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	X Executive summary

With the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, large 
portions of the world’s workforce shifted to homeworking, 
joining hundreds of millions of other workers who had 
already been working from home for decades. 

Though working from home has long been 
an important feature of the world of work, 
the institutions that govern the labour 
market are rarely designed with the home 
as a workplace in mind. The sudden rise in 
homeworking brings renewed urgency to 
the need to appreciate the implications of 
home work for both workers and employers. 
This report seeks to improve understanding 
of home work and to advance guidance on 
policies that can pave the way to decent 
work for homeworkers both old and new.

What is home work?

Home work is defined by the ILO’s Home Work 
Convention (No. 177) and Recommendation 
(No. 184), 1996, as “work carried out by a 
person … (i) in his or her home or in other 
premises of his or her choice, other than 
the workplace of the employer; (ii) for 
remuneration; (iii) which results in a product 
or service as specified by the employer, 
irrespective of who provides the equipment, 
materials or other inputs used” (Convention 
No. 177, Art. 1). This definition does not 
extend to persons who have “the degree of 
autonomy and of economic independence 
necessary to be considered independent 
workers under national laws, regulations or 
court decisions”. Furthermore, those who 
only occasionally perform their work as 
employees at home, rather than at their usual 
workplaces, are not homeworkers within the 
meaning of the Convention.

This report addresses three different types 
of home work:

 X industrial home work – refers to goods 
production undertaken by homeworkers 
either as part of, or replacing, factory 
production, but also artisanal production, 
such as in the making of handicrafts;

 X telework – refers to employees who 
use information and communications 
technologies to perform their work 
remotely. Following Convention No. 177, 
consideration is limited to teleworkers 
who work at their home (or another 
location of their choosing) on a regular or 
permanent basis; and

 X home-based digital platform work – 
refers to service-sector tasks performed 
by “crowdworkers” according to the 
specif ications of the employer or 
intermediary, in situations in which the 
workers do not have the autonomy and 
economic independence to be considered 
independent workers in national law. 

Home work exists throughout the world. 
In high-income countries, it is mainly 
associated with telework, but there 
are important pockets of home work 
in manufacturing in these countries as 
well. Historically, industrial home work 
was prominent in Europe and Northern 
America, but the shift of labour-intensive 
manufacturing to the developing world 
in recent decades took much industrial 
home work with it. In the developing world, 
particularly in Asia, homeworkers can be 
found across different global supply chains 
in the apparel, electronics and houseware 
industries, but they are also prominent in 
domestic supply chains.
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How is home work 
used in production?

Homeworking is commonplace in the production 
of both goods and services. Home work in 
the services sector existed throughout the 
twentieth century, but it was in the second half 
of the century, with advances in information and 
communications technologies, that it emerged 
in force in a wide range of industries, such as 
insurance, banking and tourism. In the 1970s, 
some employers began to experiment with 
telework, leading to a small but steady share 
of white-collar “teleworkers”. The rise of digital 
labour platforms from the mid-2000s has also 
expanded opportunities for working from home. 
Many of the service jobs posted on digital labour 
platforms are performed by “crowdworkers” 
located across the world. These jobs are similar 
to industrial home work: workers are paid 
by the task or project and work is carried out 
according to the specifications of an employer 
or intermediary. The ease of outsourcing tasks 
through digital labour platforms suggests 
a continued expansion of homeworking 
opportunities in the decades ahead.  

Industrial home work and home-based, digital 
platform work represent highly flexible forms 
of production that allow enterprises to respond 
swiftly to shifts in product demand and to 
reduce costs. Home work persists whenever 
and wherever: (1) the production process 
can be disassembled into discrete tasks, 
(2) the capital needed for production – such as 
sewing machines or personal computers – is 
accessible at a relatively low cost, and (3) there is 
an available labour force. The availability of this 
labour force – often women who combine home 
work with domestic and care responsibilities – is 
highly dependent on gender roles in both the 
household and society. 

How many homeworkers are 
there? Where do they live and 
what are their characteristics?

Homeworkers are a subgroup of home-based 
workers. In addition to working from home, 
homeworkers are defined statistically as 
employees or dependent contractors. The ILO 
estimates that there were about 260 million 
home-based workers in the world in 2019, 
representing 7.9 per cent of global employment. 
This, of course, was before the COVID-19 
pandemic. When the 2020 numbers are finally 
tallied, it is expected that the number of home-
based workers will far surpass the 2019 figures.  

In most countries for which data were available, 
home-based workers made up less than 10 per 
cent of all employed persons; but in 13 countries, 
home-based workers accounted for more than 
15 per cent of the workforce. Asia and the Pacific 
accounted for close to 65 per cent of all home-
based workers (more than 166 million) in the 
world (see figure 1).

In low- and middle-income countries, most 
home-based workers were own-account workers, 
but in high-income countries, employees were 
the largest group. These differences are not 
surprising given the occupational differences 
across countries based on their level of economic 
development. While managerial, professional 
and technical occupations made up 53 per cent 
of total employment in high-income countries, 
the corresponding percentages in middle- and 
low-income countries were 31 and 12 per cent, 
respectively. 
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 Figure 1.  Percentage of workers who are home-based, 2019 or latest year

Source: ILO calculations based on household surveys in 118 countries.
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Most home-based workers are women. According 
to ILO estimates, 147 million women and 
113 million men worked from home in 2019, with 
women accounting for 56 per cent of all home-
based workers. The propensity of women to work 
from home (11.5 per cent) is much higher than 
that of men (5.6 per cent).

