., 2024; Huamaní-Huapaya and Raúl, 2021). Other literature analyzes the impact of agricultural exports on decreasing school enrollment and increasing child labor (Lin, 2021).

Using the sustainable livelihood approach framework with gender and social inclusion approach. SLA is a framework used to understand the complexity and multidimensionality of livelihoods. SLA works by linking various livelihood contexts with livelihood resources and strategies. An important element in SLA is the analysis of institutional processes and organizational structures, as they mediate the use of livelihood resources with livelihood strategies (Scoones, 2015). There are six dimensions analyzed in SLA, namely context conditions and trends, livelihood resources, institutional processes and organizational structures, livelihood strategies, and sustainable livelihood outcomes. The Gender and Social Inclusion (GESI) perspective is a paradigm used to understand the meaning of women and men as well as marginalized groups about living space and social relations related to the regulation and control of living space and livelihoods (Anggia and Abdulkadir-sunito, 2023).

This study aims to determine (1) the factors causing child labor in rural areas of South Sulawesi; (2) the structure of community knowledge about children and its implications for the social value of children in rural areas of South Sulawesi; and (3) the form of utilization of livelihood resources as a strategy in the prevention and remediation of child labor in rural areas of South Sulawesi. The results of this study are expected to produce a recommendation as a system for the prevention and remediation of child labor.



2 Sustainable livelihood approach with gender and social inclusion approach

The Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA) is a framework for understanding and improving people’s lives, especially marginalized communities through sustainable resource utilization. SLA was first introduced by Robet Chamber and Conway and popularized by the Department for International Development (DFID) (Chambers and Conway, 1992). SLA is an approach that observes livelihoods as the ability of individuals and households to meet basic needs in a sustainable manner, including when experiencing shocks or stresses.

SLA views livelihoods as spatially complex, multidimensional, spatially and temporally diverse, and socially differentiated. Influenced by many factors from local conditions to structural political economy processes. In this section, SLA as an analytical framework allows it to be used to understand this complexity and analyze the relationship between existing contexts or components.

The SLA framework consists of the context of conditions and trends, which is a contextual examination of various conditions including history, policies, politics, macroeconomic conditions, demographics, climate, and social differentiation. The second is the analysis of livelihood resources, which includes natural capital, economic capital, human capital, and social capital. The third is the livelihood strategy, which is an analysis of the utilization of livelihood resources that yields results for livelihood sustainability. Among the livelihood resources, institutional processes are attached, which serve as a link between the livelihood resources. The institutional process explains how social institutions and organizations bridge livelihood strategies and resources. Livelihood strategies and resources are in a complex and interrelated social relationship. Livelihood strategies and resources meet in sociocultural and political dimensions that can explain how and why asset inputs are linked to livelihood strategies and outcomes. Livelihood strategies and resources are influenced by power and politics, which include access, rights and governance (Scoones, 2015) (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Sustainable livelihood approach (Scoones, 2015).


The GESI perspective in SLA is an approach tool that analyzes and understands the meaning of women, men and marginalized groups about living space and the various components within it that are the source of livelihoods both at the individual and group (household) levels (Abdulkadir-Sunito et al., 2019). In addition, GESI also analyzes who and how women, men and marginalized groups are involved in the process of governance and control of living space and livelihoods.



3 Data collection methods and analysis techniques

This research is a qualitative study that uses the SLA with a GESI perspective. SLA is a framework used to understand the complexity and multidimensionality of livelihoods. SLA works by linking various livelihood contexts with livelihood resources and strategies. An important element in SLA is the analysis of institutional processes and organizational structures, as they mediate the use of livelihood resources with livelihood strategies (Scoones, 2015). There are six dimensions analyzed in SLA, namely context conditions and trends, livelihood resources, institutional processes and organizational structures, livelihood strategies, and sustainable livelihood outcomes. The GESI perspective is a paradigm used to understand the meaning of women and men as well as marginalized groups about living space and social relations related to the regulation and control of living space and livelihoods (Abdulkadir-Sunito et al., 2019).

Bourdieu’s social reproduction theory and poverty trap theory are used to understand the phenomenon of child labor persistence. The theory explains how social status, social inequality is maintained and passed on from generation to generation (Bourdieu, 1990). The main proposition of Bourdieu’s social reproduction is that the conversion of economic capital into cultural capital is a strategy to maintain or improve one’s position in the social space; secondly, habitus mediates the conversion of economic capital into cultural capital; thirdly, capital and terrain are interrelated because capital has no existence without terrain (Farid et al., 2021). Poverty traps are defined as self-reinforcing mechanisms that cause poverty to persist (Barbier and Hochard, 2019), such as low knowledge and competence, financial limitations and lack of access to capital.

The research was conducted in three areas with different characteristics, both topographically and geographically, namely in Kanreapia Village which is a mountainous area, Samangki Village which is a lowland area, and Laikang Village which is a coastal area. The research began with secondary data collection to analyze population and agricultural data for the last 3 years. Primary data collection was conducted through Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) techniques. The PRA technique was used with the aim of exploring local perspectives, values, social dynamics related to the issue of child labor. We understand that PRA is not just an instrument for gathering information, through this research we encourage changes in community perspectives on child labor through active community participation in research activities. In this research, PRA is used to analyze existing livelihood sources, how they are utilized, and how institutions and institutions affect their utilization. The information obtained will be linked with data and information on child labor.

The PRA stages consist of interviews, focus group discussions, participatory mapping, transects, and seasonal calendar preparation. Interviews are conducted to explore informants’ life experiences in the utilization of livelihood resources, control and governance of livelihood resources, social norms, childcare, and to explore knowledge on child labor practices. Focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted twice in each region. The subjects of the FGD consisted of stakeholders and women’s groups, which were conducted separately.

Participatory mapping was conducted by making women and marginalized groups the subjects. They were asked to explain about who has access to, controls, regulates the utilization of livelihood resources, and how the process works. In this section, informants also explain how institutions and social institutions play a role in the management and access mechanism to livelihood resources. Transects generate data on topography, land use, vegetation, and land ownership structure. The transect was conducted by the researcher by walking around the research location. Preparation of a seasonal calendar, generating information on the community’s agricultural activities in one season. The preparation of the seasonal calendar was conducted in a participatory manner through a meeting by presenting women’s groups, marginalized groups and stakeholders.

Informants in this study were women, stakeholders and marginalized groups. The selection of women as informants was based on the GESI approach, which aims to obtain women’s perspectives. In rural life, women play an important role in household affairs, namely as financial managers, caregivers, and often get gender-based injustices such as discrimination in the fulfillment of basic rights, management and control of resources.

Informants from marginalized groups and stakeholders aim to provide an explanation of how they are involved in regulating and utilizing livelihood resources. There were 35 informants in this study, including farmers and tenant farmers, women and housewives, and stakeholders. Their voices are important to illustrate how the regulation and utilization of livelihood resources impact livelihood strategies and the sustainability of these livelihoods. The initial assumption of this research is that child labor is a rational choice and a livelihood strategy.

The data analysis used is descriptive data analysis. After data and information were collected, classification and review were conducted to analyze the interrelationship between field findings. To ensure the quality of data and information, triangulation was conducted. Informants in this study were selected based on categories including farming and fishing communities, government officials, community leaders, and children. Women, children and marginalized groups were the main informants in this study.



4 SLA result description


4.1 Living space analysis

The analysis of living space is an analysis of the living space for the community. Living space includes humans, other living things (animals and plants), abiotic elements, and socio-economic, political and cultural elements. The analysis of living space in this research uses the method of sketching the village through transect activities, tracing the history of the village, observation and interviews.

The living space identification data is presented as follows (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Data from the identification of living spaces in the 3 research villages.


	Living space
	Leading commodities
	Who accesses
	Master
	Ownership

 

 	Kanreapia Village, Tombolo Pao Sub-District, Gowa Regency


 	Land 	Carrots, cabbage, chicory, potatoes, leeks 	Male and female 	Male and female 	Individual/family


 	River 	Water 	Male and female 	Male and female 	Communal


 	Groundwater 	Water 	Male and female 	Male and female 	Individual/family


 	Forest 	Wood, groundwater 	Male and female 	Ministry of forestry 	Government


 	Samangki village, Simbang sub-district, Bantimurung sub-district


 	River 	Water 	Male and female 	Male and female 	Communal


 	Forest 	Wood, palm, honey 	Male and female 	Bantimurung - Bulusaraung National Park 	Bantimurung - Bulusaraung National Park


 	Garden 	Beans, corn 	Male and female 	Male and female 	Individual/family


 	Spring water 	Water 	Male and female 	Male and female 	Communal


 	Sawah 	Rice, peanuts 	Male and female 	Male and female 	Individual/family


 	Laikang Village, Mangara Bombang Sub-district, Takalar Regency


 	Sea 	

	1. Lawi-Lawi (Gulfweed)

	2. Tude/Kerang (Shells)

	3. Fish

	4. Shrimp

	5. Crab

	6. Taripang (Sea cucumber)

	7. Agar (Seaweed)



 	Male and female 	Male and female 	Communal


 	Land/rice field/garden 	

	1. Corn

	2. Green Beans

	3. Mango

	4. Sukun

	5. Coconut

	6. Rice

	7. Livestock (Cattle, Chicken, and Goat)



 	Male and female 	Male and female 	Individual/family


 	Estuary 	

	1. Fish

	2. Crab

	3. Shrimp



 	Male 	Male 	Communal


 	Empang 	

	1. Shrimp

	2. Lawi-Lawi

	3. Bolu Fish



 	Male and female 	Male 	Individual/family


 	Page 	

	1. Banana Tree

	2. Sweet Potato/Cassava

	3. Eggplant

	4. Small/large Lombok

	5. Moringa

	6. Lime

	7. Lemongrass

	8. Pumpkin

	9. Pineapple

	10. Spinach

	11. Kale

	12. Watermelon

	13. Citronella leaf

	14. Mango

	15. Water guava



 	Male and female 	Male and female 	Individual/family





Research data (processed).
 

The data in the table above was obtained through various methods such as transect, FGD, and observation. The identification of living space will facilitate the analysis of community livelihood sources. The assumption is that community livelihoods cannot be separated from living space. Furthermore, to understand the relationship between the community and the living space, the mechanism of access and control, it is explored using interview techniques.

Living space contains socio-economic-political-cultural-spiritual meanings. The three research locations interpret water and land as an integral part of their lives. Land and water are tools to achieve welfare, markers in social stratification and a means of spirituality. From the transect results, it was found that the use of living space is dominant for settlements and agricultural and fishery activities. Land is used for farming, gardening, searching for forest products such as wood. While the water area is used for seaweed farming and shrimp ponds for the people of Laikkang village, and fishing.

Social meanings relate to access, i.e., who controls and how roles are divided between men and women. The control of living space is dominated by men although access remains open to women. In Laikang Village, ownership and control of the seaweed cultivation area is in the hands of men. Women are only involved in the activities of planting and drying seaweed, as family workers or as wage laborers. Similarly, in Kanreapia and Samangki Villages, inheritance rights over agricultural land are generally given to sons, and women receive residential houses. Some of the girls also received small plots of agricultural land. None of the informants owned more than two hectares of land. Some of them do not even own land so they have to work as sharecroppers. We found it difficult to obtain detailed information on land tenure. This is because it is a sensitive issue. We obtained information about land tenure through interviews with various parties who know information about land ownership such as collectors, tenant farmers, and village officials.

Economically, living space supports the community’s livelihood. Women and (especially) children involved in labor often receive lower wages than men. In seaweed farming, women are paid based on their work, for example, tying seaweed seedlings on ropes will be paid according to the number of ropes. For agricultural and plantation activities in Samangki and Kanreapia Villages, women become daily farm laborers at harvest time and some help their husbands in managing their farming areas. From a political perspective, the control of living space reflects power relations. Local elites or corporations can influence the control of living space. In the seaweed farming area in Laikang Village, the regulation on the control of the cultivation area is regulated in the regulations issued by the village government, at the district level it is regulated by the Regional Regulation of Takalah Regency Number 138 of 2013 concerning the Determination of Seaweed Industrial Area in Punaga Village, Mangarabombang District.

Community culture also shapes the meaning of living space. Rivers or springs may have sacred values in local traditions. As a form of gratitude and appreciation for land and water, the Kanreapia village community conducts various activities such as Kamisi’ and thanksgiving ceremonies every year. Kamisi’ is a mutual cooperation activity to clean the water every Thursday, and thanksgiving is done once a year as a form of gratitude for the abundant harvest. In Samangki and Laikang villages, harvest parties are held as an expression of gratitude and thanks to nature.



4.2 Livelihood analysis

Livelihood analysis is an analysis of capital or assets including human capital, natural capital, economic capital, social capital, and physical capital (Li et al., 2020; Morse, 2025; Nath et al., 2020; Su et al., 2021).


4.2.1 Human capital

From a household perspective, human capital includes skills, knowledge and physical abilities that can be used by households. Skills and physical abilities can be used for productive work. Skills include agricultural techniques, fisheries both capture and cultivation, and other skills outside of agriculture and fisheries. In agriculture such as in rice fields and gardens, the main skills include pre-planting to harvesting activities. For example, skills in seed preparation, fertilization, maintenance and harvesting. From all informants, farming skills are acquired through a process of learning and habituation since childhood. Skills are an integral part of physical abilities. Other skills besides agriculture are skills in construction. They work as masons or carpenters. Those who have no skills and rely on their physical abilities only work as laborers.

Knowledge in human capital plays a very important role because it can be a link with other components. Knowledge has a contribution to determine the pattern of care for children, the value of children. Parenting relates to parents’ or caregivers’ knowledge about the protection and fulfillment of children’s rights. For example, fulfillment of nutrition, safe situations for children, fulfillment of children’s rights to learn and play. From the results of interviews and FGDs, it was found that parents understand how to fulfill nutrition for children, but the education aspect is generally not a top priority in fulfilling children’s rights. The expensive cost of education is the most frequently cited reason. We found that the average education of parents was only primary and junior secondary school. In addition, child marriage is also a factor in stopping children’s education.

To ensure the protection of children, parents bring their children with them to the workplace (FGD in Kanreapia village) and some leave them with relatives. Some informants said that bringing children to the farm is a way of introducing them to their parents’ work. Children who have sufficient physical strength have been involved in work such as cleaning the garden or becoming daily farm laborers during school holidays.



4.2.2 Natural capital

Natural capital is the availability of natural resources that can be accessed by households such as land for gardens or rice fields, forests, rivers, lakes, swamps, estuaries and the sea. Most households in the three research villages own land used for housing and agriculture, ponds, and areas for seaweed cultivation. There are several household members who manage rice fields or gardens owned by others with a profit-sharing system and some of them become farm laborers. The involvement of women and children in agricultural and plantation areas is quite large, especially in maintenance activities such as watering and cleaning from weeds and harvesting. Weather conditions such as the dry season in Samangki and Kanreapia, and the long rainy season in Laikan are challenging. Agricultural activities are particularly vulnerable to crop failure, or increased operational costs. This encourages farmers including children to seek more secure income channels, for example by becoming construction workers.

To identify the components present within the living space that constitute natural capital, a transect is conducted. This activity produces data in the form of a sketch of the living space, as exemplified by the transect results in Bontolebang Hamlet, Kanreapia Village, shown below (Figure 2).

[image: Map of Kanreapia Village on Bontelebang Hill depicting settlements as orange houses arranged along intersecting highways, with icons marking one mosque, a shop, two mini markets, vegetable gardens, a cluster of trees, village offices, and a Rumah Koran Community building. Key locations are color-coded and symbols are explained in a legend at the bottom right.]

FIGURE 2
 Sketch of living space in Bontolebang Hamlet, Kanreapia Village. Source: Research data (processed).




4.2.3 Economic capital

Economic or financial capital is access to finance such as income streams, savings, and loans. Apart from agriculture, Farmers generally have several sources of income, such as wages from construction work, trading, and other services. From agricultural activities, income diversification is obtained from crop diversification. For example, in Kanreapia apart from growing carrots and cabbage, farmers also grow leeks, celery as short-term crops worked by women and children.

From the FGD results, men and women have equal access to financial resources. Although women are given the task of saving, the utilization is based on mutual agreement. The sale of vegetables, peanuts, grain, and seaweed is done by men and then the proceeds are saved by women. Household expenditure consists of daily consumption expenditure, children’s school fees, medical expenses, and farm operational costs. In difficult financial conditions, women take the initiative to seek loans from their closest relatives. Larger loans are usually obtained from cooperatives or banks.



4.2.4 Social capital

Social capital is a social resource that can be utilized such as solidarity, a sense of kinship, and trust. In agricultural activities farmers need the labor of others in various jobs. To reduce expenses, farmers usually form groups and help each other as a form of solidarity. In all three villages, farmers will ask relatives or neighbors to help at harvest time. It is reciprocal and not paid with wages, but mutual help in every harvest activity.

In Samangki and Kanreapia villages, social capital was found during the dry season when they fairly distributed water for communal consumption. In Samangki village, solidarity was strengthened when they were involved in an agrarian conflict with the Bantimurung Bulusaraung National Park management. In Laikang village, social capital is evident in the activity of tying seaweed seeds on ropes. Landowners will employ their closest neighbors and provide adequate wages. One landowner said that he would prioritize women who did not have permanent jobs.



4.2.5 Physical capital

Physical capital includes supporting infrastructure such as roads, education facilities, health facilities. From the FGD results, the availability of school facilities is one of the causes of the decision to stop attending school. From the three regions, education facilities only reach the junior high school level. Senior high schools are only available in the capital city of the kecamatan or kabupaten. Children who do not have a vehicle are likely to choose to stop going to school. Health facilities are generally available at the village health post (Poskesdes) and sub-health center (Puskesmas Pembantu).




4.3 Analysis of social relations, institutions and organizations related to livelihood resources

The analysis of social relations, institutions and organizations is a section that will examine how institutional processes, including institutions and organizations (formal and informal), mediate livelihood strategies toward livelihood access. Social institutions and organizations are instruments in regulating livelihoods in various dimensions in the setting of social relations such as gender, social class, religion, and ethnicity.

Analysis of institutions and organizations is crucial in understanding the process of access to livelihood resources and livelihood strategies. For example, whether there are access restrictions related to gender, age, ethnicity, marital status, disability, and social class (Anggia and Abdulkadir-sunito, 2023). No restrictions on access to resources were found in any of the three areas. Both women, men and children have equal access to family and communal resources. A case in point is water management for agricultural activities and consumption. Both Samangki and Kanreapia villages are managed independently and under the supervision of the local village government. No restrictions on water distribution were found.

However, in the case of agrarian conflict between the Samangki village community and the Bantimurung Bulusaraung National Park management, there are restrictions on the community in utilizing forest products such as firewood, sap water, and forest honey. In Laikang Village, the village government has the control to regulate the control of seaweed cultivation. The aim is to prevent land conflicts. In relation to child labor or the decision to employ children, there are no restrictive institutions. Limited parental income, asset ownership, and obligations after marriage (child marriage) are push factors for children to engage in child labor. What we found was normalized by social institutions.



4.4 Institutional analysis of social relations that influence child labor

The research found a variety of institutions in the three regions as shown in Table 2.


TABLE 2 Social institutions in the study area.


	No.
	Name of institution
	Type
	Who can access
	Function and role

 

 	1. 	LPM 	Formal 	Male and female 	Planning, implementation and supervision of village development


 	2. 	Farmer Group 	Informal 	Male and female 	A medium for coordination, cooperation, and exchange of ideas between farmers


 	3. 	Youth Organization 	Formal 	Male and female, 16–30 years old 	Youth Organization


 	4. 	Pokdarwis 	Formal 	Male and female 	Tourism management


 	5. 	Posyandu 	Formal 	Female 	Baby, toddler health


 	6. 	Dasawisma 	Formal 	Female 	Helping the PKK program work


 	7. 	NGO 	Formal 	Male, female 	Monitoring


 	8. 	Ta′lim Assembly 	Informal 	Female 	Religious studies


 	9. 	Youth/Women move forward together 	Formal 	Male, female 	Youth organizations


 	10. 	U16 Village Team 	Informal 	Male 	Football club


 	11. 	Cultivation Group 	Formal 	Male, female 	

	• Fish Farming

	• Farmer Group

	• Waste Bank

	• Fisheries and Capture Fishermen Group (sikatutuiki)






 	12. 	Customary Institutions 	Formal/informal 	Male, female 	Manage customary affairs





Research data (processed).
 

Institutions that have been identified can be classified into:


	1. Group by livelihood

	2. Youth group

	3. Women-based groups

	4. Groups formed from government initiatives



In child labor prevention and handling activities, these groups can function according to their respective roles. The group has the ability to regulate the behavior of its members so that it can be modified for the purpose of preventing and handling child labor. Customary groups/customary institutions have the power to act as social control through well-institutionalized rules. For example, rules on area management rights, agricultural production sharing, marriage matters.

In Kanreapia Village, a customary institution was established, one of whose functions is to regulate the marriage system and conflict resolution. In terms of marriage, customary institutions are the institutions that regulate marriage procedures, especially in siri marriages, including child marriages. The same applies to the divorce process in siri marriages. This institution has succeeded in reducing conflicts due to betel marriage and divorce. In Laikang Village, one of the functions of customary institutions is to regulate control over marine areas for seaweed cultivation activities. With a set of rules that have been established, customary institutions in Laikang village have succeeded in minimizing the potential for land conflicts between farmers.



4.5 Livelihood strategy analysis

Livelihood strategies are understood as household efforts to continue their lives and livelihoods at a safe or stable status. Livelihood strategies in rural communities fall into two categories: natural resource-based and non-natural resource-based livelihoods. Based on the assumption that the main cause of child labor is poverty, it is important to analyze livelihood strategies at the household level.

In this section, the question is asked, do households engage in agricultural and off-farm livelihood strategies, both within and outside the village?

In Laikang Village, livelihood strategies are generally related to agriculture and fisheries, especially seaweed farming. According to information from one of the village officials, before seaweed farming the community’s income was very low and unemployment was high. This was due to the geographical conditions that did not support agricultural activities. After seaweed farming began to be pursued by the community, the community’s livelihood slowly improved and absorbed labor, thus reducing the unemployment rate.

Seaweed farming is not as easy as one might think, with challenges such as weather and uncertain prices. To maximize income, various strategies are used, such as selecting seeds according to weather and climate conditions, expanding land, collecting harvests and selling them if prices are high. If prices fall, labor is reduced. Expanding the land will be followed by additional labor from other households.

To maximize yields, almost all family members are involved with various divisions of labor. In seaweed farming, men are given heavy work such as installing seedlings, harvesting seaweed. Meanwhile, women and children work to attach seaweed seeds to ropes, and separate harvested seaweed. Some communities with no land or little land have livelihood strategies that are not based on natural resources. For example, working in the city as a trader, working as a carpenter and builder, and working as a food seller.

In Kanreapia Village, the main occupation is in the agricultural sector. Previously, the community of Kanreapia village farmed with chayote commodities, but the results were not as good as the current commodities such as chicory, cabbage, leeks, and carrots. Nowadays, with a variety of agricultural commodities, the community’s income is getting better. Apart from the agricultural sector, livelihood strategies are also directed at non-natural resource activities. Off-farm livelihood strategies are carried out when agricultural activities do not provide sufficient yields, for example during the dry season when there is a threat of crop failure. Some families do this if there is an opportunity. Activities undertaken include becoming a trader, working in the construction sector, and other service sectors.

To maximize family income, all family members are involved in productive activities. Family members are involved in agricultural activities, but with adjusted workloads. Children usually help to clean the garden and harvest the crops. Adults, on the other hand, do the heavy and long-term activities, such as planting seeds, managing irrigation, and fertilizing. During the harvest season, smallholders are used as hired farm laborers. All (productive) family members are involved in these activities.

In Samangki Village, the main livelihood strategy is in the agricultural sector: rice, corn and secondary crops in the dry season. However, there are some households that strategize by working in the city and migrating to Java and Kalimantan. Since the land conflict with the Bantimurung Bulusaraung National Park, livelihood strategies outside of natural resource utilization have been increasingly employed. Limited access to forests and productive lands has forced the community to shift their livelihood strategies to other channels, especially to non-agricultural activities, such as becoming traders and working in cities.



4.6 Contextual analysis of conditions, trends and policies

In this section, the conditions of the region, including its history, politics, and vulnerability, will be studied. Trend analysis is related to the population picture, livelihoods, and changes caused by new technology.


4.6.1 Laikang village

Based on the narrative of the Village Head, Laikang was once a kingdom whose founders were scholars or propagators of Islam. Sayyid Jalaluddin was a highly respected figure and was the founder of the Cikoang kingdom and was continued by his son named Sayyid Umar Al Aidid. The teachings of Sayyid Jalaluddin are still continued to this day, namely Maudu lompoa.

Administratively, Laikang village is a village in Laikang sub-district, Takalar district. Laikang village has six hamlets, namely Puntondo, Laikang, Turikale, Ongkowa, Boddia, and Pandala. The area is about 19.6 square kilometers. The total population in 2022 in Laikang Village is 5,969 people consisting of 2,938 men and 3,031 women. In 2021, the population of Laikang village was 5,849 people, consisting of 2,876 men and 2,973 women. Analysis of the political situation shows that Laikang Village has an important position. In the 2024 General Election, Laikang Village was eyed by many politicians because of the large number of voters. However, this condition does not create a gap, it can be said that Laikang villagers are quite mature in politics, respect each other’s political choices, and do not make differences in choices a tool for division. From the results of our analysis during the research, no political power dominates in Laikang Village.

In terms of vulnerability analysis, Laikang Village is very vulnerable to drought. Many residents’ wells have dried up, so to fulfill their daily water needs they have to buy water at a price of Rp. 200,000 for each cubic meter of water. In a week each household needs at least 2 cubic. This situation greatly affects community finances in Laikang village.



4.6.2 Kanreapia village

The word Kanreapia comes from two words, Kanre and fire, which means burning and fire. According to the story that developed in the community, Kanreapia village once experienced a great fire, from that event the name Kanreapia was immortalized as the name of a village. Administratively, Kanreapia village was officially formed in 1990. The village head changed and was led by H. Rusli. H. Rusli as the village head has a strong influence. With the village development program implemented, he was able to attract sympathy and support from the community.



4.6.3 Regional vulnerability analysis

Located at the foot of Mount Bawakaraeng, Kanreapia village has cool temperatures that are suitable for agricultural activities. However, along with the development of agriculture, the threat of environmental damage also continues to occur. The conversion of forest areas into agricultural areas has the potential to cause landslides and reduce water sources.

During our research in Kanreapia Village, we also found many cases of child marriage, especially among girls. In a year, there is usually 1 case of child marriage or even more. We explored the reasons for this through FGDs with housewives, and found that child marriage is a common occurrence. Some of the FGD participants were also married as children. Tradition and poverty were the most commonly cited reasons. Girls tend to be married off early to reduce the burden on the family (for poor families), and for farming families marrying off girls is a way to maintain their agricultural assets.

The high rate of child marriage has an impact on the low level of education in the community, with the average finishing only junior high school. After marriage, children will be confronted with the adult world such as taking care of the household, earning a living, and various other activities carried out by adults. Child marriage is a concern for the village government, one of the efforts made is to encourage children to stay in school up to university level. Providing support in the form of learning and sports facilities. Another step taken is to encourage community welfare through PKK activities, agricultural counseling, and facilitation of social assistance for poor families.

Child marriage is understood as a violation of children’s rights, so child marriage cannot be facilitated by the state. Child marriages that occur are generally conducted in betrothal or unregistered marriages. Child marriage is difficult to prevent, especially after the proposal process takes place. One dusun head recounted that an elopement had occurred because the couple who proposed marriage did not obtain permission from the government.

To minimize the impact of child marriage, the community agreed to establish a customary institution to mediate the siri marriage process. Through this institution, siri marriages (including child marriages) that occur can be monitored properly. Including if a divorce occurs, it must be mediated by the customary institution.

Child marriage that occurs is in a persistent status and takes place between generations. The average education of parents is only up to junior high school, because they were married off as children. On average, children who perform child marriage come from child marriage households. This has become a tradition and is considered a natural thing, so child marriage takes place between generations.



4.6.4 Samangki village

Samangki Village was originally located in Simbang District (before it became a sub-district), which later changed its name to Bantimurung Sub-district. In 1999, Kecamatan Bantimurung was divided into 2 (two) sub-districts, namely Kecamatan Simbang (Definitive in 2001) and Kecamatan Bantimurung itself.

The aforementioned sub-district expansion positioned Samangki Village within the Simbang Sub-district area until now.

Before becoming a definitive village, the word Samangki (Bugis language means we arrived together) or in Makassar language is also called Samanggi (a’samangki), the conclusion is that the pronunciation of the word Samangki is pronounced by the Bugis tribe while the pronunciation of Samanggi by the Makassar tribe, at first Samangki Village was part of Jenetaesa Village which at that time still had the status of Rukun Kampung (RK), namely RK Samanggi, Due to the development of the region, the development of the population and the development of the need for community services, in 1989 Jenetaesa Village was divided into 2 villages, namely Jenetaesa Village as the Main Village, while Samangki Village as the Expansion Village, and in 1991 Samangki Village officially became a Definitive Village led by H. Husain in 1991–2007, namely 2 villages. Husain in 1991–2007, namely 2 periods, and in 2007 the elected village head election was H. Makmur. HS as Village Head for the period 2007–2013, and re-election of the village head in 2013 re-elected H. Makmur. HS as Village Head for the period 2013–2019. Then in 2019 a village head election was held which elected Hj. Darwana, S. Pd as Village Head for the period 2019–2025.





5 Discussion


5.1 Factors causing child labor in rural areas of South Sulawesi

Child labor is a social construction that is conceptualized variously through cultural practices and social institutions that have gone through a long historical trajectory. The diverse conceptualizations of child labor have led to a variety of causes of child labor. The case in Europe before the 20th century saw an increase in demand for cheap labor after the industrial revolution. Many children were employed for long periods of time and heavy workloads. These children came from poor families and were paid less than adult workers.

Poverty is not the only cause of child labor, but it is the most common factor in many cases of child labor in Asia and Africa. Child labor can also arise from structural and cultural factors. Structural factors include failure of the education system, malfunctioning national employment system, labor market demand, urbanization, economic and political instability. Cultural factors include the culture of local communities that legalize child labor. Recent climate change also has an impact on the vulnerability of children in their activities as child laborers.

Using an economic approach to analyze the causes of child labor. The economic approach sees a correlation between poverty and child labor. Poor families will always choose to encourage their children to engage in labor, usually as manual laborers on farms, and selling services in the informal sector. In the household context this is income diversification. On the other hand, poverty and economic deprivation do not motivate parents to engage their children in work. Land ownership is seen as more correlated with the decision to employ children (Rogers and Swinnerton, 2007). Families who own large tracts of land despite being economically well-off will rely heavily on the labor of their children. The decision is legalized by social norms that allow children to work for their parents. Girls are also potentially harmed by this practice. Girls will be given the task of taking care of the household such as cooking, cleaning, and taking care of their young siblings. Both her parents and her brothers work outside the home. This certainly robs them of their childhood to play, learn, and socialize with other children.

In traditional or farming families, children are shaped according to the expectations of the community or long-standing traditions. The process takes place within the family because the family is the first and main socialization medium for children. Girls will be shaped in feminine ways, they are taught about nurturing, cooking, cleaning the house, and entertaining guests. While boys are molded to be masculine, since childhood they have been introduced to various jobs outside the home, and completing heavy tasks. For example, plowing rice fields, cleaning gardens, taking care of livestock, and so on. In agrarian societies, parents’ orientation in shaping their children is fully geared toward the continuity of the family business. Although this has changed, it can still be found in some areas.

There is an interconnected relationship between the causes of child labor, which in turn contributes to other child problems. For example, children who are involved in child labor will lose time to attend school/get an education so that they do not have enough skills to enter the workforce (Lee et al., 2021). This problem will lead to poverty. Conversely, children who drop out of school do not have many life choices, especially those from poor families. So working is the main choice. Here we can understand how the impact of the failure of the education system to reduce the rate of child labor cases.

A study in the agricultural regions of Ghana found that cultural practices play an important role in children’s involvement in agriculture in rural areas such as child marriage. Any children who marry (child marriage) will have the responsibility to take care of the household. Boys will be responsible for earning the family’s livelihood, while girls will be responsible for taking care of the home. Both are child laborers, either paid or as child laborers in the domestic sector. They miss out on childhood activities such as playing, learning, and being cared for by their parents. Cases in Kanreapia and Samangki villages show that married children will be involved in various adult jobs.

In terms of socialization, children accompany parents to the farm to work, which is a way of passing on skills to children (Adonteng-Kissi, 2018). In this part, parents involve children in hazardous work and work with children for a long duration of time, so that children lose time to play, study, get enough rest. Similarly, in the three research areas, work for children is a form of devotion to their parents, a form of repayment, and as preparation for their future. Therefore, working for children is something that is commonplace, and becomes different if children are not involved in their parents’ work. In regulations governing child labor, there are several concepts such as working children and child laborers. Working children are those who are involved in their parents’ work in accordance with their portion as children and do not endanger their physical and mental health. Meanwhile, child laborers are those who work outside their capacity as children and endanger their physical and mental health. This is not well understood. There is no prohibition for children to work as long as they pay attention to safety aspects and fulfillment of children’s rights.

In Indonesia, child labor is defined as children working below the minimum age allowed to work. The Indonesian government’s attention to the issue of child labor became serious after the 1997 economic crisis. Through Law No. 20 of 1999 and Law No. 1 of 2000, the government ratified ILO Convention No. 138 concerning the minimum age for employment and Convention No. 182 concerning the prohibition and immediate elimination of the worst forms of child labor. Within the regulatory framework, the minimum age at which children can work is 13 years old to do light work as long as it does not interfere with physical, mental and social development and health. For 15 years old to before 18 years old are allowed to do regular work for a maximum of 8 h per day and 40 h per week (Table 3).


TABLE 3 Age limits of child labor in the Indonesian legal framework.


	
	Type of work



	Child’s age
	Occupations that are exempt from the minimum age requirement
	Light work (maximum 3 h per day and 15 h per week)
	Regular work that does not cause harm (maximum 8 h per day and 40 h per week)
	Worst forms of child labor (including child endangerment work)

 

 	<13 years 	Not child labor 	Child labor 	Child labor 	Child labor


 	13–14 years old 	Not child labor 	Not child labor 	Child labor 	Child labor


 	15–17 years old (young worker) 	Not child labor 	Not child labor 	Not child labor 	Child labor





Secondary data (processed).
 

Child labor in the agricultural sector is at least faced with threats to safety, health, welfare, and the non-fulfillment of several children’s rights. Threats to safety are mainly for those in hazardous work situations, such as children’s involvement in the use of pesticides and other chemicals, children’s involvement in the transportation of crops, and the use of sharp objects in agricultural activities, as well as children who are forced to work for long periods of time (Hurst, 2022). Long working hours cause children to lose time to attend school, play, and socialize according to their age. The causes of child labor do not stand alone as a problem. The causes are interrelated with one another, if described the causes of child labor is a circle of problems that continues to rotate.



5.2 The structure of community knowledge about children and its implications for children’s social value in rural South Sulawesi

People’s knowledge or conceptions of childhood influence a child’s social value. In this study, knowledge about childhood was explored through interview techniques, hope tree analysis and risk. In all three areas, children are understood as the successors of their parents and must be prepared from an early age. Children who grow up in farming families will generally be prepared to become farmers. From an early age, they are introduced to various agricultural activities.

Almost all parents hope that their children will have a better life. Success as a businessman, a policeman, a trader, and a civil servant. But they realize that what they dream of is not easy to achieve, there are challenges they face. For example, the high cost of education, limited education services, socio-cultural background and children’s low motivation to go to school. The cost factor is the dominant barrier. Children from poor families will decide or be forced to stop going to school and decide to work.

From the three research locations, several understandings of childhood were found. First, understanding children as family members who have an obligation to be devoted to their parents. For low-income households, devotion is synonymous with productive work to help the family’s finances. Therefore, the choice to work is something that is expected. Second, understanding children as the successors and heirs of the efforts made by parents. Farming households have been preparing their children for a future as farmers since childhood. Based on their age, children have been assigned tasks to take care of the farm. For example, in Kanreapia, if children are 16 years old, they are already given the responsibility to manage a patch of land.

Stegemen argues that childhood in the perception of developed countries is a time for children to grow and develop, to get an education, to be provided for, and to be protected from the adult world of work (Bourdillon, 2006). However, this opinion is very different from the conception of childhood in developing and underdeveloped countries. Children in the research area are seen based on social status or where they are, children from poor families have an obligation to work for their survival or to fulfill family needs. While children from the middle class will be given the opportunity to attend school. Pattanaik argues that social and cultural phenomena such as family systems, modes of production, science and technology, power structures, social class and gender influence the way society constructs the concept of childhood.

Qvortrup outlines the assumptions underlying the structural approach to understanding childhood (Boakye-Boaten, 2010). The first assumption is that childhood is a period in which children function as human and social beings and also as social class categories. This assumption sees childhood as an integral part of social construction. The second is that children influence and are also influenced by changes that occur in society.

This third assumption can be explained by observing the transformation of (traditional) childhood. Children are educated through a life process that is attached to or based on customary rules and traditional and spiritual values. Children are regarded as human beings who need help and direction. In addition, custom, tradition and spiritual components are attached to childcare. However, this conception has changed as the capitalization of rural livelihoods has altered the lifestyle of the indigenous people. They are getting worse and having difficulties to survive. In these conditions, children are transformed into agents of the family economy. Capitalist economic practices, for example by building mines and plantations, have proven to absorb a lot of labor from children.

Sociological attention to children has traditionally centered on the realm of socialization, which sees them as passive actors of social forces within a social structure. Not as complete or fully functioning agents in society. Attention to childhood continues to evolve so that the view of the child is no longer as a passive actor in socialization.

At least three premises are established by the sociology of childhood in contemporary child studies (Tabor, 2016). First, children are seen as social actors who are able to adapt and contribute to adult culture or what is called interpretive reproduction. Interpretive is the ability and creativity children use to make sense of the social world, and reproduction is the idea that children not only absorb existing culture but also contribute to the development of that culture. The second premise is that childhood is socially constructed, hence the diverse concepts of childhood. The third premise moves from studying individual children to studying children’s relationships. In this case, the sociology of childhood not only analyzes children’s relationships with peers, but also analyzes children’s relationships with adults. Relationships with adults analyze the power that adults have in controlling social institutions that shape children’s behavior. In these power relations, children are in a minority position whose role in the social structure is determined by adults. Herland observed parents with problematic parenting that was linked to parents’ perceptions of childhood (Herland, 2018).

In the sociology of childhood (Lee, 1982). First, the pre-industrial notion of children as property or pets, or slaves. Historically children in the pre-industrial period were depicted with examples of neglect, abuse and exploitation. Children as property were investments, as labor, or they were schooled and married off for the economic benefit of future parents. Education and training are means to increase the value of the investment. Children in all classes, excluding the aristocratic class, left home at the age of seven to live with employers or relatives. Children in the pre-industrial paradigm were not autonomous over their own bodies, including sexuality. Adults have power in matters of sexuality involving children. But for pre-industrial societies this was not a mistake because children were part of every aspect of life.



5.3 Livelihood resource utilization as a strategy in preventing and remediating child labor in rural South Sulawesi

The sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA) works by understanding the diverse factors within and outside the value chain that contribute to child labor. Child labor is commonly caused by poverty, household characteristics/traditions, parental education and employment, lack of access to education and labor market services, and socio-cultural background.

In addition to identifying the causes, SLA also analyzes what potential can be utilized to improve livelihoods. Poverty generally occurs due to culture and structural pressures. Culture is the socio-cultural background of the community that contributes to and facilitates poverty. For example, the tradition of child marriage, lazy behavior, and closedness to change. Structural pressure can be understood in the context of pressure from rules both sourced from the state and those agreed upon collectively (both written and unwritten). For example, regulations on land tenure, land annexation for the benefit of certain groups, expensive agricultural production costs, and so on. However, cultural and structural poverty cannot be separated; they are interrelated and sometimes difficult to distinguish.

Within the community, there are various components that can be utilized as strategies for preventing and handling child labor. These include social capital, natural capital and human capital. Social capital is an important resource for creating or shaping a new social order. Social capital arises from the idea that humans cannot limit the problems faced individually, cooperation and togetherness are needed. The concept of social capital was first introduced by Hanifan (Santoso, 2020), the social capital in question is not in the form of money but togetherness to form a close-knit social group. Bourdieu stated that social structure and function can only be understood through social capital (Coleman, 1988) states that social capital is productive, which plays a role in creating human capital.

In the activities to prevent and handle child labor, the parties have the same view that child labor will have a negative impact on children, so the parties agree to prevent and handle child labor. To build a common view of the impact of child labor, government institutions at the local level and informal and non-formal institutions have an important role. Through a persuasive approach, the internalization of child protection values can work well.

Solidarity and social sensitivity are evident in the research area in various activities. Solidarity can be seen in agricultural activities, deliberations, cleaning competitions, and cultural activities. Solidarity is the initial capital in preventing and handling child labor, therefore solidarity should be directed toward an attitude of care and concern for the future of children. For example, by building agreements related to limiting children’s working time and hours, stopping child marriage, and so on. While social sensitivity is seen in sharing activities, families with sufficient economy tend to help poorer families. For example, prioritizing the use of services from poor families in agricultural activities is done out of empathy.

To ensure that prevention and response work is well coordinated, a group should be formed or the task should be assigned to an existing group such as a traditional institution, youth organization, majelis ta’lim, and so on. This group is tasked with ensuring that prevention and handling actions continue to run with a variety of approaches.

In planning the remediation, community elements and families of child laborers jointly agree on the remediation plan. The families put their trust in the proposed remediation plan. Remediation also provides space for various parties to provide support in accordance with the interests of children, support is provided on the basis of solidarity in the community. Schools will provide educational support for children who drop out of school, employers can provide training and capital assistance, and the government facilitates the various needs of children to be able to escape from child labor status.

Natural capital, in the form of land, rivers, swamps-lakes, and forest areas can be managed and utilized to improve community welfare. Utilization of water resources such as rivers and springs for consumption, agriculture, and fisheries; utilization of forests for firewood, collecting sap water, and recreational areas. However, the utilization of natural capital is not fully felt by the community. Inequality in access is a major problem. The control and monopolization of natural resources is a factor that causes economic downturn, because the distribution of benefits is only concentrated on certain people. Equalizing and protecting access to livelihoods is a prerequisite for ensuring equitable distribution of benefits.

In the three research areas, there is no monopoly on access to livelihood sources. Rivers, lakes, swamps, springs can be accessed by all communities with supervision from the local government. Except in Samangki Village, there are conflicts between the Bulusaraung National Park management and the community. Some areas controlled by the community are unilaterally designated as National Park areas, and prohibit community activities in the area.

Human capital is the expertise or skills possessed by individuals in implementing livelihood strategies. Human capital is a key requirement for individuals in livelihood. Livelihood strategies rely heavily on human capital (skills and physical health).

Economic capital is capital in the form of financial and other economic assets such as cash, loans, means of production, precious metals. The utilization of economic capital is closely related to livelihood strategies. Financial institutions can be a channel for the community to fulfill financial needs such as loans for business/agricultural capital, savings. These activities do not only utilize formal financial institution channels, borrowing and saving activities can be done independently or take place within kinship ties, or group ties such as farmer groups. To maximize the utilization of economic capital, it can be done by forming savings and loan groups, cooperatives, and arisan. Farmers in Africa maximize the utilization of economic capital with the Village Saving and Loan Association (VSLA) model. Savings and loan groups use an inclusive approach and aim to create economic resilience for farming households.

The utilization of these four capitals can be implemented in child labor monitoring and remediation activities. Social capital relates to social networks, trust, and empathy (social sensitivity). Natural capital is the potential that can be utilized in livelihoods, economic capital can be utilized as a means to create economic resilience, and human capital is expertise and skills.

Child labor monitoring and remediation is a child labor monitoring system that seeks to prevent and address child labor. This concept was adapted from Child Labor Monitoring initiated by the ILO. The child labor monitoring system was first introduced by the ILO in 1990 as a tool to identify and monitor formal workplaces where child labor is present in the Bangladesh Garment Industry. According to the ILO (2005), CLM involves the development of a coordinated, multi-sector monitoring and monitoring process that aims to cover all children within a given geographic area and is closely linked to the enforcement of national child labor laws. The main activity of CLM is to locate child laborers and identify their risks. The CLM then refers the child to service agencies such as education and health, and conducts monitoring to ensure that the child is properly assisted (Figure 3).

[image: Venn diagram showing CLMRS at the center with four arrows pointing outward to Parents and Children, Community, PATBM/CBO, and Agriculture Supply Chain Community, and one arrow pointing upward to Local Government providing school, healthcare, and vocational training.]

FIGURE 3
 System framework for monitoring and remediation of child labor in rural areas. Source: CLM-ILO and research data (processed).


Monitoring and remediation of child labor is carried out in several stages, namely (Figure 4).

[image: Flowchart illustrating a child labor response process, starting with identification, leading either to assessment for child labor or referral for other child abuse cases, followed by remediation steps, monitoring and evaluation, and concluding with either case closure or further actions if unsuccessful.]

FIGURE 4
 Stages of monitoring and remediation of child labor. Source: Research data (processed).


Monitoring and remediation of child labor can also be understood as a voluntary social audit carried out by community groups whose members have a responsibility for the welfare of children. The involvement of other parties is also key to the success of monitoring and remediation of child labor through the distribution of tasks according to their respective capacities, meaning that each party can take part in each stage. All parties can play a role in monitoring and at the same time play a role in remediation activities. If they find a child who is indicated as a child laborer, then they should report it to the local authority for further action. The government and its service institutions such as schools, vocational training centers, health facilities, etc. can serve as referral institutions for remediation. The business world can play a role in remediation such as financial support for poor families, scholarships, and carrying out capacity building to prepare children to enter the workforce according to their age, including building a commitment not to engage in child labor practices.




6 Concluding remarks

This research seeks to find appropriate methods in the prevention and remediation of child labor in rural areas. Many previous studies have tried to analyze child labor cases, but this research is different because it uses the SLA approach with a GESI perspective to analyze and understand life experiences, livelihood issues, and examine the relationship between communities and various dimensions such as ecology, politics, and economics. SLA and GESI place the community as an active subject in research, because so far the community, especially vulnerable groups, have been excluded from discussions about living space and livelihoods.

The SLA approach works by understanding the various factors within and outside the value chain that contribute to child labor. Child labor is generally caused by poverty, household characteristics, tradition/culture, parental education and employment, lack of access to education and labor market services, and socio-cultural background. In addition to identifying the causes, the SLA also analyzes what potential can be utilized to improve livelihoods. Within the community, there are various components that can be utilized as strategies to prevent and handle child labor. These include social capital, natural capital, financial capital and human capital. The utilization of these four capitals can be implemented in child labor monitoring and remediation activities. Social capital relates to social networks, trust, and empathy (social sensitivity). Natural capital is the potential that can be utilized in livelihoods, economic capital can be utilized as a means to create economic resilience, and human capital is expertise and skills.
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This text analyses the relationship between work and territory, focusing on the diverse processes involved in integrating places into the logic of capitalist production, and the role of the state in this integration. Taking the neoliberal policies of the Brazilian state since the 1990s and the inclusion of peripheral territories in the clothing sector’s outsourcing processes as its starting point, it explores the reinterpretation of informal production hubs in a model of individual self-entrepreneurship with cost reduction and increased national competitiveness, on the one hand, and the implementation of policies to reduce labor costs and attract companies to organize outsourcing networks based on the supply of cheap labor and its symbolic value, represented by the offer of formal jobs in a region where these are scarce commodities, on the other hand. Based on two distinct empirical cases, the text demonstrates how informal production hubs are being reinterpreted within a model of individual self-entrepreneurship, which involves reducing costs and increasing national competitiveness. It also shows how policies are being implemented to reduce labor costs and attract companies to organize outsourcing networks based on the supply of cheap labor, as well as the symbolic value of offering formal jobs in a region where these are scarce. The text assumes that the state shapes work territories through regulation, promotion or exclusion, resorting to different policies to this end. In territories traditionally characterized by precariousness, this intervention is perceived as a positive development compared to a previous situation in which employment and income opportunities were limited. This reflects the social, political and cultural relations that shape the space, integrating it into the logic of accumulation. The research was conducted between 2017 and 2019, with the data being updated in 2024. It consisted of exploratory visits to cities and production workshops, as well as interviews with owners and workers of these places.
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1 Introduction

This article aims to analyze the labor-territory relationship in the process of capitalist modernization in the global periphery and how countries and regions are incorporated into market flows based on: flexible forms of production implemented through public policies to attract investment; mobilization of cheap labor in peripheral regions; resignifying precarious forms of labor and modifying the regulation of capital-labor relations. The aim is to demonstrate the construction of productive networks aimed at reducing labor costs, through different forms of outsourcing. The research question is as follows: to what extent do these processes redefine peripheral territories by integrating them into the market economy in a historical context of neoliberal economic transformation? This can be seen in state policies implemented to attract investment, where labor costs play a central role, as well as in the promotion and support of spontaneous forms of production and labor organization. These were originally geared towards producing and consuming popular goods, but are currently valued for their functionality given the flexibility with which they are organized.

The clothing industry is an example of this process which, linked to the fashion industry, makes it difficult to standardize production processes and, given the ease of opening and organizing production units, enables their territorial diffusion using formal and informal work, home work, and the combination of urban and rural work. This means its global spread in peripheral countries and even in the center of large cities in the so-called developed world (Portes et al., 1989).

This article analyzes two emblematic models of this situation in the Brazilian northeast, a region considered the poorest in the country and subject, since the 1950s, to developmental policies, without great success. The first model examined is a clothing production hub in the state of Pernambuco, the result of work and income strategies found by the local population, mainly women, through the production of popular consumer clothing, sold at popular fairs in the region. Marked by informality, it was ignored by state policies for a long time. From the 1990s onwards, the dynamism of this informal hub was considered an example of the strength of entrepreneurship among the poor, and began to receive official policies to support the entrepreneurial spirit of workers-entrepreneurs.

The second model we are going to address is a government program to support the organization of small production units in the state of Rio Grande do Norte, close to Pernambuco, to act as outsourced companies for large national and international companies and store chains. In these units, regular salaried work predominates, in small towns and even districts of the region known as Seridó.

They also represent different forms of State intervention in the implementation of liberalizing/flexible policies, originating in the 1990s with the expansion of production outsourcing incorporating new peripheral territories that were outside the regular circuit of goods production. We can say that the expansion into new territories takes advantage of the pre-existing productive context, previously perceived as backward and now seen as exemplary of neoliberal modernity. The programme was implemented in 2013.

This decade represented the country’s insertion into the new dictates of globalized capitalism: opening of markets to the import of goods, productive restructuring, denationalization of industrial sectors, strong economic recession, and rising unemployment. This situation only changed during a brief period of time, from 2003 to 2014, marked by significant economic growth, an increase in formal employment, and a reduction in social inequalities, in the wake of the rise of popular governments and the expansion of public policies. This situation continued until the economic crisis of 2014, which was deepened by the parliamentary coup of 2016.

In any case, whether with right-wing or left-wing governments, the neoliberal macroeconomic logic was maintained throughout this period with the increasing flexibility of labor relations and the respatialization of productive activities in search of lower costs. This process begins to favor global production chains in outsourcing networks, in which the cost-labor relationship becomes an important variable in the displacement of production sectors across regions, countries, and continents. New information and transport technologies reduce the weight of location in the final cost of production and the State uses tax wars between subnational territories in search of investments, in a context of formation of a global market, in which borders lose importance.

In the context of labor, outsourcing networks and the search for cheap labor pressure the elimination of social obligations that increase labor costs and are considered obstacles to global competitiveness. Loss of social rights, career opportunities, and job stability are the problems that accompany the “modernization” of labor relations and “reforms” in several countries. The neoliberal discourse encourages the individualization of labor relations and the worker becomes responsible for his/her employability, having to be active, entrepreneurial, flexible, and mobile. This process, however, is complex and the territory plays a fundamental role in the new configurations or resignifications of work.

According to Harvey (1992), work is embedded in the logic of capital, which requires valuation and circulation. This constitutes a social practice that is mediated by institutions, cultural forms and economic structures that are situated in time and space. Territory is not only physical support, but also a field of struggle (Bourdieu, 2013), in which work is organized, fragmented, reinvented, and re-signified based on social relations. For Santos (1999), territory reflects power relations that determine the use and control of space, articulating techniques, norms, and policies. In other words, it is an instance of the reproduction of production relations (Lefebvre, 1991). The state shapes territories of work through regulation, promotion or exclusion. In the Brazilian case, this makes informality structural, whether in metropolises and large cities or rural areas (Maricato, 2017).

The territorial mobility of capital refers to its ability to move geographically in search of better appreciation conditions, exploiting spatial asymmetries in terms of costs, regulations, labor, and resources (Wallerstein, 2012). Indicators of this mobility include production costs (wages, taxes and inputs), state incentives, transport infrastructure, logistics, technology and proximity to consumer or supplier markets. In the cases presented here, given the labor-intensive nature of the production sector, labor costs and regulations, as well as state incentives, dominate, in contrast to technological issues and proximity to large centers. Given the country’s size, transport logistics ultimately compensate for distance from consumer and supplier markets. In other words, this mobility and its advantages must be contextualized.

Both models represent experiences in reducing labor costs, whether in terms of income through salaries paid or in terms of social rights, which are non-existent or have reduced costs, in a region marked by an abundance of labor and a restricted job market. Both situations reflect previous historicities, now resignified. They are places marked by declining agricultural activities that assume new prominence, with labor-intensive industrial activities, which, at first glance, have become alternatives to poverty and prevailing unemployment. However, upon closer analysis, it is possible to verify an environment not of precarious work, but of the precariousness that constitutes activities carried out informally, or of public policies that benefit business networks, to the detriment of labor, however, it should not be eliminated.

The text is organized around the following topics, in addition to this introduction: The research details its operationalization and the techniques used. Item 2 discusses the Sulanca fairs and the organization of an informal clothing manufacturing hub. This item has two sub-items: ‘From artisanal production to the clothing manufacturing hub’ and ‘Before and after the pandemic’. Item 3 presents the second case study in the Seridó region of Rio Grande do Norte. This item includes a sub-section on the circuits and production flows in sewing workshops. The text concludes with considerations on the two cases and analyses of what unites and separates them. It also considers the different forms of the same process: the reconfiguration of peripheral territories and their inclusion in the globalized economy.



2 The field research

The article is based on empirical research conducted in the region between 2017 and 2021, with an update in 2024. The research involved collecting secondary data on the regions and municipalities studied, visiting production units, conducting non-participant observations and interviews with small landowners, entrepreneurs and workers, and reviewing literature on the subject. Seven visits were made to the municipality of Santa Cruz, where a total of 15 interviews were conducted. Of these, nine were with women seamstresses who own informal sewing workshops; three were with small, formalized entrepreneurs; one was with a jeans laundry manager in the neighboring municipality of Toritama; and one was with the Director of Economic Affairs at the Secretariat for Economic Development of the City of Santa Cruz. Working conditions in sewing workshops and at points of sale in the Fashion Shopping Center and on the promenade were also observed. During the pandemic, a further 12 interviews were conducted with home-based seamstresses via WhatsApp.

All interviews were arranged in advance via contacts with students from the Federal University of Campina Grande who reside in the area, as well as with researchers who have conducted or are conducting research at the Polo. The interviews were recorded and later transcribed. Photographs were taken of the environment, the machinery used and the items produced. The interviewees were informed of the academic nature of the research, and fictitious names were used to protect their identities and comply with ethical research standards.

Unlike the Santa Cruz clothing hub, which has been the subject of several studies, the “Mais Sertão” Programme of the Rio Grande do Norte state government has received little analysis and is therefore not well known, given its more recent establishment. Consequently, the research was more exploratory in nature and encountered greater challenges in obtaining primary data.

The research involved collecting secondary data on the Seridó region, the area with the highest concentration of sewing workshops among its 25 municipalities. This was supplemented by visits to production units, non-participant observation and interviews with workshop owners and community leaders. A unit in a rural area of one of the municipalities was also included.

We made four visits to the Seridó Potiguar region, basing ourselves in the city of Caicó for initial contacts and mediations. Caicó is one of the region’s main cities and is home to a branch of the Federal Institute of Rio Grande do Norte. This was established in 2009 as part of the government’s Plan for the Expansion of the Federal Network of Professional, Scientific and Technological Education. The institute offers a technical course in clothing manufacturing and was established in Caicó with the aim of training workers for clothing production units, which increased in number in 2013 with the Pro-Sertão Programme. At this institution, we received mediation and information about the operation and location of sewing workshops. As IFRN offers a technical course in clothing, it has gathered information about this sector. We also visited the cities of São José do Seridó and Jardim do Seridó.

In São José do Seridó, we interviewed the owners of a company which is one of the region’s main outsourcers. We also visited a rural area of the municipality, where we interviewed local leaders and a faction operating in the community. In Jardim do Seridó, we interviewed two faction owners before going to the rural area to conduct another interview with the owner of the community faction. We also interviewed owners of factions in sewing workshops in both the urban and rural areas of the two municipalities. From the initial contacts and the network of relationships established, referrals occurred naturally. After the pandemic, we confirmed that the factions we had visited were still operating, albeit without any return.

The selection of the two cases was not intended to be comparative, but rather to illustrate the formation of clothing production hubs in small regional interior towns, which operate within a flexible accumulation regime, as described by Harvey (1992). Based on this characterization, we demonstrate how state action has given new meaning to these spaces within this accumulation logic.

We analysed the data considering the specificities of the cases and the interviewees’ discourse in relation to the theoretical framework used.



3 Sulanca fairs—self-entrepreneurship

We began by analyzing a spontaneously formed clothing production cluster, outside of any state umbrella, located in the region known as Agreste Pernambucano, marked by informal production, ignored for a long time by official statistics, and seen as a clothing production aimed at the low-income population. Initially, the clothes were sold by the seamstresses themselves at weekly fairs and purchased by local street vendors. Later, local producers began to travel to other states in search of new markets, which boosted production growth. From the 1990s onwards, this cluster was classified as a “clothing hub,” a successful case, representing the entrepreneurship of workers in the region, outside of formal wage relations and with the potential to compete against imported articles, even with low technological investment. Currently, it represents the second largest clothing production hub in the country, surpassed only by the metropolitan region of São Paulo.

This decade, in Brazil, was marked by neoliberal economic policies with the opening of the national market to the import of products and the reduction of state protection for national industry, which caused substantial changes in the Brazilian industrial structure. Sectors were closed or denationalized, public companies were privatized, leading to an exponential increase in unemployment and informalization in labor relations. This informalization, with a significant presence in our labor market, reached levels close to 70% of the entire employed workforce. Initiatives to make labor relations more flexible were also implemented through projects to deregulate labor and reduce social protection for workers, which were seen as things that increase costs and prevent Brazilian products from becoming more competitive abroad. Although restricted in their final results, changes in legislation allowed the outsourcing of so-called core activities, and measures such as temporary work, time banks, among others, led to a weakening of collective and union organizations.

In their quest to understand how capitalism renews itself, Boltanski and Chiapello (2020) identify characteristics that can be analysed as the ‘new spirit of capitalism’. Updating Weber’s concept of the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism from the perspectives of culture and morality, and taking into account the structural aspects identified by Marx, they demonstrate how ideologies formed by beliefs associated with economic activities evolve in accordance with each historical period. From this perspective, Lima (2010) notes a change in the perception of work and the values associated with it, as well as its collective nature and potential to form identities and social projects. He states that it is important to understand how values are constructed and transformed through social and work relationships. A growing example of this is the reinterpretation of informality as entrepreneurship and flexible work. This ideology has gained increasing prominence alongside neoliberal advances, which aim to reduce the state’s role in mediating capital-labor relations and ‘privatise’ social policies by outsourcing social services to companies and social organizations.

Informality, now reinterpreted as flexible work, has left its mark on the job market in a country that only abolished slave labor in 1888. The new present in the resignification is in what was previously seen as synonymous with backwardness and social marginalization (Nun, 1989). This is now seen no longer as something that belongs to a poor country, but as something that is potentially formed by entrepreneurs. Paraphrasing De Soto (1987), the problem in Latin America would not be the lack of a State, but its excessive regulation, which would inhibit the entrepreneurial character of the population.

This discourse becomes dominant from then on, and entrepreneurship begins to justify all attempts to “modernize” labor relations, in other words, their deregulation. From 2003 onwards, with the arrival of popular governments to power, there was a significant improvement in the formalization of the labor market with policies that, even without substantially changing the neoliberal logic, mitigated its consequences with the implementation of public policies aimed at generating formal jobs and the search for the formalization of informal activities, such as the MEI (Individual Micro Entrepreneur) program, created in 2008 and developed from 2009 onwards (OIT, 2014). The figure of the entrepreneur becomes increasingly central in public employment policies.

The implementation of this program had repercussions from the point of view of the formalization of labor relations in the region of Agreste Pernambucano production hub, since many owners of small production units and workshops saw in the program a possibility of leaving informality and becoming formalized entrepreneurs, with low costs. However, around 70% of activities remain informal. Even before, in the 1990s, the discourse of entrepreneurship began to be disseminated by SEBRAE, which saw the hub as a real possibility of competitiveness against Chinese products that were invading the clothing market, given the low costs (Lima, 2002).1


3.1 From artisanal production to the clothing hub

Santa Cruz do Capibaribe, Toritama, and Caruaru are the main municipalities that make up the Clothing Hub of Agreste Pernambucano, which began with the production of patchwork quilts and women’s underwear in the second half of the 1950s (Milanês, 2015; Lima, 2002). This hub was established as a survival strategy developed by the local population, mainly women, to face the crisis caused by droughts in a region whose economy, at the time, depended basically on the cultivation of cotton and subsistence agricultural products.

The pioneers in the creation of clothing-related activities began to produce them using scraps of “helanca” as raw materials, a synthetic fabric 100% made from polyamide. These scraps were brought from the southern region of Brazil by truck drivers who were carrying agricultural products produced in the northeast. Regional production began to be sold at the “Sulanca fairs,” which became known for selling cheap clothing aimed at the population with low purchasing power. Held since the end of the 19th century, the traditional Caruaru fair, a large regional market for the exchange of goods in general, began selling locally produced clothing in the 1950s. The expansion of sulanca production to neighboring municipalities such as Santa Cruz do Capibaribe and later Toritama, in the early 1970s, formed an axis of “early morning” fairs through which the street vendors followed in search of low-cost clothing (Lima, 2002; Véras Oliveira, 2013).2

The success of the fairs attracted investors from several states in the country. Many people from neighboring cities began to move there in search of work and income, settling mainly in the municipalities of the Hub. This process led to an intensification of clothing production, driving the opening of small informal production units, generally called facções3 and fabricos.4 In these spaces, production is most often structured in living rooms, garages, balconies or other rooms in the home of the person who sews.

Subsequently, local manufacturers began to travel to other states and regions in search of new markets, which boosted economic growth in the region. Furthermore, with the growing expansion of productive and commercial activities, the “Sulanca fairs” and “Early morning fairs” needed to be modernized. To this end, large commercial centers or popular malls were built in these municipalities as a way of organizing the thousands of stalls that were spread across the city streets.

Among these, the “Moda Center” in Santa Cruz do Cabiparibe stands out, which has more than 10 thousand commercial points organized into six sectors, which are represented by six colors, as well as food courts, hotels, dormitories, pharmacy, outpatient clinic, and parking for more than six thousand vehicles. The fair is always held on Mondays and Tuesdays, from 7 am to 6 pm, but it is busier on Mondays. Currently, the place receives up to 150 thousand customers per week, and the clothes displayed in the windows for sale follow a general fashion pattern, with styles, colors, and types of fabrics that usually appear in television soap operas. However, at the back of the space where the Moda Center operates, there is still a Sulanca Fair, in the old format and in more precarious conditions. Vendors who were unable to purchase a sales booth inside Moda Center resort to this external space, the “poeirão” or “calçadão,”5 as it came to be called after renovations in 2014, to sell their clothing at even lower costs, reaching popular consumers who can only afford this type of product. However, there are cases of vendors who own boxes inside Moda Center, but maintain stalls on the street, or in the most precarious area of the commercial center.

The production model used in the Hub, in addition to encompassing the three main cities in the Pernambuco Agreste region, has also been expanding and moving production units to rural areas. This factor has become increasingly common and occurs both due to the difficulty of finding qualified seamstresses in urban areas (since most of them already have jobs), and also aims to reduce production costs, as contractors generally pay rural residents lower prices for sewing pieces, compared to city workers.

It is worth noting that, even with the economic dynamism generated by this hub and its insertion in global dynamics, the maintenance and reproduction of traditional characteristics may be observed both in the way of producing and marketing clothing. Informality and precariousness in labor relations and conditions appear in the way production is carried out—home-based production units that mobilize a family workforce, cramped environments, generally adapted houses.6

Opening a fabrico or facção by their own is a dream for many residents of this region, since becoming an entrepreneur is perceived and encouraged by official propaganda as something dignified and innovative, ingredients that help to raise the status and self-esteem of the owners. Informality is seen as advantageous for workers, as it allows them to earn greater profitability, since the business owner does not need to pay taxes or social rights to workers. Most people who work with sewing have the desire to open their own business, produce their own pieces, and create a brand, aiming to obtain more freedom and autonomy in the work sphere (Corteletti and Milanês, 2021). Many producers also sell their goods, having boxes at the Moda Center, where the products are displayed. This display guarantees that orders, once settled, are dispatched to the destination determined by the buyer.

According to Milanês (2015), it is possible to see that this desire to “work without a boss” has deep roots in the family context of the individuals who make up the Hub, as well as in the historical experience as rural workers, small business owners, and ranchers. This configuration, in turn, although it represents autonomy for some, results in the imprisonment of others, such as workers, who work exhausting hours and do not have any labor rights or social protection. Thus, it can be seen that the much-dreamed-of autonomy and freedom in the work environment is quite relative, considering that, in the case of seamstresses, the productive work carried out at home is mixed with reproductive work, leading them to work up to 16 h a day.

Although the productive and commercial activities of the Hub should be considered as opportunities for income generation and social reproduction strategies, this market dynamic also has its price. On one side, there are employers seeking flexibility, cost reduction, and risk transfer in a competitive environment, and, on the other, there are seamstresses and shopkeepers, women, mothers, and wives, who combine the dual role of taking care of the home and contributing to their livelihood in the same physical space, without protection of labor rights, without access to maternity leave, unemployment insurance, retirement, vacations, among others.

Abreu and Sorj (1993), analyzing the home-based work of seamstresses, state that, although there are differences in its configuration around the world, one of the most striking characteristics of this form of production is that it is an essentially female activity. It occurs because home-based work “has always been based on domestic work and the sexual division of labor, both in the sphere of production and reproduction (p. 23, our translation).” Furthermore, home-based work ends up being more advantageous for women, as it offers the possibility of conciliating an activity that generates income with domestic activities, such as caring for children, preparing food, and organizing and cleaning the house.

Taking these elements into account, Neves and Pedrosa (2007) observe that all configurations of precariousness caused by informality are in line with the logic of the textile sector, since the forms of restructuring in the clothing industry, instead of incorporating new technologies, end up being guided much more by the decentralization and flexibility of production, with the main objective of increasing productivity and reducing costs. In this sense, outsourcing networks, subcontracting, and home-based work, in addition to being inherent to the dynamics of clothing manufacturing, are revitalized today, in the face of a process that maintains continuous relations between the formal and the informal, moving productive activities to other spaces and transferring to the workers some expenses necessary for the manufacture of goods.

With the proposals to formalize production units through the MEI Program, new market possibilities emerged, expanding the sale of clothing. Furthermore, workers informally employed in fabricos and facções also have seen the Program as an opportunity to become formal entrepreneurs, with their own business, since there are no other employment possibilities in the region. However, some limitations were imposed. As the program allows the hiring of only one employee, recent research indicates the continuation of a complementary relationship between formal and informal work, since it is unlikely that the entrepreneur will maintain his/her facção with only one employee hired, which ends up resulting in new informal work contracts (Pereira, 2018).

Although the city is perceived as an entrepreneurial hub, the nature of work in the clothing industry highlights contradictions within the entrepreneurial discourse. Firstly, there is an emphasis on autonomy, which opening a workshop enables in theory. However, there are caveats because, in many cases, this autonomy is accompanied by explicit subordination to existing forms of outsourcing and dependence on orders. Secondly, there is the issue of the intense work, long hours and earnings that do not always exceed the formal minimum wage. Consequently, not all interviewees consider themselves entrepreneurs, despite the fact that this discourse, amplified by state and private bodies, has been internalized in terms of individualization and the idea that success results from individual effort and the absence of bosses.



3.2 Impact of the pandemic on the work of seamstresses in the hub

The arrival of the new Coronavirus in Brazil, in the second half of March 2020, brought with it an unprecedented health collapse, which intensified a social, political, economic, and humanitarian crisis, which mainly affected the most vulnerable social groups in the country, such as low-income people, informal workers, the black population, indigenous people, and women.

During the pandemic, it was observed that the productive work of clothing manufacturing, instead of decreasing, was intensified. The demand for fabrics increased so much that the input was in short supply in stores in the city of Santa Cruz do Capibaribe, which caused the prices of this raw material to rise, causing an increase in the production costs of clothing. It was found that some seamstresses were “stopped” during the first months of the pandemic, others began producing masks as outsourced workers for medium-sized businesses and/or for larger companies, which had a contract with the Government of the State of Pernambuco. Finally, some seamstresses took advantage of the time they were “stopped” and of the money from emergency aid7 and started producing their own clothing items, to be sold at the fair or online (Instagram or WhatsApp).

Although sewing and housework are closely linked, it is difficult to calculate how much time they dedicated to each activity. Many seamstresses stated that what changed most in their work routines during the pandemic was the increase in working hours, which could last from 12 to 16 h a day, in order to meet the demands, a situation that was also common in pre-pandemic times. They stated that they were no longer able to establish a fixed schedule for productive activity, as they worked at night and on weekends. Furthermore, childcare has also intensified, as previously children spent part of the day at school or in daycare, with the quarantine everyone had to stay at home and many had difficulty accompanying their children in remote school activities.

Finally, we realized that the pandemic had exacerbated the lack of limits on working hours, meaning that seamstresses could no longer establish fixed working hours, as they were working day and night, including weekends. One interviewee reported that she could no longer take Sundays off because she now works intermittently.

It is worth noting that, in the cities of the Pernambuco hub, there is a lack of seamstresses to work in clothing factories and unemployment is practically non-existent in the region, with a strong cultural characteristic focused on promoting self-employment and self-entrepreneurship predominating, which was reinforced by the far-right government that ruled the country between 2019 and 2022.




4 The Seridó region of Rio Grande do Norte and outsourcing networks

Our second case is located in the region known as Seridó Norte Rio-grandense, marked by experiences of industrial outsourcing of national clothing factories and international brands with government mediation. However, sewing workshops, in the current context, do not constitute the first outsourcing experience in the countryside of Rio Grande do Norte. According to one interviewee, a businessman from the municipality of São José do Seridó, who arrived from Rio de Janeiro, set up a clothing company in the 1990s. He was the one who brought the first company to outsource its production in Seridó and, from then on, the practice began to spread to the region. In 2001, a factory was founded by a local group to produce knitted shirts and later jeans, which gave rise to several workshops.

Another example is the hatmaking sector, concentrated mainly in the cities of Caicó and Serra Negra do Norte, which, since the 2000s, has been outsourcing to well-known brands. The region became the largest producer in the country. In the last decade, due to Asian competition, it has significantly reduced its production, although it is still a reference in the sector (Lins, 2011).

The Seridó region is a territorial district formed by twenty-five municipalities, located in the south-central part of the state of Rio Grande do Norte. Caicó is the most prominent city and main commercial center, 221 kilometers away from Natal, the state capital. In the middle of the semi-arid region, its economy was anchored in agriculture, cotton farming, mining, and subsistence farming. Since the 1980s, it went through a crisis that began in cotton farming, hit by the boll weevil plague, followed by the mining crisis with the fall in the price of ore, and the cooling of the agricultural sector due to constant droughts, which has led the region to decline (Morais, 2005).

This uninspiring context and the search for alternatives for work and income generated local initiatives linked to cultural and identity devices, linked to the knowledge and practices of the region, which allowed a redefinition of its socioeconomic structure, provoking a process of reinvention (Araújo, 2000).

Among the strategies used, the textile segment and the production of goods such as caps and household linen stood out in the 1990s, intensifying the emergence of small manufacturing units and sewing facções. A “tradition” is created in the region, in government discourse, of a textile “vocation” that has been configured, in recent decades, in the organization of small sewing workshops that operate outsourced to large companies. In the 2000s, the number of facções grew considerably, making Seridó the main investment hub in the clothing sector in Rio Grande do Norte, concentrating the largest number of facções in the state and becoming one of the main sources of employment and income for the local population.

As a result of the socio-spatial and productive restructuring of the textile and clothing sector that seeks greenfields in the country, Seridó has been an emblematic example of industrial relocation experiences and outsourcing networks with the support of state policies, through tax incentives aimed at reducing production costs in order to compete with imported products.

The existence of an abundant workforce constantly struggling against unemployment and poverty, as well as the droughts that plague the region, making regular agricultural activities unviable, is what makes it vulnerable to experiments seeking cheap labor. Initially, the focus on sewing workshops is on job creation, which, although unstable, depending on the seasonality of orders, guarantees employment for a population that has no other alternative way of making a living.

Large business groups have found little difficulty to outsource production in the semi-arid region, due to the availability of labor and low costs. However, the obstacles encountered in making it viable, such as training and qualification, in addition to infrastructural problems for its implementation, have been overcome by government initiatives mobilized to meet business demands. Two of them deserve to be highlighted: the creation of IFRN (Federal Institute of Rio Grande do Norte) and the state government’s Pró-Sertão Program.

The IFRN was installed in Caicó in 2009 with a training line for professionals in the textile and clothing sector, with the intention of qualifying workers for the region. Meeting local demands, it offers a technical course in clothing, the only one in the state and the second in the Northeast region, a higher education course in textile production, as well as training in electrical engineering for machine maintenance.

Pró-Sertão is a program of the State of Rio Grande do Norte aiming at developing the textile industry in the countryside, guaranteeing tax incentives and support to develop the textile production chain. Implemented in 2013 by SEDEC (Secretariat of Economic Development), it works in collaboration with FIERN (Federation of Industries of the State of Rio Grande do Norte), SEBRAE (Brazilian Macro and Small Business Support Service), SENAI (National Industrial Training Service), BNB (Bank of Northeast Brazil), and the state textile chain. The program was created with the intention of decentralizing textile production from the metropolitan region of the capital, Natal, to inland cities. In Seridó, it found favorable conditions due to the region’s “textile vocation.” Among the intentions of Pró-Sertão, one is to transform Rio Grande do Norte into a national clothing hub, in addition to creating jobs and installing new workshops and creating its own brands, linked to the priority of serving large textile and clothing factories with headquarters in the state (or even outside it) that have an impact on the economy, with emphasis on the institutional arrangements implemented by cooperation policies between public and private agents (SEDEC-RN, 2015).

The Program emerged in a context of increased demand from large retail chains, three of which are the main suppliers to the facções in the semi-arid region of Rio Grande do Norte. A local group with national operations is the main supplier to the fccções and the main beneficiary of the creation of Pró-Sertão (SEDEC-RN, 2015).


4.1 Production circuits and flows in sewing facções

The impacts of the emergence of sewing facções in the backlands of Rio Grande do Norte have been highlighted ever since. Owners and workers prefer to use the term “sewing workshops,” as they believe that the term facção carries a very negative symbolism due to the criminal factions widespread in the country.

Both workers and owners see the Pró-Sertão program and the proliferation of sewing workshops as gifts because, in a context of job shortages, they are not able to find any other viable alternative. In terms of labor relations, the permanent supervision of the MPT-RN (Public Ministry of Labor) has maintained the consistency of regular contracts. All workers are formal, registered, receiving the minimum wage, but they face instability in orders from partner companies.

In the research, we focused on São José do Seridó and Jardim do Seridó, small cities with populations of 4,558 and 11,655 (IBGE, 2022) respectively, which have the highest concentration of sewing facções in the state. They are responsible for the population’s main source of income, making them an emblematic example of modernity represented not only by the industrial work represented by sewing workshops, but also by the dominance of formal work, something rare in the region.

In São José do Seridó, there are 18 sewing workshops, employing around 700 people. 17 of them are located in the city and one is in the rural area, in the Caatinga Grande community. Seven of these workshops belong to the same local group. The owner tells us that the city no longer has enough labor and, for this reason, other workshops of the group were set up in other municipalities in the region.

According to the owners interviewed, their biggest dream is to create their own brands to be less dependent on outsourcing activities. However, they report great difficulties involving the need to aggregate other areas of knowledge, such as developing a collection, modeling, cutting, purchasing inputs, and selling production. A local group from São José do Seridó, in partnership with the IFRN in Caicó, has a textile laboratory with a cutting sector and has managed to launch several of its own brands. This group, however, is different from the others because it has a more consolidated business structure, its own brand, and preferential relationships with the large company that outsources its production in the region. This initiative prevents idleness in the months when companies reduce or even stop clothes distribution for marketing reasons. Another used strategy is to attract seasonal clients by serving companies in other regions of the country.

The workshop that operates in the rural community of Caatinga Grande is also part of the group. There are 63 families in the area who live off agriculture and embroidery. The idea was to absorb the second generation, which was idle due to lack of incentives in the field, droughts, and the closure of the embroidery cooperative. Around 34 young people worked in the workshop that operated in the building that previously housed the local embroiderers’ association.

In Jardim do Seridó, 23 sewing facções have already been set up by several local entrepreneurs, employing around 800 people. Two of them are located in the rural community of Currais Novos.

One of the owners of one of the facções established in the Currais Novos community used to be an embroiderer. With the arrival of the facções in the city, she and her partner began to work in sewing. Through the facção owner, in 2017, they benefited from a federal project linked to SENAI, CNPq (National Council for Scientific and Technological Development), and IMTECOT (Implementation of Technologies in Cotton Farming in the Semi-Arid Region), executed by SENAI and under the coordination of CETCM (Centro de Educação e Tecnologias Clovis Motta). They received machines and training at SEBRAE and SENAI.

After 5 years, the project was not continued, so they set up the first facção in the community, which came to operate in the old local embroiderers’ association. They soon built their own building and set up the second facção in the city, which began to be administered by her partner. The 34 employees who work at the community unit are relatives and acquaintances, mostly women. There is a great tradition of embroiderers in the community and the lack of incentives and difficulty with sales motivated many women to migrate to sewing.

They started working with jeans, but were about to start working with viscose pieces. The owner says that viscose is lighter, whereas jeans is too heavy and tiring for women working all day long. The interviewee’s partner set up his workshop in the city with 45 workers, 23 women and 22 men. He claims that there is no distinction between genders in the work. Most have high school degrees and many are already in higher education. He is thinking about creating his own brand and is in the planning phase. He believes it is a way to prevent the lack of supply from companies that outsource production.

Sewing has always been considered a feminine skill, a desirable activity for women, included within their home and family care skills. When referring to the sexual division of labor, Hirata and Kergoat (2003) warn of the need to not simply stop at the observation of inequalities, but to perceive their systematic nature assuming conjunctural and historical forms. Differences are hierarchized, creating a gender system. Asymmetries are perceived in salaries, work discipline, and criteria that define the qualification of tasks. In Seridó, sewing is carried out by both sexes, although women predominate, and this is where precariousness is most common.

In a study carried out in clothing production cooperatives in Northeastern Brazil, Lima (2002) highlighted the strategies of companies in recruiting labor involving men and women, sometimes reinforcing stereotypes and reaffirmed beliefs around the sexual division of labor, sometimes breaking them according to the convenience of production and profit. At certain times, women were considered ideal because they were considered flexible, as they only worked when companies requested them to. “It was no longer necessary to keep workers at times of low production. When there were no orders, the workers stayed at home. When production increased, the women were called back in” (Lima, 2002, p. 112, our translation). The strategy for training and keeping men in sewing was based on the principle of male resistance to the long working hours that the role demands and not running the risk of being away from work due to children, as this role is still a female responsibility. To select men for sewing, companies used the trick of hiring them as sewing technicians. For Lima (2002) it is an unnecessary strategy, because in the absence of jobs and in the face of need, gender resistance loses relevance.

In the sewing workshops in the Seridó region, resistance occurred, but was soon overcome. One interviewee reports that men’s resistance to working in sewing soon dissipated, due to the lack of other opportunities. However, even when men and women are allocated to sewing, discourses and practices are not free from sexist representations. The positions and places occupied by men and women follow socially naturalized determinations as feminine or masculine.

In rural communities, men’s resistance was greater. According to one of the interviewees, some men began to be “seen badly.” The term she used refers to the questions surrounding the sexuality of the young men who entered the sewing industry. But she claims that, with the generalization of jobs in workshops, the male presence was naturalized. The women taught them to sew and no one talks about it anymore. “Today, men have the same ease as women.” In this case, there is a perceived flexibility in social gender roles; however, in rural areas, the demarcation of gender roles is still very rigid.

Sewing machines have woven the development of small towns in the semi-arid Northeast, ensuring full employment. However, this process was accompanied by reports of irregularities and evidence of violations of labor rights and precarious working conditions in the sewing facções at the beginning of the activities linked to Pró Sertão.

The president of the seamstresses’ union (Sindiconfecções) of Rio Grande do Norte, comparing Seridó with the capital, Natal, states that salaries are different. In the capital, in addition to the base salary, workers receive productivity bonuses and a health plan, the result of agreements between the union and companies, a practice that does not extend to the interior of the state due to the lack of an agreement with the facções. She reports that the number of employees in Natal has been reduced due to the relocation of production by some companies (Reporter Brasil, 2015).

The inspections and complaints filed by Sindconfecções and the Public Ministry of Labor of Rio Grande do Norte were widely reported in the media. The Public Ministry of Labor of Rio Grande do Norte filed a Public Civil Action (ACP 0000694–45.2017.5.21.0007) against the main contracting company. This action was initiated by the Labor Prosecutors’ Group associated with the National Coordination for Combating Fraud (CONAFRET), who conducted inspections of the facções and analysed the working conditions and content of the facções contracts employed by the company. The action clarifies that it does not question the legality of outsourcing, but rather irregularities involving structural subordination. Around 50 facções were inspected by the MPT-RN in 12 municipalities, with workers and facções members being interviewed. Several irregularities were found, including the absence of safety measures, inadequate warehouse facilities, excessive working hours and unstable contracts.

The predatory use of outsourcing in companies and workshops, as well as the subordination to a single group that, in some cases, is responsible for 90% of all orders for the facções, would make outsourcing fraudulent, since the facções would have no autonomy in relation to the group that would effectively manage production.

The subcontracting facções used by the main contracting company are adhesion contracts because the micro-subcontractors do not negotiate their terms, which are unilaterally stipulated by the contractor. This includes the price to be paid and the fact that the contract does not provide for prior notice in the event of suspension of the delivery of sewing items.

MPT also denounced the concentration of demand in some companies that, through political relations with their owners, would be favoring several facções to the detriment of others, which would have their orders limited seasonally, harming their owners and workers, who would be left without activities and without receiving payment during times of lower demand.

Another problem that should be mentioned is that workshops work towards targets set by companies, and they are not always able to meet them. On the other hand, some companies (facções) made large investments expecting a return through increased orders, which did not always happen. This caused some to take out loans to pay labor obligations and others to close with the unilateral termination of commercial relations (MPT-RN).

The testimony of a facção owner is categorical regarding cases of rights violations and labor exploitation. He reports that, in the initial years of the workshops’ installation, it was very common for employees’ salaries not to be guaranteed, even if they were formally registered. There was an informal profit-sharing agreement: half went to the employer and the other half was divided among the workers, a division that did not always cover the minimum wage. The interviewee states that this practice has been reduced due to inspections, but it still happens. Another serious issue in the owner’s eyes was the exclusive relationship between the facção and the contracting company. Although it is not stated in the formal contract, there are tacit agreements and pressure for the facção to work only for a certain company. In times of shortage of orders or recess, workers are laid off or only paid for the days they worked. Inspections now require employees to be paid in full, even if they have not worked due to a lack of orders from contractors.

Due to the increase in the number of facções, the quantity of orders received has decreased, always favoring the contractor, which has better negotiation or discarding conditions when convenient8. In the interviews and complaints published in the press, the lack of autonomy on the part of the facções and the difficulty in negotiating with the contracting companies were evident, in addition to the excessive dependence on a single company. Anxiety and discomfort with inspections, unannounced visits, and demands on production rules and meeting targets make up the daily lives of these facções.

In 2017, there were demonstrations by facção owners and workers against the Public Ministry of Labor for fear of losing their partnership with companies and, consequently, having to close their business. On the part of the workers, there was fear of losing their jobs. Paradoxical aspects in light of the MPT’s allegations, but understandable in light of a situation without employment and income options.

After 11 years of its creation, Pró-Sertão has shown considerable expansion. Of the 124 workshops that were part of the program in 2024, 40% emerged in the last 5 years, exactly during the pandemic period, and have 12 of their own brands. This period brought great challenges due to the termination of contracts with two large companies that migrated to other areas, generating temporary unemployment, but later recovered with the incentive for the workshops to create their own brands, in addition to the presence of FIERN and SENAI, which began to work in the search for new clients for the sewing workshops. In 2023, the company that is the largest supplier to sewing workshops centralized production in Rio Grande do Norte, based on political agreements. This action directly impacted the workshops, which began to have a greater demand for work from this company. Another thing that has impacted the sector are the agreements and partnerships signed between the State of Rio Grande do Norte and a large Chinese e-commerce fashion retailer that would start producing in Brazil and would have its pieces produced by sewing workshops. Although the agreement was signed in July 2023, the partnerships have not yet materialized (SEDEC-RN, 2024).



4.2 Analyses and final considerations

We presented two situations in which a combination of factors may explain a certain positivity in processes of work flexibilization, whether in terms of productive centers marked by self-entrepreneurship and autonomous work, on the one hand; or by outsourcing networks marked by the use of regular salaried work, on the other. Both situations maintain a framework of full employment in their main cities, in a region like the Brazilian northeast, historically marked by droughts that compromise its agricultural activities and by low industrialization, as well as by poverty and misery, only alleviated in recent decades by social policies.

However, a closer look leads us to discuss this positivity or, at least, its limits. The ideology of entrepreneurship has redefined informality in production as flexible work. What was seen as archaic and backward has become synonymous with modernity. Given the dynamics developed in the Hub of Pernambuco Agreste, salaried work, understood as a regular contract, with associated social rights, has for some time now become secondary in the perception of worker-producers. Flexibility sometimes involves being self-employed, sometimes formally employed, but the former is more desirable, with greater possibilities, in a space where formal employment is restricted, making it more interesting to invest in one’s own informal business and face the risks.

It is possible to wonder: to what extent will entrepreneurs in the region resist the new transformations and organizational and technological changes imposed by the dynamics of the global market itself, which favors the territory in terms of competitiveness? Its predominance occurred due to the informal and even illicit nature of the development of its activities. Will entrepreneurs be able to resist the formalization of production and marketing, keeping costs low and, therefore, their competitiveness?

In the case of Rio Grande do Norte, outsourcing networks are mobile, moving around the region in search of lower costs represented by tax incentives and infrastructure. The new production hub, marked by the concentration of facções in the Seridó region, serves the interests, mainly, of a large business group that already has factories in Paraguay, as costs are also low in that country, threatening to leave the northeastern state. These facções serve other companies that also outsource their production to other countries. How long this regional space in Rio Grande do Norte will remain attractive is unknown. This uncertainty becomes even greater when we consider a recent labor reform that completely freed up outsourcing. The liberation of part-time and temporary contracts, by the 2017 reform, adapts to the production seasonality, with losses for workers who will only earn from the orders in the facções. Unlike the Pernambuco hub, regular wages still predominate, perceived as labor relations that provide dignity to the worker. Even working towards goals, the entrepreneurial mindset still does not predominate, but rather the fear of returning to a precarious situation represented by the lack of employment and the impossibility of staying in the region.

The spatial configuration, the territorialization of production resulting from the processes of expansion of capitalism in peripheral regions, “industrializing” areas previously marked by agricultural and livestock production, which went through moments of expansion, such as cotton culture, creates specific dynamics for us to analyze forms of labor subordination. According to Wallerstein (2013), the periphery of the world system provides raw materials and cheap labor. Due to its subordinate position in global markets, productive specialization in primary sectors (commodities), industrial and technological fragility, structural heterogeneity, and the transfer of value, it suffers losses in value in global flows and is overexploited. This situation perpetuates regional, national and international subordination. In Brazil, for example, the north-east can be considered the periphery of the periphery, given that the country’s economic development is primarily concentrated in the south and south-east. In the north-east, the periphery is found in the Agreste and semi-arid regions, which have limited economic activity. Consequently, labor costs are a prominent factor in labor-intensive activities.

In regular workshops, the contract is formal, but workers are tied to seasonal orders from companies, which makes continued employment always uncertain. A common feature of these two situations is the instability of both the market that maintains the autonomous workshops and the large companies that guarantee orders for formal and informal workshops. Furthermore, for these workers, losing their job or business almost necessarily means migrating, given the lack of other options in the studied region.

Both situations are typical of flexible capitalism or the logic of network organization (Castells, 1999), which is characterized by the incorporation of peripheral places into the flows of the globalized economy, in which production incorporates new territories and resignifies them within the logic of cost reduction. “In the course of the history of the globalization of capitalism, much of what is encountered along the way is altered, strained, modified, annulled, mutilated, recreated, or transfigured” (Ianni, 1996, our translation).

Recent productive experiences, in the process of reconstruction of the studied territories, allow us to think of them as linked to the ongoing processes of globalization of the economy, marked by precariousness, flexibility and cost reduction, and in the various paths of globalization. As a multifaceted phenomenon, globalization involves several complexly interrelated dynamics (Santos, 2008). Or as said by Knowles (2014, p. 290), our translation, they are “main and secondary entrances/routes that intersect at all times.”

Formal salaried work, seen from the second half of the 20th century onwards in its positivity in terms of control and limits in the capital-labor relationship, adding rights, establishing working hours, and bringing greater dignity to the worker, has never benefited more than 50% of the workforce in Brazil. In times of crisis, such as the 1990s, formal wage employment reached only 30% of the economically active population, a situation that is also common in much of Latin America. In the Brazilian Northeast, with the exception of the large capitals and public employment, this number was even lower. In any case, regular, registered work, with social rights, has become consolidated in the Brazilian worker’s mindset as a possibility of stability, and access to healthcare and retirement.

However, as we have sought to demonstrate, this ideology remains or develops according to a set of situations that are mobile and that depend on territorial dynamics in which its preponderance is greater or lesser. Thus, in the same region it is possible to find self-employed work, representing full employment regardless of its degree of precariousness, and salaried work, in outsourcing networks with full employment in small municipalities, in which access to rights accompanies their constituent instability.

Entrepreneurs and low-cost wage earners are exemplary cases, through which we can question what brings them together and what drives them apart. On the one hand, autonomous workshops with family and home-based work; on the other, workshops of business groups that also seek to employ family groups, in small towns and rural areas. On the one hand, the positivity of full employment; on the other, precarious and limitless working conditions among entrepreneurs, but with greater income possibilities for workers. In regular workshops, the contract is formal, but deeply marked by the lack of perspective of continuity, given the subordination to orders from the companies. In other words, instability is the rule of employment in workshops, and the market is what keeps them going, guaranteeing orders.

The Northeast began to attract companies by offering tax exemptions, state incentives and low labor costs, particularly in the textile and footwear industries. These situations reflect the precarious nature of modernity brought about by flexible capitalism, which incorporates peripheral regions into the flows of the globalized economy in the name of cost reduction. This also involves the redefinition of places, as defined by Santos (2000). For workers, the choice is to adhere to entrepreneurial logic and accept unstable wages, or migrate in search of new employment and income opportunities to ensure their social reproduction. This involves moving across various territories of precariousness that constitute peripheral capitalism.

The region is characterized by structural precariousness of work marked by low wages, absence of rights, high staff turnover and informality. This precariousness is structural because it is not transitory or caused only by crises; rather, it is inherent in the current form of flexible and peripheral capitalism, constituting a systemic requirement for the valorisation of capital. Indicators of this include the expansion of informal, self-employed or ‘own-account’ work, accompanied by an entrepreneurship ideology; the reduction of labor and social security rights (through reforms that weaken legislation); large-scale subcontracting and outsourcing; the financialisation of life and work, resulting in worker indebtedness; and the platformisation of non-permanent employment. The state plays an important role in this process through its policies to encourage and develop employment with or without ties. This reflects its role as organizer and mediator of capital and labor relations, with capital taking precedence given the country’s class structure.
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Footnotes

1   SEBRAE – Serviço de Apoio a Micro e Pequenas Empresas (Brazilian Macro and Small Business Support Service), originally governmental and later private (1990), is a non-profit entity with business and state representation.

2   According to Milanês (2015, p. 42), in Santa Cruz, since 1975, wooden stalls began to appear to display goods, which were exhibited on the sidewalks and on the ground. It was during the 70s and 80s that Toritama and Caruaru also began to enter the sulanca cycle. “Caruaru, known for its popular fair and handicraft, was the last city, among the three main ones in the Hub, to adopt this line of business” (our translation).

3   Domestic production units, generally set up inside one of the rooms of the house, such as the living room, bedroom, or garage. They generally work outsourced to fabricos and larger factories. But there are also facções that have their own brand and sell their goods autonomously.

4   Local name for small production units, generally made up of members of the same family.

5   A space outside Moda Center where people set stands on their own, without infrastructure but free from paying the commercial center fees.

6   Some indicators provide a broader picture of regional precariousness. The average monthly income is R$3,305 in the south-east, R$3,116 in the south, R$3,310 in the centre-west, R$2,211 in the north and R$1,847 in the north-east. The unemployment rate in the north-east is 9%, compared to a national average of 1.7%. The proportion of the population living in extreme poverty is 2.7% in the northeast and 1.7% in Brazil (source: 2024 Report of the Brazilian Observatory of Inequalities).

7   Emergency aid was a benefit that was established in Brazil by Law No. 13,982/2020, which provided for the transfer of R$0.600 reais per month (initially for 3 months) to informal workers, unemployed, and low-income people, with the aim of reducing the economic impacts caused by the Coronavirus pandemic. As of September 2020, the transfer amount dropped to R$0.300,00.

8   Due to the large number of workshops, the contracting company can easily discard a contracted workshop as it will always have another to cover the orders.
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In many theories on working class power, the formation and existence of the interests of workers is assumed as a given, although it requires political processes for these interests to emerge at all. While this process often remains hidden behind assumptions that trade unions simply represent given economic concerns of workers, the ambiguity and fragility of the formation of working class interests is visible in situations in which the status of the wage earner and/or the self-employed worker is not clear cut or ambiguous, and these situations tend to appear more often in countries of the Global South. Occupations in transport like taxi drivers and truckers are traditionally prone to exhibit these ambiguous situations. This article explores one of those situations with the example of the fragility of the formation of working class interests among Brazilian truckers. The majority of this occupational group consists of self-employed truckers, and in spite of their shared interests with the smaller group of formally employed truckers, they tend to mobilize and organize together with employers, i.e., transport companies. I will explain why this is the case with reference to historical examples and the specific concerns of self-employed truckers and transport companies.
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1 Introduction

In many theories on working class power, the formation and existence of the interests of workers is assumed as a given, although it requires political processes for these interests to emerge at all. While this process often remains hidden behind assumptions that trade unions simply represent given economic concerns of workers, the ambiguity and fragility of the formation of working class interests is visible in situations in which the status of the wage earner and/or the self-employed worker is not clear cut or ambiguous, and these situations tend to appear more often in countries in the Global South. Occupations in transport like taxi drivers and truckers are traditionally prone to exhibit these ambiguous situations. This article explores one of those situations with the example of the fragility of the formation of working class interests among Brazilian truckers. The majority of this occupational group consists of self-employed truckers, and in spite of their shared interests with the smaller group of formally employed truckers, they tend to mobilize and organize together with employers, i.e., transport companies. I will explain why this is the case with reference to historical examples and the specific concerns of self-employed truckers and transport companies.

Numbers regarding registered employed and self-employed truck drivers show a number of 546,499 self-employed drivers and of 344,231 formally employed drivers in Brazil (ANTT 2023). The main tendency in terms of worker representation in the road transport sector in Brazil consists in a separate organization of self-employed and formally employed truck drivers, often together with other occupational groups. This general tendency is reinforced by the fact that parts of the employers and parts of the trade unions of self-employed drivers are organized in the corporatist body CNT (Confederação Nacional de Transporte) which also represents actors of other transport modes. The joint organization of employers and self-employed truck drivers already sets the tone: While since the 1980s self-employed truck drivers in Brazil increasingly organized in separate trade unions without other occupational groups like taxi drivers with whom they used to share the same trade union, their mobilizations like national strikes have often been organized with the support of employers, and/or under the leadership of organizations who represent both employers and self-employed truckers. Self-employed truck drivers are usually the most militant group in those strikes, but representatives of employers often dominate the list of demands and the negotiations with government which accompany or follow strikes. Thus, there is strong collusion between employer interests and the interests of self-employed truck drivers. This collusion is not just a capture of genuine workers’ interests by employers, although this is certainly one aspect, but it is also based on common grievances of both groups which are not shared to that extent by formally employed drivers: Both transport companies and self-employed truckers are affected by low freight prices and high diesel prices which have been the main grievances of protests in the sector at least since the mid-1970s.

In the first part of this text, I will introduce the methodology used. Then, I will address how class theory approaches the question of self-employment and ambiguous class positions. This is followed by a section that explores the specific configuration of class and labor in the Brazilian road freight sector. This is followed by a section that presents the historical tendencies of organization of actors in large mobilizations of truckers. In the next part, I will discuss the findings in light of the theories introduced earlier, which is followed by a conclusion.



2 Methodology

Apart from the study of documents, statistics and existing academic literature, the research for this article is based on 15 interviews that have been conducted between February 2021 and February 2023 with executives at freight platform companies, trade union officials of truck driver unions, truck drivers and experts at state agencies concerned with transport. Of those interviews, 10 were led with truck drivers and union officials of truck drivers unions, three of the interviewed persons were from management of road cargo platforms, one interview was with a researcher specialized on the Brazilian road cargo sector, and one interview was conducted with two officials from the Brazilian state agency of Terrestrial Transport Agência Nacional de Transportes Terrestres (ANTT). The interviews with corporate representatives, the expert researcher and the officials of ANTT were led via internet or phone. Of the 10 interviews with truck drivers and union officials eight were led face to face, one via telephone and another one via internet. Interviews had a length varying between 15 and 80 min, with a medium length of about 45 min.

In order to gather data on protests of truckers, I made archival research in the online archive of the Brazilian business newspaper Valor Econômico. Data on the development of the Brazilian road transport sector was gathered and evaluated based on the online database RNTRC Panel Data of ANTT (2023).



3 The theory of the empirical, or the empirics of theory: class and class identity of formally self-employed workers

Self-employment, petty commodity production, and disguised waged work are often hard to distinguish. This section touches both on empirical and theoretical questions since both are very much related, and it is the lack of transparent information on empirical reality and the lack of clear-cut distinctions between groups and actors which makes theorization challenging and quite complex.

Self-employment and petty commodity production figure in the work of Marx as belonging primarily to the intermediate classes which are often leftovers from pre-capitalist forms of production. Regarding the transition of handicraft production to manufacture, Marx underlines in the Grundrisse that peasants who did spinning and weaving as a secondary activity were hired by mercantile capital to produce for them full time, eventually becoming wage laborers or retaining their own means of production: “He (the Merchant, J.N.) buys their labor and takes their property first in the form of the product, and soon after that of the instrument as well, or he leaves it to them as sham property in order to reduce his own production costs.” (1973, 510; emphasis in the original). This transitional form between independent rural production and manufacture reappears with some frequency in a number of different branches. In this sense, it is questionable if workers who sell goods or services based on small-scale property of means of production, are really independent producers or rather workers who own sham property as Marx put it.

In the context of small production units in India, Harriss-White (2014) claims that the bulk of informal work in India, representing about 90 per cent of employment in India, is petty commodity production (PCP) with some amount of independence from buyers, i.e., Harriss-White claims that most of this PCP is not disguised wage work. PCP is characterized by the fact that there is no capital accumulation, and is therefore distinguished from capitalist small and medium enterprises. The claim of Harriss-White has been criticized fiercely by Bhattacharya (2014) who claims that Harriss-White tends to do away with the category of labor.

In a historical account around the introduction of labor legislation in the Indian garment sector in the 1940s and 1950s Dietrich Wielenga (2020) describes how the restriction of labor law to some groups was established by court proceedings, and that therefore the state has been central in establishing who are informal and who are formal workers. Furthermore, she also underlines the permanent changes in legal stipulations around garment work, i.e., employers dismissed workers and set them up as independent suppliers in order to circumvent labor law in a large number of cases. This would be a classical case of disguised wage labor in order to circumvent certain legal obligations of employers, representing the sham property that Marx mentions in the Grundrisse. The independence of those garment workers would therefore be a mere juridical appearance, since they are formally self-employed, but de facto dependent on the buyers of their products who used to be their employers a short while ago.

The two examples from India show that there is sufficient controversy about how to establish neat distinctions between the different categories of waged workers, disguised waged workers and petty producers. This is more so the case in countries where informality is widespread, and numbers about certain employment relations and economic activities might not be readily available across all relevant areas.

We can now apply this theoretical debate to the sector of road transport. Marx argues in the Grundrisse (Marx, 1973, p. 522f) and in Capital Vol. 2 that the transport of a product to its point of sale is part of the process of production, and an activity that produces surplus value. Therefore, “The costs of production would resolve into the labor time objectified in the direct production process + the labor time contained in transport” (Marx, 1973, p. 522). Following Marx, workers in commodity transport are part of the industrial working class who produce surplus value and participate in the production of the good to be sold. Across the globe, while some percentage of workers in road transport are formally employed, a significant amount works as owner-operators which does not seem to be a transitional situation since it persists since the beginning of motorized road transport of goods. Therefore, drivers in road transport do not represent that part of the intermediate classes who do unproductive labor but they are part of productive workers. In this respect, they can be compared to small-propertied producers (Hodges, 1961, p. 29). In the Theories of Surplus Value, Marx emphasizes that peasants and artisans who own means of production are neither productive nor unproductive (1952, 191) since they fall outside the capitalist mode of production. But also in this case, Marx mentions the farmer “who as a result of a mortgage, has ceased to be the real owner of his land and remains only its nominal owner” (Hodges, 1961, p. 33; Marx, 1952, p. 193f), this farmer being a worker in the end.

This situation of sham property, or being only a nominal owner, applies to truck drivers since they usually buy the truck from a vendor and then pay installments for the vehicle over a number of years, similar to the mortgage paying farmer. The truck driver usually pays the installments for the vehicle to another capitalist or to a bank from whom he received a credit in advance. But Hodges underlines the following: “The relation of employer to worker, for example, is a basic or direct form of exploitation, whereas that of landlord to tenant-farmer and that of bankers to small-propertied producers, is a derivative or indirect one” (Hodges, 1961, p. 34). Thus, even if small-scale owners of means of production are highly dependent on capital, this situation remains with a semblance of independence, since small-scale owners of means of production do not have to follow orders in a day-to-day fashion, even if in the end their margin of independent decision-making is rather small.

This appearance of independence has then consequences for class-formation. The question of identification of workers as being part of the working class came up in various debates, among other regarding the class identity of white collar employees. Kautsky (1971) raised this issue in the following words: “The time is near when the bulk of these proletarians will be distinguished from the others only by their pretensions. Most of them imagine that they are something better than proletarians. They fancy they belong to the bourgeoisie, just as the lackey identifies himself with the class of his master” (Kautsky, 1971, p. 40). As has been highlighted by Poulantzas (1975) and Przeworski (1985), the interpretation that workers make of their social and political position, is part of the process of class formation. “Classes as historical actors are not given uniquely by any objective positions” (Przeworski, 1985, p. 66). If classes are effects of struggles, as Przeworski assumes, then the outcomes of those struggles are not determined exclusively by the positions of persons in relations of production, but politics and ideology come in. In this sense, against an economistic understanding of class, “ideological and political relations” assume “the status of objective conditions of class struggles” (Przeworski, 1985, p. 68). Therefore, as E. P. Thompson points out, class experience is determined by the relations of production, but class consciousness is not (Thompson, 1963, p. 9f).

In this sense, the relations of production form a structure of choices that actors can make: “Social relations are objective with regard to the processes of class formation only in the sense that they structure the struggles that have the formation of classes as their potential effect” (Przeworski, 1985, p. 73). In the case of occupational groups, this means that their class identity will be influenced by their economic situation, but also by political and ideological elements. In this sense, class struggles take place between classes but are also “struggles about class formation as well as struggles among organized class forces” (79), in other words conflicts about the definition of groups as being workers or self-employed or entrepreneurs, and also conflicts between trade unions and associations that represent professional groups.

The approach to see class formation as a problematic and contested process is at odds with theories about working class power resources that assume the interest position of workers are evident (Schmalz et al., 2018). If for example logistical power of truck drivers is useful to block roads and the overall economy, it is less clear why truck drivers rarely succeed to attain their demands (Nowak, 2021). I claim that answers to this mismatch can be found if we look at processes of class and interest formation.

As is known from conflicts between trade unions, conflicts within professional or occupational groups about representation are rather common. To put it slightly differently, “classes-in-struggle are an effect of struggles about class” (79), and it is not guaranteed that occupational groups will organize as classes, or rather in cross-class coalitions. The phenomenon of many political parties representing cross-class alliances is regularly also found in the sphere of economic representation.

Among self-employed truck drivers, ideologies about independence and economic self-sufficiency are a frequent element, despite the dependence on a large number of external actors (Fleming, 2000, pp. 176–178): primarily, truck drivers are dependent on transport companies that hire them and/or shippers that need transport, since demand for transport services is closely related to the demand for the goods that are being transported. Second, truckers depend on fluctuations in freight prices. Third, truckers depend on the volatility of prices of inputs, primarily fuel, but also tires, car repair, vehicle parts and others. Fourth, demand is often seasonal, due to harvest seasons, a crucial element in the case of Brazil.

The question that I pursue here and that has not been covered by any research so far, is how this slightly ambiguous class position of road transport workers plays out in the forms of organization of self-employed truck drivers in Brazil who represent two thirds of all truck drivers in that country. In this sense, I assume that class formation is a process with open outcomes which is on the hand influenced by the material situation of truck drivers, and on the other hand by political and ideological aspects. My claim here is that the specific market situation of self-employed truck drivers provides strong incentives for them to identify with employer interests instead of the interests of formally employed truck drivers. My claim here is, in tension with the emphasis of Przeworski on ideological and political aspects of class formation, that it can be material short- to mid-term common interests that can lead transport workers to enter into alliances with employers. This does not claim that political and ideological aspects of class formation are irrelevant, but underlines the entanglement of material interests with those political and ideological moments of class formation.



4 Class and labor in the Brazilian road transport sector

In order to illustrate the question with our example at hand, the legal definition of a self-employed trucker in Brazil is that he or she owns between one and three trucks. Even if she owns only one truck, she might rent it out to other drivers, providing access to the means of production for a fee. Furthermore, the difference between a self-employed trucker and a small company might be further diluted since many transport companies who hire self-employed truckers urge them to get registered as a small company because this would reduce the risk of those companies to be held responsible for disguised wage employment (Silva and França, 2004; Huertas, 2013, p. 157).

Many transport companies in Brazil employ a certain number of formally employed drivers, and hire self-employed drivers in addition to fulfill other transport orders, for example in peak times.1 The self-employed truckers are then in fact often dependent on the transport companies, and are in fact disguised waged workers, not very different from Uber drivers or food delivery workers. In the statistics, they might then even appear as small companies in those cases where they follow certain instructions by transport companies.2 This situation of disguised waged work and dependency of self-employed truckers on transport companies is reinforced by the fact that self-employed truckers do not have the legal right to close transport contracts with shippers, and therefore they require an intermediary like a transport company in order to get orders.3 These intermediaries traditionally take high fees of about 20–40% of the freight price from self-employed truckers.

We therefore are able to identify the problems around the categorization of workers and the identification of de facto dependent employment: There is a lack of data and research on the road freight transport sector in Brazil, and the fact that many small companies work as agencies or intermediaries who have no interest to disclose the fact that they facilitate disguised waged work does not create optimal conditions to assemble this information in a systematic manner. The high number of self-employed truckers creates difficulties in investigating the nature of their business, i.e., if they rather rent out trucks to others or are rather de facto dependent on a disguised employer.4 Usual criteria of de facto employment include the amount of orders which are coming from the same shipper or transport company. The most comprehensive data comes from the CNT which does not disaggregate the numbers (CNT, 2023)—since employers dominate the agenda within CNT, there is also not much interest to provide more detailed data which would fill the blanks. University departments who dig deeper into transport issues are also notorically close to the agenda of employers and have not provided much data in this respect. For example, we do not know exactly how many of the registered self-employed truck drivers are economically active, and if so, to what extent.5 We also do not know how many of the registered transport companies are de facto self-employed truck drivers. Given that out of 295,283 registered transport companies in 2022 24.6% are micro-entrepreneurs, we can assume that there are about 75,000 self-employed truck drivers among those transport companies (ANTT, 2023).

It in this respect that the empirical issues on the ground and the theoretical questions how to categorize economic activities are closely intertwined and hard to disentangle. We have seen that the larger group of truckers in Brazil, self-employed truckers, might be self-employed, disguised wage workers, or small entrepreneurs who do not accumulate capital. The usual assumption in the literature and media is that the largest part of self-employed truckers are disguised wage workers but we have no solid data to prove this. Protest actions in forms of protests and strikes are dominated by the tendency of common action of transport companies with self-employed truckers (Huertas, 2021; Nowak, 2021). While this is counter intuitive toward the claim of most of self-employed truckers being de facto disguised waged workers, I will demonstrate that there are material issues that create a larger commonality of their grievances with transport companies than with formally employed truckers.

In order to understand this process of interest formation, I will employ the distinction between interests, preferences and strategies established by Arnholtz and Refslund (2024). They start with raising the ambiguity of the nature of workers interests since these are not homogeneous, and might differ between certain social characteristics as “gender, ethnicity, age and citizenship” or skill differentiation (Arnholtz and Refslund, 2024, p. 16). We can add to this the difference between short-term and long-term interests, i.e., between receiving a higher income and consequences for the health of workers. Interests then become manifest as soon as they are expressed as preferences which includes a social and political process of selection among given interests. “Establishing, maintaining, and developing a collective that can mobilize and utilize resources inevitably involves the formation and re-formation of preferences understood as the interests that are prioritized and articulated.” (Arnholtz and Refslund, 2024, p. 17) The formation of strategies then represents a further step of selection during which workers calculate which preferences realistically could possibly be achieved: “Distinguishing between preferences and strategy allows us to recognize actors’ reflexivity about their own and other actors’ capacities” (Arnholtz and Refslund, 2024, p. 18).

It is this process of a creation of interests, preferences and strategies which represents the different steps of the process of class formation that Przeworski theorizes. Initial interests are filtered according to pressing needs of actors, according to their opportunities for action, and their beliefs and ideas. The raw material of objective interests is therefore formed by the actors themselves and the social and political environment in which they act. This disaggregation of the notion of interests is useful to understand that the formation of working class interests is a complex process which will be influenced by social and political processes and by the context that renders some strategies more likely to be successful and might be more prejudicial for other strategies, thereby having a decisive influence on the formation of those interests. In this way, interests can be understood not as something given, but rather as the product of a process of selection: Interests therefore appear to us mostly in the form of strategies of actors, thus after the process of selection between interests and preferences has already taken place. What we can identify are the strategies and the multiplicity of interests might be hidden behind the more overt strategies.



5 A short history of the organization of interests in Brazilian road freight transport

The history of the organization of actors in the road transport sector shows a threefold type of organization: The employers organize in the organization NTC, later called NTC and Logistics, self-employed truck drivers organize jointly with taxi drivers in trade unions focused on self-employed in the transport sector, and formally employed truck drivers organize in transport unions together with other workers from the sector like bus drivers in passenger transport and administrative staff in transport. This threefold organization already underlines the tendency of a separate organization of self-employed truck drivers, while the formally employed truck drivers do not always form separate unions, and are rather less militant sections of the larger transport unions. Among self-employed truck drivers, there has been a tendency since the 1980s to split off from the joint unions together with taxi drivers and to organize in separate trade unions, although in an uneven fashion across several regions (Kapron, 2012, p. 139). During the 1980s, there emerged also several other organizational forms of self-employed truckers for whom it was often more beneficial to organize in the form of an association or cooperative in order to share tax obligations and other fees. Kapron notes that this led to some confusion and overlap between the organizational forms of trade union, association and cooperative among truck drivers. In addition, some truck drivers with more bargaining power, for example for the transport of dangerous goods, created their own separate organizations (Kapron, 2012, p. 139).

To add to the confusion, the organization Movimento União Brasil Caminhoneiro (MUBC) became an important actor since the 1990s, specifically in terms of organizing a major strike of truckers in 1999. MUBC organized self-employed truckers as well as employed truckers and was also open to the influence of transport companies. The strike in 1999 is said to have been the largest truckers’ strike so far in terms of a participation of 1.5 million truckers, and at the same time there have been multiple allegations that MUBC was serving mainly the interest of transport companies (Huertas, 2013, p. 161). The trade unions of Fenacam (Federação dos Caminhoneiros Autônomos), Fecam and Fetrabens (Federação dos Caminhoneiros Autônomos de Cargas em geral do estado de São Paulo, composed of 26 trade unions) were openly accusing MUBC and the trade union federation CGTB to which it was allied to have launched MUBC exclusively in order to receive trade union contributions which are transferred by state funds to trade unions which represent a sector and to launch political candidates via MUBC.

Some of the organizations who criticized MUBC, namely Fenacam, Fecone (Federação Interestadual dos Transportes Rodoviários Autônomos de Cargas e Bens da Região Nordeste) and Fetrabens then founded in 2012 the Confederação dos Transportadores Autônomos (CNTA), with the aim to create a national trade union of self-employed truckers (Huertas, 2013, p. 162). A special type of organization is the aforementioned CNT, a corporatist body which includes trade unions as well as employer organizations from various modes of transport. The CNT as a para-state organization across employers and workers is one of the major forces that facilitate the joint action of truck drivers and transport companies in the sector, which then often leads to a dominance of employer interests at the cost of specific interests of truckers.

Self-employed truckers’ organizations who did not join CNTA like Fecam and some others remained part of the CNT which also has in addition its own organization representing self-employed truckers, Abcam (Associação Brasileira dos Caminhoneiros), founded in 1983, which claims to represent 600,000 self-employed truckers, and became part of CNT in 2003. CNTA itself later became associated with CNT, too, in December 2017 and moved its headquarter from the South of Brazil in Curitiba to the CNT building in Brasilia (Huertas, 2021). The integration of many organizations into CNT has the effect to maintain political control of the organizations of truckers so that they remain tied to the interests of employers and at a distance to the left-leaning parts of the trade union movement, which still represents the largest part of organized workers, mainly in the Central Única de Trabalhadores (CUT). In the transport sector, the trade union Confederação Nacional dos Trabalhadores em Transportes e Logística, CNTTL, representing mostly employed truckers and workers from all other modes of cargo and passenger transport, is part of CUT since 1989 (Kapron, 2012, p. 141).

After the first large mobilization in 1999, MUBC remained at the forefront of truck drivers’ strikes for some time. Especially the early 2010s saw a series of truck drivers’ mobilizations, in parallel with a series of strikes in the construction industry and a general uptick of strikes since 2011. One can assume that this series of protests was partially motivated by a general mood of workers’ mobilization and a general boom in the economy which made workers believe there is room for negotiation. A larger strike of truckers in July 2012 saw mobilizations in 12 out of 27 federal units, and was spearheaded by MUBC as in 1999, directed against new regulations in the sector like the obligation regarding an electronic payment of truckers and longer rest times, as stipulated by the law 12.619/12 (Huertas, 2021). These protests against new regulations were mainly demands of employers and therefore CNTA accused MUBC at the time to represent employer interests. Another mobilization 1 year later, in July 2013, took place in nine federal states and in the climate of general social mobilization due to the street demonstrations that started in June 2013. MUBC was again the only organization openly supporting the strike, demanding lower diesel prices and lower road toll fees, more road security and once again changes to the aforementioned law 12,619/12. This time the federal government of Dilma Rousseff intervened against the strike, alleging suspicion of a lockout due to the participation of employers and blocked 6 million Real in the bank accounts of MUBC (Huertas, 2021).

In February 2015, another truckers’ strike took place in 12 states with 120 road blocks (Nowak, 2021), again with the same demands as in 2013, this time combined with the demand for state sanctioned minimum freight prices, a demand that was realized in 1979 already and met enormous problems in terms of implementation and control (Kapron, 2012, p. 144). During the strike in 2015, no organization claimed responsibility for the strike and the federal government of president Rousseff acted quickly to crack down against protesters, leveling fines of 100,000 Real per hour for blocking roads, but without much success (Huertas, 2021). After 7 days of strike, Rousseff approved a law that made working hours of truckers more flexible. In this way, the strike in 2015 was the first of this series in the early 2010s which led to tangible results, although questionable ones from the perspective of labor. In the 2015 strike, the government remained uncompromising regarding the demand to lower diesel prices, and only offered a 6 month freeze of the prices which was rejected by the representatives of truckers.

After Rousseff’s impeachment in 2016, the new strictly neoliberal Temer government changed the presidency of state oil company Petrobras and diesel prices started to adhere without delay to international prices. This was in stark contrast to earlier governments who only adapted the diesel prices to international prices with considerable delay. The new price policy led to a spike in diesel prices in 2018, and subsequently to an 11 day long truckers’ strike in May 2018. This time it were CNTA and Abcam who claimed responsibility for the strike which quickly developed a life on its own with more than 700 blockades and 400,000 mobilized truckers—the largest and longest truckers’ strike since 1999. The comprehensive road blocks caused enormous economic damage, and again transport companies participated in the mobilization. The federal government of Temer threatened to mobilize the military and called the strike a lockout, but finally soldiers were only used to secure the access to a small number of petrol depots. One popular demand during the strike was the reduction of taxes on diesel prices, which are to a smaller extent taxes by the federal unit and to a larger extent taxes by regional states. Negotiations dragged on, and the results of the strike were a 6 month long freeze of diesel prices, some smaller benefits, and the legally defined minimum freight prices (Nowak, 2021). Again, implementation of those prices was rather patchy, and employers subsequently were able to block the application of fines for the violation of the minimum prices in early 2020 via the Supreme Court.

Since the structural problems of the road transport market were not addressed with those measures, there were more than 10 attempts of truckers to repeat the 2018 strike, but with only moderate success. Some commentators think that the absence of transport companies incentivizing such a strike was lacking in comparison with the mega strike in 2018. Neither CNTA nor Abcam supported those new mobilizations, and alternative organizations of truckers like ANTB (Associação Nacional de Transporte no Brasil) and ABRAVA (Associação Brasileira Dos Condutores De Veículos Automotores) of which some found together in a new independent forum apart from the corporatist CNT, do not yet yield enough power to pull of a strike on its own. Nonetheless, the minimum freight prices are seen as a measure of potential benefit for self-employed truckers, and these minimum prices stand in contrast to the interests of employers in agribusiness and industry, who consequently and finally successfully tried various legal avenues to block those minimum freight prices. Employers in transport companies are split about the minimum freight prices, since some might benefit from them, and others who rather contract self-employed truckers might have to pay higher freight prices.



6 Discussion

In the light of the above, two questions are salient: 1. Why do self-employed truckers in Brazil tend to mobilize jointly with transport companies? 2. What are the challenges of this specific sector and what do these tell us about similar constellations of a collusion of worker and employer interests?

There are solid material motives for self-employed truckers to share more grievances with transport companies than with employed truck drivers. The main two demands which have dominated the agenda of movements of truck drivers were lower diesel prices and higher freight prices (via minimum prices established by the state). Both concern centrally the self-employed truck drivers and transport companies. Employed drivers do only benefit indirectly from those demands since they might better the situation of their employers, and therefore provide more secure jobs and offer some leeway for higher wages. Employed drivers have to rather confront their employers regarding conditions of work and wages, while transport companies and self-employed truckers appeal to the state—interestingly, there are no examples of an immediate confrontation between shippers on the one side, and transport companies and self-employed truckers on the other side. The state and the federal and state governments therefore act in substitution of the shippers which would logically be the immediate adversaries of self-employed truckers and transport companies. Thus, those two groups remain in a tactical coalition: self-employed truckers provide the mass basis for the mobilization of truckers, and transport companies help in the organization of those mobilizations, for example via the suspension of their activities in order to increase the pressure on other economic sectors who depend on transport or with financial help for the mobilizations and some limited support during strikes.

Other recurrent demands that came up during truckers’ mobilizations like road toll fees, and the access to credit for the purchase of vehicles and equipment clearly affect transport companies and self-employed truckers, and not employed truckers. Only the demands for more security on roads and better transport infrastructure in general like more paved roads and repair and catering services affect mainly drivers. A clear conflict of interest between employed drivers and self-employed truckers came up with the topic of a flexibilization of working time. In the perspective of self-employed drivers, a restriction of their working time would affect their competitive advantage in comparison with employed drivers, and in cases of a violation of working time regulation it would be the self-employed truckers who would have to pay fines, not the shippers or the transport companies that hire the self-employed truckers. While all drivers have an objective interest in shorter working hours since long working hours are responsible for most accidents which lead both to health risks and economic damage, the short- to mid-term interests of self-employed drivers might diverge from this common interest to some extent. Another conflict of interest between self-employed and employed drivers comes up in the case of taxes on diesel. A part of those taxes is used to fund social security systems which benefit employed truckers to a larger extent than self-employed ones. In other words, the greater exposure of self-employed workers toward market forces generates a different set of interests if compared to employed truckers.

Situations in which employer and workers interests overlap are more common than is often assumed. Contract farming is for example one such phenomenon which became widespread in the past 30 years (Vicol et al., 2021). In other words, processes of formalization of employment facilitate a separate interest formation of workers and employers, at least to some extent.6 But as a matter of fact, the formalization of employment relations is only one among many forms of how labor relations are organized on a global level. Given that at least 50% of all workers globally are not working in formalized labor relations, we can assume that processes of interest formation which create ambiguous situations in terms of the employer-worker distinction are of utmost relevance. These situations come with challenges to theories that are based on a neat distinction between employer and workers interests like the power resources approach among others (Schmalz et al., 2018; but see Arnholtz and Refslund, 2024 for a more differentiated approach). The power resources approach theorizes the power of workers that they might use against their employers. While in theory workers in cargo transport have the power to block roads, and do exercise this power in a regular fashion in Brazilian road transport, this power is usually not exercised against employers in the transport sector, but often jointly with those employers against the government and in an indirect fashion against the shippers which are producers from all economic sectors, and primarily from manufacturing, agribusiness, construction and retail.

Thus, it is not only interest formation which is not in line with the conventional idea of employer-worker relations in the Brazilian road transport sector, but also the exercise of power is not directed against employers in the same sector, but against producers in other sectors and the government. This comes on the one hand with a politicization of conflicts in the road transport sector since government is immediately involved and seen as the main addressee for demands. On the other hand, labor relations and relations of economic exploitation within the transport sector are depoliticized to some extent, and the adversaries are located outside of the transport sector. Due to the dependence of the transport sector on overall economic activity, visible in statistics that show how growth of the road transport sector follows closely overall GDP growth, identifying the main adversaries of truckers with the shippers outside of the transport sector is not completely incorrect. Thus, truckers face a triple enemy in transport companies, government and shippers which complicates interest formation. In this case, societal power can include alliances with employers from the sector where workers are located against employers in other sectors, but mediated by the state and government. The government in this respect represents capital as such against actors in the transport industry. Therefore it is no surprise that truckers see few results of strikes since even when they make alliances with employers from transport they face the power of employers from a larger number of sectors mobilized against their interests. Only a broader alliance of actors from the transport sector with other actors, like the temporary alliance with workers from the petroleum sector in the strike 2018, could lead to more sustainable results in the interest of truckers. But more long-term strategies of truckers with other parts of the union movement are usually blocked by employers in the transport sector. Plus, a considerable section of trucker unions and associations are in alliance with conservative parties and stay at a firm distance from other sections of the organized working class who are linked to left-wing political parties.

For a theory of interest formation and the power of the working class, our analysis of the sector of road freight transport in Brazil demonstrates that there might be situations in which short- and mid-term interests of self-employed workers, even if a large part of them are disguised wage workers, might rather converge with employers than with employed workers, due to their specific exposure to market dynamics. It also demonstrates some of the difficulties to reconstruct what are the “real interests” of self-employed truckers since these might differ depending on the temporal modality (short, mid or long term). For many self-employed truckers, it is not very realistic to work for long-term changes in the industry since de facto the general conditions have not seen much change since the 1970s, despite of a series of large protests, due to the constellation of power that puts actors in freight transport against capital from a large number of sectors who together wield more power than actors from road freight transport, even if these are able to temporarily block the circulation of goods. We can see here that while we might assume that objectively employed and self-employed truckers in Brazil have common interests in higher freight prices, shorter working times and a better transport infrastructure, the avenues to realize these interests take different routes or are blocked due to power complexes that block any changes. Therefore, in the process of a selection of preferences based on those interests, the preferences of employed and self-employed truckers embark on different trajectories, leading to separate and at times opposed strategies.

This constellation affects the idea of an objective antagonism between workers and employers, or workers and capital which in this case gets displaced toward an antagonism of truckers and transport companies with the “rest” of capital. But this also increases the asymmetric power relations of workers vis a vis capital since self-employed workers in transport do not confront their employers, but all sections of capital, i.e., the shippers whose freight payments are the essential financial source for the transport sector. This dependence on shippers also demonstrates that transport is not an independent sector, but relies essentially on other sectors who require transport of goods, or in the case of the financial sector, of banknotes. Some aspects of this constellation might be specific to the transport sector, but due to widespread phenomena of self-employment or contract work in sectors such as construction, the garment industry and agriculture it might have a broader relevance. Consequences on the level of political strategy are that sectoral tactics at least in the freight transport industry might have less chances than in other sectors, and it raises the question to what extent alliances between self-employed workers and employed workers are viable.

Research on joint organization of formal and informal drivers in the passenger transport sector in Uganda, for example, demonstrates that those contradictions between formal and informal workers can be overcome (Webster et al., 2021). It is probably important to analyze the specific constellations in economic sectors that determine how those contradictions play out. In passenger transport, there is usually no interest of larger shippers involved, or only in a very indirect manner, via the interest of employers that their workers are able to use transport to get to workplaces. But these specific constellations also mean that there is no unitary interest or power of workers in logistics and transport since its subsectors face radically different conditions. In Brazil, the different interests of family farmers and employed workers in agriculture, for example, have led to a split into two different trade unions, the larger Confederação Nacional dos Trabalhadores na Agricultura, CONTAG, representing 20 million workers, and the smaller Federação dos Trabalhadores na Agricultura Familiar, FETRAF-Sul which represents family farmers in Southern Brazil (Picolotto, 2014).



7 Conclusion

The analysis of the process of interest formation among truckers in Brazil demonstrates that employed truckers and self-employed truckers follow different paths of organization and mobilization. While self-employed truckers are the larger group with the larger potential of mobilization, they often enter into alliances with transport companies since they share more immediate demands with companies than with employed truckers. The question of market exposure is decisive here: the fact that employed truckers are less exposed to market forces, separates their demands and interests from the ones of self-employed truckers. It is this direct exposure to market prices of inputs like tires and diesel that leads to a formation of preferences which splits the strategies of employed and self-employed truckers. Therefore the formation of working class interests remains a fragile process and the smaller group of employed truckers remains isolated against the larger alliance of self-employed truckers with transport companies.

The case study also shows how these material constellations manifest in a longer political tradition of separate organizing of self-employed and employed truckers, leading to separate political identities and different strategies and alliances. Self-employed truckers have a rather sectoral identity, and their aim to be independent from transport companies and employers fuels their resistance to consider themselves as workers and part of the larger trade union movement. While these ideas and identifications take on a life of their own to some extent, they are grounded in their larger exposure to fluctuations of market prices of inputs and freight prices.

The situation in Brazilian road freight transport raises larger questions for the processes of interest formation of labor in the face of widespread informality and disguised wage labor in a large number of sectors. Future research has to investigate to what extent the situation of an ambiguity of employer and worker interests is specific to road freight transport or if it is also relevant in sectors with a similar structure of employment relations like construction or agriculture. It also raises questions about the way potential power of workers is derived in some accounts of the power resources approach from the capacity to block transport (see Schmalz et al., 2018 on logistical power, p. 115, 117), while the overall constellation of power asymmetries seems to be rather worse for labor in road freight transport than it is in other sectors. In other words, despite the higher economic power of truckers in comparison with other occupational groups due to their ability to block the circulation of goods, they might have less power to better their lot since they confront capital as such, mediated by government, rather than employers from their own sector. This reinforces earlier assumptions that a sectoral perspective regarding the power of workers provides a rather incomplete picture (see Nowak, 2021). Therefore, it might be necessary to situate labor conflicts within the larger social formation and its mechanisms of interest formation and political decisions, which requires an integral theory of workers’ power.
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Footnotes

1   Interview with trade union officer of self-employed truckers Sindicam in Santos, 25 April 2022; interview with trade union officer of self-employed truckers Sintracarpa in Belém, 14 September 2021.

2   Interview with executive director of CNTA, 8 February 2023.

3   Interview with officials of ANTT, 15 September 2022.

4   Interview with officials of ANTT, 15 September 2022.

5   Interview with officials of ANTT, 15 September 2022.

6   Even formalized labor relations might still retain phenomena like common mobilizations of unions and employers, for example the three large mobilizations between 2017 and 2020 of European steel workers trade unions together with employers against steel imports from China.
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Introduction: In Chile, as in different Latin American countries, a growing expansion of digital labor platforms has been observed since 2010. The study of the labor markets of these platforms in countries such as Chile is of great importance to understand the particularities that these companies acquire in contexts other than the global north. Contexts with high rates of informal employment and fragile labor institutions give rise to particular dynamics and configurations in these labor markets. In turn, the case of Chile is of special interest due to the recent approval of a law (21.431)—the first of its kind in Latin America- regulating the contract of delivery and transportation platform workers, as well as its pioneering role in the processes of neoliberal modernization in the region, which are at the basis of many of the current productive and labor dynamics of the platforms.
Methods: The reconstruction of the delivery and ride-hailing digital platforms labor market is based on the analysis of data (interviews with workers, interviews with key informants, documentary analysis of primary sources, review of secondary sources, field observations) collected between 2019 and 2025 in the framework of three research projects.
Results and discussion: We present a reconstruction of the delivery and ride-hailing digital platforms labor market organized around three axes: (i) platform companies, (ii) state labor regulations, and (iii) workers. The analysis incorporates a diachronic perspective that highlights key milestones in the development of this labor market in Chile between 2010 and 2025, accounting for its dynamism and transformation. Likewise, a perspective is incorporated that accounts for the role of different actors—business actors, State actors (legislative, executive, and judicial branches) and worker organizations- in shaping the labor market of digital work platforms in Chile. The article concludes by identifying three key characteristics of this labor market: (i) its heterogeneity, (ii) an internal logic that amplifies and naturalizes precariousness, and (iii) its capacity to offer possibilities for rapid job insertion and precarious social inclusion.

Keywords
digital labor platforms, labor market, Chile, platform workers, labor laws


1 Introduction

In Chile, as in other Latin American countries, a growing expansion of digital labor platforms has been observed since 2010 [Arriagada et al., 2023; Fairwork, 2024; Superior Labor Council, 2024, 2025; Morris, 2021; Gontero and Ravest, 2024; International Labour Organization (ILO), 2024b]. Recent figures from 2024 indicate that around 280,000 people in the country—representing 3.1% of the employed population—work and generate income using a mobile application or web platform (Gontero and Ravest, 2024; Superior Labor Council, 2024, 2025). That number of workers represents a 200% growth compared to 2020.

The objective of this article is to contribute to the understanding of these new labor markets of digital labor platforms in Chile, based on the reconstruction of the case of delivery and ride-hailing platforms. Drawing on key elements of Grimshaw's “New labor market segmentation approach” framework (Grimshaw et al., 2017; Fernández-Huerga, 2010), and based on three empirical studies conducted between 2019 and 2025, this article offers a multidimensional analysis of the particularities of this labor market by examining three axes: (i) platform companies, (ii) State labor regulations, and (iii) workers. The analysis incorporates a diachronic perspective that highlights some central milestones in the development of this labor market in Chile between 2010 and 2025, accounting for its dynamism and transformation. Likewise, a perspective is incorporated that accounts for the role of different actors - business actors, State actors (legislative, executive, and judicial branches) and worker organizations- in shaping the labor market of digital work platforms in Chile.

The analysis we present is situated within and engages with current debates in the sociology of work in Latin America regarding the strong expansion of digital labor platforms in the region (Abílio, 2023; Filgueiras and Antunes, 2020; Haidar and Keune, 2021; Palermo et al., 2025; Stecher and Morales, 2024; Veras de Oliveira and Bridi, 2023; Zukerfeld et al., 2024). From this field of discussions, we highlight three main theses, which are central to understanding the labor market of digital platforms in Chile.

Firstly, extensive documentation shows the substantial expansion of this labor market across Latin America beginning in the 2010s, a trend that experienced significant acceleration throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. During this period, the economic crisis, unemployment, and lockdown measures drove growth in the number of workers seeking to generate income through platforms, concurrent with a marked increase in e-commerce and consumer adoption of digital platforms [International Labour Organization (ILO), 2024b; Stecher and Morales, 2024; Veras de Oliveira and Bridi, 2023]. This is a labor market with low access barriers, which offers quick income possibilities to very diverse worker profiles (immigrants, women, students, youth from popular sectors, unemployed middle classes, etc.) [Gontero and Ravest, 2024; International Labour Organization (ILO), 2024b]. What was once considered a novel phenomenon has now stabilized as an important and permanent segment of the region's labor markets, with a workforce for which platform work is predominantly (61%) their main source of income and which dedicates on average over 30 weekly hours (32.6 h) to this activity [International Labour Organization (ILO), 2024b]. This is an internally differentiated labor market, where location-based platforms (delivery, transport, domestic service, etc.) and web-based platforms (microtasks, freelance, etc.) coexist, encompassing national companies, Latin American multinationals, and global multinationals (Gontero and Ravest, 2024; Woodcock and Graham, 2020), all of which express broader structural and global trends toward digitalization, platformization, and informalization of work characteristic of contemporary capitalism (Abílio, 2023; Leite et al., 2024; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2024; Srnicek, 2017; Vallas and Schor, 2020; Zukerfeld et al., 2024).

Secondly, Latin American Social Sciences scholarship has shown how the expansion of these platforms in the last decade is grounded in, while simultaneously amplifying, the principles of neoliberal reforms and productive flexibility logics implemented since the 1980s in the region: The intensification of employment precariousness logics under the figure of platforms workers as independent contractors without access to social protection and collective labor rights; the presence of a business model that takes to the extreme the initial logics of productive decentralization and fissurization of work, now reduced to a sum of specific tasks that are paid only once performed; the maintenance of strict disciplining and managerial control over work processes based now on algorithmic management mechanisms; as well as the strengthening of highly individualized imaginaries and ideals of the neoliberal labor subject based on the values of entrepreneurship and autonomy (Bensusán and Santos, 2021; Hidalgo and Salazar, 2020; Salas et al., 2024; Filgueiras and Antunes, 2020; Stecher and Morales, 2024; Veras de Oliveira and Bridi, 2023).

Thirdly, recent research has highlighted the particularities of the expansion of digital labor platforms in Latin America, in contrast to the situation in the global north. In this region, the platforms are inserted in labor markets where informal employment rates currently average 48% [International Labour Organization (ILO), 2024b], where unprotected, unstable and precarious employment has been—since the beginning of capitalist modernization—the historical majority norm, where many of the formal jobs are equally unstable, and characterized by low salaries, authoritarian management, limited possibilities for development and various forms of discrimination, and where the neoliberal shift has had a substantial impact on the level of privatization and commodification of access to social protections and rights (Abílio, 2023; Salas et al., 2024; Stecher and Morales, 2024). In this context, digital labor platforms have found a propitious terrain in which to expand in Latin America in the last decade, characterized by a strong economic stagnation after the end of the commodities boom (2003–2011) and deepened by the severe economic crisis and job destruction during the pandemic. The expansion of digital labor platforms in Latin America, as pointed out by Veras de Oliveira and Bridi (2023), has reinforced and legitimized historical and previous trends of informal and unprotected employment, but reconfiguring them under new digital technological mediations, new entrepreneurialized symbolic frameworks and based on their direct articulation with large multinational companies inserted in global circuits of accumulation (Manky et al., 2024; Veras de Oliveira and Bridi, 2023).

This article seeks to contribute—through the case of delivery and ride-hailing platforms in Chile—to the field of discussion on digital platform labor markets in Latin America. The specific relevance and contribution of the article is based on two main points. First, the particularity of the Chilean case, considering its pioneering and emblematic character in terms of the early adoption of neoliberal reforms and the radical nature with which they transformed the worlds of work and social life since the late 1970s (Stecher and Sisto, 2019); reforms whose logic operated as a condition of possibility for the organizational and business model of digital labor platforms. Additionally, Chile represents a case of interest because, in the last 3 years, different laws and regulations enacted by the State have impacted the labor market for delivery and ride-hailing platforms (Martín-Caballero, 2025). Secondly, the article constitutes a contribution to the debate on the labor markets of digital labor platforms by offering an in-depth and complex reconstruction of the Chilean case based on the analysis of diverse primary and secondary sources, from a temporal perspective and discussing the role of different actors, and addressing three dimensions: (i) a characterization of the companies in the sector, their business model and the profile of the workforce they recruit; (ii) a discussion of the State labor regulations and employment status of platform workers, with a focus on the recent implementation of law 21.431; and (iii) a description of workers that considers everyday workplace relationships and forms of collective action and organization.



2 Data collection methods and analysis techniques

To address the article's central aim concerning the principal characteristics of the digital delivery and ride-hailing platform labor market in Chile, a corpus of empirical material produced by the authors within the framework of three research projects on digital work platforms over the past 6 years (2019–2025) was analyzed. All studies conducted comprehensive reconstructions of company operations, state labor regulations, working and employment conditions, forms of workers' associativity and collective action, and workers' experiences and subjectivities.

The first project was based on a qualitative ethnographic design and included different data production strategies: documentary analysis of primary sources (such as newspapers, legislative debate records, company websites, social networks of workers' groups and associations), four ethnographic interviews focused on the description of the operation of the applications (Apps), 30 in-depth interviews of 90 min with 14 delivery workers and 16 ride-hailing drivers (23 men and 7 women) from 3 cities in Chile, and participation in two assemblies of delivery workers.

The second study had a qualitative design based on a narrative approach and focused on delivery workers. It contemplated narrative interviews with 21 workers in the city of Santiago (11 men and 10 women) and the documentary analysis of the narratives and meanings about delivery work present in advertising videos of 3 delivery platforms in Latin America—two of them: Uber and Pedidos Ya—in Chile.

From the third research, still in progress, and qualitative and based on a narrative approach, the following information production was contemplated for the following article: 12 semi-structured interviews to key informants -companies, academics, leaders of organizations of workers and State actors-; 19 interviews to workers, 13 delivery workers and six ride-hailing drivers, 16 men and three women, from the cities of Santiago and Concepción; 4 visits and field notes in places enabled to rest for delivery workers in the city of Santiago; documentary analysis of the web pages of 9 delivery and ride-hailing digital platforms operating in Chile; and review of secondary sources including reports from national and international organizations regarding platform companies, labor market dynamics in this sector, and employment and working conditions.

The 70 interviews with workers allowed us to cover a wide range of variability concerning those dimensions of particular importance for the sector referred to in the specialized literature: age, immigration status or not, weekly hours dedicated to the platform, membership in workers' associations, care responsibilities, primary or secondary source of income, and length of service in the sector.

For this article, the empirical corpus and pre-analysis documents previously elaborated were subjected to a thematic content analysis guided by the guidelines of Braun and Clarke (2024). This method is based on systematic and reflexive data coding processes to progressively develop and identify themes and sub-themes relevant to the research question and for the theoretical framework of the study. For the present article, the data were interrogated to reconstruct the main characteristics of the labor market of digital delivery and ride-hailing platforms in Chile, considering the three dimensions of analysis outlined above.

All the studies were approved by the research ethics committees of the principal investigator's universities, and informed consent protocols were used to guarantee the confidentiality and anonymity of the information provided to the participants.



3 Results


3.1 Companies: business model and the profile of the workforce
 
3.1.1 Companies and their business models

Digital ride-hailing and delivery platforms have undergone a gradual insertion process into the Chilean economy and labor market since 2011, beginning with the entry of the first delivery company, PedidosYa, followed by the first ride-hailing company, Cabify, in 2012. Since then, particularly with the entry of Uber (ride-hailing) in 2014 and Uber Eats (delivery) in 2017, this platform-based delivery and ride-hailing sector has become an essential segment of service sector economic activity and a labor market that provides regular income to a growing number of workers across the country's main cities.

The platform companies in Chile share similar business models and organizational structures among themselves, characteristics that reflect global operational patterns typical of delivery and ride-hailing digital labor platforms [Gandini, 2018; International Labour Organization (ILO), 2021; Vallas and Schor, 2020]. This approach is based on digital intermediation between labor demand and supply for passenger transportation services or food and product delivery. Through smartphone applications that function as digital infrastructures, companies facilitate and regulate interactions between service demanders (clients), intermediaries (platform companies), workers, and—in the case of delivery—restaurants and commercial establishments, generating profits by charging clients, and/or workers, and/or restaurants or stores for each completed task or service (Vallas, 2018). The model relies on the collection and management of large volumes of data and the deployment of algorithmic control mechanisms through which tasks are assigned, rates are established, customer evaluation systems are administered, and incentives and penalties are implemented, among other functions (Gandini, 2018; Kellogg et al., 2020). The model assumes the classification of workers as independent contractors who must bear the risks and costs of their work, receive payment per completed task, generally lack full access to social protections and labor rights, maintain certain flexibility margins to define schedules and work locations across different platforms, and are encouraged to identify themselves as entrepreneurs and company partners (Gandini, 2018; Nicoli and Paltrinieri, 2019; Vallas and Schor, 2020).

Within this common framework, the conducted analysis identified certain variations between platform types and among companies within the same platform category, including aspects such as registration requirements, whether or not there are visual recognition mechanisms from the app when activating the account, fare criteria and rates, whether or not a percentage of the service is charged to workers, and if so, the amount of that percentage, and whether or not there is a requirement for workers to define schedules and service areas in advance in the app. As one interviewed driver noted, illustrating these variations: “Uber takes a 50% commission of what you pay. DIDI 30%, Cabify is 25%, and InDriver in some areas is 0% and in others 12%.” Another driver comments about the InDriver platform, which would be very insecure since there is very little control in the registration of drivers and passengers: “InDriver is super insecure and you have to choose the trips, but very carefully, especially me who works at night, (…) Because it doesn't ask for any kind of registration to make you an account, eh… you are supposed to upload a picture of yourself, but you see people with pictures of kittens, pictures of Hello Kitty…” (Ride-Hailing platform, driver, 37 years). In delivery platforms, the difference between the Uber Eats system and Pedidos Ya stands out, with the latter company requiring delivery workers to register in advance for specific schedules and service areas. As one interviewee tells us: “…Pedidos Ya makes you stick to a schedule and makes you work in a particular area (…) With Uber [on the other hand] I had flexible hours where I could connect anywhere, anytime. I didn't have that rule of having to go to a specific place to connect, or a specific time to connect” (Delivery worker, 30 years). While giving a detailed account of these variations between platform companies is not the focus of this article, it is important to note—based on these examples—how within a similar business and operational model, these differentiations exist within this sector.

Another characteristic of the digital labor platform economic sector is its oligopolistic character, with very few companies concentrating large market shares. In the case of delivery services, Uber Eats, PedidosYa, and Rappi are the main players, each with between 7,000 and 10,000 active delivery workers and 15,000 associated businesses (restaurants, stores, pharmacies, etc.) with whom they establish diverse contractual arrangements and from whom they collect commission percentages on each transaction and delivery service (La Tercera, 2024). In the case of ride-hailing platforms, Uber is the main player, alongside Didi and Cabify (National Productivity Commission (CNP) and Fundación Chile, 2018). These are companies—particularly in the delivery sector—with substantial investment and expansion plans in Chile in recent years, with amounts reaching $32 million for Rappi and $40 million for PedidosYa by 2025. In general terms, platform companies in Chile -except for Cabify and to a lesser extent Pedidos Ya- have consistently obtained very low scores in Fairwork's studies on compliance with minimum standards of fair labor (payments, conditions, contracts, management, and representation) (Fairwork, 2024).

The Table 1 summarizes the main ride-hailing and delivery platforms operating in Chile:

TABLE 1  Main ride-hailing and delivery platforms operating in Chile.


	Platform type
	Company
	Year of creation
	Year of entry to Chile
	Number of registered workers (not necessarily active)
	Fairwork score
	Entry requirements





	Ride-hailing platforms
	Cabify
	2011
	2012
	There are no precise figures for each platform. An estimated 105,000 registered drivers are on ride-hailing platforms
	5/10
	Rigorous. Professional driver's license required



	Uber
	2009
	2014
	
	0
	Moderately rigorous. Does not require professional driver's license required



	DiDi
	2012
	2018
	
	0
	



	InDrive
	2012
	2019
	
	0
	Low stringency. Request professional driver's license and years of driving experience



	UpGirl
	2020
	2020
	700 female drivers registered (2022)
	Not considered
	Rigorous, among which being a woman stand out.



	Delivery platforms
	PedidosYa
	2009
	2011
	There are no precise figures for each platform. An estimated 300,000 registered workers are on delivery platforms (not necessarily active)
	2/10
	Low rigorousness, among which the following stand out: foreigner's identity card or document, valid license, vehicle registration certificate



	UberEats
	2014
	2017
	
	0
	Low rigorousness, among which the following stand out: valid license, vehicle registration certificate, etc.



	Rappi
	2015
	2018
	
	0
	Low stringency, among which the following stand out: ID card, valid license, vehicle registration, bank account, etc.



	Justo
	2019
	2019
	
	1/10
	Low rigorousness, among which the following stand out: identity card or foreigner's document, valid license, bank account, etc.






The majority of these companies are regional or global multinationals that operate through transnational and very standardized management models, maintain a presence in major urban centers, and employ substantial numbers of professionals, managers, and support technicians in their administrative offices. These companies deploy remarkably homogeneous discourses regarding their economic role within the national context. Through their websites, advertising campaigns, and public statements by corporate representatives, platform companies emphasize their importance and social contribution by generating novel forms of technologically mediated employment—forms that, they argue, should not be evaluated within traditional labor relations frameworks. According to this narrative, these employment arrangements offer significant benefits due to their inherent flexibility and autonomy, low barriers to entry, hourly compensation rates that exceed minimum wage standards, and substantial social utility by delivering faster, more available and more affordable services that improve people's lives. This discourse strategically highlights the appeal and social value of platform employment models while simultaneously obscuring the inherent risks and precarious nature of such work arrangements. Consequently, it legitimizes a business model predicated on the independent contractor framework, positioning workers as autonomous entrepreneurial agents rather than traditional employees.

As one interviewed key informant (KI)—a manager from one of the delivery platform companies—points out:

	… Delivery, in reality, is a service that facilitates people's lives in the cities, that was the origin, the philosophy behind the Delivery companies. (….) this was a phenomenon that happened all over the world.(…) So in reality this way of working is very attractive for people in general for, for two main reasons, the first one is because the earnings are good, ok? (…) Delivery drivers earn, taking out their costs, taking out their own operating costs, let's say, they earn above the minimum wage, eh, so it becomes attractive in terms of income and on the other hand, it also becomes attractive in terms of flexibility. Why? Because the model is a model in which the delivery drivers choose when to connect, choose when to disconnect, choose when they want to provide services, where they want to provide their services, and that gives them a lot of flexibility compared to other types of jobs (KI 3).

It is also important to note that this is a dynamic and highly competitive business sector where there have been purchases of companies by large multinationals (for example Easy Taxi was incorporated into the Cabify platform in 2019, and Uber bought the Chilean supermarket shopping and delivery company Cornershop on 2021), as well as the exit of companies from the country (for example the Spanish Glovo that closed its operations in Chile in 2019 or the Greek transport company Beat that operated until 2022). This is a sector with high levels of concentration among large multinational corporate actors, which deploy high investment in technology and operate at large scales, and where it is very difficult for new and smaller companies to enter and compete, unless they offer a very specific and different service. As one key informant explained, a manager of a small Chilean ride-hailing platform focused on services not addressed by large companies.

	Because Uber, with its model—or all these Uber-type platforms—precisely requires so much scale, having 200,000 drivers and 2 million passengers, because it's an on-demand, occasional model, where you think: “ah, I want a ride now, it just occurred to me,” and there has to be an available driver nearby (…) Uber isn't just a product, it's not just the app, today they have data management, data analysis, innovation in terms of dynamic pricing, how we tell the driver where to go, how we activate facial recognition every so often. That's millions and millions and millions of dollars. (…) I was able to compete [only] because I compete in a niche where I have a different value proposition, where I offer a different service…. If I set out to make a Chilean Uber, I don't compete, I can't compete (…) if you set out, without any differential attribute, to be just another one, you're lost. Because the technology [costs] are impossible (KI 4).

It is interesting to note that this tendency toward market concentration in large multinational platforms has produced a homogenization at the level of business and operational models of companies. In Chile, in this regard, the emblematic case was UBER's acquisition in 2021 of the Chilean platform Cornershop, which had been created in 2015. In its first 2 years, Cornershop operated with a model in which it hired shoppers/delivery workers under employment contracts, who underwent rigorous selection and training processes and later formed Chile's first platform workers' union in 2017. The former Cornershop workers interviewed—many of them now working for UBER Eats—express nostalgia for the former company, which allowed them to develop skills, obtain recognition from customers who highly valued the service, to have (human) support from the company always available for any questions or contingencies, and have a clear, predictable, and transparent payment mechanism. UBER's acquisition meant the end of early Cornershop's model and the shift to the standard platform model with independent workers, low barriers to entry, unclear and changing criteria for fare setting, limited training, opaque evaluation systems and limited opportunities for career development and recognition.

The growth of platform companies in Chile has had as a condition of possibility—given their business and operational model—the continuous availability of a broad workforce. Our analysis of primary and secondary sources allowed us to identify 4 structural aspects underlying this availability of workers for platforms.

First, the substantial increase of Venezuelan immigration to Chile, whose number grew from 55,000 immigrants in 2015 to 728,000 in 2023, currently representing 38% of the immigrant population in Chile, and constituting a massive, highly skilled labor force that found in the platforms -especially in the delivery platforms- an expeditious and low-barrier way to enter the world of work and generate income, and even with the possibility -by using borrowed or falsified accounts and avoiding police checks on licenses- of working without having to regularize their legal status or obtain a national driver's license.

Second, there is a stagnation of the Chilean economy that went from growing 6.1% in the 1990s, to 4.2% between 2000 and 2009, to reach 1.9% in the period 2014–2023. This more structural trend, to which was added the economic impact of the social outbreak (2019) and the pandemic (2020–2021), shows a fragile labor market where many of our interviewees were middle class professionals, over 40 years old, who had lost their jobs and, faced with the impossibility of reinserting themselves into the labor market, ended up working on digital platforms, in many cases using their compensation to buy a car. Unlike the group of Venezuelan immigrants, this profile tends to be inserted primarily in ride-hailing companies, or delivery using a car and focusing on supermarket shopping.

Third, the conditions in the formal sector of the economy of low salaries, rigid working hours, neotaylorization of work processes and authoritarian relationship patterns, especially in low-skilled jobs in the service sector, sometimes favor the search for alternatives in the segment of platform companies, whose greater flexibility in working hours, less direct subordination to despotic bosses and possibilities of adjusting remuneration to needs, based on the increase in working hours, is attractive. This phenomenon can be seen in some cases of low-skilled national workers or higher-skilled foreign workers who actively choose to move from salaried jobs in the formal sector to the platforms (Morales and Stecher, 2023).

Fourth, the platforms are attractive due to their flexible working hours for young students who work in specific limited shifts, for workers with stable jobs who seek to supplement their income with some hours working on the platforms at the end of their workday or on weekends, or for people -especially women- with domestic and care tasks who, in the context of a strong privatization and commodification of social rights in the country, must support and self-manage these tasks based on individual and/or family arrangements.

Some testimonies allow us to illustrate these structural dynamics of the world of work in Chile that help understand the capacity that platform companies have had to attract a large contingent of workforce:

	“I arrived—by saying—today to Chile, and the next day I was already working on a motorcycle, with an account that they lent me, it was not mine at that time because I had just arrived, I had no papers or anything and I was already working and I adapted quickly (…) (…) and then [some of the companies] were accepting delivery drivers without much paperwork, they accepted you with your passport, with your Venezuelan license (…) they practically accepted everyone, something like that (laughs)” (Male delivery worker, Immigrant, 29 years old).
	…in this country, after the age of fifty, you are already old, therefore, you are absolutely discriminated against, they throw you out of the jobs, out of management positions and all that, they just eliminate you, and for the money they pay you they hire two guys just out of university… (…) those who arrived in the pandemic [to the platform], the majority are all professionals, older than fifty, who with the pandemic were dismissed. (…) And they were never able to find work again, so they are captive just like me, because at my age, at fifty-7 years old, I can't find a job anywhere (…).” (Female delivery worker, Chilean, 57).

In this capacity to mobilize a heterogeneous workforce, taking advantage of the fragilities of the formal labor market, the precariousness of immigration processes or the weakening of institutional supports for social protection; together with the possibility of managing and controlling—from a distance—their work processes through algorithmic management mechanisms; maintaining their status as independent workers; offering them the ideal of entrepreneurship and autonomy; and expanding their daily presence in the cultural practices of society and customer demand; platform companies in Chile have managed to consolidate their position as relevant players in the economy.



3.1.2 The profile of the workforce

Delving deeper into the profile of the workforce that works in platform companies in Chile, it is possible to highlight the following data and characteristics of delivery and ride-hailing workers.

Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas (INE) (2022) (National Statistics Institute) data indicate that around 280,000 people -representing 3.1% of the employed- declare that they work, as their first or second occupation, using some mobile application or WEB platform (Superior Labor Council, 2024). This figure also includes people who use platforms such as WhatsApp, Instagram, or Facebook to sell products, which, strictly speaking, are not part of the labor market of digital labor platforms. Of this global universe, the data report 52% male workers and 48% female workers, as well as 62% informal workers and 38% with some degree of formalization (Superior Labor Council, 2024).

Focusing specifically on the delivery and ride-hailing platforms on which this article is centered, and which are those regulated in Chile by the new law 21.341, the official (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas (INE), 2022) data report that 80,000 people, 0.8% of the employed, are employed in these platforms as a first or second occupation. As of February 2025, 68% of this total corresponds to informal workers (Superior Labor Council, 2025). Other recent estimates indicate that between 100,000 and 120,000 people would obtain income -not necessarily as first or second occupation- from such platforms (Centro de Políticas Públicas UC (CPP-UC), 2023; Servicio de Impuestos Internos (SII), 2025), which would account for up to 1.4% of the total number of employed people in the country. Of these workers, 62.5% work on ride-hailing platforms, 27.5% work on delivery platforms, and 10% combine both platforms (Superior Labor Council, 2024). Likewise, the companies' data refer to the number of workers with registered accounts, not necessarily active or used, which are around 405,000 people, representing around 4.5% of the employed.

Going deeper into the composition of the labor force of delivery and ride-hailing platforms in Chile and its socio-demographic profile, it is possible to point out that it is a strongly masculinized labor market, with 85% of workers reported to be men; likewise, there is a high rate of foreign workers, reaching 41.7%, and in line with the reality of other countries in the region, there is a profile of young workers, with 70% of workers under 40 years of age. It should also be noted that this is a workforce with high levels of qualification, with 30% having completed higher education and over 94% having completed secondary education (Superior Labor Council, 2024). This is a platform worker profile very similar to that reported for other Latin American countries [International Labour Organization (ILO), 2024a,b; Stecher and Morales, 2024]. It must be considered, however, that these averages obscure some important differences between delivery and ride-hailing platforms, which we present below.

Regarding ride-hailing drivers, it is possible to estimate a mostly national workforce, with only 20% of immigrant workers, with an average age of 38 years (Superior Labor Council, 2024; Centro de Políticas Públicas UC (CPP-UC), 2023). This data highlights the relative nature of the low entry barriers mentioned earlier. Although the requirements are lower compared to formal employment, delivery and ride-hailing platforms require each worker to be equipped with a vehicle—whether a bicycle, motorcycle, or car—which entails an initial investment or personal asset in all cases. However, when a car is required, as is the case with ride-hailing platforms, this investment is considerably higher, constituting a significant entry barrier to the workforce, with particular relevance for immigrant workers. The surveys estimate that for 60% of app drivers, this job represents their only or main source of income, with an average of about 17 h per week. Nevertheless, 50% work around 42 h per week, and 25% work approximately 54 h per week. For many drivers, platform work involves operating from Monday to Sunday, sometimes in shifts lasting up to 12 continuous hours (FLACSO, 2022, 2023). Field findings indicate that ride-hailing drivers earn slightly more than those in delivery platforms, reaching an income equivalent to or somewhat higher than two minimum wages for 44 or more hours of work, including tips and after deducting gasoline costs. Finally, drivers usually operate across multiple platforms, the most popular being Uber, Cabify, and recently DiDi, with an estimated 10% participating in trade unions or sector associations (Centro de Políticas Públicas UC (CPP-UC), 2023).

With respect to the delivery platforms, there is a higher percentage of immigrant workers—over 70%—and a lower average age of workers, with an average age of 32. On average, delivery workers work around 20 hours per week (Centro de Políticas Públicas UC (CPP-UC), 2023), 50% dedicate more than 42 hs, and 25% reach 60 h per week, which implies that many work from Monday to Sunday and in continuous 12-h workdays (Superior Labor Council, 2024; FLACSO, 2023). It is estimated that for 70% of the people who work in delivery, this type of work constitutes their only or primary source of income, which shows processes of “professionalization” and “stabilization” in these activities, different from the context of some countries in the global north where the use of platforms as complementary sources of income predominates. In terms of income, and for those workers who work more than 50 h per week, it is possible to reach incomes equivalent to between 1.5 and 2 minimum wages. Finally, like drivers, delivery workers tend to use more than two platforms, the most popular being Uber Eats, Rappi, and PedidosYa. Delivery workers' participation in collective organizations or trade unions is estimated at 5% (Centro de Políticas Públicas UC (CPP-UC), 2023).




3.2 The state: regulatory framework, labor protection, and social security

As at the global level, both in Chile and in Latin America, there has been a broad debate on the employment status of platform workers and the best way to regulate and grant protections to such forms of work, with different positions ranging from the urgency of recognizing the employment relationship given the multiple signs of subordination and dependence, to those who advocate maintaining the status of independent worker and deny the employer character of the platforms and their responsibilities in guaranteeing individual and collective rights to workers (Martín-Caballero, 2025; Palomo Vélez et al., 2022; Stecher and Morales, 2024). Within this latter pole, some positions recognize the importance of maintaining the status of independent workers (self-employed workers), or creating a new intermediate status, to generate specific mechanisms that offer platform workers access to some levels of social security, labor protection and —to a lesser extent— collective rights (International Labour Organization (ILO), 2024a).

Another more specific regulatory debate, limited to ride-hailing platforms, concerns how to regulate these services, which usually do not comply with the requirements and standards of traditional taxi or similar services. This regulation refers not so much to the employment status and employment contract as to the regulation of an economic sector and the requirements -for drivers, vehicles, platform companies- to participate in it. These are sectoral requirements that also affect the configuration of the labor market of platforms.

After long processes of debates and public dispute, and extensive legislative procedures of more than 5 years, Chile has passed laws for both issues. Law 21.431 approved in March 2022 and in force since September of the same year, which “modifies the Labor Code regulating the contract of workers of digital service platform companies”; and Law 21.55, which “regulates paid passenger transportation apps and the services provided through them” approved in April 2023, but with entry into force only during 2025 due to the significant delay in the approval of its implementing regulations.


3.2.1 Law 21.431: regulation of work contracts for digital service platform company workers

Chile was the first Latin American country to approve a law that regulates work contracts for location-based digital platform workers. Law 21.431, approved by Congress in March 2022 and implemented since September of the same year, modifies the Labor Code by introducing a new chapter specifically referring to work through location-based digital service platforms. It is a hybrid law that does not settle a priori the employment status of platform workers. The law -as we will see- establishes the possibility that workers can be considered as “dependent platform workers” or “independent platform workers,” granting the latter a set of labor protections and access to individual and collective rights.

Until the approval of this law, and since the beginning of their operations, most of the delivery and ride-hailing platforms operated under a logic of informal, unregistered employment. Instead of formal contracts, workers were subject only to a digital acceptance of terms and conditions, without any labor or social protections (Asenjo and Coddou, 2021; Fairwork, 2021).

Before detailing the contents of the law, it is important to highlight some of the factors that explain why Chile -one of the Latin American countries that most radically experienced processes of neoliberalization, flexibilization and deregulation of employment- has been a pioneer nation in establishing this regulation.

First, it is important to note that the law's discussion process took place between May 2020 and March 2022, in the midst of the pandemic context, where quarantine measures made visible both the social utility of the service provided by delivery platform workers, as well as the precarious conditions (accident risks, contagion risks, absence of protections) under which they carried out their work (Gutiérrez, 2025). Likewise, the economic crisis and job destruction in the pandemic context made more visible in public debate the role of platforms as alternative spaces for labor insertion and income generation.

Second, it should be noted that the discussion of the law takes place in a context of strong growth of organizations and protest actions by delivery workers, which in Chile reached their peak precisely in 2020 with 5 public protests (Gutiérrez, 2025; Gutiérrez and Atzeni, 2022). As we will explore further ahead and as in other Latin American countries, the context of precariousness and vulnerability of the pandemic was the moment of greatest strength for organizations and collective action by platform workers. One line of action and protest involved submitting claims to the courts to have the employment relationship of subordination and dependence recognized. This led to landmark rulings, such as the decision on October 5, 2020, in which a court in the city of Concepción recognized the existence of an employment relationship between a delivery worker and the company Pedidos Ya, and ruled that his dismissal was unjustified (RIT M-724-2020). The collective organization and protests of workers, as well as the legal demands and favorable rulings that questioned the non-recognition of the employment relationship, also influenced the legislative debate, leading different actors -even those initially reluctant to any regulation of platforms- to recognize the convenience of establishing some type of regulatory framework for these forms of work. In this way, achieving a regulation that would avoid permanent judicialization, and that, at the same time, maintained and legitimized the figure of the independent worker -granting him from the same labor code some protections and rights- appeared as a hybrid formula that was viewed favorably by company representatives and certain political groups that participated in the legislative debate. As a labor law expert tells us:

	And also, this [the approval of law 21.431] had a reason that I would say circumstantial, which were the court rulings. Judgments began to appear, particularly the one in Concepción, which began to arrive, and which was ratified by the Court of Appeals, which was a warning for the companies, fundamentally in the sense of saying that this could not continue to happen on a massive scale and consolidate, in short, a labor thesis in the courts (…) Therefore, what ended up appearing was a hybrid norm, as I pointed out, also very exotic for our legal formula. For the first time a figure of an independent worker is incorporated within the labor code, which was very rare, let's say. Because the focus was on dependent workers and now it seems this other figure in between, which has been complicated in its application” (KI 1).

Thirdly, the Chilean political context and the dynamics of the legislative debate help explain why the law that was ultimately approved represented a compromise between the positions of two earlier bills on the same issue. On the one hand, parliamentarians from the Frente Amplio (left-wing opposition at the time), together with delivery workers' organizations, drafted in March 2019 a bill called “My Boss is an App” (Bulletin No. 12.475-13), which recognized the labor nature of the relationship between the company and its workers and established regulation for payment of the passive workday (the time during which the worker is at the company's disposal). On the other hand, while the opposition proposal was still being processed, the government (a center-right political coalition) introduced in May 2019 a labor modernization bill that included several flexibilization measures and excluded workers providing services through digital platforms from labor legislation (Bulletin No. 12.618-13), receiving the support of the companies. In a socio-political context (2019–2021) characterized both by strong citizen criticism of social precariousness and the neoliberal model—linked to the October 2019 social unrest and the first constituent process—and by the presence of a center-right government with a strong pro-business orientation and a congress without a clear majority for any political bloc, the third bill, given its intermediate and hybrid nature, emerged as a consensus instrument among the various actors (parliamentarians, companies, workers, academics, etc.). It was approved in March 2022 and came into force in September of the same year (Leyton and Azócar, 2022). It should be noted, as part of the context that favored the aforementioned “mediator” project, that significant differences existed among the workers' own organizations. While some delivery worker organizations supported the first legislative initiative promoting formal dependent employment status (“My Boss is an App”), driver organizations generally advocated for legislation that—while granting access to certain specific rights and protections—would preserve their status as independent contractors. As noted by a union leader representing app drivers who participated in the legislative debate on the law (KI2).

	There was [the project] “My Boss is an APP” [pro-laborization project], right? And there was “Basic Guarantees” [project]. We supported “Basic Guarantees”… and it gave us the status of “independence,” which is what we were accustomed to. I have been a driver for seven years—something I hadn't mentioned before. Having been a driver for 7 years now, you get used to working freely, and with ‘My Boss is an APP” you would be confined to a specific schedule—forget it!. We fought and fought for independence; all the campaigns that were carried out were for independence.

Turning to the actual content of Law No. 21.431 that was finally approved, it should be noted that while this law aims to regulate relationships between workers and digital service platform companies, it does not determine the type of contractual relationship between companies and workers. The law leaves open the possibility—depending on agreement between the parties—that such relationships may be either dependent (with employment contract signing) or independent (with service provision contract signing), which would depend on whether the presence (or absence) of subordination and dependency relationships established in the labor code can be proven.

The law establishes a comprehensive set of new obligations for platform companies, the vast majority of which apply to both dependent and independent workers. Some of these include: clear contract formulation, establishment of a communication channel with companies, maximum working time of 12 h of continuous connection, explicit mechanisms to set service prices or rates, rules for protecting workers' personal data, labor safety training, provision of individual protection equipment (helmets, knee pads, etc.), guarantee of minimum hourly wage, damage insurance covering personal property, establishment of contract termination grounds and communication methods, proportional compensation not less than the minimum monthly income increased by 20%, duty to inform workers prior to service acceptance of service details (destination address, payment method, etc.), and respect for workers' constitutional guarantees. The law also establishes that the programming of algorithms used by companies may be subject to oversight and must avoid any form of discrimination. Furthermore, regarding collective rights, the law enshrines platform workers' rights—both dependent and independent—to form labor unions and engage in collective bargaining. However, in the case of unions with—or of—independent workers, such negotiation takes place under “non-regulated” processes (Article 314 of the Labor Code), which establishes that negotiation is voluntary for both parties and does not grant workers and leaders the right to strike or job protection (Leyton García and Azócar, 2022; Gutiérrez, 2025; Superior Labor Council, 2024).

Alongside these labor protections and access to individual and collective rights, the law requires—for independent platform workers with service provision contracts—the issuance of a fee invoice for the services performed, which constitutes a tax document associated with the payment of a tax (14.5%) that is reported to the Internal Revenue Service and results in the formalization of labor activity. In turn, based on this issuance of fee invoices and tax payment, independent platform workers gain access to social protection coverage under another law—Law 21,133 of 2019 that “Modifies the rules for incorporating independent workers into social protection regimes”. This includes access to Disability and Survivor Insurance; Social Insurance against Work Accident Risks and Occupational Diseases under Law No. 16.744; Accompaniment Insurance for Children with Serious Health Conditions under Law No. 21.063 (Sanna Law). Likewise, this mechanism allows for the payment of health contributions—which provides access to the right to medical leave—and contributions for pensions (old age, disability, death). This process of formalization and access to social protection for independent platform workers was expanded and strengthened starting in September 2023 with the signing of Resolution 132 of the Internal Revenue Service (SII), which established that it was the platform companies themselves—and no longer each individual worker—who had to withhold workers' taxes monthly and report and pay them monthly to the SII (Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare (MTPS), 2025). Recent SII reports show a fourfold increase in the number of fee invoices issued between February 2024 (40,000) and August 2024 (180,000), marking a positive trend toward formalization and access to social protection for independent workers at platform companies (Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare (MTPS), 2025).

Regarding the implementation of the law in its first 3 years, the following aspects are worth highlighting:

First, the Ministry of Labor has established various social dialogue mechanisms, organizing roundtables with platform companies, worker organizations, and sectoral business associations (ACHIPLAM and ALIANZA IN CHILE) (Superior Labor Council, 2024, 2025; KI 10, KI 11). This dialogue has been informed by annual reports on the implementation and application of the law prepared by the Superior Labor Council (2024, 2025), which were mandated by the law itself for the first 3 years of its validity. A important result of the law is that it has legitimized in public debate, and for the different actors in the platform labor market, the fact that this is a sector that must be regulated in some way, and whose workers must be subject to protections and access to rights through labor institutions.

Second, it is possible to observe that the law has naturalized and legitimized the figure of the independent platform worker, who—while having obtained certain rights and protections—has not been able to access formal employment contracts from companies, even in cases where signs of an employment relationship (subordination and dependence) are evident. Although the law offers both possibilities and the Labor Directorate issued a ruling (No. 1831/39) in October 2022 identifying criteria to distinguish between both contractual figures—a ruling that was rejected and challenged in court by companies until it achieved final approval by the Supreme Court—in practice, companies have made massive and exclusive use of the independent worker figure, given the existing power asymmetries between them and workers. This has produced a legitimization of this contractual form, which had previously been questioned by court rulings in 2020. The law, in this way, by validating the independent worker figure—without assuming the presumption of employment relationship as a starting point, as in other international legislation—strongly diminished the possibility of filing lawsuits against companies in courts. Labor law experts are generally critical of these consequences of the law. They express concerns both regarding digital work platforms and the possibility that the figure of formalized independent workers becomes legitimized and expands to other labor spaces, replacing employment contracts based on dependence and subordination and generating widespread precarizing effects across the labor market (Ugarte, 2020; Leyton and Azócar, 2022; Palomo Vélez et al., 2022).

Third, it is possible to point out—as two key state informants interviewed indicated (KI 9, KI 10)—that public institutions have had very limited capacity to monitor compliance with the law. This is due to lack of personnel for effective company oversight, insufficient technical knowledge to analyze and supervise algorithm functioning, challenges involved in supervising an atypical and previously non-existent figure such as an independent worker without an employment contract but with protections defined in the labor code, the territorially dispersed nature of the work process, among others. As a union leader of platform drivers commented: “You go to the labor inspection, anyone, and the official tells you “you have no rights,” or “you know what… I have no idea what to do, I don't know how to act.” That is the response from the labor inspection official 2 years after the law's publication” (KI 2). To date, two oversight programs have been carried out by the Labor Directorate, focused on delivery companies, which have centered on health and safety issues, verification of service contracts, proportional minimum wage payment, transparency in data access and algorithm functioning [Dirección del Trabajo (DT), 2025; Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare (MTPS), 2025]. However, after almost 3 years of law implementation, no specific oversight plans have been developed with a focus on determining whether—for some groups of workers—the signs of employment relationship established in Labor Directorate ruling 1831/39 are met or not, which if confirmed would require companies to change the contracts (from independent to dependent) of those workers. One of the key state informants interviewed (KI 9) indicated that oversight of this aspect of the law faces the risk of massive judicialization of cases by companies, as well as the possibility that under a new upcoming government and a new Labor Directorate, the aforementioned ruling that currently interprets this aspect of the law could be reviewed and modified in a more lax sense regarding employment relationship indicators. In this context, the State's focus has been on advancing formalization and access to social protection for independent workers—in which there have been important advances as mentioned—and on addressing health and safety issues, and more recently matters related to transparency of criteria and providing clear information to workers about how rates and payments are determined.

Fourth, and regarding the more concrete impact of the law on working conditions, evaluation studies conducted 1 or 2 years after the law entered into force point to limited scope and ambivalent results: on the one hand, there is evidence—especially among drivers—of low knowledge of the law and its implications, persistent issues regarding the lack of clarity in payment criteria and workers' ability to verify that these are correct, insufficient or non-existent communication channels (physical offices in each city with company staff providing service), arbitrary company decisions (account suspension or blocking), lack of clarity and difficulty accessing the insurance defined by the law, among others (FLACSO, 2023; Superior Labor Council, 2024; KI 2, KI 11; Centro de Políticas Públicas UC (CPP-UC), 2023). Some workers also point to decreased income due to tax payments deducted by companies as a negative impact, which has not been balanced by improved rates and—in the case of drivers—a reduction in the commission charged by platforms. On the other hand, among its positive impacts are -without doubt- the greater protection in occupational health and safety, both due to the express responsibility of companies in this area (Article 152 quinquies F, Law No. 21,431), as well as the progressive formalization of workers through the issuance of fee invoices and payment of mandatory contributions from companies (Gontero and Ravest, 2024; Superior Labor Council, 2024). As a worker tell us regarding the formalization process and access to social protection:

	I mean, it's positive in the sense that you're going to have, you're going to be able to access FONASA [Public health system], you won't have a gap in your AFP [Pension fund] because that money is going to go there, but the negative thing is that you have to cover that cost yourself, because Uber deducts it entirely from you, from the trip fare. It's not like Uber as an employer in this case takes it on themselves, or that Uber charges it to the customer, no, you as a driver assume it directly ” (Male Driver, Chilean, 37 years old, Concepción).



3.2.2 Ley 21.553: regulation of ride-hailing platforms

The labor market for delivery and ride-sourcing platforms in Chile is regulated not only by the Labor Code (Law 21.431), legislation related to social protection for independent workers (Law 21.133), and rulings from the Internal Revenue Service (Resolution 132)—as discussed in the previous section—but also by specific sectoral legislation, such as Law 21.553, which was approved in Chile in April 2023, although its implementing regulations were only issued in April 2025. The focus of this law—commonly known as the Uber Law, and set to come into effect in 2025—is the regulation of transportation app companies such as Uber, Cabify, Didi, and others. The law and its implementing regulations establish a set of requirements, of which the following are particularly noteworthy. Companies are required to: be incorporated as legal entities in Chile; operate only with drivers registered and authorized in a regional registry maintained by the Ministry of Transportation; contract insurance covering vehicles, drivers, passengers, and third parties; provide detailed information to passengers using the service; supply drivers with information about the passenger's name and rating, proposed route, service time and fare, and payment method; and offer clear information about the criteria for registration, blocking, and suspension of driver accounts, as well as the criteria for evaluating and ranking both passengers and drivers.

Regarding drivers, the law requires registration in the driver registry, possession of a professional license, and a clean criminal and traffic record. For vehicles, requirements include passing technical inspections every 6 months, having four doors, automatic locks, a minimum engine power of 1.4, a maximum age of 7 years at the time of registration, valid insurance, and displaying a QR code sticker on the windshield that allows quick verification of all relevant documentation, among other conditions.

At the origin of this law, whose discussion dates back to 2016, are the complaints from traditional taxi associations against Uber and other app companies, considering them unfair competition given the low fares and the lack of requirement to comply with various usual requirements in the passenger transportation sector (professional license, vehicle age and safety standards, driver registration, etc.). In 2016, episodes of violence by taxi drivers against app cars and drivers were recorded, as well as massive street protests by taxi drivers, in a manner similar to what occurred in other parts of the world. This conflict forcefully brought the discussion about regulating app-based transportation companies onto the public agenda, and it is interesting to note that it was this issue and not the debate about the contractual status of workers that inaugurated in Chile the discussion about regulations for digital work platforms.

Despite the fact that early in 2016 a proposal for regulating passenger transportation platforms was presented by the government of the time (Bill 10.937-15), the law was only approved in 2023 and its regulations in 2025. The law that was finally approved is based on a second bill presented in 2018 by the government of the time (a right-wing coalition) and which—unlike the first proposal—did not include the establishment of minimum and sustainable fares. This had been a central demand of app drivers, and was also part of the agreement signed between them and the taxi unions within the framework of discussions on how to regulate the sector.

Throughout the entire process of discussing the law, and subsequently the regulations, companies like Uber carried out strong media campaigns against such regulations, stating that these would produce a rise in fares, a decrease in service availability for users, and job losses for many drivers who would not be able to comply with the new law requirements. Uber has stated that especially the requirement for maximum vehicle age “will directly affect the supply of cars available for people, quality of service and therefore the cost of trips” (La Tercera, 2025), in addition -together with other companies like Cabify- to wielding the argument of the safeguarding of information and privacy of passenger and driver data that the new law would affect.

It is interesting to note that since its inception in 2012, the work of app drivers has not been considered a legal activity, with drivers being subject to fines from inspectors and police, and sometimes having their vehicles impounded for not complying with the current passenger transportation law. To this day, Uber drivers, given the delay in implementing the “Uber law” regulation, are exposed to fines and vehicle recovery charges that can reach USD 800, despite the massive use of such applications in society and the regular payment of taxes they make to the State as a result of the regulation of law 21.431 discussed above. This demonstrates the multiplicity of regulations—labor laws, economic sector regulations, tax laws, and even immigration laws—that have gradually shaped Chile's digital platform labor market. It also reveals their lack of coherence among themselves, and how the approval processes of these various laws reflect the interests and bargaining power of different actors, political contexts, and the contingent nature of social processes.

Returning to Law 21.553 on the regulation of ride-hailing platforms and its upcoming implementation in 2025, the law will significantly impact this labor market. This will especially affect drivers who must exit the market due to lacking professional licenses or vehicles that meet the new requirements, representing a fundamental change to the traditionally low barriers to entry in this labor market. A group of the interviewed workers express their distrust and rejection of the law, or some of its aspects -especially the professional license requirement, the regionalization of the driver registry, some of the vehicle requirements-, and they fear how this might affect the flexibility and autonomy with which they currently operate on the platforms, or lead to a decrease in customer demand due to an increase in fares, or directly force them to leave the sector. However, an important group of the interviewed workers -especially those who have been dedicated to this work as their main activity for several years- indicates their support for the regulation insofar as it will allow them to work without the risk of fines and vehicle impoundment, will provide more security by having driver and user registries, could produce (by having fewer vehicles) a rise in fares that improves drivers' income, and would contribute to professionalization and improvement of service quality based on professional license requirements and the use of safer, more comfortable and modern vehicles. As an interviewed driver tells us.

	I feel that regulation is always good… for example, the issue of these same cars that are small (…) passengers don't like getting into small cars, and they always tell me that: “how good that your car is big.”… (…) The other thing is that fares are going to go up. That's something that's expected. When this starts, fares are going to go up, because there won't be so many vehicles anymore. The smaller vehicles are going to go out of circulation. And only the drivers who meet the requirements are going to remain. (…) The other thing is that one is going to have to get a professional license. So, also, it's a whole issue of one being more qualified…to do this job…. I feel that it's going to give me the right to be able to work with more security and with whoever I want. (Male driver, Chilean, 30 years old, Santiago)




3.3 Workers: sociability and collective organization and action

Understanding digital delivery and ride-hailing platform labor markets requires—alongside the role of companies and the State—analyzing the sector's workers, not only in terms of their socio-demographic profiles, but by considering their meaning-making constructions, identity narratives, logics of action, and forms of collective organization. These different aspects are not presented homogeneously, given the noted differences between delivery and passenger transportation platforms, and considering also the diversity of subjects who participate in this labor market (according to age, social class, nationality, gender, care responsibilities, educational level, etc.), who in turn connect to platforms under very dissimilar circumstances (professional job loss, arrival as an undocumented immigrant, activity parallel to studies, etc.) and with variable time commitments (Reygadas, 2020).

Within the framework of this article—and having addressed the topics of meaning-making constructions and identity narratives in previous publications (Morales and Stecher, 2023; Stecher and Morales, 2024)—we focus on the axes of sociability and organization and collective action, of particular importance for understanding the current configuration of these labor markets in Chile. Without ignoring existing heterogeneity, we account for certain patterns that are transversally shared and relatively stabilized among workers on both platforms analyzed.


3.3.1 Sociability and everyday bonds among platform workers

One of the defining characteristics of work mediated by digital platforms is its fragmentation and individualization. In the absence of work centers and an employment relationship that favors recognition as peers, and given the wide geographical dispersion that companies organize through the individual interaction of the worker with the app, the platform model atomizes and isolates workers, often making them compete with each other and hindering the possibilities of associativity and collective organization (Graham, 2020; Vandaele, 2018).

However, in the case of passenger transport and delivery platforms, national and international studies have repeatedly shown that, despite the fragmentation and individualization of work, the geolocalized nature of the service provided implies the encounter of workers in the performance of work, which allows processes of recognition as peers and the development of forms of mutual support that have different meanings and orientations. Our research confirms these findings, which are illustrated in the following testimonies:

	Look, when I can arrive at a restaurant that's in Ñuñoa, and it turns out there are several, there are 10 delivery workers waiting for orders, and among those there are girls and boys and I don't know them, but we always greet each other, as delivery workers we know we are colleagues, I mean it's like we are like a brotherhood, if we see each other on the street affected by something, what happens? can we help you? if we have tools, I mean among ourselves we support each other and the majority, the majority of delivery workers in this country are Venezuelan.” (Woman delivery, 30 years old, Venezuelan)
	I said, “I can't be the only one doing this! So when I was waiting I would look at the cars to see who was looking at the cell phone, the app… If I saw someone I would say “hey, friend, are you an Uber driver? And then we would start talking (Male driver).

As our interviewees report, workers actively seek out others with whom they can share experiences, resolve doubts, and—when contact networks and more stable groups form— protect themselves from specific risks and feel accompanied in their work.

For delivery drivers, using backpacks and jackets with company advertising allows them to be recognized as peers. The predetermined connection areas for receiving orders, the rest areas set up by some companies in certain parts of the city, or the outskirts of the stores and restaurants with the highest demand become meeting places where, while waiting, they begin to get to know each other and exchange their work experiences. In the case of the delivery workers, these exchanges often involve sharing experiences of immigration, arrival and insertion in the host country.

These first exchanges often lead to the formation of WhatsApp groups (or other messaging applications) among delivery workers and drivers. Through these groups, they extend the face-to-face meeting space to the virtual one, allowing them to weave a support network to share tips on how to use the platforms and maximize income, help each other solve unforeseen events or problems during the job, share their experiences, or simply keep each other company throughout the workday.

These forms of sociability can be understood as embryonic solidarity (Atzeni, 2014) derived from the work process itself: to provide the services properly each worker must learn to use the apps, to solve the unforeseen events that arise and to make decisions that allow them to complete the services in the shortest possible time and maximize their productivity. This is not necessarily contradictory to the companies' objectives, as they benefit from this induction process that peers do in the tricks of the trade to new workers, in a context in which companies do not mobilize resources for formal induction and training processes. In this sense, there is a sociability marked by a form of solidarity that provides support to workers, while at the same time, it is not antagonistic to the company, but favorable to it. An example of this is found in the self-organization of Uber drivers to respond to service demands:

	“We for example in the group (of whatsapp) that I am we are 50 drivers, to be able to provide help in case of any emergency and we also give each other news of how many cars of each group can be when there is much demand (…) we are organizing ourselves to be in the strategic points where there are more requests in the application” (Male driver).

In addition, as the above quote shows, these groups address needs that companies do not meet, particularly with regard to safety. Thus, helping each other in the event of assaults or accidents, recovering stolen vehicles in the face of police inaction, or advising each other on insurance or other prevention and protection measures are common practices that are discussed and coordinated through these channels. Indeed, after the increase in assaults on delivery workers due to the pandemic and the perceived defenselessness, groups of delivery workers organized themselves for the “recovery” of stolen motorcycles, which ended in several episodes of street violence and was the subject of debate in the media (Chilevisión, 2020). As an interviewee pointed out, these groups play a key role as fundamental support and protection mechanisms on a daily basis:

	…my coworkers are more of a brotherhood, we all try to take care of each other, if something happens to any of us, we can go help each other and we go and meet with him to help each other, we always try to go up as a group and come down as a group, we always get in touch with our coworkers (Male delivery worker, immigrant, 34 years old).

On the other hand, along with these “closed” face-to-face and virtual spaces limited to specific groups of workers who meet and coordinate at certain times and sectors, there are also pages on social networks where workers and people interested in using the apps raise issues of all kinds: from renting accounts or vehicles to drive or deliver, to complaints about the usual problems. Facebook or Instagram pages such as “Soy Rappi Chile,” “Ni un repartidor menos Chile,” or “Conductores de Apps Chile” have been some of the most used and have several thousand followers, although in recent years they have decreased their activity.

Some of these support groups or virtual networks are typical of immigrant delivery workers, among whom there is a strong group identification and solidarity aimed at helping each other improve their working and living conditions within the framework of their migratory trajectories.

Thus, as other studies have shown (Gutiérrez and Atzeni, 2022), in Chile, there is solidarity among platform workers, which is highly valued by them, but this is not necessarily antagonistic to the companies, nor does it necessarily imply a greater willingness to make demands on companies regarding working conditions.



3.3.2 Collective organization and action

Alongside these support networks and informal spaces of sociability—both face-to-face and online—it is also possible to identify in Chile the presence of organizations and forms of collective action by platform workers that have raised claims and protests directly against the companies, and which had significant weight and visibility—as was previously noted—in the context of the pandemic. Various protests concerning precarious working conditions and legal actions brought before the courts constituted during this period the context of heightened activism and protest in Chile. Several associations were established between 2018 and 2020—Ni un repartidor menos, Agrupación de repartidores penquistas, Marea—which participated in various protest and denunciation actions in the courts, including participation in international calls for work stoppages (Gutiérrez and Atzeni, 2022).

These forms of organization and collective action, characterized by varying levels of organization and formality, which have deployed diverse strategies to defend their interests as platform workers, can be understood as an expression of active solidarity (Atzeni, 2014). Some of the central issues of concern and key demands of these groups have included the unilateral and downward modification of fares implemented by companies, account blocking and closure, conditions of insecurity and risk on the streets due to robberies and accidents, worker accountability, and the lack of support for various contingencies that arise with passengers and orders in day-to-day operations. More recently, these concerns have been supplemented by issues related to the implementation of Law 21.431, as well as demands regarding Law 21.553 regulations for ride-hailing drivers. In these cases, demands have been directed toward both companies and the State, given the State's responsibility for oversight (Law 21.431) and for approving and implementing Law 21.553 regulations.

While there was a certain decline in protest actions and legal complaints following the pandemic and the initial implementation of Law 21.431 (2022), along with the disappearance of some organizations, the last 2 years (2024-2025) have witnessed a certain re-articulation and increased activity among worker organizations. Driver unions −11 at the national level with approximately 12,000 members—affiliated with the Federation of Application Drivers of Chile (Federación GRECO App Chile), Union No. 1 of Independent Workers of Application Drivers (SINCAPP), the more recent Platform Workers Union (SINTAPP), as well as the Secretariat of New Forms of Work of the Unified Workers' Central of Chile (CUT) have achieved greater prominence over the past 2 years—vis-à-vis workers themselves, companies, and the State—within the framework of legislative discussions in parliament and social dialogue forums promoted by the Ministry of Labor, both associated with the processes of implementation and evaluation of the new regulations.

Thus, for example, on April 29, 2024, some of these organizations called for national mobilizations—an app blackout—with a focus on improving driver fares and earnings. As one ride-hailing drivers association leader explained (KI 2):

	Look, even for April 29, apart from holding a strike, we held a mobilization in some regions. It was done in Puerto Montt, it was done in Concepción, well, in Concepción we have always done it, but that is another matter. It was done here in Valparaíso, in Chillán, and in Talca (…) The general strike, as I say, 60% [of adhesion]… (…) And believe me, we are fighting for a possible second strike, because things look and continue to be bad economically for us. (…) Our operating cost, depending on the vehicle, our cost per kilometer is between $350 and $390…and the applications are paying between $280 and $300. Then, as people have been realizing, and this has also been our fault in a way, but in a good way, that making people see that they are losing money in each trip is the great discontent that exists today.

Our data captures these organizational processes since 2019, which have been dynamic and with some differences between drivers and delivery workers. The Table 2 shows the formal and informal collectives of platform drivers and delivery workers oriented to demand and defend their interests vis-à-vis companies or vis-à-vis the State.

TABLE 2  Formal and informal collectives of platform drivers and delivery workers.


	Dimensions
	Drivers
	Delivery workers





	Informal collectives through messaging groups or other virtual and face-to-face channels
	Yes 
Local groups that in some cases become formalized as trade associations
	Yes 
Rappi 08 
Riders United Now 
Not one delivery driver less Chile 
Mancomunal de Repartidores de Aplicación (MAREA)



	Formal organizations
	Yes 
ACUA, GRECCO, AGECOP, COTRAP (Trade associations) 
Uber RV Union 
Independent Union of APP Drivers (SINCAPP) 
Platform Workers Union (SINTAPP)
	Yes 
Agrupación de Repartidores Penquistas (community association) 
Cornershop-Uber Union (Initially created as a delivery workers' union, currently, after the purchase of Cornershop by Uber, it is a union of administrative workers with an employment contract from the company) 
Platform Workers Union (SINTAPP)



	Public protests
	No
	Yes 
March 2019 call in Santiago for Uber Eats Delivery Drivers April 2020 
International Strike for app delivery drivers



	Mass disconnections as a form of protest
	Yes
	Yes



	International alliances
	Yes 
International Alliance of App-Based Transport Workers (IAATW)
	Yes 
United World Action



	Main focus of its collective action
	Impact on the legislative debate 
Improved rates Security against theft
	Negotiation with companies for labor improvements 
Demands to the State for oversight of Law 21,431, especially with regard to workplace safety, unilateral disconnection, blocking of accounts, and clarification of payment calculation criteria






Analyzing in more detail and separately these organizations of delivery workers and app drivers it is possible to point out the following.

In this 2019–2025 period, the active role of some associations of ride-hailing drivers in the legislative debates on the laws and regulations of the sector stands out. After the null response they had from companies such as Uber regarding specific situations that affected them negatively (high commissions, deactivation of accounts, lower fares), they decided to focus on influencing the regulatory debate on transportation platforms that was taking place since 2016 in the National Congress. To this end, they formalized themselves as trade associations—a figure intended mainly for companies (Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, 1979)—participated in various instances of pre-legislative debate, met with parliamentarians and government authorities, and even allied with the main cab drivers' associations to propose that the law establish a minimum fare for services to end Uber's dumping on the sector. The latter is a particularity of the Chilean case in view of the confrontation that marks the relationship between cab drivers and platform drivers at international level.

	[The agreement with the cab drivers] cost, I'm not going to say it didn't cost, but it was super nice. Before you could not even think about this because there were other leaders who said let's go to the fight. But there was a death! There was a death and the authorities did not do anything (Leader of App Drivers'Association).

Internationally, they established networks through instant messaging channels with organizations of platform drivers from various countries, and in 2021, they participated through ACUA (one of the most visible trade associations) in forming the International Alliance of App-based Transport Workers. It should be noted that drivers do not stand out for the use of massive forms of protest in the streets, although they do carry out “strikes” in the form of temporary disconnection from the platforms. The first of these initiatives occurred in May 2019, when they adhered to the Global Strike called by U.S. collectives on the occasion of Uber's IPO, and subsequently, in 2023 and 2024 the SINCAPP Union has again called this type of strike to press for an increase in service fees. Due to the quality of this type of action, there is no clear record of the level of adhesion.

Between 2023 and 2025, the GRECO Federation and its affiliated unions—established from September 2022 under the collective rights granted by Law 21.431 to independent platform workers—have played a highly active role in parliamentary discussions regarding the pending regulations for implementing Law 21.553. They have expressed concern about delays in the approval and implementation of these regulations, noting how such delays maintain them in a state of illegality and expose them to fines and penalties of up to $800, while also perpetuating risk levels for robberies and even murders, given that the driver and passenger registration and identification system established by the law has not been activated (IC 2). They have also continuously informed their members about the legislative debate and regulatory approval process through various social media videos.

On the other hand, the collective action of delivery workers has stood out especially for including forms of mass protest in the streets in the face of worsening working conditions (Unilateral change in criteria and reduction of rates, risk of accidents and thefts, lack of basic services such as bathrooms or places to eat, risk of contagion in the context of the pandemic, etc.). The first of these demonstrations was led by Uber Eats delivery drivers in 2019, who went to the company's offices without being received, and the second in 2020 by Pedidos Ya delivery drivers, with a similar outcome. In both cases, these protests were self-organized through instant messaging groups by informal collectives.

	In February (of 2020) we began a communication campaign that we carried out through WhatsApp groups, from anonymity (…) in April we received an email from the company saying that they were going to restructure the payments and that they were again reducing the salary, they totally reduced it, which translates into more working hours, more workload but less money (…). At that point and in response to a call from an international strike of delivery drivers from Argentina, the ATR movement and Brazil, from Latin America, we decided to call a mobilization where we went public and we gave ourselves the name of Riders United Now and we called two mobilizations 2 days in a row, with total success, we went to the television stations and they covered our campaign, more than 600 motorcyclists (…). From there we stayed in the streets and started this struggle that we will continue to carry on because we want to recognize benefits for the workers and that labor rights are recognized (…) (union delivery workers' leader).

These protests ended with the arbitrary deactivation of the accounts of some of the most visible delivery drivers. With the support of the main Central de Trabajadores CUT, they filed two class action lawsuits against PedidosYa for anti-union practices and protection of their rights as employees, and together with other delivery drivers' collectives, in 2020 they formed an informal federation called Mancomunal de Repartidores de Aplicación, MAREA. At the same time, another collective in Concepción, Agrupación de Repartidores Unidos, was formalized as a community group (a figure intended for organizations of specific interest in a city) and, after being blocked by Pedidos Ya, they also sued the company and tried to form a cooperative of delivery drivers, following the example of Coopcycle in Europe. They all continued to participate in the international network Unidxs World Action through virtual assemblies and digital propaganda actions.

With the end of the pandemic and the implementation of Law 21.431 (September 2022), which legitimized the status of independent worker, both street protests and court cases filed by delivery workers declined sharply, and many of the aforementioned organizations disappeared or weakened. However, in the last 2 years, under the auspices of the Ministry of Labor's interest in promoting social dialogue initiatives, and with support from the CUT, some new delivery worker unions have been created in different cities within the framework established by the same law. These are still very weak organizations whose focus has been on accompanying the law's implementation process and continuing to demand improvements in basic working conditions. Some of these demands have been presented directly to companies through communication channels opened by these social dialogue initiatives.

It is important to emphasize that beyond this relative resurgence of collective action and organization among platform workers over the past 2 years, it remains extremely weak and fragile. Structural, associational, and social power resources are scarce, with their action currently leveraged on a certain margin of institutional power derived from the processes of discussion and implementation of the aforementioned laws (Schmalz, 2017). As two interviewed leaders told us, these are unions with low membership rates, no payment of dues—although these have been established in the statutes—no regular assemblies, high member turnover, considerable fear among workers—especially those with irregular immigration status—of losing their sole source of income, and a strongly instrumental orientation among workers toward improving income and benefits, which is exploited by companies when it comes to organizing protests or mass disconnections. As one interviewed union leader told us (KI 11):

	No, it hasn't been done [an assembly]. One day I wanted to call one online and we ended up with four people connecting, and I don't… it's just very difficult… I mean, as a union as such, as you are accustomed to, nothing like that. This is totally atypical and it's been very difficult, it's very difficult… first, time [lack of time]; second, (…) there's a horrible fear, I tell my mom, it's incredible how these guys are so afraid that they'll block your account, that they'll close your account, that for any reason or if the company finds out that you're part of the union they'll close my account… here everyone protests, but it's purely for money, for fares, fares, fares, fares… So I tried to organize a mobilization [in 2025], but look, for example, in my area the longest we stayed on strike was 2 h, and that was extremely difficult. Because the app is alive, the app knows there are people connected but not accepting orders, so what does the app do? It throws you an order at a higher amount, and so these guys were anxious thinking “damn, they threw me an order for 15, for 20 and it keeps going up…” and they were desperate.

It should be noted, finally, that for both driver and delivery worker organizations, the issue of laboralization and the demand for an employment contract as a dependent worker does not appear on the horizon of their immediate demands. In the case of drivers, there is even—something that has not changed since the arrival of platforms—an active and explicit rejection of the possibility that this legal framework would be applied to them.





4 Conclusion

The article has presented a reconstruction of the digital delivery and ride-hailing platform labor market in Chile based on three axes of analysis: (i) companies and their business models; (ii) State laws and institutional regulations; and (iii) workers and their dynamics of sociability, associativity and collective organization. The reconstruction allows us to account for the historicity, dynamism, transformation, and multiplicity of actors that constitute the digital platforms labor market in Chilean society today, highlighting how these dimensions overlap and mutually condition each other.

This reconstruction enables an understanding of how this labor market reproduces global patterns of the platform economy model. Simultaneously, these patterns exhibit specific variations due to the historical fragility of formal labor markets in Latin America and the extensive nature of their informal sectors. They are further shaped by particular Chilean circumstances, including massive Venezuelan immigration, the profound institutional and cultural impacts of decades-long neoliberalization processes, and recent regulatory initiatives partly linked to the socio-political context created by the social unrest and the pandemic.

Likewise, the reconstruction offered for the Chilean case confirms, illustrates, and enriches some of the central theses of recent debate in Latin America on digital labor platforms. Our findings reveal, first, a consolidated and expanding labor market; second, one where companies' business models are based on and expand previous logics of neoliberalization, flexibilization, and precarization of work and employment; and third, a labor market that acquires distinctive characteristics specific to Latin America as a result of the historical fragility of formal labor markets as social inclusion mechanisms, the extension of the informal sector, and the privatization and individualization of social protections that occurred under the neoliberal modernization model.

In terms of a broader conclusive analysis, it is possible to propose that this labor market can be characterized by three principal features: precariousness, heterogeneity, and the capacity to facilitate fragile forms of social inclusion.

On the one hand, despite very recent advances in formalization and social protection introduced by recent legislation, these constitute precarious labor markets characterized by the absence of employment contracts and viable collective bargaining mechanisms with companies regarding working conditions. This precarity manifests through companies' unilateral authority to define and modify compensation rates, creating an environment of uncertainty and pronounced information asymmetries. Additional factors include the lack of formal compensation for idle time or waiting periods between task assignments, significant occupational health and safety risks stemming from extended working hours, night shifts, accident risks (particularly for motorcycle delivery workers), assaults and robberies, inadequate restroom facilities, and harassment, violence, and mistreatment by customers or restaurants. Further risks include potential fines—until the implementation of the so-called Uber law—imposed on ride-hailing drivers for operating what is considered non-regulated transport services, and penalties affecting delivery workers in irregular immigration status who lack national driver's licenses.

It is a labor market that feeds on the structural fragility of the formal labor market and the naturalization of the informal economy sector, nourishing itself on—and reproducing—structural conditions of labor precariousness throughout society as a whole. Law No. 21.432, despite the important advances it represents in the social protection of workers, does not structurally alter this dynamic. On the contrary, the institutionalization of a labor category excluded from labor law protection, as well as the inability of public institutions and the fragility of unions to monitor its proper implementation, may serve as a precedent for the lack of protection of new worker segments both within and beyond the platform economy.

Secondly, this labor market, while sharing structural patterns in its productive and business models across companies operating both in Chile and globally, exhibits considerable internal heterogeneity. The data reveal variability between delivery and rideshare companies across different aspects such as workforce composition—particularly regarding the proportion of immigrant workers; work processes, influenced by the presence of restaurants and retail establishments in the case of delivery workers; and levels of control and task monitoring, which are more pronounced in delivery services. Additionally, workers in both sectors display distinct cultural orientations, with drivers demonstrating greater identification with independent and entrepreneurial work profiles. The sectors also differ in their collective organization strategies, with drivers emphasizing legislative advocacy while delivery workers favor direct street action. This heterogeneity extends to platforms within the same category, manifesting in divergent worker onboarding requirements, identity verification mechanisms, payment structures, and -for a limited period- labor relations models—as exemplified by early Cornershop's distinctive approach. Furthermore, cross-cutting segmentations exist throughout the entire labor market, transcending platform types and companies. These segmentations are characterized by diverse worker profiles and heterogeneous groups who enter platform work due to varying structural constraints and subjective motivations, including immigrants, unemployed professionals, and women with caregiving responsibilities, among others.

Finally, it is a labor market that offers possibilities of precarious or tenuous social inclusion to segments of the working population that risk deeper and more severe conditions of exclusion. These possibilities have been enhanced by recently enacted legislation. Despite the precarious conditions outlined above and corporate exploitation of these arrangements to reduce labor costs while maximizing profits, platform economies nonetheless provide valued spaces for workers seeking labor market insertion, social inclusion, income generation, and certain degrees of autonomy and flexibility. This valuation is particularly pronounced within a context characterized by poor-quality formal employment and the extensive privatization and commodification of social rights, alongside neoliberal cultural imaginaries that position individuals as solely responsible for managing their own conditions of social reproduction. This dynamic of fragile social inclusion which, while feeding and reproducing labor and institutional precariousness in the countries of the global South, offers a temporary buffer or lifeline to it, is one of the characteristic features of this labor market.

Labor precariousness, heterogeneity, and fragile social inclusion thus constitute structuring and structural features of the labor market of delivery and transport platform companies in Chile, and pose specific challenges for workers' organizations and for the construction of public policies and regulations that allow for better and fairer working conditions in this sector. As our findings demonstrate, this represents a dynamic labor market characterized by processes of transformation and stabilization over time, shaped by global structural and systemic forces that condition its operation, while simultaneously being subject to local socio-political contexts and the agency of diverse entrepreneurial, state, and worker collective actors.
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This article examines the geographic variability of labour markets in the Chilean regions of Antofagasta and La Araucanía, emphasizing their structural similarities and differences. An inter- and intraregional perspective is applied to identify common and specific elements in both territories, drawing on multivariate sociodemographic, contractual, and occupational data. Through factorization and cluster analysis, typological systems of labour segmentation are constructed for each region, located at opposite ends of the country. The results reveal the heterogeneity of regional labour matrices, encompassing both regular and protected employment as well as unregulated, temporary, informal, and precarious arrangements. The study also considers the role of urban and rural contexts in shaping productive activities and labour conditions. While extractive industries represent a shared feature of Chile’s productive matrix, the findings show unequal segmentation systems across regions. These differences highlight persistent gender inequalities in access to decent and protected work, along with differentiated patterns of labour insertion for Indigenous peoples and migrants across urban and rural areas. The analysis contributes to understanding regional labour dynamics and underscores the need for territorially differentiated policies that acknowledge the structural diversity of employment conditions in northern and southern Chile.
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1 Introduction

There are diverse forms of organization within capitalist systems. Not all adopt the same development models, welfare policies, institutional structures, or present the same productive configuration or diversification (Hall and Soskice, 2001; Dibben and Collins, 2012). In peripheral societies, it is crucial to highlight the specificities of their capitalist models in order to design strategies aimed at promoting population well-being. These strategies may range from promoting industrialization to implementing policies aimed at reducing inequality and informal employment. In general terms, the Latin American development model is distinguished by several cross-cutting factors, including a strong presence of foreign companies, a dependence on raw material exports, limited industrialization, and deep social inequalities (Alister et al., 2021).

However, it is possible to affirm that there are structural elements linked to the geographic variability of capitalism that reveal specific characteristics in each local labor market. In Chile, there is a marked internal productive heterogeneity, determined by the country’s geographic diversity and inequality. This reality gives rise to differentiated regional contexts that configure diverse productive landscapes, where different sectors and economic actors coexist, as well as specific territorial dynamics in the consolidation of enclaves and their articulation with the national and global economy. These processes have been shaped by the peripheral and dependent nature of the Chilean economy, configured through the country’s colonial legacy and state intervention in the promotion and prioritization of certain productive sectors over others. As a result, a geographically segmented labor market has been structured (Blanco, 2019), characterized by high levels of job insecurity and informality (Blanco and Julián, 2019).

In the north of the country, the Antofagasta region is connected to global trade circuits, especially around mining. Meanwhile, in the south, the Araucanía region is frequently portrayed as the poorest in the country. While Antofagasta is considered a dynamic region with a high GDP per capita, Araucanía is viewed as economically stagnant, backward, and with a low GDP per capita (ICHEM, 2024). In Antofagasta, mining is the largest contributor to regional GDP, although trade generates more employment. In Araucanía, although the agricultural, forestry, and livestock sectors are relevant to regional GDP, the most predominant sectors are construction, transportation, housing and real estate services, and personal services. However, no economic sector in Araucanía contributes as much to GDP as mining does in Antofagasta.

Both regions have key productive sectors in the country’s social and economic history: mining and agriculture. A key milestone was the occupation of La Araucanía (1860–1883), which resulted in the dispossession and distribution of land among the military, mestizos, and settlers, along with the creation of indigenous reserves (Bengoa, 2000). Currently, the region combines forestry and agricultural exports with sharecropping, family units, and peonage models. The Antofagasta region, especially the cities of Calama and Chuquicamata, has been central to the Chilean economy since the 19th century, following its occupation during the War of the Pacific (1879–1884), which involved the annexation of this territory and its indigenous population (Aymara, Likan, and Lama, Antau, Quechua Colla and Diaguitas). This area has evolved from a mining enclave towards processes of clustering and productive chaining (Curverwell, 2000), also generating urbanization processes and, especially in recent years, a migratory dynamic from neighboring countries.

These processes have not been homogeneous, as reflected in the fact that Antofagasta’s economic growth has driven an intense urbanization process, relegating the rural world to a condition of isolation and a smaller relative territorial scale (Map 1). In contrast, La Araucanía has a significant presence of rural territories, as well as urban territories and population. However, the importance of urban dynamics in La Araucanía does not exhibit the strength and intensity observed in Antofagasta.
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MAP 1
 Distribution of the urban and rural population in the regions of Antofagasta and La Araucanía, Chile. Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data. Antofagasta (N = 321,811), La Araucanía (N = 405,225).


The historical development and the increasingly complex economic and productive physiognomy of both regions has led to a phenomenon known in the literature as labor market segmentation (Cruz Gómez et al., 2019; Bensusán Areous, 2022; López-Roldán et al., 2021). In particular, segmentation dynamics linked to the intersection of class, gender, and race operate (Vigoya, 2016; Blanco et al., 2022; Blanco and Álvarez, 2025), associated both with the specificity and geographic variability of productive matrices in peripheral-dependent capitalism and with the persistence and renewal of power relations (Julián-Vejar and Valdés Subercaseux, 2022). Within this framework, the analysis focuses on the specificity of labor segmentation in the two study regions, moving beyond national-level approaches to account for the internal complexity of both labor markets and their connection with historical conditions of capitalist reproduction in the global South.



2 Labor markets, segmentation and territories

From an institutionalist economic perspective, neoclassical equilibrium between labor supply and demand is simply impossible (Neffa, 2007). The labor market is viewed as a complex and conflictual social space (Solow, 1990; Pries, 2003), where information circulates in a fragmented manner. This limits access to opportunities, because labor markets are segmented into different groups with mobility barriers (Piore, 1975; Kerr, 1985; Neffa, 2008; Fernández Huerga, 2010; Bensusán Areous, 2022). The literature distinguishes a group of primary segments with high wages and stability, and a secondary group with low income, instability, and low mobility (Piore, 1975; Kerr, 1985; Casado Izquierdo, 2013). Segmentation is linked to differences in working conditions, precariousness, contracts, and income (Piore, 1975; Casado Izquierdo, 2013) and is reproduced through the educational system and public policies (Martín and Khöler, 2005, p. 315).

In turn, labor markets are constituted by information flows in areas with diffuse but demarcable geographic boundaries, where workers offer their services and companies purchase them. Commuting is defined as the movement between residence and workplace (Tolbert and Killian, 1987; Casado Díaz, 2000; Manzanares, 2012). Ultimately, territories integrate elements such as work, residence, services, and infrastructure, reducing the need for travel (Casado Díaz and Coombes, 2011).

The expansion of geographically localized labor markets depends on transportation costs, land use, production location, economic growth, and development policies—that is, business, institutional, and social factors. Labor markets are thus located in territories where people work, reside, and access services, building social and community networks (Berdegué et al., 2011), where gender and racial inequalities influence labor and migration mobility, shaping specific class structures and trajectories (Massey, 1984; Sánchez, 2003).

In Chile and Latin America, the neoliberal model and the end of the developmentalist matrix altered class structures, salary conditions, and the quality of employment, as well as the relationship between work, unemployment, and poverty (Portes and Hoffman, 2003; León and Martínez, 2001; Ruiz and Boccardo, 2015; Fuentes and Hernando, 2019). The profound metamorphoses of capitalism generated a varied and fragmented range of labor groupings (Antunes, 2001), making the boundaries between dependent and independent, fixed and flexible, direct or subcontracted activities increasingly porous (Gálvez, 2001; Palomino, 2001). Precariousness was consolidated globally (Standing, 2013), and in Chile it is evident as a “trans-class” phenomenon, even affecting qualified fractions (Blanco and Julián, 2019). Thus, the unemployed, underemployed, and underutilized proliferate within the new labor regimes.

At the national level, the middle and working classes are concentrated in the private sector, especially in commerce and services (León and Martínez, 2001; Portes and Hoffman, 2003; Ruiz and Boccardo, 2015). Despite higher levels of education, social mobility remains limited (Wormald and Torche, 2004), while tertiary activities are highly precarious and informal (Weller, 2004; Blanco and Julián, 2019). This questions the thesis of Chilean social mesocratization, revealing a persistent presence of manual classes (Pérez, 2018). However, this must be analyzed from the perspective of geographical inequalities in labor, since the middle classes are concentrated in large cities and are reduced in isolated and rural territories (Lufin and Atienza, 2009; Mac-Clure et al., 2014). In recent decades, there has been a growing outsourcing of intermediate cities, even losing their specialization in certain primary activities (Fuentes et al., 2017).

In Chile, large cities such as Santiago and Valparaíso have diverse economic sectors, while isolated territories specialize in a few sectors, and intermediate cities are incipiently expanding their services, trade, and intermediation activities, and, to a lesser extent, manufacturing industries (Escolano et al., 2016; Fuentes et al., 2017). This contributes to an unequal employment distribution between regions, with dual markets and internal variability in major cities. In rural territories—particularly in areas dominated by primary or extractive economies—precariousness, flexibility, and informality are consolidated (Valdés et al., 2014; Julián-Vejar and Alister, 2018; Blanco et al., 2020). These differences generate disparities in productive matrices, labor markets, and access to globalization (ECLAC, 2009; Escolano et al., 2016).



3 Intra and interregional comparison

The processes described above are not homogeneous across the country. The evolution of capital accumulation promotes the articulation of differentiated territorial dynamics, forcing local economies to restructure their labor systems in a context marked by intensified inter- and intra-territorial competition (Brandão, 2010). More broadly, interregional competition and specialization reveal internal and external dynamics that shape distinct forms of labor market structuring. In this sense, comparing the labor typologies of the Antofagasta and Araucanía regions makes it possible to identify distinct patterns and trends in the structure of employment, as well as relevant similarities in the configuration of their labor markets.

To achieve this, a dual analytical strategy is adopted for a comprehensive understanding of labor dynamics. On the one hand, intraregional analysis serves to characterize the labor structure within each region, taking into account its provinces and internal territorial dynamics. On the other hand, interregional analysis aims to compare the labor structure between both regions, emphasizing the differences and similarities in the composition and distribution of labor groups (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Scope of the inter and intra-regional analyses of this study.


	Interregional analysis
	Intra-regional analysis

 

 	

	1. Construction of comparable labor typologies for each region.

	2. Comparison of the structural factors of regional labor markets.

	3. Identification of similarities and differences in regional job profiles.



 	

	1. Distribution of job types in each province of both regions.

	2. Characterization of socioeconomic, demographic and labor variables of the labor segments of each region.

	3. Identification of the sectoral concentration of specific labor groups.









Source: Prepared by the authors.
 

Intraregional analysis enables a deeper understanding of the internal structure of each region, revealing significant territorial differences in the distribution of labor segments. These can be distinguished according to criteria such as formality, income levels, or the most significant economic sectors. For example, it is possible to investigate whether a labor group is distributed homogeneously (concentrated in a few sectors) or diversely (present in multiple economic sectors) within a single region. It is also possible to examine the existence of significant wage differences between workers in the same group depending on their province of residence, among other factors.

Interregional analysis seeks to establish contrasts between Antofagasta and La Araucanía regarding the structure of their labor markets. This comparison reveals not only divergences in the configuration of labor groups, but also potential structural similarities in terms of segmentation, informality, and sectoral specialization.



4 Methodology: database, variables and analysis techniques

The data source used was the 2022 version of the National Socioeconomic Characterization Survey (CASEN). The following variables were used for the indicators:

The method used in this study for the generation of segments and profiles has been developed and applied in various contexts (Blanco, 2019; Blanco and Julián, 2019; Blanco et al., 2020; Blanco et al., 2022, among others) as part of a research program on the geographical variability of local labor configurations (Blanco, 2019).

In summary, the entire procedure for constructing job profiles can be summarized as follows:


	1. The first step was to apply multiple correspondence analysis to all variables in Table 2. This allows for the analysis of associations between categorical variables and the graphic representation of their relationships in a reduced dimensional space, facilitating the identification of patterns and underlying groupings in the data structure. The contributions of the variables to the factorial dimensions were examined, allowing for a theoretical interpretation of labor market factors in both regions. Additionally, perceptual maps were developed to visualize the distribution of occupational groups in the factorial space. The resulting coordinates were also entered into the database.

	2. In a second step, the factor scores are used in a k -means cluster analysis, establishing the occupational clusters. Although the variables analyzed are qualitative, the method does not incorporate hierarchical cluster analysis. Instead, two new variables were stored in the database, linked to the case scores on the two factorial dimensions of the MCA. These two quantitative variables (the factorial scores on axes 1 and 2) are used in the creation of the labor typology through k-means clustering. It is a combination of MCA, factorization, factorial scores, and the use of the latter in the segmentation and delineation of labor profiles. This procedure makes it possible to construct a “typology” through cluster analysis, as well as to identify the factorial dimensions that synthesize the information into two axes of a Cartesian plane. The latter represents a graphic approximation of the structural axes of the labor market in both regions.

	3. Additionally, the final number of class profiles is defined using one-way ANOVA, analyzing different solutions for reducing within-group variance and increasing between-group heterogeneity. Along with the analysis of intra-categorical variance, the final number of groups was determined based on criteria of clarity and interpretive parsimony.

	4. The final step is the characterization of segments and classes through a broad range of labor, socioeconomic, demographic, and territorial variables, a procedure through which it will be possible to name and identify characteristics of each aggregate produced.




TABLE 2 Variables and categories for the construction of the labor typology.


	Variable
	Categories

 

 	Sex 	1) Man; 2) Woman.


 	Ethnicity 	1) Belongs; 2) Does not belong.


 	Nationality 	1) Chile; 2) Chile and another country; 3) another country.


 	Province 	Antofagasta: 1) Antofagasta; 2) El Loa; 3) Tocopilla.
 The Araucanía: 1) Cautín; 2) Malleco.


 	Deciles of earned income (in Chilean pesos) 	1) < = 200,000; 2) 200,001 – 322,000; 3) 322,001 – 400,000; 4) 400,001 – 450,000; 5) 450,001 – 506,667; 6) 506,668 – 608,333; 7) 608,334 – 800,000; 8) 800,001 – 1,000,000; 9) 1,000,001 – 1,600,000; 10) 1,600,001+.


 	International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) 	1) Members of the executive and legislative branches and management staff of public administration and businesses; 2) Professionals, scientists, and intellectuals; 3) Mid-level technicians and professionals; 4) Office workers; 5) Service workers and vendors in shops and markets; 6) Farmers and skilled agricultural and fishing workers; 7) Officials, operators, and artisans in mechanical arts and other trades; 8) Plant and machine operators and assemblers; 9) Unskilled workers;


 	International Classification of Status in Employment (ICSE) 	1) Employer; 2) Self-employed; 3) Public sector employee or worker (Central or Municipal Government); 4) Public enterprise employee or worker; 5) Private sector employee or worker; 6) Live-in domestic service; 7) Outdoor domestic service; 8) Unpaid family member.


 	International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities (ISIC). 	1) Agriculture, Livestock, Forestry and Fishing; 2) Mining and Quarrying; 3) Manufacturing; 4) Electricity, Gas, Steam and Air Conditioning Supply; 5) Water Supply; 6) Wastewater Disposal, Waste Management and Remediation; 7) Construction; 8) Wholesale and Retail Trade; 9) Motor Vehicle and Motorcycle Repair; 10) Transportation and Warehousing; 11) Accommodation and Food Service Activities; 12) Information and Communications; 13) Financial and Insurance Activities; 14) Real Estate Activities; 15) Professional, Scientific and Technical Activities; 16) Administrative and Support Service Activities; 17) Public Administration and Defense; 18) Compulsory Social Security Schemes; 19) Teaching; 20) Human Health Care and Social Assistance Activities; 21) Artistic, Entertainment, and Recreational Activities; 22) Other Service Activities; 23) Activities of Households as Employers; 24) Undifferentiated Activities of Households as Producers of Goods and Services; 25) Activities of Extraterritorial Organizations and Bodies.


 	Written employment contract. 	1) Yes; 2) No.


 	Type of contract 	1) Indefinite term; 2) Fixed term; 3) Per work or task.


 	Affiliation to the pension system 	1) Yes; 2) No.


 	Health 	1) Public System (FONASA); 2) ISAPRE (private health insurance institution); 3) Armed Forces and Law Enforcement; 4) None (private); 5) Other system.


 	Did you contribute to a pension system last month? 	1) Yes; 2) No.





Source: CASEN 2022.
 



5 Interregional analysis


5.1 Typologies of labor segmentation

The factor models for both regions are structured by two dimensions with high Cronbach’s alphas, indicating high internal reliability (Appendix). In absolute terms, the total variance explained in the Antofagasta region model is slightly higher than in the Araucanía region model (6.759 versus 6.531). This is not a significant difference, so it is possible to maintain that both regions share a similar factor structure in terms of explained variance. In terms of inertia, both models explain between 56.3% (Antofagasta) and 56% (Araucanía) of the total variance. All this evidence suggests that we are dealing with stable factor structures and adequate overall internal consistency.

When constructing the final solution for each regional labor typology, differences began to be observed in relation to the interpretation and final physiognomy of the groups. In the case of Antofagasta, the final solution for the labor typology resulted in the identification of six groups (Table 3) that reflect the dynamics of the labor market in the region, highlighting the specificities of the occupational structure and labor segmentation in this territory. The groups in the Antofagasta labor typology are as follows:


	• Specialized Private sector workers: A group where employment is predominantly in the private sector, with a high presence of professionals, technicians, and managers, and considerable links to mining and specialized sectors.

	• Operational Private sector workers: Comprised of private sector workers with operational and commercial functions, with a high incidence of basic occupations, operators, and support staff.

	• High-ranking public Officials: A group composed primarily of public officials, highlighting professional and technical profiles who hold positions of greater responsibility in state administration, the public education system, and health services.

	• Operational Public sector workers: Comprised of public sector officials and workers in entry-level or lower-level positions, where there is a predominance of operators and service workers within the administration.

	• Various self-employed workers: It groups self-employed activities, with a heterogeneous occupational structure that includes service workers, artisans, and operators, present in various economic sectors.

	• Domestic service workers: A group comprised of services provided in the home, with a predominance of basic domestic and care work.




TABLE 3 Typology of labor profiles in Antofagasta.


	Occupational profiles
	Count
	Percentage

 

 	Specialized private sector workers 	141,940 	44.1%


 	Operational private sector workers 	92.630 	28.8%


 	High-ranking public officials 	12.592 	3.9%


 	Operational public sector workers 	6.148 	1.9%


 	Various self-employed workers 	61,925 	19.2%


 	Domestic service workers 	6.576 	2.0%


 	Total 	321.811 	100.0%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 

Antofagasta’s labor market is dominated by private sector employment, reflecting a landscape heavily influenced by the mining and related industries. The private sector segment is structured in a dual manner, with Specialized private sector workers (44.1%) in mining and related activities, along with an Operational profile Private sector workers (28.8%) who support this industry through occupations related to machine operators, administrative assistants, sales personnel, and other employees in commercial and service sectors.

On the other hand, the presence of self-employment suggests the existence of a complementary economy that facilitates the absorption of part of the labor demand not covered by the more formal sectors. However, the presence of self-employment or self-employment only reaches a fifth of the employed population (19.2%). These self-employed segments linked to informal or precarious micro-business activities are primarily located in commerce, transportation, and other services, and may be associated with high labor turnover and dependence on complementary economic activities.

It is also worth highlighting the low proportion of high- and low-level public officials (5.8%) in relation to the working population, reinforcing the thesis of the preponderance of the private sector in terms of employment within the region’s economic structure. Finally, the Domestic service workers shows low presence (2.0%), a matter that could be due to high relative incomes from other sectors that reduce the supply of workers in this area.

In the case of the Araucanía region, a solution of eight groups has been established, reflecting the diversity and segmentation of the labor market and the region’s unique socioeconomic and productive characteristics. Thus, the labor typology groups for Araucanía are as follows:


	• High-ranking public Officials: Professionals and technicians who work primarily in the public sector and state-owned enterprises. Their presence is concentrated mainly in areas such as public education, public health services, and municipal administration.

	• Skilled operational Private sector workers: Mid-level operators and technicians with a strong presence in the manufacturing and construction sectors. Despite their relatively higher qualifications, these workers are prone to precarious work, lack protection, and lack employment contracts.

	• Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors: A group of employees with technical and professional training in sectors such as education, health, and public administration, both public and private.

	• Operational Private sector workers in construction and manufacturing: A group of employees in the construction and manufacturing sectors, with a high presence of operators and basic occupations.

	• Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services: A group of low-skilled activities in the private sector, primarily in commerce.

	• Self-employed Traders and vendors: Mostly self-employed workers in various activities, with a predominance of retail trade.

	• Self-employed agricultural and construction workers: People who independently carry out agricultural activities and manual trades.

	• Domestic service workers: Group with a high concentration of elementary occupations linked to domestic and care work.



According to the data in Table 4, the employment distribution in the Araucanía region presents a diverse and segmented labor structure representative of the territory’s socioeconomic and productive characteristics. Indeed, there is a labor market with a strong presence of public employment and a diversification in the private sector, where self-employment and the agricultural sector play a significant role in shaping the regional employment structure.


TABLE 4 Typology of labor profiles in La Araucanía.


	Occupational profiles
	Count
	Percentage

 

 	High-ranking public officials 	89,726 	22.1%


 	Skilled operational private sector workers 	5.881 	1.5%


 	Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors 	90,576 	22.4%


 	Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing 	52,706 	13.0%


 	Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services 	6.413 	1.6%


 	Self-employed traders and vendors 	83,907 	20.7%


 	Self-employed agricultural and construction workers 	54,467 	13.4%


 	Domestic service workers 	21,549 	5.3%


 	Total 	405.225 	100.0%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 

The sum of Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors (22.4%) and High-ranking public Officials (22.1%) make up almost half of the workforce, demonstrating a concentration of jobs around public administration and state services. This reflects the importance of the state apparatus in the region.

Regarding diversification in private employment, there is a division between a very small fraction of skilled operational private sector workers (1.5%) and Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing (13.0%), as well as Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services (1.6%). This suggests that, while there is a niche of operational workers in productive sectors, the representation of these groups is significantly lower compared to the public sector, a situation completely opposite to the case in Antofagasta.

Self-employment, for its part, also presents significant interregional differences. Two segments stand out: Self-employed traders and vendors (20.7%), and self-employed agricultural and construction workers (13.4%). This reflects the precariousness of self-employment and the persistent presence of traditional productive activities, which remain important pillars of the Araucanía economy.

Domestic group service workers (5.3%) indicates a demand that reaches double that observed in Antofagasta, an issue that could be related to family dynamics and forms of subjection linked to the extension of care work.



5.2 Structural factors of regional labor markets

Charts 1, 2 are visual representations of the distribution of occupational groups in their respective regional multidimensional spaces. This provides insight into the structure and distribution of occupational groups, facilitating the analysis of similarities, differences, proximities, and distances. It also provides an overview of the factors or dimensions that shape the distribution of employment conditions and situations. In other words, both figures can be interpreted as visual representations of regional employment spaces, structured by their main factors.

[image: Scatter plot dividing labor profiles in Antofagasta by employment protection, labor market formality, and precarious employment. Dots are color-coded: black for specialized private sector workers, cyan for operational private sector workers, red for high-ranking public officials, green for operational public sector workers, gray for various self-employed workers, and blue for domestic service workers. Each labor group clusters in distinct quadrants, showing varying relationships between protection, formality, and precariousness. Legend and axis labels clearly distinguish employment and market conditions.]

CHART 1
 Job typology in the space of structural factors of the labor market in the Antofagasta region. Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.


[image: Scatter plot visualizing labor profiles in La Araucania, Chile, based on employment protection, labor market formality, and feminized labor precarization. Each color-coded cluster represents a specific labor group, detailed in the typology legend on the right.]

CHART 2
 Job typology in the space of structural factors of the labor market in the Araucanía region. Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.


In Antofagasta, the structural factors space of the labor market is established as follows:


	• Axis 1: Labor market Formality/Informality: This factor reflects a gradient that oscillates between informality and formality. On the positive side are situations linked to the absence of a formal contract, typical of self-employment. Conversely, jobs with formalized labor ties are located on the negative side of the axis. The main inertias1 show that Dimension 1 distinguishes between formal job placements—with a written contract, pension affiliation, and permanent jobs (negative values)—and forms of self-employment or jobs without social protection (positive values).

	• Axis 2: Employment protection/Precarious Employment: This factor ranges from low-protection employment conditions to more stable and secure conditions, primarily linked to military and civil service positions, along with their respective pension systems. At the negative end are jobs with precarious working conditions and weak coverage in their social security systems. In contrast, the highest-weighted categories correspond to the Armed Forces, civil service, and mandatory pension systems, concentrated at the negative end of the scale.



In the case of the Araucanía region, the structural factors of the labor market are organized as follows:


	• Axis 1: Labor market Formality/Informality: This factor represents a continuum ranging from jobs with high informality to positions associated with greater formalization. This axis groups together those categories linked to self-employment or jobs with poor contracts, compared to occupations in sectors with formal contracts and better pay. This factor is structurally very similar to the first dimension observed in Antofagasta.

	• Axis 2: Employment Protection/Feminized labor precarization: This factor is related to various processes of feminization of employment, particularly in activities related to domestic work. Unlike what was observed in Antofagasta, in the Araucanía region, the main categories associated with the inertia of this dimension are women and the branch of Household Activities as employers and domestic service outside the home. In contrast, men are at the opposite extreme, with a lower association with this dimension.



Thus, the Antofagasta and Araucanía regions present a similarity in their first factorial axis, corresponding to the differentiation between formal and informal employment. This means that both regions distinguish between jobs with a written contract, pension affiliation, and stability versus self-employment and jobs lacking social protection.

The main divergence between the two regional configurations lies in the second dimension. Indeed, in Antofagasta, the second dimension reinforces the differences between unstable working conditions and low pension coverage compared to stable jobs in the public sector and the Armed Forces. In contrast, in La Araucanía, the second dimension reflects a process of feminized precarization, where the main inertia is linked to domestic service activities, evidencing a pattern of occupational segmentation with strong gender components.

It is important to clarify that the factorial axes are not predetermined, but rather are defined based on the combinations of categories that explain the greatest inertia in each data set. In other words, the multidimensional graphs do not share the same axes, but rather represent different theoretical dimensions, which is explained by the fact that they reflect labor markets with distinct structural characteristics. Both graphs represent factorial spaces that synthesize various theoretical dimensions and more effectively summarize the information available in each region. Far from constituting an inconsistency, this difference demonstrates that local labor markets have unequal structures and that factorial configurations must be interpreted considering these territorial specificities.

Thus, while in Antofagasta and La Araucanía the first factorial dimension is related to different situations of formality and informality, the second axis reveals significant structural differences between the two labor markets. That is, while in Antofagasta a continuum is defined ranging from protection to precariousness without discrimination by sex, in La Araucanía this dimension allows us to observe a specifically female precariousness. In other words, the precariousness of employment in La Araucanía is especially relevant for working women living in the region.



5.3 Job typologies, territoriality and general characteristics

As a result, although both labor markets have formal and informal segments, their structures differ. Antofagasta is characterized by a predominance of private employment linked to the mining and commercial sectors, while in La Araucanía, the public sector and occupations linked to traditional and agricultural activities predominate.

In fact, the distribution of job types in Antofagasta and La Araucanía presents marked contrasts that reflect the structural differences of their economies. In Antofagasta, the mining and quarrying sector is confirmed to be the predominant one, accounting for 32.7% of the specialized private sector workers and 15.9% of the total workforce, demonstrating the centrality of mining (Table 5). In contrast, in La Araucanía, mining is insignificant, while agriculture, livestock, forestry, and fishing account for 12.7%, highlighting the region’s more agricultural character (Table 6). Similarly, in Antofagasta, commerce represents 17.7% of the total workforce, with a strong presence of various self-employed workers (34.5%) (Table 5). In La Araucanía, vehicle trade and repair is the most representative sector (17.1%), with a high percentage of self-employed workers. Traders and vendors (31.5%) (Table 6).


TABLE 5 Percentage distribution of economic branches in the labor segments of the Antofagasta region.


	ISIC economic sectors
	Specialized private sector workers
	Operational private sector workers
	High-ranking public officials
	Operational public sector workers
	Various self-employed workers
	Domestic service workers
	Total

 

 	Agriculture, livestock, forestry and fishing 	0.2% 	0.5% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	7.4% 	0.1% 	1.6%


 	Mining and quarrying 	32.7% 	5.2% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.1% 	0.0% 	15.9%


 	Manufacturing industries 	8.0% 	7.8% 	0.6% 	0.0% 	10.1% 	0.0% 	7.8%


 	Supply of electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning 	2.0% 	0.1% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.9%


 	Water supply; wastewater disposal, waste management, and decontamination 	1.7% 	0.5% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.6% 	0.0% 	1.0%


 	Construction 	4.8% 	12.3% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	12.2% 	0.0% 	8.0%


 	Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 	8.3% 	25.5% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	34.5% 	2.6% 	17.7%


 	Transport and storage 	6.1% 	9.1% 	1.2% 	0.0% 	9.5% 	0.0% 	7.2%


 	Accommodation and catering activities 	1.1% 	10.9% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	8.2% 	0.0% 	5.2%


 	Information and communications 	1.2% 	0.8% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.5% 	0.0% 	0.9%


 	Financial and insurance activities 	2.0% 	0.1% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.9%


 	Real estate activities 	0.3% 	1.2% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.6% 	0.0% 	0.6%


 	Professional, scientific and technical activities 	4.7% 	4.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.7% 	0.0% 	3.3%


 	Administrative and support service activities 	5.0% 	7.5% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	1.9% 	0.0% 	4.7%


 	Public administration and defense; mandatory social security plans 	0.0% 	0.0% 	71.7% 	98.2% 	0.1% 	0.2% 	4.7%


 	Teaching 	13.3% 	5.4% 	14.1% 	1.8% 	0.3% 	0.0% 	8.1%


 	Human health care and social assistance activities 	8.0% 	3.2% 	11.0% 	0.0% 	0.8% 	0.0% 	5.0%


 	Artistic, entertainment and recreational activities 	0.3% 	1.2% 	0.7% 	0.0% 	0.9% 	0.0% 	0.7%


 	Other service activities 	0.4% 	4.1% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	10.7% 	3.0% 	3.5%


 	Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated activities of households as producers of goods and services 	0.0% 	0.5% 	0.6% 	0.0% 	0.8% 	94.2% 	23%


 	Activities of extraterritorial organizations and bodies 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0%


 	Total 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 


TABLE 6 Percentage distribution of economic branches in the labor segments of the Araucanía region.


	ISIC economic sectors
	High-ranking public officials
	Skilled operational private sector workers
	Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors
	Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing
	Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services
	Self-employed traders and vendors
	Self-employed agricultural and construction workers
	Domestic service workers
	Total

 

 	Agriculture, livestock, forestry and fishing 	0.7% 	0.0% 	13.3% 	23.7% 	0.0% 	13.4% 	24.7% 	7.1% 	12.7%


 	Mining and quarrying 	0.4% 	0.0% 	2.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.2% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.6%


 	Manufacturing industries 	0.8% 	0.0% 	17.4% 	6.2% 	0.0% 	3.5% 	18.4% 	0.6% 	8.1%


 	Supply of electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning 	0.1% 	0.0% 	1.4% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.2% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.4%


 	Water supply; wastewater disposal, waste management, and decontamination 	0.0% 	0.0% 	2.2% 	0.3% 	0.0% 	1.5% 	0.0% 	0.6% 	0.9%


 	Construction 	0.2% 	0.0% 	25.9% 	5.6% 	0.0% 	5.2% 	31.9% 	1.2% 	12.0%


 	Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 	1.5% 	0.0% 	9.7% 	39.4% 	0.0% 	31.5% 	10.2% 	29.9% 	17.1%


 	Transport and storage 	0.4% 	0.0% 	11.5% 	23% 	0.0% 	1.3% 	7.9% 	0.2% 	4.3%


 	Accommodation and catering activities 	0.4% 	1.9% 	0.3% 	6.3% 	0.0% 	12.1% 	0.2% 	27.0% 	5.0%


 	Information and communications 	1.5% 	0.0% 	2.8% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.8% 	0.2% 	0.0% 	1.2%


 	Financial and insurance activities 	2.0% 	0.0% 	0.1% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.5% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.6%


 	Real estate activities 	0.2% 	0.0% 	1.0% 	0.3% 	0.0% 	0.4% 	0.1% 	0.0% 	0.4%


 	Professional, scientific and technical activities 	4.9% 	1.1% 	4.0% 	0.9% 	0.0% 	3.0% 	0.4% 	0.3% 	2.8%


 	Administrative and support service activities 	0.4% 	4.6% 	1.6% 	3.3% 	0.0% 	5.2% 	3.4% 	2.0% 	2.6%


 	Public administration and defense; mandatory social security plans 	22.4% 	0.0% 	1.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	2.9% 	0.0% 	1.0% 	5.9%


 	Teaching 	35.5% 	0.0% 	1.4% 	0.1% 	0.0% 	7.5% 	0.0% 	1.7% 	9.8%


 	Human health care and social assistance activities 	27.8% 	1.8% 	1.4% 	1.3% 	0.0% 	6.3% 	0.0% 	4.6% 	8.2%


 	Artistic, entertainment and recreational activities 	0.5% 	0.0% 	1.7% 	1.1% 	0.0% 	1.1% 	0.0% 	0.5% 	0.9%


 	Other service activities 	0.3% 	0.0% 	1.5% 	8.8% 	0.0% 	3.4% 	2.6% 	5.3% 	2.9%


 	Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated activities of households as producers of goods and services 	0.1% 	90.7% 	0.0% 	0.2% 	100.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	18.0% 	3.9%


 	Activities of extraterritorial organizations and bodies 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0%


 	Total 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0% 	100.0%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 

Regarding public administration, in Antofagasta the High-ranking public officials and the Operational Public sector workers are concentrated in this sector (71.7 and 98.2%, respectively) (Table 5), while in La Araucanía the High-ranking public officials are concentrated in public administration, education and health (22.4, 35.5 and 27.8%) (Table 6). As mentioned above, another relevant difference is the higher proportion of Domestic service workers in La Araucanía compared to Antofagasta, reflecting the precariousness of employment in the southern region.

The productive and labor market structures of both regions are structurally different. Antofagasta has a more urban profile, with a high concentration of employment in the extractive, service, and related sectors. In contrast, La Araucanía shows a productive and labor market in transition, characterized by a more proportional distribution between traditional and urban agricultural activities, with commerce and construction as two relevant economic sectors in both urban and rural areas. In La Araucanía, this greater diversification of the urban–rural duality allows rural dynamics to coexist with urbanization processes, unlike the markedly urban-industrial character of Antofagasta, with its small and isolated rural populations.

Antofagasta shows a marked concentration of urban areas across all six job profiles, with almost 97% of cases located in urban areas (Table 7). This reflects the region’s high urbanization, driven by accumulation processes linked to mining and related sectors. Antofagasta is structured around mining, industry, commerce, and services, with a high presence of independent workers, while La Araucanía is based on agriculture and commerce, with a strong presence of professionals in public administration, education, and health.


TABLE 7 Percentage distribution of urban and rural areas in the labor segments of Antofagasta and La Araucanía.


	Occupational profiles
	Area



	Urban
	Rural
	Total

 

 	Typology of labor profiles in Antofagasta 	Specialized private sector workers 	98.6% 	1.4% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers 	96.4% 	3.6% 	100%


 	High-ranking public officials 	97.7% 	23% 	100%


 	Operational public sector workers 	100.0% 	0.0% 	100%


 	Various self-employed workers 	91.8% 	8.2% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	97.0% 	3.0% 	100%


 	Total 	96.6% 	3.4% 	100%


 	Typology of labor profiles in la Araucanía 	High-ranking public officials 	86.7% 	13.3% 	100%


 	Skilled operational private sector workers 	76.3% 	23.7% 	100%


 	Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors 	79.4% 	20.6% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing 	65.7% 	34.3% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services 	82.5% 	17.5% 	100%


 	Self-employed traders and vendors 	80.2% 	19.8% 	100%


 	Self-employed agricultural and construction workers 	58.5% 	41.5% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	80.7% 	19.3% 	100%


 	Total 	76.7% 	23.3% 	100%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 

Unlike the urban economic landscape of Antofagasta, La Araucanía demonstrates greater diversity in geographic distribution. Only 76.7% of workers live in urban areas, while 23.3% live in rural areas. This discrepancy is especially notable in segments such as Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing (65.7% urban compared to 34.3% rural) and self-employed agricultural workers, where rural workers reach 41.5%. On the other hand, while it is true that in La Araucanía the Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors, as well as the High-ranking public officials, have a higher urban concentration, but they also record considerable percentages of cases residing in rural areas (20.6 and 13.3%, respectively). All of this allows us to contrast the agricultural and rural vocation of La Araucanía with the strong predominance of the urban economy in Antofagasta.



5.4 Interregional comparative synthesis

The comparative analysis of labor segmentation typologies in Antofagasta and La Araucanía reveals both structural similarities and substantive differences in the socio-occupational configuration of their labor markets. The factor models reveal structural similarities between both regional labor markets in terms of the distinction between formal and informal labor markets, protection, and precariousness. The factor solution shows that Antofagasta also links protection to the Public Administration and Defense sectors, while in La Araucanía, the feminization of labor is a structurally relevant segment of precariousness.

When analyzing the configuration of labor typologies, divergences emerge that respond to the productive and social specificities of each territory. Antofagasta presents a labor market dominated by the private sector and strongly influenced by mining and commerce, with a clear division between specialized and operational workers, in addition to a low participation of public employment and domestic work. In contrast, La Araucanía exhibits a more diversified and fragmented structure, where public employment has a considerable weight, self-employment is divided between commerce, construction, and agriculture, and domestic work is much more prevalent than in Antofagasta.

These differences are the result of Antofagasta’s position as a more specialized and technologically advanced mining enclave. La Araucanía, for its part, maintains a mixed economy with a strong presence of the state and traditional activities. Thus, it is possible to speak of a greater presence of state employment, while maintaining a more traditional productive structure that is less integrated into dynamic accumulation sectors.




6 Intraregional analysis


6.1 Local labor peculiarities

Labor segmentation theory establishes a fundamental duality between protected and unprotected groups in the labor market. Our findings show that this distinction can also be linked to territorial differences.

The urban–rural dualism refers to the existence of two distinct labor configurations, with little integration between them. This phenomenon is clearly observed in the Antofagasta region, where a distinctly urban production and labor model predominates, centered on salaried employment in the private sector, especially in specialized and operational profiles linked to mining, industry, commerce, and services. In contrast, in the region’s rural areas, self-employment prevails, reflecting a spatially and functionally fragmented labor structure.

In Antofagasta, urban employment is more formal, specialized, and predominantly private-sector, while rural employment is highly informal, reflected in the prevalence of self-employment. Regarding the latter, 74% of total rural employment in the province of Tocopilla shows high informality, corresponding to the various segment. Self-employed workers (Map 2). This means that rural employment in the Antofagasta region is residual and concentrated in self-employment with very low institutional coverage.

[image: Side-by-side maps of Chilean regions display Tocopilla, El Loa, and Antofagasta Provinces on the left and Malleco and Cautín Provinces on the right, each featuring inset bar charts showing percentages of various occupation categories divided by rural and urban populations with rural categories shown in gray and urban in green, highlighting distribution differences in labor types across the provinces.]

MAP 2
 Distribution of job profiles in urban and rural areas, Antofagasta and La Araucanía regions. Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data. Antofagasta (N = 321,811), La Araucanía (N = 405,225).


In contrast, the Araucanía region presents a more balanced distribution between urban and rural areas, reflected in a relatively homogeneous composition of labor segments within each area. This configuration suggests less territorial segmentation of employment (Map 2).2 In the region’s urban areas, professionals, senior public officials, operators, and self-employed workers in commerce predominate, while in rural areas, independent work predominates, along with a significant presence of public employment.

Regarding this last point, it is again evident that, unlike Antofagasta—where the public sector plays a marginal role in the employment structure—in La Araucanía, the public sector plays an important labor role, even in rural areas. This is evidenced by the balanced presence of high-ranking public officials in both urban and rural areas, which is sufficient proof to reaffirm the relevance of the public apparatus throughout the region, and not only in one type of territory.

In short, La Araucanía boasts a significant share of rural employment in various formal and informal sectors, including the State as an employer. Unlike the Antofagasta region, this configuration helps mitigate the urban–rural duality of the territory’s labor segmentation.

The above is confirmed by observing that, in the Antofagasta region, the Specialized Private sector workers predominate in both urban areas and the region as a whole (Table 8). In contrast, their presence decreases dramatically in rural areas, reflecting a specialization and functional concentration of skilled employment in urban areas.


TABLE 8 Percentage distribution of labor segments in urban and rural areas, Antofagasta and La Araucanía regions.


	Occupational profiles
	Urban
	Rural
	Regional total

 

 	Typology of work profiles in Antofagasta 	Specialized private sector workers 	45.0% 	18.7% 	44.1%


 	Operational private sector workers 	28.7% 	30.6% 	28.8%


 	High-ranking public officials 	4.0% 	2.7% 	3.9%


 	Operational public sector workers 	2.0% 	0.0% 	1.9%


 	Various self-employed workers 	18.3% 	46.2% 	19.2%


 	Domestic service workers 	2.1% 	1.8% 	2.0%


 	Total 	100% 	100% 	100%


 	Typology of work profiles in Araucanía 	High-ranking public officials 	25.0% 	12.6% 	22.1%


 	Skilled operational private sector workers 	1.4% 	1.5% 	1.5%


 	Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors 	23.1% 	19.8% 	22.4%


 	Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing 	11.1% 	19.1% 	13.0%


 	Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services 	1.7% 	1.2% 	1.6%


 	Self-employed traders and vendors 	21.7% 	17.5% 	20.7%


 	Self-employed agricultural and construction workers 	10.2% 	23.9% 	13.4%


 	Domestic service workers 	5.6% 	4.4% 	5.3%


 	Total 	100% 	100% 	100%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 

In the rural areas of the Antofagasta region, there is a high proportion of various self-employed workers, indicating a significant trend toward informality and self-employment in rural employment settings. Furthermore, the pattern linked to the low weight of public employment is repeated, where the share of high-ranking public officials and Operational Public sector workers are marginal in both areas, reflecting a low institutional or public service presence in those areas.

In the case of the Araucanía region, professional employment is concentrated in urban areas. Both professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors such as the Self-employed Traders and vendors represent similar percentages within the total of urban and rural territories (Table 8), showing that the formality and informality represented by both groups resides indistinctly in both types of territories.

In Araucanía, there is a much richer diversification of rural self-employment than in Antofagasta, highlighting the presence of self-employed workers. Agricultural and construction workers in rural areas, very different compared to urban areas. This reflects forms of subsistence or family production rooted in the rural context. Furthermore, there is a greater weight of rural operational work in sectors such as construction and manufacturing, with a higher proportion of Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing in rural areas than in urban areas, suggesting a greater presence of economic activities associated with local or regional production chains.



6.2 Demographic aspects of labor segmentation

Comparing the distribution of job types in both regions by sex (Table 9) reveals both similarities and differences. For example, in both regions, male participation is the majority in total employment (60% men and 40% women). However, gender segregation varies according to economic activity.


TABLE 9 Percentage distribution of men and women in labor segments, Antofagasta and La Araucanía regions.


	Occupational profiles
	Man
	Women
	Total

 

 	Typology of labor profiles in Antofagasta 	Specialized private sector workers 	71% 	29% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers 	54% 	46% 	100%


 	High-ranking public officials 	36% 	64% 	100%


 	Operational public sector workers 	72% 	28% 	100%


 	Various self-employed workers 	54% 	46% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	2% 	98% 	100%


 	Total 	60% 	40% 	100%


 	Typology of labor profiles in la Araucanía 	High-ranking public officials 	40% 	60% 	100%


 	Skilled operational private sector workers 	1% 	99% 	100%


 	Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors 	96% 	4% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing 	57% 	43% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services 	0% 	100% 	100%


 	Self-employed traders and vendors 	45% 	55% 	100%


 	Self-employed agricultural and construction workers 	92% 	8% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	15% 	85% 	100%


 	Total 	60% 	40% 	100%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 

In Antofagasta, the Specialized private sector workers, as well as the Operational public sector workers, are dominated by men (71 and 72%, respectively), while women have a greater presence in the profile of the High-ranking public officials (64%) and in Domestic service workers (98%).

In La Araucanía, the gap is more extreme in some segments. Women are the majority in the skilled operational private sector workers (99%) and in the Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services (100% women). Men also show masculinized job segments, such as Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors (96%) and self-employed agricultural workers (92%) are significantly masculinized. Similar to the case of Antofagasta, the High-ranking public sector among officials, the majority of cases are women (60%). In this sense, the segmentation observed in senior public sector positions is not due to gender factors, but rather to distinct patterns of territorial distribution.

In short, the difference between male-dominated and female-dominated segments can be associated with the productive structure. Antofagasta has a labor market more oriented toward industrial and specialized sectors, while La Araucanía reflects a strong gender divide in self-employment and service activities, with a lower female presence in high-level jobs. Indeed, gender gaps are accentuated in La Araucanía, with segments that are heavily feminized (domestic service and basic commerce), while others are almost exclusively male (in the agricultural and construction sectors).3

When comparing the employment typologies of both regions based on indigenous ethnicity (Table 10) and nationality (Table 11), structural differences in employment composition are observed. In Antofagasta, the indigenous population represents a smaller proportion in most job categories (13.4% in total), while in La Araucanía, the presence of cases belonging to ethnic groups is significantly higher (28.7%). However, despite these differences, both regions have a significant presence of cases belonging to ethnic groups.


TABLE 10 Percentage distribution of ethnic group membership in labor segments, Antofagasta and La Araucanía regions.


	Occupational profiles
	Belongs to an ethnic group



	Forks
	No
	Total

 

 	Typology of labor profiles in Antofagasta 	Specialized private sector workers 	12.0% 	88.0% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers 	13.5% 	86.5% 	100%


 	High-ranking public officials 	12.2% 	87.8% 	100%


 	Operational public sector workers 	15.7% 	84.3% 	100%


 	Various self-employed workers 	16.3% 	83.7% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	15.0% 	85.0% 	100%


 	Total 	13.4% 	86.6% 	100%


 	Typology of labor profiles in la Araucanía 	High-ranking public officials 	17.7% 	82.3% 	100%


 	Skilled operational private sector workers 	32.5% 	67.5% 	100%


 	Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors 	26.3% 	73.7% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing 	38.0% 	62.0% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services 	25.5% 	74.5% 	100%


 	Self-employed traders and vendors 	30.5% 	69.5% 	100%


 	Self-employed agricultural and construction workers 	39.6% 	60.4% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	27.2% 	72.8% 	100%


 	Total 	28.7% 	71.3% 	100%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 


TABLE 11 Percentage distribution of country of nationality in labor segments, Antofagasta and La Araucanía regions.


	Occupational profiles
	What is your country of nationality?



	Chili
	Chile and another country
	Another country
	Total

 

 	Typology of labor profiles in Antofagasta 	Specialized private sector workers 	90.8% 	1.5% 	7.7% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers 	76.3% 	1.2% 	22.6% 	100%


 	High-ranking public officials 	98.2% 	0.0% 	1.8% 	100%


 	Operational public sector workers 	94.9% 	5.1% 	0.0% 	100%


 	Various self-employed workers 	69.9% 	1.2% 	28.9% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	66.6% 	0.7% 	32.8% 	100%


 	Total 	82.5% 	1.3% 	16.2% 	100%


 	Typology of labor profiles in la Araucanía 	High-ranking public officials 	96.3% 	1.9% 	1.8% 	100%


 	Skilled operational private sector workers 	97.3% 	1.5% 	1.2% 	100%


 	Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors 	96.8% 	1.3% 	1.9% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing 	96.6% 	1.1% 	23% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services 	95.2% 	0.0% 	4.8% 	100%


 	Self-employed traders and vendors 	95.7% 	1.2% 	3.1% 	100%


 	Self-employed agricultural and construction workers 	95.8% 	1.7% 	2.5% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	93.2% 	1.0% 	5.9% 	100%


 	Total 	96.1% 	1.4% 	2.5% 	100%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 

In terms of nationality, Antofagasta has a high proportion of migrant workers, particularly in low-skilled and informal sectors. For example, 32.8% of Domestic Workers service workers and 28.9% of various self-employed Workers are foreigners. In contrast, La Araucanía shows a predominantly Chilean composition4 (96.1%), with a low presence of foreign workers in all profiles, reflecting an employment structure less exposed to international migration.

In the case of the Domestic service workers, a particularity is observed in relation to foreign women in the Antofagasta region, where there is a significant presence of migrant women (32.8%). In this region, the Operational private sector workers and the various self-employed Workers are two other labor segments with a significant presence of foreigners.

Differences are also observed in the job hierarchy. In Antofagasta, the specialized private sector workers and the High-ranking public Officials have a low representation of indigenous and migrant workers, suggesting barriers to accessing more stable and remunerative jobs. In La Araucanía, the greater indigenous presence in operational and agricultural sectors reaffirms the Mapuche people’s historical relationship with rural productive activities (Table 10).



6.3 Income, qualifications and working conditions

Median labor incomes In Antofagasta, the gaps in labor income inequality are higher than in La Araucanía, both in urban and rural areas (Chart 3).5 These urban–rural gaps in labor income inequality in both regions reveal contrasting patterns in the income distribution of some occupational profiles.

[image: Line graph comparing median labor income in Chilean pesos for Antofagasta and La Araucanía regions by urban and rural areas. Antofagasta shows higher income in both urban (650,000) and rural (500,000) categories, while La Araucanía reports 490,000 for urban and 400,000 for rural. Overall totals are 636,667 for Antofagasta and 451,000 for La Araucanía. Data source is included in the legend and table below the graph.]

CHART 3
 Median labor income (CLP) in the regional totals of Antofagasta and La Araucanía. Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.


In both regions, the Domestic segment service the workers’ sector remains the lowest-income group, highlighting its structural precariousness. This is true regardless of the area (urban or rural). Meanwhile, despite its lower incidence in regional employment, the high-ranking public sector Antofagasta officials earn slightly higher incomes than their counterparts in La Araucanía. On the other hand, self-employed workers Traders and vendors in La Araucanía are the self-employed segment with the highest incomes, which indicates a labor market with fewer formal jobs, encouraging self-employment.

In general, urban areas concentrate higher incomes in a majority of occupational groups, especially those requiring higher qualifications or institutional integration. In fact, in Antofagasta, the only categories with higher incomes among rural residents are the Operational segments. Public sector workers and the various self-employed workers. In the case of La Araucanía, the skilled operational private sector workers and Operational private sector workers in trade and basic service are the labor segments that show higher rural incomes.

Thus, in La Araucanía, the profiles with the highest incomes among rural residents correspond to a type of activity linked to the operational private sector, both skilled and in basic services. In the case of Antofagasta, it is operational public officials and self-employment-related activities that show higher incomes in rural areas than in urban areas. These dynamics suggest that territorial location and occupational profile interact differently in each region, reproducing structural gaps in access to income.

On the other hand, in both regions, educational background is strongly correlated with the type of occupation, although there are notable differences between Antofagasta and La Araucanía (Table 12). In Antofagasta, the specialized private sector workers and the High-ranking public officials have a higher proportion of completed professional studies (30.2 and 43.0%, respectively), which reinforces the fact that this is a labor market oriented towards skilled and technical sectors. In contrast, the Operational private sector workers and those who work as Domestic Workers service Workers show a predominantly medium educational level (complete or incomplete).


TABLE 12 Distribution of labor segments by educational level, Antofagasta and La Araucanía.


	Occupational profiles
	Level of education



	He does not know
	Without formal education
	Incomplete basic education
	Complete basic
	Incomplete humanistic media
	Incomplete technical vocational training
	Complete humanistic media
	Complete professional technical level
	Incomplete higher level technician
	Complete higher level technician
	Incomplete professional
	Incomplete postgraduate degree
	Complete professional
	Complete postgraduate studies
	Total

 

 	Typology of labor profiles in Antofagasta 	Specialized private sector workers 	1.4% 	0.1% 	0.6% 	1.4% 	2.9% 	1.7% 	18.4% 	13.6% 	3.9% 	13.9% 	7.5% 	1.0% 	30.2% 	3.5% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers 	0.8% 	0.7% 	4.1% 	4.3% 	10.0% 	2.7% 	34.2% 	20.6% 	3.2% 	6.6% 	5.8% 	0.1% 	6.8% 	0.1% 	100%


 	High-ranking public officials 	0.0% 	0.0% 	1.8% 	2.9% 	4.3% 	2.2% 	12.7% 	14.1% 	2.1% 	11.3% 	3.5% 	0.0% 	43.0% 	1.9% 	100%


 	Operational public sector workers 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	21.4% 	5.0% 	4.7% 	38.5% 	4.4% 	3.6% 	22.4% 	0.0% 	100%


 	Various self-employed workers 	0.6% 	1.4% 	10.3% 	10.7% 	14.2% 	3.5% 	30.3% 	11.8% 	3.7% 	5.2% 	4.6% 	0.0% 	3.8% 	0.0% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	2.5% 	1.7% 	6.9% 	14.1% 	10.4% 	0.8% 	45.8% 	9.4% 	1.7% 	1.6% 	1.5% 	0.0% 	3.5% 	0.0% 	100%


 	Total 	1.0% 	0.5% 	3.6% 	4.3% 	7.3% 	23% 	25.6% 	15.0% 	3.6% 	10.2% 	6.1% 	0.5% 	18.2% 	1.6% 	100%


 	Typology of labor profiles in la Araucanía 	High-ranking public officials 	0.7% 	0.0% 	0.8% 	0.5% 	0.7% 	1.3% 	10.8% 	7.2% 	2.7% 	16.3% 	4.4% 	23% 	47.4% 	4.8% 	100%


 	Skilled operational private sector workers 	0.0% 	2.1% 	24.3% 	18.0% 	12.7% 	4.6% 	24.2% 	10.5% 	0.0% 	2.8% 	0.7% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	100%


 	Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors 	1.1% 	0.1% 	6.3% 	9.3% 	7.9% 	4.1% 	22.9% 	19.6% 	2.0% 	5.8% 	5.4% 	0.1% 	14.6% 	0.6% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing 	1.3% 	1.5% 	15.1% 	15.4% 	10.7% 	3.8% 	21.7% 	12.6% 	2.6% 	4.6% 	3.8% 	0.0% 	7.0% 	0.0% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services 	0.0% 	2.8% 	29.8% 	19.3% 	12.2% 	0.0% 	20.8% 	10.1% 	1.2% 	1.0% 	0.0% 	0.0% 	1.5% 	1.4% 	100%


 	Self-employed traders and vendors 	0.9% 	0.3% 	7.2% 	8.5% 	6.8% 	3.0% 	28.4% 	14.4% 	4.5% 	7.4% 	7.4% 	0.2% 	9.9% 	1.1% 	100%


 	Self-employed agricultural and construction workers 	0.8% 	1.3% 	16.7% 	16.4% 	12.3% 	2.6% 	22.4% 	12.1% 	2.2% 	6.1% 	3.1% 	0.0% 	3.9% 	0.1% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	1.3% 	1.2% 	14.8% 	10.3% 	10.1% 	2.5% 	27.5% 	10.4% 	4.8% 	7.2% 	6.2% 	0.0% 	3.7% 	0.0% 	100%


 	Total 	0.9% 	0.6% 	8.9% 	9.3% 	7.3% 	2.9% 	21.4% 	13.1% 	2.9% 	8.3% 	5.0% 	0.6% 	17.5% 	1.5% 	100%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 

In La Araucanía, the High-ranking public group officials stands out for its high proportion of completed professional training (47.4%) and postgraduate training (4.8%), exceeding that observed in Antofagasta. In addition, the Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors also have a high educational level, although with a lower concentration of completed university studies than the professional segment. On the other hand, the operating segments in commerce, construction, and manufacturing exhibit lower educational levels, with a high percentage of incomplete primary or secondary education (Chart 4).

[image: Line graph comparing median labor income in Chilean pesos for urban, rural, and total populations across various labor profiles in Antofagasta and La Araucanía. The x-axis shows labor profile categories for both regions, while the y-axis measures median labor income from two hundred thousand to one million two hundred thousand pesos. Urban incomes are generally higher than rural, with strong variation across labor profiles and regions. Data table below provides specific income values for each labor category and region.]

CHART 4
 Median labor income (CLP) of the regional labor segments of Antofagasta and La Araucanía. Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.


In both regions, the relationship between academic qualifications and access to higher-skilled jobs is evident, although Antofagasta shows a more marked distribution toward secondary and technical training in the operational field. Araucanía shows a greater contrast between occupations with high levels of formal (professional) education and those with low levels of education, particularly in commerce and construction.

In both regions, most labor segments show a high proportion of workers with signed contracts, although with nuances (Table 13). In Antofagasta, the total labor force with a contract (90.1%) slightly exceeds that of La Araucanía (85.7%), although there are marked internal differences. For example, the specialized private sector workers in Antofagasta (99.3% with contract) and the High-ranking public Officials in La Araucanía (97.8%) stand out for their very high levels of formality. In contrast, in Antofagasta, other groups exhibit a high lack of contracts, with the obvious case of the various self-employed workers (94.7% without contract) and Domestic workers service workers (81.0%). In La Araucanía, on the other hand, an even more critical pattern is observed in some operational segments, such as the Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing (77.1% without contract) and Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services (98.8% without a contract). Unlike in Antofagasta, these latter segments of employment are not self-employment, but rather are subject to some type of dependency on an employer without a contractual legal intermediation.


TABLE 13 Distribution of employment segments according to signed employment contract, Antofagasta and La Araucanía.


	Occupational profiles
	In your main job, do you have a written employment contract?



	Yes, signed
	Yes, but not signed
	No, it does not have one
	Total

 

 	Typology of labor profiles in Antofagasta 	Specialized private sector workers 	99.3% 	0.2% 	0.5% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers 	91.3% 	1.2% 	7.5% 	100%


 	High-ranking public officials 	85.9% 	3.5% 	10.6% 	100%


 	Operational public sector workers 	67.9% 	0.0% 	32.1% 	100%


 	Various self-employed workers 	3.2% 	2.2% 	94.7% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	16.6% 	2.4% 	81.0% 	100%


 	Total 	90.1% 	0.8% 	9.1% 	100%


 	Typology of labor profiles in la Araucanía 	High-ranking public officials 	96.4% 	1.0% 	2.6% 	100%


 	Skilled operational private sector workers 	63.8% 	2.8% 	33.4% 	100%


 	Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors 	97.8% 	0.4% 	1.7% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing 	22.6% 	0.4% 	77.1% 	100%


 	Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services 	1.2% 	0.0% 	98.8% 	100%


 	Self-employed traders and vendors 	92.0% 	0.6% 	7.4% 	100%


 	Self-employed agricultural and construction workers 	30.9% 	0.0% 	69.1% 	100%


 	Domestic service workers 	20.1% 	5.2% 	74.7% 	100%


 	Total 	85.7% 	0.9% 	13.4% 	100%





Source: Prepared by the authors using CASEN 2022 data.
 

These contrasts demonstrate that, while Antofagasta maintains a higher level of formality in the private sector (driven by specialized and mining sectors), La Araucanía presents formalization gaps in low-skilled operational occupations in the private sector, in skilled occupations in the public sector, as well as in trade and service activities.

In both regions, self-employment and domestic work are associated with the absence of a signed contract. It is also important to highlight the significant proportion of absences in the Operational Public sector workers in Antofagasta. This reflects informality in these labor niches in both regions. Thus, the labor dynamics of both regions show similarities in the precariousness of the most vulnerable groups, but differ in the case of more skilled segments regarding the extent of formalization, which is more widespread in Antofagasta than in La Araucanía.



6.4 Intra-regional comparative synthesis

The evidence presented reveals patterns of relative specialization and functional concentration of employment between urban and rural areas, as well as distinct degrees of structural heterogeneity. The duality of labor segmentation establishes a separation between protected and unprotected groups in the labor market, which can be linked to marked spatial differentiation. Within this framework, the Antofagasta region presents a labor structure dominated by the specialized formal private sector, reflecting its mining and urban production profile, while La Araucanía shows greater labor heterogeneity, combining public employment, agricultural self-employment, and urban professionalization. Thus, La Araucanía reflects a more mixed labor market with a greater rural focus.

In Antofagasta, there is a strong urban specialization in formal private-sector wage employment—primarily in mining, industry, and services—while rural areas exhibit a dominant pattern of self-employment and informality. This configuration indicates a functionally fragmented structure, where public sector participation is marginal, reinforcing the urban–rural dualism and concentrating skilled employment in urban areas. In contrast, La Araucanía presents a more balanced urban–rural structure, with a less divided labor force. Although skilled employment is also concentrated in urban areas, the public sector has a significant presence in both territories, which contributes to mitigating territorial segmentation. Furthermore, rural self-employment shows greater diversification—including agriculture and construction—and operational work suggests the existence of links with local productive chains.

Beyond territorial differences, forms of labor segmentation are also observed associated with specific attributes of the workforce. The presence of foreign women in domestic work in Antofagasta, as well as self-employed agricultural and construction workers in rural areas of La Araucanía, demonstrates that factors such as nationality or employment type shape occupational segments excluded from the formal market. All of these groups operate under highly precarious and informal conditions, with limited opportunities for mobility. Recognizing these forms of segmentation allows for a more comprehensive approach, especially in contexts marked by migration dynamics and territorial inequalities.




7 Conclusion

In Antofagasta, six labor groups were identified, with specialized and operational employment in the private sector standing out, representing over 70% of the regional workforce. This configuration reflects an urban structure with high levels of formalization and labor protection, especially in specialized sectors. Informal employment is primarily concentrated among self-employed workers and domestic workers, creating a complementary informal economy linked to commerce and support services. Informal employment also exists among dependent and operational workers, both in the private and public sectors.

In contrast, Araucanía presents a typology with eight occupational groups that reflect a more heterogeneous labor structure. In this region, public officials, professionals, and technicians from both the public and private sectors represent nearly 45% of the employed population. The operational segments—mainly in commerce, construction, and manufacturing—and the self-employed maintain a strong connection with traditional activities, particularly agriculture. This configuration is associated with greater territorial dispersion of employment and a significant presence of rural labor, suggesting a less urbanized economy with a more diversified productive base.

These differences reveal structurally differentiated labor segmentation processes between the two regions. In Antofagasta, mining, urbanization, and sectoral concentration create a dual structure, in which rural areas are both very scarce and linked to informality. In La Araucanía, on the other hand, rurality and the expansion of the public sector outline a transition toward a more heterogeneous and territorially balanced employment mix.

As demonstrated by the factor analysis, at the interregional level, both regions present a similar structure around the formality/informality axis, which translates into a consistent distinction between dependent employment and self-employment. However, both regions diverge significantly in the second factorial dimension: while in Antofagasta it is associated with the predominance of labor protection, in La Araucanía the second factorial dimension reveals a feminized precarization of work, which would be due to the importance of domestic employment and female self-employment (both significantly precarious segments).

From an intraregional perspective, labor typologies also present significant differences. As already noted, Araucanía displays greater diversity in labor segments and a more marked territorial balance between urban and rural areas. This allows us to identify phenomena of differentiated functional specialization in each type of territory. In Araucanía, the rural labor market is not only denser but also more functionally diverse, including employment in state-run activities such as health, education, and local administration. Antofagasta, on the other hand, has a highly urbanized and concentrated structure, where public employment in rural areas is scarce and informality is mostly associated with these peripheral territories (Table 14).


TABLE 14 Descriptive summary of the labor segments of Antofagasta and La Araucanía.


	Work segment
	Main features

 

 	Typology of labor profiles in Antofagasta 	Specialized private sector workers 	They represent 44.1% of the regional working population. Employment is predominantly male (71%), with a significant presence in the mining sector (32.7%). The majority have a signed employment contract (99.3%) and complete professional education (30.2%). They are concentrated almost exclusively in urban areas (98.6%), and 7.7% are foreign nationals.


 	Operational private sector workers 	This represents 28.8% of the regional workforce. Fifty-four percent are men, and the majority work in commerce (25.5%) and construction. Ninety-one percent have signed contracts, with a predominance of secondary technical and humanities education. Ninety-six percent work in urban areas, and 22.6% are migrant.


 	High-ranking public officials 	They represent 3.9% of the regional total. The majority of the population is women (64%), working in education, health care, and public administration. 85.9% have signed contracts. They have a high level of professional education (43%).


 	Operational public sector workers 	They represent 1.9% of the regional workforce, predominantly men (72%), all of whom are in urban areas. There is a high concentration of public administration (98.2%), but only 67.9% have a signed contract.


 	Various self-employed workers 	This represents 19.2% of the region’s total working population. Comprised of 54% men, the workforce is highly active in commerce (34.5%) and manufacturing. A total of 94.7% of the population is unemployed. 91.8% work in urban areas, and 28.9% are foreign nationals.


 	Domestic service workers 	They represent 2% of the regional total. This segment is highly feminized (98%), concentrated in households as employers (94%), and has a high level of informality (81%).


 	Typology of labor profiles in la Araucanía 	High-ranking public officials 	They represent 22.1% of the region’s total employed population. The majority of these workers are women (60%), and they work in education, health care, and public administration. Ninety-six percent have signed contracts. They have a high level of professional education (47.4%).


 	Skilled operational private sector workers 	Comprising 1.5% of the regional workforce, this segment is 99% women. They work primarily in manufacturing and construction. 63.8% have signed contracts and complete secondary school.


 	Professionals and technicians in the public and private sectors 	This represents 22.4% of the regional total. Employment is predominantly male (96%) and urban (79.4%). Employment is concentrated in education, health care, and public administration. 97.8% have a signed contract, and 14.6% have a full professional degree.


 	Operational private sector workers in construction and manufacturing 	It accounts for 13% of the region’s employed population. Men predominate (57%). They are dependent workers with a high level of informality (77.1% without a contract). The majority of the population is in construction (39.4%), and 34.3% live in rural areas.


 	Operational private sector workers in trade and basic services 	They represent 1.6% of the total employed population in the region and are entirely women (100%). They are employed in retail trade (100%), with high informality (98.8% without a contract) and low educational levels. 82.5% live in urban areas.


 	Self-employed traders and vendors 	It accounts for 20.7% of the regional workforce. Women predominate (55%), with activities focused on retail trade. 80.2% live in urban areas.


 	Self-employed agricultural and construction workers 	Represents 13.4% of the regional total, with 92% being men. They work in agriculture (24.7%) and construction (31.9%), mostly without a contract (69.1%) and with low education. 41.5% work in rural areas.


 	Domestic service workers 	They account for 5.3% of the regional total. Segment highly feminized, although in minority as in Antofagasta (85% respectively), concentrated in homes as employers (90%), with high informality (74.7%).





Source: Prepared by the authors.
 

In both regions, skill gaps between men and women are closely linked to the feminization or masculinization of different labor segments. In Antofagasta, highly specialized private-sector workers are predominantly men and possess high educational attainment, whereas female-dominated segments, such as high-ranking public officials and domestic service workers, exhibit a higher concentration of primary or secondary education, reflecting more limited access to full professional qualifications. Similarly, in La Araucanía, senior public officials and skilled operational private-sector workers show a differentiated distribution by sex: men predominate in technical and agricultural occupations with lower educational levels, while women are concentrated in education, health, and domestic services, attaining higher education in senior positions but lower levels in informal or commercial occupations, highlighting a clear segmentation of job qualifications by sex and type of occupation.

These regional labor market trajectories reveal that, despite sharing a subordinate insertion in a peripheral-dependent economy like Chile’s, the productive and occupational structures of Antofagasta and La Araucanía differ substantially. Far from national homogeneity, labor segmentation reveals inter- and intraregional inequalities that respond to historical processes of productive specialization, urbanization, and differentiated public policies. Therefore, understanding the dynamics of contemporary capitalism in peripheral contexts requires incorporating regional analysis, recognizing structural heterogeneity and the different forms of territorial insertion in global value chains. This approach is key to designing employment, development, and well-being policies that effectively respond to local realities.

The results of this article invite the development of new research focused on the intersection of gender and ethnicity in peripheral contexts of the Global South. They also invite further investigation into the identification of qualitative conditions that can explain and provide greater evidence regarding the factors and relationships embedded in labor segmentation processes. This approach can lead to the generation of employment policy and program proposals that are more relevant in their targeting and in response to the characteristics of job demand and supply in regional labor markets. This article seeks to support new work that explores beyond what quantitative studies can offer and to foster ongoing reflection on the importance of the geography of labor markets and its opportunities for public policy.
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Footnotes

1   For the contributions to the Inertia of the factor analysis of the two study regions, see Supplementary Tables 3, 4.

2   Map 2 and Table 6 present the distribution of job profiles across urban and rural areas, calculated as the proportion of each segment within the total employed population of the respective territory. Map 2 provides this information at the provincial level (see footnote 5), whereas Table 6 presents the distribution at the regional level. Both sources allow for an analysis of the internal composition of each territory in terms of occupational profiles, offering a relative perspective on labor segmentation according to a defined territorial scale.

3   These findings confirm the results of the factor analysis, where in La Araucanía the second dimension showed female job insecurity as a significant stratification factor in the region’s labor market.

4   Which also implies the national indigenous population.

5   These figures, calculated in Chilean pesos (CLP), have been converted to USD in the Supplementary Table 5.
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Focusing on segmentation practices in an automotive manufacturing cluster in South Africa allows us to present a detailed picture of a specific industrial labor market in the Global South. Segmentation practices are outlined in terms of the variation in employment security and quality, encompassing the use of different types of employment, wage levels, and working hours. To explain these practices in collective bargaining and at the firm level, we draw on the insights of the global production network approach, as well as the labor market segmentation approach, which emphasizes national institutional settings such as general labor law, collective bargaining systems, but also power resources of different actors. Using a deductive qualitative design, we subjected 17 semi-structured interviews conducted in 2023 to qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis. This qualitative inquiry was further supplemented with quantitative data for the period 2022 to 2025 on labor norms and collective agreements, integrated within a theory-driven analytical framework. Although we find that South Africa formally adheres to a universalist labor law regime, opportunities for flexible forms of employment persist and are actively utilized within the sector. In addition, the bifurcated bargaining structure constitutes a key mechanism for segmentation. The structural power asymmetry between lead firms and suppliers is effectively transmitted to the workforce and its representation structures. This is reflected in substantially lower wages, longer working hours, and reduced employment and income security for workers at suppliers compared to those employed by lead firms. These findings demonstrate that, despite the presence of a universalist labor law regime, the power asymmetries between employers within the production network and along the supply chain as well as the bifurcated bargaining structure influence power relations between unions and employers and reproduce the distinctly segmented labor market practices in the South African automotive manufacturing network in Gauteng.
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1 Introduction

The automotive industry is known to create high quality jobs around the world. It therefore has been regarded as a kind of ‘enclave’ (see Sturgeon and Florida, 2000, p. 86) in the Global South where national labor markets are usually characterized by high underemployment and considerable shares of informal work. Although we know that the fragmentation of production processes is associated with various elements of segmentation and stratification of the workforce, from a perspective of labor process theory Hammer and Riisgaard (2017) criticized the fact that this is not sufficiently reflected in the discourse and empirical research on global value chains (GVC) or global production networks (GPN). They highlight that only Lakhani et al. (2013) have addressed labor segmentation practices and how they are influenced by inter-firm relations and employment relations or that only Rainnie et al. (2011, p. 161) have explicitly addressed how actors’ agency and power resources can influence labor market segmentation within production networks. More recently, however, Flecker (2024) as well as Roberts and Tran (2023) have presented empirical studies on these topics. Moreover, the GVC and GPN discourse has not sufficiently integrated institutional settings as explanations for labor segmenting practices, although the institutional segmentation approach offers a rich literature (Deakin, 2013; Mückenberger and Dingeldey, 2022). However, we build on the existing work and advance it by integrating institutional settings as explanations to labor segmenting practices.

The focus of this paper is to analyze segmentation practices1 in a regional production cluster of the automotive industry in South Africa as part of a Global Production Network (GPN). Our research is guided by the following questions: What are the segmentation practices in terms of employment conditions in the South African automotive manufacturing industry? and: How do the national institutional settings and actors’ power resources influence segmentation practices at different levels of interaction?

Segmentation practices are investigated in terms of the variation in employment security and quality, encompassing the use of different types of employment contracts and their duration, seniority rules, wage levels, and working hours (López-Roldán and Fachelli, 2021). Since we are looking for segmentation practices within a particular labor market that is shaped by the fragmentation of production governed by particular (dependency) relationships between the ‘lead firms’ and suppliers (Sturgeon et al., 2009), our focus goes beyond the typical insider-outsider divide where employers create a protected core and a flexible, disposable peripheral workforce to adapt to market flexibility, which was highlighted by early segmentation theory (Doeringer and Piore, 1971; Reich et al., 1973). In line with more recently developed institutionalist segmentation theory (Grimshaw et al., 2017; Deakin, 2013), we also consider the national institutional settings, such as labor law and the collective bargaining system as well as the power resources of key actors, namely employers and trade unions (Keune and Pedaci, 2020). According to this approach, inclusive bargaining structures and powerful trade unions limit employers’ freedom and thus also limit dualization by enforcing equal treatment and more security in all parts of the labor market (Meardi et al., 2021, p. 43). This argument, however, underestimates the differences in firms’ power resources within production networks, as laid out in the global value chain literature (Gereffi and Guler, 2010, p. 118), as well as the strong alignment between a firm’s position in the production network and how it manages its workforce (Lakhani et al., 2013). To highlight and integrate these different aspects, we use power resource theory (Korpi, 1983) as a connecting element for our explanatory framework, distinguishing the actors’ different power resources. For employers, these power resources are considered in relation to their position in the production network, and for workers, more precisely trade unions and shop stewards, the focus is on different levels of interaction — as outlined by Arnholtz and Refslund (2024a) and Schmalz et al. (2018). As suggested by Flecker (2024, p. 171), looking at the opportunities and constraints of the vertical relations along the value chain and considering the position of the workplace and the workers within a network provides new insights into workers’ power resources in relation to their employer’s position within the production network. Thus, combining insights from the different theoretical approaches, we expect that employers’ varying structural power resources within the production network also influence trade unions’ and workers’ power positions. We assume that these power differences — especially between lead firms and suppliers — support segmentation practices within the production network, but also within the firm, leading to a deterioration in employment security and quality between lead firms and lower tier suppliers — albeit framed by the national institutional setting of labor law.

To develop our argument, we begin with a more detailed discussion of the different literature strands (2). We develop our research approach (3) and outline the case selection, data, and methods (4). We present an empirical analysis of norms of labor law as a regulatory framework and discuss their possible impact on the power resources of actors in South Africa, as well as their segmenting function (5). Describing the particular structure of the automotive production cluster we highlight the interrelationships between Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) and suppliers according to their power positions in the production network (6). Finally, we present collective bargaining structures as a segmenting practice (7) and analyze how different employers deal with demand fluctuations at the firm level (8). In the conclusion we summarize and discuss our findings on the South African automotive production cluster and the added value of combining the segmentation approach, the global production network approach, and power resource theory (9).



2 Literature review

The labor market segmentation approach (see Grimshaw et al., 2017; Peck, 1989) provides deep insights into both practices and patterns of segmentation and offers a variety of explanations. The original construct was employer-centered, highlighting employers’ overall decisions and their ‘need’ to respond flexibly to market fluctuations by creating different employment segments and providing different opportunities for employment security, pay, and access to career opportunities (Doeringer and Piore, 1971; Reich et al., 1973). The dualization debate (Emmenegger et al., 2012; Palier and Thelen, 2012) brought trade unions’ strategies into focus to explain the divide between standard and precarious employment, although without unanimous results (Meardi et al., 2021). More recently, empirical research has clearly shown that trade union strategies to challenge precarious working conditions are strongly linked to their power resources (Keune and Pedaci, 2020).

The institutionalist segmentation approach highlights the influence of national institutional settings: industrial relations systems and bargaining structures are seen as influencing wage inequalities (Salverda and Mayhew, 2009; for South Africa see Hayter and Pons-Vignon, 2018). More recently, the segmenting function of legal regulation (Deakin, 2013), namely legal exclusion from and gradations of employment protection — mostly exercised by regulating the Standard Employment Relationship (SER) and flexible forms of employment — has been assumed to be a crucial influence on segmenting practices (Mückenberger and Dingeldey, 2022; Mückenberger et al., 2025; Mückenberger and Schäfer, 2025). A broad variety of segmenting patterns emerges as a result of segmentation practice within a particular legal framework. These patterns vary according to the share of the SER as opposed to different forms of flexible or precarious, but also of informal work (Vosko et al., 2003; Barbieri and Cutuli, 2016) and have been outlined by country (for a recent summary see ILO (2016, 2018) and by sector according to capital intensity and industry scale (Peck, 1989). Finally, discrimination based on personal attributes such as race, gender, migrant status, age, and disability is indicated by the fact that these groups are more likely to be affected by precarious work and pay gaps.2 However, this approach has hardly addressed the influence of particular inter-firm dependencies within value chains or networks and their impact on segmentation practices. Here the GVC and GPN literature can provide deeper insights.

The theory of Global Value Chains emphasizes inter-firm relations, specifically the global connectedness of production (Noronha and D’Cruz, 2020). The GVC in automotive production is considered to be an extremely concentrated structure, with just a few giant firms dominating production globally — and exercising an extraordinary amount of power over smaller firms. Assembly often takes place close to end-markets. As a result, the automotive industry has developed strong regional patterns of integration and is typically clustered in one or a few regions within a country (Sturgeon et al., 2009). However, the specific governance relationships between lead firms or OEM and suppliers can vary, depending, for example, on whether there is close cooperation on the design of parts (relational governance), or whether parts are developed in-house and then put out to tender (market governance) (Sturgeon et al., 2009). According to Fernandez-Stark and Gereffi (2019, 58), governance structures involve authority and power relationships which dictate how financial, material, and human resources are allocated within the chain and flow through it. In line with this concept, the power asymmetries between buyers and suppliers within the value chains are discussed in more detail by Bair and Mahutga (2023). The assumed vertical ordering has implications for employment conditions,3 suggesting that the major automotive companies and first-tier suppliers score well on ‘decent work’ dimensions, while lower tier suppliers do not (Gereffi and Guler, 2010, p. 118).4 This finding has been confirmed by South African case studies (Monaco, 2019; Mashilo, 2019).

However, the conceptualization of production and distribution processes as being essentially vertical and linear has also been criticized by the Global Production Network (GPN) approach, which emphasizes the complexity of inter-organizational arrangements that more often resemble a web or network (Wright and Kaine, 2015, p. 486). Distinguishing between corporate, institutional, and collective power it is acknowledged that firms at lower tiers might also gain some autonomy “to give rise to employment systems that are jointly influenced by lead firms and suppliers” (Lakhani et al., 2013, p. 454). In particular, Flecker (2024, p. 161) states that “power relations between firms strongly influence labour’s power in different nodes in production networks.” This implies that the fragmentation of production is linked to different segmentation and tiering practices (performing the same tasks under different contracts) that affect the workforce: including a range of precarious employment contracts based on different production relations, as well as through the supply and management of labor through third-party labor contractors — not only in outsourced production units, but also in OEM production sites (Hammer and Riisgaard, 2017). Moreover, the GPN approach assumes that ‘strong’ states and labor (Lakhani et al., 2013, p. 465), i.e., legal regulation and workers’ agency (Rainnie et al., 2011, p. 161; Riisgaard and Hammer, 2011), but also international agencies may attempt to exercise countervailing power either directly on firms or indirectly on national governments (Henderson et al., 2002, p. 450).

Overall, the discussion on social upgrading, namely the improvement of workers’ rights and entitlements to improve the quality of their employment, highlights the relevance of the particular national context (Barrientos et al., 2011, p. 324; Teipen and Mehl, 2022, p. 114). The idea is that the industry-specific modes of value chain governance and national labor regimes mutually influence each other. Hence, the country-specific type of industrial relations system and sectoral conditions such as collective bargaining structures and trade union power, but also state influence and public enforcement are important to explain employment structures and therefore opportunities for social upgrading (Teipen and Mehl, 2022, p. 114). Although these studies neither address legal segmentation nor do they explain segmenting practices in detail, we may follow a similar analytical approach. As both segmentation theory and the GVC/GPN approach highlight the relevance of power relations, we use power resource theory as a connecting theoretical framework. Classical power resource theory has a class-based foundation (Korpi, 1983) and generally emphasizes the difference in structural power between employers and workers due to the ownership of the means of production and the commodification of labor (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Different types of power resources are distinguished, such as structural, associational, institutional, ideational, and coalitional (Arnholtz and Refslund, 2024a) or societal power resources (Schmalz et al., 2018), with the latter two being more or less combined. Arnholtz and Refslund (2024a) simultaneously address the power to do something (power to) and power in relation to others (power over). Thus they emphasize that it is important to “not only focus on the power resources available to one actor, but also on the resources available to other actors” (Arnholtz and Refslund, 2024a:11). Findings from existing studies on the South African automotive production network dealing primarily with workers’ power resources (Mashilo and Webster, 2021) may thus be enriched by studying their systematic interrelation with employers’ power positions and the effect on employment segmentation practice.



3 Research approach

We understand segmentation practices — especially those affecting employment security and quality — as the practical implementation of legal and institutional norms. Rather than viewing legal segmentation as a static set of rules, we see it as a dynamic framework that takes shape through organizational practices. This approach highlights how firms interpret, adapt, or even challenge broader legal concepts in their everyday operations. Our framework offers a dual perspective. First, it enables an understanding of normative legal segmentation, such as the SER, which is based on stable, full-time, contract-based employment in combination with seniority rights, and additional forms of less protected employment, for example fixed-term contracts or labor brokers. Second, it allows us to analyze how different standards are applied in practice — through the use of different employment contract types, but also within wage setting, working time regulation, or internal job hierarchies. This perspective positions segmentation practices as a bridge between formal institutions and real labor market outcomes. It reveals how firms and workers’ representatives exercise different forms of agency and power in reinforcing or undermining labor norms and (re-)producing standards. The approach illustrates how employers and workers’ collective organizations in the GPN interpret, adapt, or even question overarching legal concepts in their day-to-day business, thereby (re-)producing labor market segmentation.

To identify particular segmentation practices in the South African automotive industry we lean on López-Roldán and Fachelli (2021). To sketch the dimension of security, we refer to the use of different forms of employment, namely the SER in contrast to more precarious forms of employment such as fixed-term (duration of contract), part-time, or contract work (also: temporary agency work or labor broker). Segmentation practices in terms of the quality of employment are reflected in different levels of pay for similar tasks at the level of the company or sector. This is accomplished by practices concerning working time (length of the regular working day, shift systems). The segmentation approach has generally addressed the impact of such segmentation practices on the division of the workforce within the firm or at the national level, highlighting the impact on different groups of workers according to gender, ethnicity, age. However, our focus is on how these practices affect the security and quality of employment — on how these segmenting practices vary within the production network and on how they are influenced by labor law and actors’ power resources at different levels.

Drawing on the literature, we consider the governance and fragmentation of the (global) production process and the complex relationship between lead firms and suppliers, or the position of the respective country and/or firm in the global production network, as a kind of sectoral specificity that is briefly sketched as ‘context’ since our analysis is directed at a regional production network of the automotive industry in South Africa. Insights from the GVC/GPN approach in combination with segmentation and power resource theory are used to analyze the interrelationships between different actors at different levels to explain the emergence of segmenting employment practices: first, between lead firms and suppliers; second, between employers or their associations and workers or trade unions within (sectoral) collective agreements, and third, between management and workers or their representatives at the firm level.

Following the literature (Arnholtz and Refslund, 2024b; Schmalz et al., 2018) we operationalize actor relations at different levels, drawing on different power resources with consequences for segmenting practices. Overall, structural power resources are assumed to differ not only between employer and employees, but also between firms according to their position in the production network. As we focus on actors who are more or less directly involved in determining segmentation practices, we do not analyze the ideational and coalitional or societal power resources used to influence political decision-making in detail. The role of the state is reflected only briefly in relation to certain elements of industrial policy with more or less direct consequences for the structure of the production network or OEM–supplier relations. In addition, we assess the type of national labor law as an institutional setting in terms of its dual function: the strength of direct legal segmentation with respect to employment relations, and the general framework for enabling or constraining actors’ options—thus defining institutional power resources (see section 5).

The relation between lead firm and suppliers can be described by differences in structural power resources that—according to the GVC approach—are ideal-typically derived from the ability to influence the activities of other firms, i.e., defining the products to be produced by suppliers and specifying processes and standards to be used. This form of structural power is exercised through the lead firms when subcontracting, meaning that entry to and exit from the production network is conditionalized and highly competitive (Gereffi et al., 2001, p. 4). Since for suppliers at lower tiers without any particular market power cutting labor costs is the cornerstone of competition, they probably would have to use practices such as flexible labor and lower pay compared to OEMs or higher level suppliers (Noronha and D’Cruz, 2020). Hence, a lack of structural power in inter-firm relations may encourage such employers to use structural power against their employees by implementing worse employment conditions. But awarding orders could also be related to monitoring suppliers with respect to quality standards. Some suppliers produce key components and can sell them to several OEMs, giving them a structural power position that allows them to better resist such demands—as suggested by the GPN approach (Henderson et al., 2002). Therefore, we examine whether and how employers in the first and second tiers justify segmenting practices to meet such demands.

As outlined in the literature review, the employment relationship between the employers and the workers is structurally imbalanced, with employers having greater power due to their control over production, while workers must sell their labor to secure their livelihood (Arnholtz and Refslund, 2024b). However, workers’ structural power—derived from their indispensability to the production process—can be leveraged to influence core aspects of employment security and quality, particularly through collective action such as strikes (Schmalz et al., 2018). This power is unevenly distributed among employees and shaped by labor market conditions, workers’ skill levels, and their functional role within production. Workers in permanent positions with high qualifications and central roles in firms with strong market positions are more likely to secure favorable employment conditions—such as open-ended contracts, wage progression, regulated working hours, and protection through seniority rules (Pulignano et al., 2016; Flecker, 2024).

The enactment of workers’ structural power is contingent upon organizational or associational power. Where union density is high and internal cohesion strong, workers are more capable of collectively negotiating employment standards (Schmalz et al., 2018). Trade unions and workplace representation bodies can influence contract standardization, limit the spread of precarious short-term or part-time contracts, and promote the extension of seniority-based protections (Flecker, 2024). At the same time, existing or increasing labor market segmentation weakens unions’ power and capability to do this, as precariously employed workers—often excluded from seniority schemes or standard contracts—are less likely to unionize (Keune and Pedaci, 2020). This necessitates inclusive bargaining frameworks beyond traditional union structures to counter employers’ use of differentiated contract forms as a means of workforce segmentation (Benassi and Dorigatti, 2015; Doellgast et al., 2018). Such frameworks can reveal whether power is used to entrench dualisms — preserving favorable conditions for core workers while neglecting others — or to promote uniform standards in employment security and quality across the workforce.

Employers, in turn, may strategically leverage their structural power to shape employment conditions. Larger firms with stable market positions may offer more secure contracts and better working conditions, as they require a stable, skilled workforce. In contrast, smaller firms or those facing competitive pressures more often rely on temporary or flexible contracts with limited employment protection. Diverging interests within employer associations — between firms favoring secure employment standards and those pushing for flexibilization — may lead to organizational fragmentation and/or loss of associational power on the employer side (Alsos and Evans, 2018). Additionally, the existence of non-unionized firms can serve to undercut negotiated standards by applying cost-cutting practices such as contract casualization, variable working hours, and wage suppression.

Institutional power plays a crucial role in regulating employment security and quality. Legal instruments such as limits on fixed-term contracts, seniority-based dismissal protection, statutory wage floors, and working time directives enhance employment security and reduce employers’ unilateral control (Deakin, 2010). Legal frameworks that guarantee freedom of association, regulate collective bargaining, and enforce co-determination rights at the workplace directly increase unions’ power resources and thus indirectly have an influence on the use of different employment contracts, their duration, and conditions. Furthermore, the extension of collective agreements and legally-backed union incentives can mitigate fragmentation and promote inclusive employment standards across sectors.

As we have argued so far, we understand segmenting practices in the context of employers’ power resources. These are determined by their position within the production network and the distribution of power resources within the employer-employee relationship at different levels of interaction. Additionally, we assume that legal regulation may itself have segmenting functions, yet still can restrict employers’ scope for direction and/or support trade unions’ power resources.

Since our approach aims to understand segmentation practices in relation to structural, institutional, and organizational positions of power held by employers and trade unions, it has also some limitations. It falls short in explaining segmenting practices related to social practices and discrimination. Hence, we only touch briefly on how different groups of workers, for example according to ethnicity or age, are affected by different forms and quality of employment and the explanation of these practices unfortunately lies beyond this approach.



4 Case selection, data and methods

OEMs in South Africa are located in several major industrial hubs, of which the Gauteng province is the largest. Gauteng is home to the Ford Motor Company of Southern Africa (in Silverton/Pretoria), the Bavarian Motor Works (in Rosslyn), Nissan South Africa (in Rosslyn), and has a high density of vehicle component manufacturers (Mashilo, 2019). As an expert from the National Association of Automotive Component and Allied Manufacturers (NAAMSA) noted “Gauteng is typically the economic hub of the country. The three OEMs here, BMW, Ford, Nissan, and the majority of the biggest growth of the country’s component sector is in Gauteng.” (Interview_NAAMSA). The strategic location of the OEMs in Gauteng ensures their close proximity to their suppliers and to Transnet Port Terminals also through the support and establishment of the Tshwane Automotive Special Economic Zone (SEZ), Industrial Development Zone (IDZ) and Automotive Supplier Park in Rosslyn Pretoria.5 An expert from NAACAM added: “The Gauteng autos economy is really, I think, larger and diverse by virtue of having three of the OEMs assembling vehicles here, at least from a light motor vehicle perspective. Those three are Nissan, Ford and BMW. And they would have their own supplier networks and the supplier base set up.” (Interview_NAACAM).

Between October 2022 and May 2023, we conducted 20 semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders in the Gauteng regional production network, including trade union officials (at both plant and regional level), respondents from the employer side (managers in OEMs and suppliers), and representatives from employers’ associations. The interviews were conducted either face-to-face at company or union offices (11 interviews) or via video call (9 interviews) and lasted approximately 55 to 85 min each. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis. Interviewees were guaranteed anonymity and are referred to in the findings using generic identifiers. We used a semi-structured interview format, which allowed interviewees to discuss their experiences freely while ensuring that certain core themes were covered. These were: (1) position in the production network —the role of the company or union in the cluster and relationships along the supply chain. (2) Employment relationships — the nature of jobs, employment contracts, and workforce composition in the firm or sector. (3) Use of non-standard employment — the types of atypical or flexible contracts used (e.g., temporary, part-time, subcontracting) and the practices for managing them in the firm/cluster. (4) Compliance with and enforcement of labor law and (5) ongoing transformations. The interviews were iterative; questions were adjusted as new insights emerged. We followed the principle that qualitative research should be “open to the new in the analyzed, the unknown in the seemingly known” (Flick, 2013, p. 17).

The final sample for this article comprised 17 interviews with 24 participants, including eight union representatives, 12 employer representatives from one OEM and multiple supplier firms (tier 1 and tier 2), and four employer association officials (Table 1).6 As shown in Table 1, we used purposive sampling to recruit participants from all the main stakeholder groups in South Africa’s automotive industry to ensure that their voices were represented in the data, providing a broad range of labor and management perspectives at different organizational levels — a crucial consideration when analyzing labor market segmentation in a context of strong labor regulations and corporatist industrial relations. Interviews were conducted until data saturation was reached and no new themes emerged with the addition of each subsequent interview. Reaching saturation after 17 interviews indicated that the sample size was sufficient for reliable qualitative analysis (Hennink and Kaiser, 2022, p. 9).


TABLE 1 Interview participants by organization and function, 2023, Gauteng region.


	Organization
	Number of interviews
	Number of interviewees
	Interviewee’s function within organization

 

 	Union 	7 	8 	Shop stewards, national coordinator, legal adviser


 	Employer


 	OEMs 	1 	1 	CEO, HR officer/head, owner, regional leader


 	Tier 1 	5 	9


 	Tier 2 	2 	2


 	Employer associations 	2 	4 	Project manager, executive trade rep., executive director, executive HR


 	Total 	17 	24 	





Sources: Authors’ description.
 

Additionally, we draw on the CBR Leximetric Datasets, Version 2, from the Centre for Business Research at the University of Cambridge (Deakin et al., 2023), supplemented by data from the World of Labour project (see Carlino et al., 2024; Carlino et al., 2025), to compile a dataset comprising numerical indicators for individual and collective labor law norms for South Africa in 2022 (see Table 2). Trade union documents (e.g., internal reports) and collective bargaining agreements (provided by NUMSA) were used to map formal regulations and entitlements in order to assess segmentation practices.


TABLE 2 Indices and indicators of legal norms for employment in South Africa, 2022.


	Indicator on national individual or collective labor law regulation
	Value

 

 	Labor Rights Index (LRI)1 	79


 	Index of protection function2 	0.69


 	Index of privileging function2 	0.23


 	Index of equalizing function2 	0.85


 	Index of flexibility function2 	0.31


 	Index of employee representation in labor laws3 	1.00


 	Index of codetermination4 	0.34





Sources: Authors’ own calculations and descriptions using CBR-LRI Version 2 (2023) at Doi: 10.17863/CAM.9130.2 and complementary data from WoL (see Carlino et al., 2024; Schäfer, 2024a,b,c; all indicators to be found in data repository: www.wesis.org), ILO at https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/data-catalogue/. 1Statutory labor rights for the workers in formal employment relationships from ILO data. 2WoL indicators are coded using statutory law only (Carlino et al., 2025), CBR-LRI data uses statutory law or collective agreement for coding data; Regarding WoL: Some indicators use binary coding but most use non-binary or graduated scores. 3Includes right to unionization, right to collective bargaining, and extension of collective agreements from CBR-LRI Version 2 (2023). 4Includes codetermination and information/consultation of workers and codetermination: board membership from CBR-LRI Version 2 (2023). LRI: 0 = “Total Lack of Decent Work” to 100 = “Decent Work”; all other indices: ‘0’ stands for no protection/ privileging/ equalizing/ flexibility or the lowest protection offered to workers, and ‘1’ stands for the maximum or highest protection/ privileging/ equalizing/ flexibility offered.
 

Adopting a deductive qualitative design (Fife and Gossner, 2024), we conducted a qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2015) and thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) of the semi-structured interviews. Mayring’s rule-guided procedure enabled transparent and reproducible coding according to a predefined, theory-driven codebook. Braun and Clarke’s approach synthesized patterns across cases, clarifying the thematic structure. We analyzed three a priori themes: (1) the firm’s economic situation and its consequences for non-standard work, (2) dependency relations (on OEMs and other firms) and their consequences for non-standard work, and (3) union influence and power, and related consequences. Segmentation practices were classified transversally: security via contract forms (SER vs. fixed-term, part-time) and quality via pay differentials shaped by working time regimes (hours and shifts). The analysis was iterative; when new cases no longer yielded new themes across OEM, tier-1 and tier-2 settings, and deviant cases fit as variants, theoretical saturation was indicated without expanding the codebook. Simple triangulation using legal/tariff documents and sectoral data supported the findings. This dual approach provides methodological rigor and cross-case interpretive depth, which is aligned with our theory-led research question on segmentation in a tightly regulated context.



5 Segmentation in labor law and power resources

As will be discussed, South Africa has a strong and inclusive labor law with strict regulations on non-standard employment (Table 2). In post-apartheid South Africa, the Labour Relations Act 66 of 1995 (LRA)7 provides workers with full collective rights: freedom of association and collective bargaining, allowing workers to organize and negotiate binding agreements with employers, but also full legal backing for employee representation in the workplace, which signifies high institutional power resources for workers. This is reflected in the highest index of workers’ representation in labor laws (1.00), although co-determination (0.34) shows limited employee participation in decision-making processes, such as board membership and consultation rights (Table 2). Additionally, legal extensions to collective agreements, such as the agreement with the Motor Industry Bargaining Council (see below), equalizes employment conditions across the industry. The law also allows unions to enter into an agreement with the employer to charge non-unionized employees a bargaining fee (see National Bargaining Forum agreement) that may not be higher than the union membership fee. This can be seen as an incentive to join a union that provides additional services to its members. Both features thus provide legal support for unions’ associational power resources.

Despite these general rights, there is legal segmentation within South African labor law. Coverage by agreements is generally limited to workers earning less than the National Wage Threshold, which is specified under the Basic Conditions of Employment Act by the Minister of Employment and Labour (P.211 Gazette; it was R 20,092.54 per month in 20248). This limits the scope of the industry’s collective agreements to (mostly Black or Coloured) blue-collar workers. Conditions of employment and wage adjustments for white-collar workers are determined in company-specific agreements (Mashilo, 2022, p. 241). To establish workers’ representatives on the shop floor, a trade union must prove that it organizes the majority of workers in the workplace and then the representative has to be elected by at least ten trade union members, meaning that small companies are excluded from workplace representation. The labor law thus creates different levels of protection for workers depending on their income and occupational position and limits collective associations on the basis of firm size.

The Labour Relations Act 66 of 1995 (LRA) provides strong individual protections to enhance employment security. The LRA states that dismissals must be for a fair reason and in accordance with a fair procedure. These provisions protect against arbitrary dismissal and create more secure, longer-term employment. Seniority is recognized in law and practice as a factor in employment security —especially with respect to employees with SER contracts. In the event of redundancy, the law provides for increasing notice periods based on seniority, from one week for short service to four weeks for over a year’s service, and requires at least one week’s severance pay per year of continuous service. Moreover, employers must consult with unions or workers and try to avoid or minimize redundancies. If redundancies are unavoidable, the selection criteria must be fair and objective; the common ‘last in, first out’ (LIFO) system often protects longer-serving employees. While skills and performance can also be considered, the frequent use of LIFO structures dismissals in a way that values seniority, thereby strengthening job security for long-term employees — and enacting legal segmentation. In addition, the Basic Conditions of Employment Act 75 of 1997 (BCEA)9 regulates working hours and leave, ensuring predictable work schedules. The BCEA limits the normal working week to 45 h (with a maximum of nine hours per day in a five-day week) and requires premium pay for overtime and work on Sundays or public holidays. Legislative reforms have specifically targeted precarious employment contracts to improve employment security. Employees on fixed-term contracts are entitled to the same treatment as permanent employees. Moreover, the LRA (as amended in 2014, Section 198B) deems a fixed-term contract to be permanent if its duration exceeds three months without justification or when a succession of fixed-term contracts lasts more than 24 months. Similarly, after three months, Temporary Employment Service (TES) workers are considered employees of the client company with permanent status in order to prevent the circumvention of fair labor standards. Additionally, and as a result of union pressure, a national minimum wage was introduced in 2018 — to fight creeping job insecurity and support workers at the lower end of the pay scale (see Hayter and Pons-Vignon, 2018).

Although some forms of legal segmentation exist, for example to protect employment security according to seniority, and to regulate workplace representation, South African labor legislation strongly restricts employers’ scope to use flexible forms of labor. Additionally, it provides rather extensive institutional power resources to support union organization, workers’ representation at the shop floor, and it encompasses collective bargaining. Assessing South African labor law by quantitative indicators, rather high scores for the protection function (0.69) and low scores for the flexibility function (0.31)10 confirm that the South African legal framework tends towards stability and protection for workers. A low score for the privileging function (0.23) combined with a high score for the equality function (0.85) indicates the promotion of equal treatment not only according to gender, but also according to different forms of employment contracts (see Table 2). Thus, the different regulations of both collective and individual labor law add up to a moderately strong, inclusive, and protective type of labor law with respect to both collective (see also Hayter and Pons-Vignon, 2018) and individual rights (for 2013 see Mückenberger and Dingeldey, 2022). How this influences segmenting practices in the automotive sector is explored in the following sections.



6 Automotive production in South Africa—segmentation and structural power relations within the production network

The origins of vehicle manufacturing in South Africa can be traced back to 1924 (Mashilo, 2022, p. 229; Lamprecht, 2024). In 2022, a total of 309,42311 passenger cars were produced in South Africa, representing a 0.65 percent share of global vehicle production (Naamsa, 2025, p. 2). However, although the global impact of the South African automotive industry is small, it is one of the most advanced manufacturing hubs on the continent. Within the domestic economy, it accounts for 21.9 percent of manufacturing value added in 2023 and contributes 5.3 percent to GDP (see Table 3). Exports of vehicles and vehicle components to 148 destinations account for 14.7 percent of South Africa’s total exports—all of which are growing in importance.


TABLE 3 Main economic indicators on the automotive industry in South Africa, 2021–2023.


	Indicator / Year
	2021
	2022
	2023

 

 	Broader automotive industry contribution to GDP (in percent) 	4.3 	4.9 	5.3


 	Vehicle and component production as share of South Africa’s manufacturing output (in percent) 	17.3 	21.7 	21.9


 	Automotive export revenue as share of total South African export revenue (in percent) 	12.5 	12.4 	14.7


 	Automotive component sector employment (total) 	78,874 	83,362 	82,560


 	Average monthly employment by vehicle manufacturers (total) 	30,697 	33,321 	33,509





Source: Author’s compilation using Lamprecht, 2023a, 2024, p. 5, 6.
 

The South African automotive industry is a compressed and underdeveloped three-tier production chain (Barnes et al., 2018, p. 6/7). In 2022/23, seven international OEMs were supplied by an estimated 198 tier-1 suppliers specialized in vehicle systems, modules, and subassemblies. The 200 tier-2 suppliers manufacture the components and subcomponents that are incorporated into complete vehicle systems, modules, and subassemblies. Tier-3 suppliers provide raw materials (Lamprecht, 2024; Mashilo, 2022, p. 231). While 75 percent of the top-tier suppliers are foreign multinational corporations, South African firms are found in the second and third tiers (Lamprecht, 2024, p. 79)—a structure underlined by a representative of the suppliers’ industry association NAACAM: “We are very much tier one heavy, that is the predominant grouping of manufacturers. And then we have a much smaller tier two and tier three base.” (Interview_NAACAM).

This structure emerged due to post-apartheid industrial policy when in 1995 the lifting of international sanctions was accompanied by a new automotive industrial policy that gradually reduced the industry’s protections to encourage increased foreign capital investment. Incentives to increase production volumes were provided, incentivizing exports with tax-based import rebate credits allowing vehicle exporters reduced-duty or duty-free imports of the components they did not source. Consecutive South African governments launched development programs aiming to improve local production within the automotive industry, of which the latest is the South African Automotive Masterplan (SAAM) of 2021. So far, South Africa’s post-apartheid industrial policy has been successful in terms of significant growth in the value of its vehicle assembly activities (from R 75 billion12 in manufacturing sales to R 137 billion between 2012 to 2015). But this was accompanied by a R 44 billion surge in automotive component imports over the same period, largely nullifying the large assembly gains made (Barnes et al., 2018). In 2012, value addition by OEMs located in the South African automotive industry was significantly higher (40 percent) compared to other countries globally (20 percent). For tier-1 suppliers, the relation was 40 to 30 percent. Accordingly, for second- and third-tier suppliers in South Africa, value addition was significantly lower than elsewhere (only 20 compared to 50 percent) (Monaco et al., 2018).

This distribution of value added can be seen as the result of substantial structural power differentials between international OEMs and tier-1 suppliers and (local) tier-2 suppliers in South Africa, which may influence the practice of employment segmentation in terms of wages. However, specific relationships need to be explored, for example, dependence on a single supplier may be mitigated by the diversity of OEM customers in the region: “Often you find that there are supplier companies who supply more than one OEM and especially in a, let us call it a smaller tier economy like South Africa, you will find many of the component manufacturers have multiple OEM customers” (Interview_NAACAM). This is not to say that the general structural power imbalance between OEMs and suppliers is nullified since OEMs are still able to shape the regional production network: “We do prefer that if there’s any sort of new suppliers coming on board […] that they station themselves within the [special] economic zone, because it makes it easier from an access perspective” (Interview_JM).

An example of how the structural power of OEMs and tier-1 suppliers is used more or less directly in the production network is the implementation of national political demands for Black empowerment. With the SAAM, the government aims to increase local content of vehicles assembled in South Africa by 20 percentage points to become 60 percent by 2035. To achieve this goal, supply chain improvement and transformation and Black economic empowerment have become increasingly linked. Launched in 2003, the latest iteration of Broad-Based Black Empowerment (B-BBEE; short: Triple B) policy aims to significantly increase the number of Black people who manage, own, and control the country’s economy. Progress on B-BBEE performance is monitored using scorecards that assign values to (Black) ownership, management control, skills development, socioeconomic development, and enterprise and supplier development. As the measurement categories became mandatory, accompanied by increased reporting requirements, this created some pressure on international firms to transform, as B-BBEE certificates are essential to securing certain incentives or contracts with the state or with other private entities (for more details see Barnes et al., 2021; Vilakazi and Bosiu, 2021; Mashilo and Moothilal, 2022).

Already during the preparation of the SAAM, however, representatives of German OEMs—even from the home county — made clear that they would no longer have any rationale to produce automotive vehicles in South Africa if automotive industrial policy were to change and B-BBEE ratings were to become extremely stringent (Mashilo and Moothilal, 2022). This was interpreted by experts as “The multinational OEMs determine the terms of business and engagements and they guide their respective subsidiaries under the overall strategic direction that they set from their headquarters” (Mashilo and Moothilal, 2022). A new iteration of B-BBEE codes then foresaw that ratings monitor not only progress made in the certified firm, but also by its suppliers. Taking advantage of this final regulation, OEMs or international tier-1 suppliers now use their structural power to ‘encourage’ their suppliers to improve their scores. An OEM executive noted that they “will not do business with anyone who does not comply with human rights [and] the labour legislation of our country” (Interview_JM) and that they prefer suppliers with a good Black Economic Empowerment score. These policies are implemented via audits and incentives such as multi-year contracts or more stable ordering, but also by making clear that failure to meet the required standards could jeopardize the contract. This was mentioned by a tier-2 supplier, who had to substantially improve its B-BBEE score to continue doing business with a major multinational tier-1 customer. “We were then level 8 [B-BBEE], they said, the minimum is level 6 and then they said I think 2019 or 20 we have to be a level four. So it was a concerted effort from the company” (Interview_CR). The mechanism of delegating state-set responsibilities involves juggling demands from above (OEM) and ensuring performance of suppliers below—as described by the tier-2 supplier in the middle of the chain: “So it’s actually a trade-off process where everybody tries to manage their suppliers. Otherwise you get penalized too much [depending on what your mixed score card is]” (Interview_CR). In general, this confirms the GVC and GPN literature as well as our assumptions that structural power differences extend both downward (placing requirements on sub-suppliers) and upward (meeting OEM and tier-1 supplier requirements), forming a network of compliance obligations that cascade through the tiers. In this particular case, the use of structural power by lead firms and tier-1 suppliers to comply with government requirements with respect to human rights or B-BBEE goals across the value chain may contribute to improving employment conditions and enhancing equity — and thus counteracting segmenting practices. More often, however, OEMs’ structural power dominance is used to produce opposite effects when the focus is on reducing production costs (see particularly section 7).



7 Power resources of unions and employers: collective bargaining divisions as segmenting practice

Since national labor law provides freedom of association and collective bargaining as institutional power resources for trade unions, they could develop organizational power. The rapid growth of industrial unions representing Black lower-skilled workers was, however, confronted with a rather fragmented landscape of different union federations at national level. Tensions between the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), the largest federation, and the National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa (NUMSA) resulted in a split in 2014. NUMSA then became a member of the now second-largest South African Federation of Trade Unions (SAFTU), launched in 2017 (Hayter and Pons-Vignon, 2018). NUMSA is the leading trade union in the automotive sector, organizing primarily blue-collar, hourly-waged Black production workers (Mashilo, 2022): “Well, NUMSA is one of the biggest, you know, trade unions in sub-Sahara with a membership of close to 400,000. We organize across the different value chains and different sectors of our society” (Interview_GQ). Trade unions’ organizational density in the sector is assessed at approximately 39 percent (Mashilo, 2019, p. 48), compared to 19.1 percent nationally (ILO, 2025a, 2025b), indicating that the automotive sector is a stronghold of unions’ organizational power. NUMSA is potentially able to counter employers’ structural power advantage.

But organizational power and representation at the workplace in the automotive sector tend to be stronger at OEMs than at suppliers: “In our country, almost 100 percent of OEMs are highly unionized. Most of the shop stewards are full time shop stewards.” (Interview_GQ). Within the tiers, however, we do not see a uniform picture, but — according to our experts—rather individually-governed employment relations. While a tier-1 company described a “very open and tight relationship with our union” (Interview_CK) and formal recognition agreements with NUMSA as the majority union, a union representative in another tier-1 seat manufacturer claims to have “a difficult employer” that “does not want to engage with the union … [the manager] does not believe that the two parties can resolve and come up with a better way to improve their production” (Interview_GQ). A third tier-1 supplier even refuses to engage with unions at all, following a paternalist management style: “No, I do not. Okay. So that rolls back to my deal of 20 years ago with the 16 staff that we had. We said, okay, we’ll only employ your friends and family on condition: no trade union. We have a closed shop, touch wood. We’ve never had a stoppage. We’ve never had a strike.” (Interview_ANT). Moreover, the link between employment conditions and union representation at firm level is not fully clear, since the paternalist management style, for example, results in job security and pay in accordance with collective agreements.

However, general differences between OEMs and suppliers are underlined by two distinct associational entities representing employers’ industrial and collective bargaining interests. This results in the use of collective bargaining divisions as segmenting practices. OEMs promote the interests of their industry within The National Association of Automobile Manufacturers of South Africa (NAAMSA), whereas the Automobile Manufacturers Employers’ Organisation (AMEO) represents their interests as employers. AMEO and the union NUMSA bargain within the Automobile National Bargaining Forum (NBF). In the NBF, wages and other substantive conditions of employment for all South African OEMs are negotiated, ensuring uniform conditions across the country. One OEM expert describes the advantages from an employer’s perspective: “we have one common union… and we negotiate at a national level. If you do not do that… you are going to have one OEM doing this, the other one doing that… it’s just going to create disharmony. …Negotiating centrally and implementing at an organizational level… minimizes labor disruptions” (Interview_JM). Equal working conditions across different OEMs is also appreciated by a trade union representative: “what is paid in Ford is also paid in BMW… you can never have lesser conditions [at one OEM than another]” (Interview_VM).

The National Association of Automotive Components and Allied Manufacturers (NAACAM) is the industry body of the component manufacturers. The Motor Industry Bargaining Council (MIBCO) covers component manufacturing, vehicle body building, and automotive engineering and reconditioning establishments, and other branches, for example sales and fuel retail, on the national level. Here NUMSA negotiates with the employers’ associations the Retail Motor Industry (RMI) and the Fuel Retailers Association (FRA), agreeing on wages for different sub-sectors. Although NUMSA is trying to advance its strategy of centralized sectoral bargaining by establishing a single forum for automobile manufacturing industry-wide centralized bargaining — thus uniting the industry’s existing bargaining councils (Mashilo, 2022, p. 243) — they have not yet been successful. Hence, their structural and organizational power resources are obviously still not strong enough to successfully pursue an inclusive union strategy to equalize employment conditions.

The NBF and MIBCO agreements implement a sharp divide in employment quality in the form of pay and regular working time. But also within the MIBCO agreement we see differences across the different branches of suppliers—albeit at a much lesser scope (Table 4). Although skill levels in the two agreements may not be defined exactly along the same criteria, a comparison indicates that in 2023 the negotiated wages in OEMs were more or less three times higher than in manufacturing and even up to four times higher than in vehicle body building establishments—where the collectively negotiated minimum wage for skill level 1 was only slightly above the legal minimum wage of R 25.42 per hour in March 2023 (Department Employment and Labour South Africa, 2024). Although the differences decline slightly for the higher grades, they are still enormous. Additionally, OEMs pay one flat-rate gratuity and an annual gratuity related to earnings. As the yearly wage increase negotiated with OEMs is at least one percentage point higher than for the suppliers, the existing wage gap will further increase (Table 4).


TABLE 4 Description of employment quality criteria in collective agreements in South Africa, 2022–2025.


	Kind of agreement / employment quality criteria
	NBF Agreement on wages and conditions of employment
	MIBCO Main collective Agreement; Chapter III: Manufacturing establishments
	MIBCO Main collective Agreement; Chapter II: Vehicle body building establishments

 

 	Negotiated wage increase by year (in percent) 	2022: 8.5
 2023: 7.0
 2024: 7.0 	2023: 7.5
 2024: 6.0
 2025: 6.0


 	Plus 	R 10,000.00 (one-off taxable gratuity amount)
 a year-end gratuity of 8.33 percent of basic pay 	None


 	Minimum wage per hour in skill level1 (in Rand)2 	in 2022/23 	since August 2023


 	13 	109.10 	28.71 	25.88


 	5 	163.08 	49.82 	45.81


 	Highest:
 NBF:7; MIBCO:8 	232.19 	85.19 	78.36


 	Ordinary working hours 	40 (per week) 	45 (per week) or 9 (per day)


 	Overtime bonus 	One and a half times the ordinary rate for the first 6 h, then double 	One and a half times the ordinary rate
 (6–23:00 h); double (23–6:00 h)


 	Short-time work compensation 	50 percent of
 basic daily wage,
 maximum 50 days/ year 	No pay





Sources: Author’s own compilation using Composite National Bargaining Forum (NBF) (2022). Agreement on wages and conditions of employment applicable to all hourly-paid employees in the automotive manufacturing industry (for the period July 1, 2022 to June 30, 2025) provided by NUMSA; Motor Industry Bargaining Council – (MIBCO) Main collective Agreement (August 2023–August 2025). 1Level 1 according to NBF: Certificate 1 = 20 percent artisan module; Level 5: Artisan trade certificate; Level 7: Multi-skilled artisans / technicians. 2Exchange rate 2023: 1 USD = R 18.5 on average, see: https://www.dollarfx.org/South-African-Rand/2023. 3As point of reference: The legal minimum wage in March 2023 was R 25.42 per hour.
 

Another substantial difference in the collective bargaining agreements is regular working time: 40 h a week at OEMs and 48 h at suppliers—with an impact on when overtime premia have to be paid. Although the longer working hours may partly compensate for the gradation differences in monthly earnings, they are a major indicator for deteriorating employment quality between OEMs and suppliers — as commented on by a trade union representative: “It then deals with the terms wages and terms and conditions of employment, which are somewhat better than others, which are only value chains. Going down the other value chains, then the conditions become lesser and lesser and lesser and lesser. But in the OEMs, especially those who are working directly in manufacturing vehicles, I can safely say they are better paid than the value chain. Yes.” (Interview_VM).

Beyond pay and working time we find other substantial differences affecting employment security and quality: While OEMs compensate short-time work with at least 50 percent of regular pay, non-pay during short-time work is part of the MIBCO agreement (Table 4). Furthermore, the treatment of flexible work is also different: While in the collective agreement with OEMs, NUMSA achieved a ban on the use of temporary employment services since 2011, in the agreement with suppliers, the share of temporary employment services was only limited to 35 percent of the core workforce since 2013 (Mashilo and Webster, 2021, p. 547; see also MIBCO Gazette, 31 March, 2023, p. 62). Additionally, training and qualification measures and support for shop stewards’ work are only addressed in the agreements with OEMs. Employment guarantees and (social) benefits such as transport subsidies, medical aid, and provident funds are generally not the subject of negotiations with suppliers, and if they are, agreed conditions are at much lower level than at OEMs.

In South Africa, collective bargaining structures thus function as a segmentation practice to divide job quality and pay between OEMs and suppliers. This is mirrored by the organizational division of employers, which reflects different structural power positions within the production network as most suppliers can only obtain subcontracts through lower production costs, which are achieved through lower labor costs. Workers’ organizational and structural power resources seem to reproduce the segmentation lines between OEMs and suppliers, albeit with a great deal of variation according to the situation in individual supplier firms. These segmenting practices also extend to employment security matters, as demonstrated by the use of flexible work or short-time working practices on the shop floor.



8 Employment patterns and segmenting practices at the firm level

South Africa’s national labor market is characterized by more or less high unemployment (nearly 32.1 percent on average in 2023) (ILO, 2025b), strongly diverging along ethnic lines (about 36 percent for Blacks, 23 percent for Coloureds and only 9 percent for Whites) (Statista, 2025). This is accompanied by a rather low rate of informal work in 2023 (34 percent on average) — at least compared to other African counties (estimated average of 83 percent) (ILO, 2025b). In the automotive sector, a total of 116,069 workers were employed in 2023, about two-thirds in component manufacturing and one-third in vehicle manufacturing (OEMs) (see Table 3). Black workers make up the majority of the automotive manufacturing workforce and the share of females was 25–30 percent in 2022 (Moshikaro-Amani, 2023, p. 16). The skill level was much higher at OEMs than in the component manufacturing sector (Mashilo, 2019), enhancing structural power differences between the workforce in OEMs and in the tiers.

Although data on employment security at OEMs and suppliers are hardly available, we can give some indications based on published information. In contrast to the national situation, abusive practices and the share of informal employment seem to be rather rare: 94 percent of the workforce in the automotive sector in the Gauteng region said they have a written contract (according to a non-representative survey, Mashilo, 2019, p. 36). The absence of informal working practices in the sector has been confirmed by our trade union experts, albeit without discussing non-unionized firms or outsourced services such as cleaning or security, for instance.

Data from the National Association of Automobile Manufacturers of South Africa (NAAMSA) covering all OEMs in South Africa show that between 77.2 percent and 84.1 percent of workers were on full-time permanent contracts in the four quarters of 2022 (Table 5). The proportion of permanent employees on part-time contracts remained below 3 %. Workers on casual contracts represented between 1.1 percent and 1.4 percent of the workforce, while workers on temporary contracts were the largest non-permanent category, ranging from 14.5 percent to 18.9 percent throughout 2022. The high variation in the share of non-permanent workers in OEMs during the year is explained with model changes (see below): “So those are just broad figures. It varies slightly by quarter, […] I see, actually, last year the temporary was only 8 percent, you know, and the permanent was 90 percent. So again, as I said, it varies based on the specific period. I think the reason why the temporary is now higher is because of like a Ford with the launch of a Ranger and the Amarok, so they are getting more people in, to deal with something like that. But I think this year it’s probably 80, 15 […], but last year it was probably 90 and 10 for the temporary.” (Interview_NAAMSA). In the non-representative survey conducted in the Gauteng region covering both OEMs and suppliers, only 73 percent of workers indicated that they had an indefinite contract (Mashilo, 2019:36). If we consider that the share of suppliers’ employment in the automotive sector is generally higher than that of OEMs, we may estimate that the share of 27 percent flexible employment is due to higher shares of flexible work at suppliers. In line with the rather restrictive legislation and the collective bargaining agreements, however, contract work is at a rather low level. In summary: In both OEMs and suppliers in the South African automotive industry, we find a high proportion of SER employment, albeit more at OEMs than at suppliers.


TABLE 5 Employment by type of contract in all 7 OEMs in South Africa, 2022.


	Year
	Permanent contracts
	Casual contracts
	Temporary contracts



	Full-time
	Part-time



	share in percent

 

 	1. Quarter 2022 	84.1 	0.3 	1.1 	14.5


 	2. Quarter 2022 	79.9 	0.3 	1.1 	18.7


 	3. Quarter 2022 	79.4 	0.3 	1.4 	18.9


 	4. Quarter 2022 	77.2 	2.3 	1.3 	19.2





Source: Authors’ calculations, Lamprecht, 2023b.
 

Within OEMs, we also see employment protection practices according to seniority — indicating the implementation of legal segmentation. Additionally, the core workforce at OEMs is protected by employment guarantees given in the collective bargaining agreement (see section 7). This is made possible by structural power differences between OEMs and suppliers, allowing OEMs to avoid retrenchment by in-sourcing or changing contracts with suppliers to make them bear the burden of slack periods. As a union representative stated “there’s never been a retrenchment in OEMs directly, but indirectly they contribute to retrenchments in the auto sector” (Interview_GQ). He refers to a case in which redirection of orders to a new supplier led to job shedding at the previous supplier in an attempt to cut costs. “Like what happened currently in [supplier]. The bulk of the employees have been retrenched, 202, because they could not get the contract from Ford. Due to that, Ford wanted them to be closer to them and they wanted them at a cheaper price” (Interview_GQ).

Both tier-1 and tier-2 suppliers push for labor flexibility using varied and flexible contract arrangements to be able to respond to OEM demand swings and cost pressures. In a tier-2 enterprise, the expert emphasized that they “do not want to retrench” (Interview_CR), but with the increase in fixed-term contracts, the workforce can be adjusted or not retained if demand drops: “what we have done is we have moved away from permanent employment and we now manage the additional volumes that is required. We will manage on a contract basis and we link that to the lifespan of the contract [with the OEM].” (Interview_CR). In this context the expert noted a more recent “improvement,” namely the substitution of contract work: “So we had more than 12 people on our contract basis end of last year. We’ve reduced it down to three.” (Interview_CR).

This also indicates a practice to use different kinds of temporary work as a kind of probation period to recruit permanent staff, both by tier-1 and tier-2 managers (see comments in Interview_BV). Additionally, however, external factors like load-shedding (power outages) have required flexible work scheduling—another reason why the manufacturer prefers non-standard employment contracts that can be adapted (e.g., by shifting hours or catching up production later) rather than scaling down. Another tier-2 manufacturer has been scaling up its workforce, but doing so also via temporary contracts—albeit at a level of only around 7 %: “We have about say, 22, 20, because two have just been appointed this week, 20 out of the 300, I would say temps.” (Interview_BV).

Differences in employment security and quality negotiated in the collective agreements for OEMs and suppliers form part of the segmenting practices at firm level. The implementation of the different working time arrangements contained in the collective agreements is linked to more comfortable shift systems at OEMs. Among suppliers we find a broad variety: “[…] in the value chain it differs. Some are working 45 h. Yes. It differs in the value chain, but in the OEM it is regulated, is 40 h a week, over and above 40 h it becomes an overtime” (Interview_VM). Union representation can be decisive to achieve shorter working hours or more comfortable shift systems. A trade unionist reports that in one instance, union input helped change a plant from two 12-h shifts to three 8-h shifts to reduce fatigue and overwork “So now that shift was implemented to close the gaps whereby they have to put pressure on people to work 12 h then people can work 8 h each and go home. And continue living their lives and do the things that they need to do after work.” (Interview_ZM).

Moreover, the differences in compensation for short-time working between OEMs and suppliers—as laid down in the collective agreements — result in different reactions to supply-chain disruptions or downturns: At suppliers, short-time work is a rather common reaction, both to deal with last minute changes by OEMs or to keep permanent staff under contract during a lack of demand. “Many times what would happen, an OEM would say that tomorrow we are not producing… so automatically we are also supposed to stop,” (Interview_AT) explained a tier-1 manager. In such cases, supplier employees were told not to come in for the cancelled shift, typically without pay for those lost hours. Another tier-1 international component maker acknowledged their short-time working practice to keep permanent staff: “So that is currently under a strategic review in terms of our employment going forward in the next 12 months, that we will downscale permanent employees based on current volume. And then should volume pick up, we will increase flex labour that will allow us the flexibility to send people home when we do not have volume, but also to employ people when we do have volume, without impacting the permanent staff as it potentially will be now. […] So at the moment, what we do is we are flexing them [permanent] based on work requirements and it is no work, no pay. So when we do not need employees, we send them home and when they sit at home, they do not get paid. So the rule is no work, no pay.” (Interview_SP). This use of short-time working as a practice of ‘scaling labor up or down’ in response to external pressures and uncertainty seems to be rather common as it was also noted by other managers (Interview_AT). It affects not only the flexible workforce, but also core workers. However, differences in the collective agreements result in differences between OEMs and the tiers. As a tier-1 manager noted “when an OEM would call short time (stop production), they would still pay some 4 h” (Interview_AT) for that day, while workers at suppliers get nothing.

Finally, problems of compliance with legal regulations or collective agreements may occur both at OEMs and at suppliers. While in the highly unionized OEMs non-compliance is easily contested by collective action, at suppliers that lack effective collective representation, it may directly impact their workers’ employment quality. A trade unionist reported with respect to non-compliance with a collective agreement: “well, we have our own challenges there [OEM]. Because you’d remember, last year we embarked on a strike that was provoked by employer. Where the employees were supposed to get their bonuses first week of January. But the employer withheld the bonuses and reduced the agreement without even seeking clarity from the trade union.” (Interview_GQ). The strike, described as “provoked by [the] employer,” was a collective effort to insist the company should honor its commitments, thereby safeguarding an earned benefit that contributes to workers’ income security. In contrast, a regional union official observed non-compliance as being common “in component sectors. …employees should get an increase of 7 %, but the employer will then go and make an application [for exemption] so that the employees should not get an increase,” even while that supplier passes the cost increase on to their OEM customer (Interview_GQ).

All of this confirms that segmentation practices create large differences in employment security and quality between core and flexible workers across all firms in the automotive sector. In addition, we have shown a deep divide in working conditions between suppliers and OEMs, as flexible work, the risk of redundancy, but also loss of income due to enforced short-time working or unpaid lay-offs, are generally more common in the former — and all of this is compounded by wage and working time differences according to different collective agreements. Furthermore, the generally higher level of union and shop steward representation in OEMs provides a better guarantee that employers will comply with legal or collective regulations than at suppliers, underlining the segmentation of workers’ power resources according to the position of the company.



9 Conclusion

The South African automotive industry proves to be a very interesting case with which to analyze the impact of institutional settings and actors’ power resources on influencing segmentation practices at different levels of interaction. A rather universal individual labor law that sharply restricts the use of flexible forms of work is supposed to limit segmenting practices. This is combined with a collective labor law that provides substantial institutional power resources to trade unions allowing them to build up associational power, comprehensive bargaining structures, and effective workplace representation in the production sites. However, despite this institutional framework we find pronounced segmentation practices affecting employment security and quality in South Africa’s automotive industry. The idea of an ‘enclave’ may only be supported with respect to the possibly worse conditions on the national labor market — but not in the sense of an entirely well-protected and equalized labor market.

Firms exploit all available legal contract forms to maximize flexibility in order to cope with fluctuations in demand. These practices are to be found across the sector, both at major vehicle producers (OEMs) and suppliers, although the former generally offer more secure, standard employment, while supplier firms more often rely on temporary or other non-standard contracts. The OEM–supplier divide is further reinforced by dualized collective bargaining arrangements. Wages negotiated by OEMs on the national level via a dedicated National Bargaining Forum are much higher than in the most relevant sector-specific agreement involving suppliers (MIBCO, 2023). Additionally, we see major differences concerning agreed working time, social benefits, and pay during short-time work, with consequences for overtime, bonuses, and other working conditions.

These disparities reflect underlying power dynamics in the production network as suggested by the GVC and GNP approach and underscore that labor market segmentation theory should more strongly consider the position of the firm in the production network to understand segmenting practices. Overall, managers’ and trade unionists’ assessments of how changes in demand from the OEMs are handled indicate that the difference in structural power between OEMs and suppliers is a driver for the named segmentation practices — albeit this also includes particular differences due to management strategies. Additionally, our results indicate that the differences in employers’ structural power resources more or less ‘reproduce’ differences in the structural — and possibly also organizational — power resources of trade unions and workers’ representatives in the different workplaces. This limits measures to counteract precarious employment conditions in the more dependent or vulnerable firms of the lower tiers. We may therefore summarize that even South Africa’s robust labor laws and strong unions cannot fully counteract the structural power imbalances along the value chain as employers’ cost-cutting logics remain central to competition, leading to deteriorating labor standards at suppliers.

By integrating segmentation theory with the Global Production Network (GPN) approach and power resource theory, the study offers a nuanced understanding of segmentation practices. The South African case illustrates how competitive pressures can erode even strict local labor standards, explaining why segmentation persists despite robust formal frameworks and a rather powerful labor movement. Thus, the findings underscore the need for multi-level efforts to mitigate entrenched segmentation in global production networks.

The study’s scope is limited to structural and institutional drivers; factors like race and gender, though acknowledged, are not examined in depth. For instance, persistent racial and gender inequalities — e.g. Black workers concentrated in lower-tier roles and few women in management — are noted as a broader context rather than analyzed in detail. Future research could examine how these social cleavages intersect with structural segmentation, or investigate similar patterns in other sectors and regions.

Several other questions also require further research: To what extent do segmentation practices within increasingly complex and transnational production networks act to reinforce, destabilize, or transform the normative-legal architecture of employment segmentation? In light of growing institutional plurality, organizational flexibilization, and the juridical fragmentation of labor standards across organizational and territorial boundaries, further empirical and theoretical inquiry is needed into the dialectical relationship between formal regulatory frameworks and the everyday enactment of segmentation practices in firms. Such inquiries promise not only to shed light on the mechanisms of labor market stratification but also on the evolving nature of institutional control and regulatory governance in contemporary capitalism. Within this discourse, more research on workers’ agency and their power resources is also needed. How could workers’ organizations better deal with low structural power resources due to the market position of their employer? How could comprehensive bargaining structures be achieved in order to create more equal employment and pay structures within an industry? We hope that the case study of the South African automotive industry inspires further research on these topics.
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Footnotes

1   Segmentation practices are understood as everyday formal routines that actors (at industry and workplace levels) implement, guided by institutional frameworks and influenced by their power resources. The accumulation of these segmentation practices leads to specific segmenting patterns.

2   The overrepresentation of these groups in precarious labor market segments has particularly been analyzed by feminist contributions (see, e.g., Rubery and Piasna, 2016; Grimshaw et al., 2017, p. 2).

3   This has been confirmed by (Barrientos, 2013, p. 1969) who argued that commercial chains linking firms are replicated through labor chains linking producers, contractors, and workers. Particularly within labor contracting, a continuum of labor relations coexists, from better to worse.

4   Other very inspiring (comparative) case studies on the automotive industry in different countries (Jürgens and Krzywdzinski, 2016; Barnes et al., 2017; Krzywdzinski, 2017) analyze working conditions in more detail, but do not focus on regional value chains.

5   Special economic zones (SEZs) and Industrial Development Zones (IDZ) offer tax incentives and supportive policies, providing favourable conditions for manufacturing operations (https://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=1021&id=city-of-tshwane-municipality).

6   We excluded three interviews: one interviewee withdrew their consent for the use of their material; two interviews were conducted with union coordinators from other branches, such as security and cleaning.

7   Source: https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act66-1995labourrelations.pdf; downloaded April 28, 2025.

8   Source: https://www.ccma.org.za/labourlaws/new-minimum-wage-and-maximum-threshold/; downloaded April 17, 2025.

9   Source: https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/a75-97.pdf; downloaded April 28, 2025.

10   The flexibility function summarizes the following indicators: fixed-term contracts are allowed only for work of limited duration; maximum duration of fixed-term contracts; agency work is prohibited or strictly controlled; part-time workers have the right to equal treatment; dismissal costs for part-time workers are proportional; fixed-term workers have the right to equal treatment, and agency workers have the right to equal treatment (calculation based on data from www.wesis.org).

11   See https://oica.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Passenger-Cars-2022.pdf, downloaded August 21, 2025.

12   Exchange rate 2023: 1 USD = 18.5 R on average, see: https://www.dollarfx.org/South-African-Rand/2023
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Introduction: The financial services sector in South Africa faces unprecedented challenges regarding employee retention, with high turnover rates threatening organisational sustainability and competitive advantage. Increasingly flexible employment has resulted in more casual labor, often characterized by deficient decent work practices like poor remuneration, which disfavor successful employee retention. This research aimed to understand perceptions of how decent work affects employee retention in a South African financial services institution. The ILO encapsulates decent work as productive employment characterized by equity, freedom, human dignity and security. Understanding how decent work perceptions affect retention is essential for organisations seeking to develop evidence-based strategies for effective talent management and sustainable organisational development in an increasingly challenging labor market.
Methods: A qualitative approach and case study strategy allowed us to explore participants’ lived experiences regarding how decent work affects retention in the selected South African financial services institution. Purposive sampling was employed and semi-structured interviews were conducted with 17 employees from various departments within the organisation explored. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data.
Results: Four perceptions of decent work were developed including security-based perceptions, emphasizing employment stability; relationship-centred perceptions, focusing on supportive management and workplace relationships; compensation and recognition-focused perceptions, highlighting fair remuneration and acknowledgement; and development and growth-oriented perceptions, emphasizing professional advancement opportunities. Six critical retention factors were identified including career development and growth opportunities, recognition and reward systems, work-life balance and flexible work arrangements, compensation and benefits structure, job security and employment stability, as well as alignment of company culture and values.
Discussion: This research provides evidence-based insights for developing comprehensive retention strategies within the South African financial services institution by promoting decent work practices. Key organisational recommendations include establishing clear pathways from temporary to permanent employment, implementing inclusive development programmes accessible to all employees, creating transparent compensation structures with comprehensive benefits, institutionalising flexible work arrangements, and developing multi-layered recognition systems.
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1 Introduction

The financial services sector plays a crucial role in South Africa’s economy, boasting an asset-to-GDP ratio that is significantly higher than that of other emerging nations (Financial Services Compliance Authority, 2022). The sector encompasses banking, insurance, and pension funds, with the majority of assets held by the banking industry. South Africa has been praised for having a well-developed and resilient financial services sector amid recent global financial market volatility (IMF Executive Board Consultations, 2023). However, beneath this apparent stability lies a growing crisis in human capital management that threatens the sector’s long-term sustainability.

Talent attraction and retention have emerged as critical challenges facing the financial services industry globally and South Africa is no exception (Ngobeni et al., 2022; Sija, 2021). The goal of employee retention extends beyond mere numbers, as organisations seek to retain top talent as an invaluable asset that supports organisational performance while promoting a competitive advantage (Sepahvand and Khodashahri, 2021). Van der Merwe et al. (2020) report alarming turnover intentions among employees in South African financial institutions, emphasising the urgent need for targeted retention interventions. The Crowe Bank Compensation and Benefits Survey (2023) reveals that banks continue to struggle with retaining younger talent, with poor compensation, limited benefits, and a lack of career advancement identified as primary drivers of turnover. Meanwhile, Villacé-Molinero et al. (2024) found that women often leave due to limited work-life balance, thus necessitating more customized retention strategies that cater to the needs of employees from different backgrounds and walks of life.

It is worth noting that employees who perceive their work environment as conducive demonstrate higher job satisfaction, better well-being, and greater engagement (Duffy et al., 2021; Işık et al., 2019). Job dissatisfaction and unfavourable working conditions remain primary drivers of attrition (Maloba and Pillay-Naidoo, 2022). Chada et al.'s (2022) study found a favourable association between decent work and employee engagement, suggesting that organisations should offer jobs that promote work-life balance, safety, health, and adequate pay. Conversely, undesirable work conditions contribute significantly to turnover intentions (Wang et al., 2019a).

Meanwhile, the financial implications of employee turnover extend beyond the immediate recruitment costs. Hom et al. (2019) identify multiple consequences, including high recruitment fees, training and development costs for new staff, and lost income. Recruitment expenses alone account for 50–60% of first-year compensation (Sepahvand and Khodashahri, 2021). Additionally, reduced productivity results from staff losses as surviving members become overworked (Hughes et al., 2021). These factors underscore the critical importance of understanding and addressing retention challenges through the principles of decent work.

Recent revenue decline, technological advancements, and the gradual transition from traditional employment models to precarious work arrangements presents significant challenges for both employees and organisations in the financial services sector (Esieboma, 2020). While this shift offers flexibility for gig and seasonal employment seekers, it creates substantial obstacles for workers in terms of reduced employee productivity and employment stability, as well as deteriorating employee benefits, and reduced professional advancement opportunities (Blustein et al., 2019; Demiral et al., 2022). Dabai and Novel’s (2022) study reveals that the banking sector is increasingly replacing permanent staff with temporary labour to reduce costs, subjecting casual workers to poor or non-existent social benefits, high job insecurity, short tenure, low pay, and significant health and safety risks. According to the Government of Western Australia (2025), casual work is typically characterized by irregular work with no guarantee of long-term continuation; thus, such work is considered precarious. Meanwhile, precarious employment fundamentally undermines the principles of Sustainable Development Goal 8, which advocates for decent work and economic growth (Hughes et al., 2021; Mpofu, 2023).

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) established the Decent Work Framework to address deteriorating employment conditions, promoting work that encompasses acceptable standards while protecting vulnerable employees from exploitation (ILO, 1999). This framework, which is integrated into the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals agenda, outlines principles for promoting fair labour practices and protecting human rights in the workplace. Organisations failing to comply with fair labour practices risk governmental sanctions (UN, 2015). The decent work framework’s four fundamental values, namely freedom, equity, security, and human dignity, provide a foundation for understanding employment quality in contemporary organisations.

While numerous global studies specifically highlight the retention challenges associated with deficient decent work practices (Chada et al., 2022; Chikove and Hofisi, 2025; Kaan Namal et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2019a; Zehri et al., 2024), the link between these two constructs is mostly merely implied in research within South African studies, especially regarding the financial services sector. For instance, while decent work-related aspects such as fair remuneration and conducive organisational culture emerge as crucial to enhancing employee retention, these aspects are not explicitly framed according to the ILO’s definition of decent work (Maloba and Pillay-Naidoo, 2022; Maphanga and Olivier, 2025; Potgieter and Snyman, 2018; van der Merwe et al., 2020), thus, the contribution of these studies to the research topic is inadvertent. Saurombe and Barkhuizen (2022) also investigated the link between happiness, meaningfulness (a key element of decent work encapsulated by the ILO) and the intention to quit; however, decent work is not explicitly implicated in their research. Hammond and Coetzee (2022) further emphasised that retention enablers include conducive work conditions, fair compensation, and continuous career development opportunities; however, the study does not directly link these retention enablers to decent work. Another shortcoming we identified in extant literature is that research on how decent work affects retention tends to be concentrated in other sectors such as hospitality, where precarious work has been more rampant over the years (Deery and Jago, 2015; Gupta, 2019; Wang and Cheung, 2024), while sectors like the financial services remain understudied so far. Hence, this research sought to contribute toward addressing these gaps, amid recently increasing interest in decent work-related studies (especially in the last 5–10 years), though such studies remain inadequate in specifically addressing decent work in the South African financial services sector (Blustein et al., 2019; van der Merwe et al., 2020).


1.1 Research problem

Globalisation and the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) have changed South Africa’s employment landscape. Since the dawn of globalisation and the recent 4IR, there seems to be continuous striving in respect of labour standards, which affects decent work and workers’ working conditions negatively, particularly in the financial services sector. In recent times, decent work and job security, particularly in the financial services sector, seems to have been replaced with precarious jobs such as casual jobs, temporary jobs, contract jobs, and labour brokering (Dabai and Novel, 2022). In fact, current 4IR rapid technological advancement seems to have accelerated technological displacement of workers through automation, downsizing, redundancy, and retrenchment, all of which are antithetical to decent work and could affect employees’ retention negatively in South Africa’s financial services sector (Nesindande et al., 2025; Ngobeni et al., 2022).



1.2 Research purpose and objectives

This research aimed to explore the multifaceted nature of decent work as experienced by employees in the South African context and how these perceptions influence such employees’ decisions to stay with their organisation. The research focused on a single financial services institution in South Africa, wherein retention was observed to dwindle over time, due to deficient decent work-related factors.

The specific objectives were to understand the perceptions of how decent work affects employee retention in a South African financial services institution, and to identify factors that contribute to the retention of employees in the financial services institution.




2 A brief literature review


2.1 Theoretical foundation

This research is theoretically underpinned by the decent work framework which elucidates the conceptualization of decent work and its adoption in this study, focusing on key constructs such as fair compensation, job security and career advancement, while the social exchange theory is used to explain how employees’ retention tends to increase when they feel their employers provide them with a decent working experience.


2.1.1 The decent work framework

The International Labour Organisation’s decent work framework provides the theoretical foundation for understanding employment quality in contemporary organisations. Established in 1999, this framework addresses the detrimental effects of working conditions while promoting employment that encompasses acceptable standards. The framework’s integration into the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals agenda, specifically SDG 8, underscores its global significance in promoting fair labour practices and protecting human rights in the workplace (ILO, 1999; UN, 2015).

The decent work framework is guided by four fundamental values: freedom, equity, security, and human dignity (ILO, 1999). These values support strategic objectives that advocate for working conditions that respect employees’ fundamental rights, while creating safe work environments, enabling freedom of speech, and fostering collaboration to improve policies and procedures (ILO, 2022). The framework’s primary objective is to extend social protection coverage to all workers, including those in informal sectors, by formulating rules and implementing programs that establish protective measures for workers and families at risk (Rantanen et al., 2020).

Decent work encompasses multiple dimensions, including preserving people’s rights, enhancing working conditions, ensuring fair compensation, and ensuring access to proper safety and medical facilities (Blustein et al., 2019). It includes individual aspirations relating to career development and employee performance (Huang et al., 2022). The key to retaining employees involves creating enabling work environments with fair policies and procedures (Duffy et al., 2019). To achieve employee engagement, organisations should offer jobs promoting work-life balance, safety, health, and adequate pay (Navajas-Romero et al., 2022).

The absence of decent work manifests as precarious employment, characterized by instability, unpredictability, and insecurity (McWha-Hermann et al., 2025). Employees in precarious employment experience job insecurity, which leads to financial instability and stress (Doshi et al., 2025). Traditional employment benefits, including health insurance, paid time off, and retirement plans, remain unavailable to insecure workers (Kalleberg, 2018). These workers often find themselves in unbalanced work-life situations, juggling multiple jobs or working inconsistent hours to meet basic needs.



2.1.2 The social exchange theory

According to Blau’s 1964 social exchange theory, individuals form partnerships such as work relationships with the anticipation of receiving reciprocal advantages (Wang et al., 2019b). In the context of the present research, employees who overall believe that their company offers them a decent work experience characterized by key aspects such as equitable compensation, mentoring and coaching, and opportunities for professional development are more inclined to demonstrate higher levels of commitment and remain with the organisation for a longer period (Ali et al., 2024; Saurombe et al., 2017). Kaan Namal et al. (2024) highlight how the social exchange theory posits that individuals are more inclined to stick with their current employment and organisations when the prevailing norms align with their personal beliefs. Employees generally exhibit enhanced performance and heightened commitment to their work when they perceive fair treatment and recognition for their contributions. According to the social exchange theory, employees reach their highest level of performance when they receive assistance and see value from their employers (Xuecheng et al., 2022). By applying the idea to analyse employee conduct, organisations can impose specific HRM procedures and establish distinctive social exchange partnerships. Fundamentally, if workers feel that their employers provide them with a decent work experience and that their efforts are adequately rewarded, then they will be more content with their employment and less likely to leave the company (Maphanga and Olivier, 2025; Potgieter and Snyman, 2018).




2.2 Employee retention in the financial services sector

Employee retention represents a critical strategic imperative for financial services organisations operating in today’s talent-driven economy (Ernest and Young, 2023). Maintaining a competitive advantage requires retaining competent workers whose expertise and core capabilities prove essential for success and sustained development (Muthuku, 2020). The financial services sector, in particular, emphasises retention due to the significant direct and indirect costs associated with attrition (Nesindande et al., 2025; Ngobeni et al., 2022).

Multiple factors influence employee satisfaction and retention in the financial services sector. Bhardwaj et al. (2020) identify working hours, conditions, pay, benefits, job design, career advancement opportunities, demographic characteristics (such as age, gender, and education level), human resources department quality, supervision, and stress as key determinants. Hammond and Coetzee (2022) emphasise that perceived retention enablers include conducive work conditions, fair compensation, and continuous career development opportunities. The strong connection between compensation, benefits, and job satisfaction has a significant impact on retention decisions within the financial services industry (Sija, 2021).

Job satisfaction correlates with increased productivity, organisational loyalty, enhanced performance, and reduced turnover (Bhardwaj et al., 2020). Furthermore, satisfied employees provide superior customer service, creating positive organisational outcomes. Conversely, job dissatisfaction and unfavourable working conditions contribute significantly to attrition (Maloba and Pillay-Naidoo, 2022). Wang and Chen (2024) found that organisations promoting decent working conditions successfully decrease high employee turnover rates. Accordingly, organisations must adopt innovative strategies to retain talent through improving work conditions, promoting supervisor support, and funding employee development opportunities (Wanyama et al., 2025).



2.3 The nexus between decent work and retention

The relationship between decent work and employee retention represents a complex interplay of material and psychological factors. Organisations supporting work-life balance reduce human resource management expenses by hiring and retaining top performers (Sánchez et al., 2019). Work-life balance benefits individuals by enhancing quality of life, well-being, and job performance (Atitsogbe et al., 2021). When employees experience undesirable work conditions, it contributes to their intention to leave (Wang et al., 2019a).

Decent work influences employee turnover through multiple mechanisms (Chada et al., 2022) while enhancing organisations’ competitive advantage (Huang et al., 2022). Employees perceiving their work environment as conducive demonstrate higher satisfaction, better well-being, and greater engagement (Duffy et al., 2019; Işık et al., 2019). The implementation of employee-oriented human resource management strategies fosters favourable employee perspectives of work environments (Huang et al., 2022). Financial services organisations must continually revise their retention approaches to keep pace with evolving employee demands in today’s dynamic business environment.




3 Methodology

The following subsections of this paper outline the philosophy of the research, the technique used to develop the theory (which was deductive reasoning in this research), the various methodological decisions, the research strategy, data collection, ethical considerations, data trustworthiness and data analysis techniques.


3.1 Research philosophy and approach

This study employed a phenomenological paradigm to explore participants’ lived experiences related to decent work and retention. An interpretivist ontological stance enabled an understanding of participants’ subjective realities while acknowledging the constructed nature of their experiences. Epistemologically, the phenomenological paradigm helped capture the essence of participants’ experiences with decent work and retention factors, allowing deep exploration of meaning-making processes within their organisational context.

A qualitative research approach was selected as most appropriate given the study’s purpose to describe conditions and occurrences (Creswell and Poth, 2018). This approach enabled a rich and detailed exploration of participants’ perceptions and experiences of decent work, and the complex factors influencing their decisions to stay with their organisation based on these perceptions and experiences.



3.2 Research strategy

A case study strategy was adopted in this research, following the authors’ identification of increasing retention challenges related to decent work factors in the South African financial services sector, and particularly, within the selected financial services institution where this research was conducted. As supported by Annamalah et al. (2025) and Takahashi and Araujo (2020), case study research is often praised for its ability to enable the profound exploration and contextual understanding of intricate real-life scenario phenomena, especially in business and social science research. Case study research consequently encourages more practical and customized solutions to specific challenges, while laying a robust foundation for their further exploration in similar, and, where applicable, diverse contexts (Takahashi and Araujo, 2020). We were able to achieve this through the unique and context-specific recommendations catered to the institution explored in this research, and these recommendations can be interrogated and tested by researchers in similar or other environments, in relation to the research topic.



3.3 Research participants and sampling

The study population comprised 17 employees from a South African financial services organisation, selected through purposive non-probability sampling. This sampling technique enabled the identification of information-rich cases, providing relevant insights into the research phenomenon (Nayak and Singh, 2021). Participants were drawn from three departments: contact centre (5), operations (7), and support (5), ensuring diverse perspectives across organisational functions.

The sample consisted of 11 permanent and 6 temporary employees, deliberately selected to capture experiences across various employment categories. Employment duration ranged from approximately 1 year to over two decades. This variation ensured perspectives from both newcomers and veterans, providing insights into the perceptions of how decent work affects retention and how these perceptions differ based on the length of tenure within the financial services sector.

Educational qualifications varied widely from matric certificates to basic degrees, advanced degrees and professional certifications, including RE1, RE5, and the South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) accreditation. According to the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) (2025), matric certificates are awarded to high school leavers upon completion, basic degrees include undergraduate qualifications, advanced degrees include graduate/postgraduate qualifications from honours and postgraduate diplomas to doctoral level, and vocational accreditations are garnered from professional bodies like the South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA). Most participants actively pursued further studies, indicating a strong orientation toward personal development. Working arrangements reflected contemporary trends, with most participants operating in hybrid models combining office and remote work, while some maintained traditional office-based positions or specialised field-based roles.



3.4 Data collection

Semi-structured interviews, lasting approximately 60 min on average, were conducted with each participant, allowing sufficient time for a deep exploration of their experiences while respecting their schedules. This is effective for qualitative research (Ugwu et al., 2021). Interview questions were developed in line with the research objectives, as influenced by the literature review which emphasised aspects such as fair compensation, job security, career advancement opportunities and work-life balance as fundamental to both decent work and employee retention (Demiral et al., 2022; Sija, 2021; Wang et al., 2019a). Semi-structured interviews provided flexibility to explore the developed themes while maintaining focus on research objectives, as well as to probe interesting responses, while maintaining consistency across interviews. Examples of some of the questions asked during the interviews are as follows: in your view, what are the key elements or qualities associated with “decent work”; what are the most important components of a job that would make you feel valued as an employee; based on your experiences, what are the general working conditions in the financial services sector; how do you experience fairness in terms of compensation and promotion in your current job; What factors would make you want to stay with your current employer; What mechanisms would you suggest to enhance decent work and improve employee retention in your organisation?

Most of the interviews took place in the boardrooms that were prior booked at the selected organisation’s premises to ensure privacy during the conversations. However, based on the preference and availability of some participants, some of the interviews were held virtually on Microsoft Teams. The interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent, firstly, by signing the informed consent forms and secondly, by confirming consent on record at the start of each interview. Each interview was transcribed verbatim to preserve the authenticity of responses. Field notes captured nonverbal cues, emotional expressions, and contextual factors that potentially influenced participants’ responses. Lastly, pseudonyms were assigned to protect participants’ identities, creating an open environment for honest expression about potentially sensitive workplace issues.



3.5 Ethical considerations

Following the approval of the research proposal of the study, the authors applied for ethical clearance from the University of Johannesburg’s (UJ) Department of Industrial Psychology and People Management Research Ethics Committee before commencing with the study. Prior to applying for ethical clearance, the authors submitted a letter to the HR director of the selected South African financial services sector, seeking authorisation to conduct the study there. The authors guaranteed the preservation of anonymity for both the participating organisation and the individual participants in accordance with the Protection of Personal Information (PoPI) Act of South Africa. Participation was optional, and the participants were assured of their freedom to withdraw at any point during the research process if they wished to do so. All participants received information regarding the purpose and requirements of the study prior to their involvement, and the researchers asked them to sign a consent form that would guarantee their anonymity. Participation in the study was voluntary. The researchers ensured that the potential benefits of the study outweighed any potential risks to participants, and the researchers divided the advantages and disadvantages of the study equitably among all the participants. The gathered data was utilised solely for the specific objectives of this study. The authors strove to ensure that participants would suffer no harm during the study. To preserve the participants’ integrity, the researchers stored the study’s data in a locked safe at home which will be kept for a minimum period of 5 years in line with UJ’s research data storage stipulations.



3.6 Data trustworthiness

The authors attempted to remain objective and avoided influencing the study’s outcomes by refraining from asking tricky or biased questions and not imposing their own beliefs on the participants during the interviews (Creswell and Poth, 2018). In addition to providing a thorough description of the research methodology and the participants’ backgrounds, the researchers conducted the study in a manner that would enhance its credibility (Stahl and King, 2020). The researchers ensured that all interview materials, including transcripts and conclusions, were stored in a secure location for future reference and auditing. The researchers aimed to sustain sufficient reflexivity throughout the study procedure (Olmos-Vega et al., 2023). The researchers listened attentively to gain a comprehensive understanding of how participants encountered and experienced the event that was studied, without forming biased opinions (Adler, 2022). The authors also provided detailed descriptions of the research methods to ensure the research process and findings can be more easily transferable to other research contexts.



3.7 Data analysis

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke's (2021) six-step thematic analysis approach: familiarisation with data through multiple readings, generating initial codes systematically across the dataset, searching for themes by collating codes into potential themes, reviewing themes against coded extracts and the entire dataset, defining and naming themes to capture their essence, and producing the report with compelling extract examples. Deductive reasoning techniques were primarily used to code the data (where the literature was mostly used to underpin the development of the empirical findings). Deductive reasoning in qualitative data analysis involves a theory-driven development of the research findings, whereby existing knowledge is used to better understand the findings, as opposed to inductive reasoning techniques, which involve developing the findings from scratch in a data-driven fashion (Braun and Clarke, 2021). All authors were involved in the data analysis, with each conducting independent analyses, which were recorded from start to finish by each author in separate hardcopy journals. These analyses were ultimately collectively discussed and merged upon reaching consensus regarding the final encapsulation of the themes. The initially independently developed themes were fundamentally similar among authors, with consensus only having to be reached concerning the phrasing of each theme.

Manual analysis was deliberately chosen over software-assisted methods, enabling a profound engagement with data and allowing the authors to remain closely attuned to participants’ perspectives while collecting subtleties and contextual implications that automated methods might overlook (Korstjens and Moser, 2018). Although time-consuming, manual analysis preserved interpretive depth essential for qualitative research, ensuring genuine portrayal of participants’ experiences through direct researcher interaction with data (Busetto et al., 2020).




4 Findings

The findings are firstly presented in terms of the participants’ biographical data collected, and secondly in accordance with the two research objectives which were: to understand perceptions of how decent work affects employee retention and to identify factors that contribute to employee retention in the selected financial services institution. Two main themes were developed in this research. The first theme, featuring four sub themes, relates to the first research objective and the second theme, featuring six sub themes, relates to the second research objective. Each sub theme is supported by participant narratives that illuminate the complex realities of working in the financial services institution.


4.1 Biographical data of the research participants

With careful efforts taken not to render the research participants easily identifiable nor violate their privacy (in accordance with the PoPI Act of South Africa), we collected biographical information to enhance the richness and contextualization of the findings. Such data collected included participants’ gender, role occupied, years of experience in the financial services sector, employment type, as well as their employment model. Table 1 depicts participants’ profiles in this regard.


TABLE 1 Participants biographical data.


	Pseudonym
	Gender
	Roles/responsibilities
	Tenure in the financial services
	Employment type
	Employment model

 

 	P1 	Female 	Contact Centre—Client Services 	1 year 	Permanent 	Hybrid


 	P2 	Female 	Contact Centre—Client Services 	4 years 	Permanent 	Hybrid


 	P3 	Female 	Contact Centre—Client Services 	5 years 	Permanent 	Hybrid


 	P4 	Male 	Contact Centre—Client Services 	23 years 	Permanent 	Hybrid


 	P5 	Female 	Operations—Admin 	17 years 	Permanent 	Hybrid


 	P6 	Male 	Client Services—Branch Admin 	24 years 	Permanent 	Traditional, office-based


 	P7 	Male 	Support—Finance 	12 years 	Permanent 	Hybrid


 	P8 	Female 	Operations—Broker Support 	13 years 	Permanent 	High mobility hybrid


 	P9 	Female 	Operations—Sales 	34 years 	Permanent 	Hybrid


 	P10 	Male 	Operations—Sales 	13 years 	Permanent 	High mobility hybrid


 	P11 	Female 	Support—Admin 	1 year 5 months 	Temporary 	Hybrid


 	P12 	Male 	Support—Legal 	5 years 	Temporary 	Traditional, office-based


 	P13 	Female 	Support—HR 	1 year 7 months 	Temporary 	Hybrid


 	P14 	Female 	Support—Admin 	12 years 	Temporary 	Traditional, office-based


 	P15 	Female 	Support—Admin 	15 years 	Temporary 	Traditional, office-based


 	P16 	Female 	Support—Admin 	11 years 	Permanent 	Traditional, office-based


 	P17 	Female 	Support—Admin 	8 years 	Temporary 	Traditional, office-based





Source: authors’ own illustration.
 

The research sample was generally sufficiently representative of both male (five) and female employees (12), although the authors noted an overall increased willingness to participate among females than males. This, however, is not necessarily representative of the broader male–female employee ratios in the organisation.

Most of the participants (8) were from various divisions of support staff, ranging from admin, finance, HR, and legal; while four of the participants worked in the Contact Centre-Client Services division, another four worked in various areas of the Operations division, and one worked in Client Services as a Branch Admin.

The job experience of the participants ranged from limited to extensive. The extensive experience category is associated with participants who have 16 years or more tenure. In this category, P2 and P15 each had 15 years of experience, P4 had 23 years of experience, P5 had 17 years of experience, P6 had 24 years of experience, while P9 had the longest tenure of 34 years of experience. Moderate experience is associated with participants with 6-15 years tenure. In this category, P3 had 5 years of experience, P7 and P14 each had 12 years of experience, P17 had 8 years of experience, P8 and P10 had 13 years of experience, P16 had 11 years of experience, while P2 and P15 each had 15 years of experience. The limited experience category is associated with participants with 5 or less years of tenure. In this category, P1 had 1 year experience, P11 and P13 had less than 2 years of experience, while P12 had the longest tenure of 5 years.

There are two types of employment arrangements represented in participants’ biographical information collected, namely permanent and temporary. This was done to obtain enough data around the perceptions of decent work from individuals who were not employed on a full-time contract. When this research was conducted, 11 of the participants were employed on a permanent basis, and six were employed on temporary contracts. Based on the sample, this distribution suggests the financial services’ institution’s noteworthy efforts to minimize casual and precarious work arrangements.

Based on the data, work arrangements among participants showed a continued shift toward flexible models, supporting similar findings by Chigbu and Nekhwevha (2023), Esieboma (2020) and Saurombe et al. (2022). Six employees (P6, P12, P14, P15, P16, P17) maintained traditional fully office-based positions, while the majority worked under hybrid arrangements. Nine participants (P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P7, P9, P11, P13) follow standard hybrid schedules, splitting time between office and remote work, and two others (P8, P10) represent a specialized hybrid model that incorporates significant field work, spending considerable time “on the road” visiting clients and broker offices. This distribution indicates that hybrid work has become the predominant arrangement, with financial services organisations adapting to include both remote and field-based components.



4.2 Theme 1: perceptions of how decent work affects employee retention

Four distinct perceptions of decent work were developed from the thematic analysis, each representing different dimensions of how employees conceptualise and experience decent work within their organisational contexts (Figure 1).

[image: Four hexagons represent key perceptions of decent work in the financial services sector: security-based, relationship-centred, compensation and recognition-focused, and development and growth-oriented, with a common label beneath summarizing these perceptions.]

FIGURE 1
 Perceptions of decent work in the financial services sector (authors’ own illustration).



4.2.1 Sub theme 1: security-based perceptions of decent work

Job security was the predominant sub theme in participants’ conceptualisation of decent work, with employment stability viewed as fundamental to personal and professional well-being. This perception was particularly pronounced among temporary employees who experienced heightened vulnerability in their employment relationships.

P7, a permanent employee, articulated the centrality of job security:



"Job security is critical because I still have a long way to go before retirement. So, if I were to look for a job or a promotion, I would need something stable that will keep me until I go on my retirement."




Temporary employees expressed acute awareness of their precarious position. P12, who had been temporary for over 5 years, revealed:



"I have been a temporary worker for more than 5 years; my hopes of being taken permanently are what keep me in the organisation."




The responses in this theme indicate that job stability is a vital prerequisite for decent work for all the participants. Both permanent and temporary employees consistently recognised employment stability as being crucial; however, temporary workers articulated this necessity with greater urgency owing to their precarious employment status. In the absence of fundamental security, participants find it challenging to see their employment as being respectable, irrespective of other favourable elements in their workplace.



4.2.2 Sub theme 2: relationship-centred perceptions of decent work

Participants consistently emphasised the quality of workplace relationships, particularly with management, as central to their understanding of decent work. This theme encompasses respect, support, understanding, and the overall interpersonal dynamics shaping daily work experiences.

P4, captured this sentiment by referencing a well-known adage:


"People do not leave companies, they leave managers." He emphasised the importance of clear expectations and alignment with company requirements, stating that decent work revolves around a good understanding with colleagues, particularly managers.



P5 described decent work as a


"happy environment" and a "conducive environment where company values, integrity, and teamwork are respected." Her perspective focused on workplace atmosphere rather than specific job attributes, highlighting the importance of organisational culture in shaping decent work experiences.





4.2.3 Sub theme 3: compensation and recognition-focused perceptions

Fair compensation and recognition proved to be essential components of decent work, with participants emphasising both monetary rewards and acknowledgement of contributions. This sub theme reveals how financial security and validation intertwine in employees’ conceptualisation of decent work.

P9 perceived fair exchange for services rendered as one of the qualities of decent work, and remarked:



“So, decent work would be I come in with my service. OK, I get paid for it. A fair wage or fair salary for what I put into it, okay. Moreover, the conditions, you know, the basic conditions of labour are there.”




P3 elaborated on the importance of recognition as one of the qualities of decent work, by stating:



“Recognition, I believe, no matter how small, especially if they can see that there is improvement.. Moreover, they say, ‘Wow, I am glad that you took my advice; I am glad that you have improved.’ I appreciate that, and I am seeing some growth.”




Recognition extended beyond formal programs to include simple acknowledgements. P10 stated:



"Recognition is the biggest thing in any role. Recognition goes a very long way, even if it is for the smallest thing - just a pat on the back or thank you means a lot."






4.2.4 Sub theme 4: development and growth-oriented perceptions

Professional development opportunities were viewed as crucial components of decent work, with participants emphasising access to training, education, and career advancement as fundamental to their employment experience.

P6, combined industry-specific values with career growth aspirations:



"Decent work involves progressing into management positions with increased responsibility while maintaining honesty and integrity in financial services."




P10 emphasised broader development principles:


"Respect for workers' rights, work-life balance, equal opportunities without discrimination, and job security" formed his perspective, incorporating both workplace justice principles and practical stability concerns.






4.3 Theme 2: factors contributing to employee retention

Six critical retention factors were developed from the analysis, each representing different mechanisms through which organisations can enhance employee commitment and reduce turnover intentions (Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2
 Factors contributing to employee retention (authors’ own illustration).



4.3.1 Sub theme 1: career development and growth opportunities

Career development and growth opportunities were found to be significant retention factors, with participants consistently citing access to learning and advancement as directly influencing their decision to remain with the organisation. This sub theme encompasses formal education funding, skills development programs, and internal mobility opportunities.

P1 described the scope of available professional development:



"The opportunity that they give you - if you want to study, there is funding for you, and the opportunities are available in the company."




P2 elaborated on the range of developmental opportunities:



"The company offers programs for learnerships, and they allow you to do your NQF level 4 and NQF level 5. The company also offers bursaries for people to apply for their studies to be funded."




P17, despite temporary employment status, felt motivated to stay because of qualification advancement opportunities:



"Yes, because once you get your qualifications, for sure you will grow within the company. That gives me hope, which is why I do not consider leaving. I need to get my regulatory qualifications so I can move up."






4.3.2 Sub theme 2: recognition and reward systems

Recognition and reward systems were revealed to be powerful retention mechanisms, with participants consistently citing acknowledgement of achievements as influencing their commitment to the organisation. This theme illustrates how recognition programs create transformative effects on workplace dynamics and employee engagement.

P10 underlined the vital significance of recognition:



"Recognition is the biggest thing in any role. Recognition goes a very long way, even if it is for the smallest thing - just a pat on the back or thank you means a lot."




P16 provided concrete evidence of recognition’s impact on retention:



"People do not talk about leaving anymore. Since I went on the incentive trip overseas and won the annual recognition award, people became motivated to do better because they realised they could also get recognised. It changed their attitude - they are now positive."




The cumulative effect of sustained recognition strengthened commitment. P16 shared:



"When I got recognised multiple times by the company, I realised they can see my effort and that I am working beyond my current job. I won the annual recognition awards three times and was the ultimate winner last year, which earned me a trip overseas."






4.3.3 Sub theme 3: work-life balance and flexible work arrangements

Work-life balance and flexible work arrangements proved to be key retention factors, with participants expressing how workplace flexibility contributed to their decision to remain with the organisation. This sub theme examined how flexible arrangements, remote work policies, and work-life integration initiatives influence organisational commitment.

P3 outlined how remote work policies favourably impact retention:



"Working from home is perfect for me. That 5,000 rand I would have spent on transport, I can use to pay my sister's residence fees and give her spending money. There is a level of trust here - most companies would not trust you to work from home and only come in two days, which has kept me happy."




P5 highlighted flexibility’s importance for family responsibilities:



"What makes me stay is the flexible work environment, which is really helpful, especially with raising children."




The ability to manage personal commitments while maintaining productivity proved crucial. P2 explained:



"The company allows us to balance our personal lives with work commitments. When you have family emergencies or need to attend to personal matters, there's understanding and flexibility."






4.3.4 Sub theme 4: compensation and benefits structure

Compensation and benefits were revealed as decisive retention factors, operating on principles of fairness, equity, and organisational commitment to employee financial well-being. The data suggests adequate compensation depends on perceived fairness and equity rather than solely competitive rates.

P6 highlighted how organisational support during challenging times influenced retention:



"Getting our bonus during COVID. That motivated us a lot because it showed that the company cares. It did motivate us to work harder, and yeah, and no salary cuts, that also helped us a lot to keep going and want to stay."




Employees valued transparent salary structures, performance-based rewards, and comprehensive benefits packages. The consistency in compensation practices, even during economic challenges, demonstrated organisational commitment that strengthened employee loyalty.



4.3.5 Sub theme 5: job security and employment stability

Job security and employment stability were evidenced as fundamental retention factors, creating both immediate psychological comfort and supporting long-term life planning. The findings revealed a stark divide between permanent and temporary employees’ experiences.

P16 underscored job security’s role in facilitating future planning:



"Job security is critical because I still have a long way to go before I get to retirement. So, if I were to look for a job or a promotion, I would need something stable that'll keep me until I go on my retirement."




P12 highlighted how hope for permanent employment influenced retention:



"I have been a temporary worker for more than 5 years; my hopes of being taken permanently are what keep me in the organisation."




P15 echoed similar sentiments:



"I have the hope that the organisation will eventually take us permanently, that is why I am still in the company."






4.3.6 Sub theme 6: company culture and values alignment

Company culture and values alignment proved to be influential emotional retention factors, creating deep, meaningful connections between employees and their organisation extending beyond transactional employment relationships.

P4 described motivation through client-focused approaches during COVID-19:



"The company allowed some employees to send personalised condolences messages to clients during the COVID period when they lost a loved one. I told myself that if people can do this and the company actually allows them to do it, why wouldn't I want to be part of something like that or a company like that?"




P16 captured cultural retention through emotional connection:



"I think the company feels like home. I like the current organisation's culture - it feels like home. I like the way they serve their clients."




P5 described positive workplace environment impact:



"It is like a happy environment where we respect the company's values, maintain integrity, and practice teamwork. I would call it a conducive organisational culture and environment."








5 Discussion

This research aimed to understand the perceptions of how decent work affects employee retention in a South African financial services institution and to identify the factors that contribute to employee retention within the organisation. The discussion section of this paper follows the outline of the research objectives.


5.1 Objective 1: to understand the perceptions of how decent work affects employee retention in the financial services institution

The findings reveal a complex and multifaceted relationship between perceptions of decent work and retention factors in the financial services sector. The identification of four distinct perceptions of decent work - security-based, relationship-centred, compensation-focused, and development-oriented - demonstrates that employees conceptualise decent work through multiple lenses, each reflecting different priorities and organisational experiences.

The predominance of security-based perceptions aligns with literature highlighting job insecurity as a significant concern in casualised labour markets (Kalleberg, 2018; Kalleberg and Vallas, 2018). The stark divide between permanent and temporary employees’ experiences underscores the precarious nature of contemporary employment in the sector, where temporary workers endure years of uncertainty hoping for permanent positions. This finding corroborates Hughes et al.'s (2021) observation that precarious workers occupy disadvantaged positions with limited influence over their work environment.

The emphasis on supportive management and workplace relationships as central to decent work perceptions corroborates research suggesting that leadership quality significantly impacts employee experiences and retention decisions (Van der Merwe et al., 2020). The finding that “people do not leave companies, they leave managers” resonates throughout participants’ narratives, highlighting the crucial role of management in creating or destroying decent work conditions. This aligns with research demonstrating that supportive supervision enhances job satisfaction and reduces turnover intentions (Bhardwaj et al., 2020). These findings strongly support Dabai and Novel’s (2022) observation that informal workers in the banking sector did not experience decent working conditions compared to their permanent counterparts.



5.2 Objective 2: to identify factors that contribute to the retention of employees in the financial services institution

The identification of six critical retention factors provides a nuanced understanding of the mechanisms through which organisations can enhance employee commitment. Career development opportunities were found to be particularly powerful, with both formal education funding and informal skills development contributing to retention. This finding supports Hammond and Coetzee's (2022) emphasis on continuous career development as a retention enabler. However, the systematic exclusion of temporary workers from development opportunities creates a two-tiered system, contradicting decent work principles of equality.

Recognition and reward systems demonstrated transformative effects on workplace culture and retention. The finding that recognition “changed attitudes” and stopped people “talking about leaving” illustrates how acknowledgement programs create ripple effects throughout organisations. This supports the literature emphasising the role of recognition in enhancing employee engagement and organisational commitment (Xuecheng et al., 2022). The effectiveness of both monetary and non-monetary recognition suggests organisations should develop multi-layered acknowledgement systems addressing diverse employee needs.

Work-life balance and flexible arrangements have proven to be increasingly critical retention factors, particularly in the post-pandemic era. Participants’ appreciation for remote work opportunities and the flexibility they offer in managing personal responsibilities reflects global trends toward hybrid working models. The financial benefits of remote work, such as reduced transport costs, add an economic dimension to the retention impact of flexibility. This finding aligns with research demonstrating that organisations supporting work-life balance successfully reduce turnover while enhancing employee well-being (Sánchez et al., 2019).

Compensation proved not to be mere financial consideration, but also as a recognition of value and an organisational commitment to employee well-being. For example, participants’ perceived importance of maintaining bonuses during COVID-19 demonstrated how compensation decisions during crises significantly impact employee loyalty. This finding supports Chada et al.'s (2022) assertion that decent work encompasses both material and psychological dimensions of employment. The emphasis on fairness and transparency over absolute compensation levels suggests that organisations should prioritise equitable and transparent reward systems, thus corroborating Chitsaz-Isfahani and Boustani (2014) and Mthintso et al.’s (2024) research results.

The present study’s revelation of job security as a fundamental retention factor, particularly for temporary employees, highlights the psychological toll of precarious employment. The finding that temporary workers remain with organisations for years, hoping for permanent positions, reveals both their vulnerability and organisations’ potential exploitation of this hope. This aligns with the literature on the negative impacts of precarious employment on worker well-being and life planning capabilities (Doshi et al., 2025).

Company culture and values alignment within the financial services institution created emotional connections, transcending transactional employment relationships. Participants who describe their organisation as “home” and express pride in corporate social responsibility initiatives demonstrate the culture’s powerful retention influence. This finding supports research emphasising the role of organisational culture in creating a sense of belonging and commitment. The diversity of cultural elements contributing to retention - from client service orientation to transparency in communication - suggests that organisations should cultivate multifaceted cultures that address various employee values.

The interplay between perceptions of decent work and retention factors reveals important theoretical and practical implications. Security-based perceptions of decent work are directly linked to job security as a retention factor, while relationship-centred perceptions connect to the importance of management quality and organisational culture (Gandi and Saurombe, 2025; Maloba and Pillay-Naidoo, 2022). Similarly, development-oriented perceptions align with career advancement opportunities as retention mechanisms (Gandi and Saurombe, 2025). This interconnection suggests that organisations seeking to enhance retention must address decent work comprehensively rather than focusing on isolated factors.




6 Practical implications

The findings provide actionable insights for financial services organisations seeking to enhance retention through the principles of decent work. The authors posit the following recommendations based on the research findings:


6.1 Abolish the two-tier employment system

The financial services sector must restructure their employment practices fundamentally to eliminate the permanent-temporary employees divide that undermines decent work. This can be achieved by establishing clear pathways and timeframes to transition temporary workers to permanent employment after a maximum of 12 months. Organisations should extend basic benefits such as medical aid, pension contributions, and overtime pay to all employees, regardless of their contract type or employment status. This structural reform is foundational, as other interventions cannot succeed while systemic inequality persists. Moreover, regulatory bodies should enforce limits on the use of temporary contracts for inherently permanent roles, thereby preventing the exploitation of workers through perpetual temporary employment.



6.2 Extension of access to developmental opportunities

All employees, regardless of employment status, should have equal access to training and development programs. Organisations should provide study assistance and bursary schemes to long-term temporary workers, recognising that investing in their development benefits both parties. This includes implementing comprehensive AI and digital skills training programs to address technological disruption in the sector. Development programs should focus on portable, formal qualifications that enhance both organisational capability and individual career security. Additionally, mentorship and career guidance should be readily available to all employees to support their professional development and growth.



6.3 Developing comprehensive recognition systems

Evidently, opacity in compensation undermines trust and the principles of decent work. The financial services sector should establish transparent salary scales and progression criteria, ensuring that employees understand how their compensation compares to market rates and internal benchmarks. Moreover, position-based rather than individual-based pay structures should be implemented to ensure the principle of equal pay for equal work. Financial services sector organisations should consider implementing recognition programs that acknowledge both significant achievements and everyday contributions, with particular attention being paid to ensuring that temporary workers are included in recognition initiatives. Lastly, regular salary reviews and adjustments should be conducted to maintain competitive and fair compensation.



6.4 Institutionalizing flexible work arrangements

Flexible work has proven to be beneficial for both productivity and employee well-being. Organisations should formalise hybrid working policies that apply equitably to all employees, and not merely senior or permanent staff. This includes providing necessary technology and support for practical remote work, recognising that flexibility enhances work-life balance and reduces commuting costs, which is significant in the South African context. However, implementation must consider the digital divide and infrastructure challenges such as load shedding and unstable internet connectivity, ensuring that flexible work arrangements do not inadvertently exclude or disadvantage certain employee groups. Financial services sector organisations should implement clear guidelines for flexible work eligibility, and expectations should be established and communicated, offering employees a choice rather than mandates, while recognising that different employees thrive in different work environments.



6.5 Foster genuine inclusive organisational cultures

Cultural transformation must be backed by structural equity to be meaningful. Organisations need to ensure that ‘family’ rhetoric is matched by inclusive practices that treat all employees with equal dignity and respect. This requires training managers in inclusive leadership practices that recognise and value all employees regardless of contract type. In addition, psychological safety must be created, where employees can voice concerns without fearing that their contract will not be renewed. Regular culture audits should be conducted to assess whether the adopted values align with the lived experiences of employees across all categories. Finally, employee feedback mechanisms should include temporary workers in decision-making processes that affect their work.



6.6 Strengthen job security and employment stability

This research found job security to be the foundation upon which other elements of decent work are built. The financial services sector should provide greater employment security through longer-term contracts and transparent renewal processes. During economic downturns, organisations should prioritise retaining employees rather than defaulting to retrenchments, recognising that employment security enhances loyalty and productivity. For roles that are genuinely temporary or project-based, clear communication about contract duration and potential for extension should be provided from the outset. The financial services sector should implement succession planning and create internal promotion opportunities that prioritise existing temporary workers for permanent positions.




7 Limitations and recommendations

This study’s limitations provide opportunities for future research. The single-organisation focus, while enabling deep exploration of experiences within one context, limits generalizability across the financial services sector. Nonetheless, the research remains transferable to other research contexts, which is a strength associated with qualitative case study research. Future research should consider examining multiple organisations across banking, insurance, and investment sectors to identify sector-specific variations in decent work perceptions and retention factors.

The qualitative approach, while providing rich insights into lived experiences, prevents quantification of relationships between variables. Quantitative research could test the relationships identified between decent work dimensions and retention outcomes, potentially developing predictive models for turnover based on decent work indicators. Mixed-methods approaches could combine depth of understanding with statistical validation.

The cross-sectional design captures perceptions at one point in time, missing how these evolve. Longitudinal studies could examine how decent work perceptions and retention factors change over employees’ careers, potentially identifying critical junctures where interventions prove most effective. Such research could also track whether improvements in decent work conditions translate into enhanced retention over time.

The study focused on individual perceptions without examining organisational policies and practices shaping these experiences. Future research could adopt multi-level approaches examining how organisational strategies, departmental cultures, and individual characteristics interact in shaping decent work experiences and retention decisions. Comparative studies between high and low turnover organisations could identify best practices for creating decent work conditions.

The South African context, while providing important insights for emerging economies, may not reflect experiences in developed nations with different labour market conditions. International comparative research could identify universal versus context-specific aspects of decent work and retention, informing global financial services organisations operating across multiple countries.



8 Conclusion

This research provides valuable insights into the complex relationship between decent work perceptions and employee retention in the South African financial services sector. The identification of four distinct perceptions of decent work - security-based, relationship-centred, compensation-focused, and development-oriented - demonstrates that employees conceptualise decent work through multiple, interconnected dimensions. Similarly, the development of six critical retention-related themes from the research data including career development and growth opportunities, recognition and reward systems, work-life balance and flexible work arrangements, compensation and benefits structure, job security and employment stability, as well as alignment of company culture and values, reveals the multifaceted nature of organisational commitment factors in contemporary workplaces.

The findings highlight significant disparities between permanent and temporary employees’ experiences, revealing how employment status fundamentally shapes access to decent work conditions and retention mechanisms. Temporary workers enduring extended periods of precarious employment as they hope for permanent positions while being excluded from development opportunities and benefits, represents a critical challenge for organisations claiming commitment to decent work principles.

The interconnection between decent work perceptions and retention factors suggests organisations cannot address retention challenges through isolated interventions. Instead, comprehensive approaches addressing job security, management quality, recognition, flexibility, development opportunities, compensation, and organisational culture prove necessary. The transformative effects of recognition programs and flexible work arrangements demonstrate that even relatively modest investments in decent work conditions can yield significant retention benefits.

As the financial services sector continues evolving amid technological disruption, changing workforce expectations, and economic uncertainties, creating decent work conditions becomes increasingly critical for organisational sustainability. Organisations that successfully integrate decent work principles into their employment practices will likely enjoy competitive advantages through enhanced retention, improved employee engagement, and stronger organisational cultures.

The research contributes to theoretical understanding by demonstrating how decent work theory applies differentially across employment categories, highlighting the importance of inclusive approaches to creating equitable work conditions. Practically, it provides evidence-based strategies for enhancing retention through comprehensive decent work interventions addressing diverse employee needs and expectations.

Ultimately, this research demonstrates that employee retention in the financial services sector requires more than competitive compensation or isolated perks. It demands fundamental commitment to creating work environments where all employees, regardless of employment status, experience security, respect, fair rewards, and opportunities for growth. By embracing decent work principles comprehensively, organisations can create sustainable employment relationships benefiting both employees and organisational performance in an increasingly challenging labour market.
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(ENEL in Spanish) and population projections, based on
the XIT National Population Census
and VII Housing Census of 2018 (see,
g, INE, 2022)
Mexico ‘The National Survey of Occupation and Employment | Probabilistic two-stage, stratified, and 417,783 (2020) 434,826 2021)
(ENOE, in Spanish) by conglomerates (INEGI, .£).
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2022))
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(0.0886) (0.297) (0.148) (0.1415) (0.156) (0.1725) (0.1960) (0.258)
Age (years) 1.046%** 0.0152 1.0331 -0.0081 -0.0067 1.005727 1.0041 0.957***

(0.0199) (0.010) (0.016) (0.009) (0.016) (0.0172) (0.0229) (0.0243)
Constant -0.02968* 2454 0.00355%** 0.02481*** 0.109%** -0.31502 0.11349* 0.1671*

(0.729) (0.792) (1.309) (0.0333) (0.1165) (0.2824) (0.1464) (0.1944)
Observations 541 541 541 541 541 541 541 541
LR chi2(11) 38.80%** 40.39*** 40.80%** 51.98%* 8.98 33.07%** 35.91%%* 53.79%**
Log-likelihood -225.690 -171.70 -58.507 -259.89 -77.805 -274.69 -168.441 -181.411
Pseudo R2 0.0792 0.108 02584 0.091 0.054 0.060 0.098 0.125

Standard errors are in parenthesis.
*p <0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
SB, Shortness of breath; Ph, Phlegm; BIPh, Blood phlegm; DC, Dry Cough; BP, Blood pressure; HA, Headache; DZ, Dizziness; FT, Fatigue.
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Variables Definitiol A Mean (SD
Wage per month Pakistan Rupees (PKR) 10816.45 (2277.8)
Permanent employee Yes 49 (9.2)
Social security entitlement Yes (if Social Security benefits are available) 195 (36.4)
The workplace is more dusty Yes (if the firm is more dusty compared to 16 (7.8)
other similar firms)
Work experience Number of months in the textile job 44.25 (37.39)
Weekly work hours Average work hours per week 53.92 (6.65)
Work overtime Yes 64(11)
Firm type Yes (for an exporting firm) 216 (39)
Age Years 26.23 (7.11)
Education Years 2.38 (3.01)
Marital status Married 74 (35.9
Separate washroom Yes (if there is a Separate washroom in the 487 (90)
house)
Separate kitchen Yes (if there is a Separate kitchen in the 395(73)
house)
Headache Yes 119 (22)
Dizziness Yes 55(10.9)
Shortness of breath Yes 86 (16)
Fatigue Yes 65 (12)
Cough Yes 114 (21)
Cough with phlegm Yes 58 (10.8)
Cough with bloody phlegm Yes 16 (3)
Blood Pressure Yes (if medically diagnosed) 81(15)
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Dependent variable

Excessive work

hours
Odds ratio
Employment contract 1,896.85*** 2.39971%*
(permanent)
(389.528) (0.90989)
‘Wages 1.00032***
(0.00054)
More Dusty (1 = yes, no = 0) 5.6970 1.42197*
(147.088) (0.25818)
Social security entitlement 110.65 -0.060956*
(233.151) (0.015708)
Type of firm 125.415 -3.947
(214.606) (1.3651)
‘Work Experience 15.477*** 0.99849
(2.700) (0.00334)
Marital status (1 = married, 0 -267.118** 1176
= others)
(123.926) (0.17637)
Education 59.483* -0.98380
(30.549) (0.03558)
Age (years) 29.946** -0.96893*
(14.384) (0.01650)
Constant 9410.304*** 0.1776738**
(537.746) (0.139135)
Observations 541 541
R squared 0.1639
Adjusted R squared 0.1514
Pseudo R2 0.2554
LR chi2(8) 180.94
Prob > x* 0.0000

Standard errors are in parenthesis.
*p < 0.10,**p < 0.05,**p < 0.01.
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Data Source:

(Geodesic coordinate system:
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