Because it takes place in the home, it is no 
surprise that home work is a highly gendered 
form of production. As women the world over 
still shoulder the burden of unpaid care work, 
some turn to working from home as a way to 
combine care responsibilities with paid income 
opportunities, even if it often results in an 
extension of the working day. Nevertheless, the 
opportunity to work from home is welcomed by 
women and men seeking flexibility, but also by 
workers with disabilities who may otherwise have 
fewer opportunities for paid work. 
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 Figure 2.  Earnings densities for India, Mexico 
and the United Kingdom (total earnings)

Note: Non-HBW refers to non-home-based workers. The horizontal axis corresponds to earnings (in 
logarithmic scale) and the vertical axis corresponds to the density of workers, which represents the number 
of workers at a given wage level.

Sources: Periodic Labour Force Survey (India, 2018), Labour Force Survey (Mexico, 2019 Q4), Labour Force 
Survey (United Kingdom, 2018).
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What are the benefits of home 
work? What are the risks?

Homeworkers are a heterogeneous category, whose 
members range from impoverished industrial 
homeworkers to highly skilled teleworkers, but all 
must deal with the implications of working from 
home. 

Figure 2 shows the earnings distributions for 
homeworkers (in dark blue) and for those who 
work outside the home (in turquoise) in three 

countries: India, Mexico and the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. In India 
and Mexico, where homeworkers are more often 
engaged in industrial homeworking tasks such 
as rolling beedi cigarettes or producing artisanal 
goods, homeworkers’ earnings are lower than 
those of non-home-based workers, with the 
earnings skewed towards the bottom end of the 
income distribution. But there is also a subset of 
homeworkers – most pronounced in the United 
Kingdom – that corresponds to professional and 
managerial teleworkers who earn more than non-
home-based workers.
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Nevertheless, when education, age and occupation 
are controlled for, a home work penalty is observed 
in almost all countries, even among higher-skilled 
professions. Homeworkers make 13 per cent less 
than non-home-based workers in the United 
Kingdom, 22 per cent less in the United States of 
America, 25 per cent less in South Africa and about 
50 per cent in Argentina, India and Mexico. Only 
in Italy is there a slight homeworker bonus, which 
vanishes once hours are controlled for. 

Flexibility in hours is an important reason why 
workers choose to work from home, and is 
perhaps the greatest benefit of home work. 
Homeworkers work on average shorter days than 
those who work outside the home, but their hours 
are more uncertain. For industrial homeworkers 
and digital platform workers, days with little or no 
work may be followed by periods of intense work. 
For teleworkers, the main concern is the blurring 
between working time and personal and family 
time. 

There are significant social protection gaps for 
industrial homeworkers and home-based, digital 
platform workers. In some instances, even though 
they are covered by social security legislation, 
the law is not being applied. In other instances, 
they are classified as self-employed and thus not 
covered by specific legislation. As a result, in some 
countries the gap in social protection coverage for 
homeworkers reaches as high as 40 percentage 
points when compared with those working outside 
the home. 

With respect to occupational safety and health, 
the most pressing risks stem from handling tools, 
chemicals or products (for example, shoe glue) 
that are seldom adapted to the home and are 
used in the absence of protective equipment and 
training in safe practices. The risk is compounded 
as the work affects not just the homeworker but 
also other members of the household. For digital 
platform workers, an added risk is related to 
the task of content moderation – the screening 
of digital materials for violent or pornographic 
content. Teleworkers, like other homeworkers, 
face ergonomic hazards that can lead to 
musculoskeletal disorders as well as psychosocial 
risks due to social isolation. 

Organizing is a long-standing challenge for 
industrial homeworkers. Many industrial 

homeworkers do not identify as workers, they 
lack a general awareness of their legal rights and 
they are isolated in their homes. Homeworkers on 
digital labour platforms face the added challenges 
of geographical dispersion. In some countries 
there are legal impediments to forming trade 
unions among homeworkers, for instance because 
they have been classified as self-employed or 
because their occupational category has been 
excluded from the labour code. 

Homeworkers have less access to training than 
those who work outside the home, which can 
affect their career prospects. The data reveal 
that teleworkers are less likely to avail themselves 
of training opportunities and that there are few 
training opportunities for industrial homeworkers. 
For digital platform workers, training is informal 
and typically undertaken at their own initiative and 
expense. 

A final important risk of home work is the high 
level of informality. In low- and middle-income 
countries, almost all home-based workers (90 per 
cent) work informally. Industrial home work is also 
associated with the use of child labour, including 
among children under 14 years of age. 

Achieving decent work 
for homeworkers

Convention No. 177 and its accompanying 
Recommendation No. 184 promote equality of 
treatment between homeworkers and other wage 
earners and thus have the unstated objective 
of transforming home work into a source of 
decent work. Many countries around the world 
have legislation, sometimes complemented by 
collective agreements, that addresses various 
decent work deficits associated with home 
work. Nonetheless, only ten ILO Member States 
have ratified Convention No. 177 and few have a 
comprehensive policy on home work. Often, the 
measures adopted offer only partial responses. 

Ensuring effective freedom of association and the 
right to collective bargaining would be of great 
consequence for all homeworkers. In addition, 
there is a need to combat informality, particularly 
among industrial homeworkers and digital 
platform homeworkers. The Transition from the 
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Informal to the Formal Economy Recommendation, 
2015 (No. 204) provides guidance on policies that 
can be adopted by Member States to encourage 
formalization. The Employment Relationship 
Recommendation, 2006 (No. 198), provides 
guidance to Member States on guaranteeing 
effective protection for workers who perform 
work in the context of an employment relationship, 
helping to mitigate the risk of misclassification. 

Industrial home work and the poverty that often 
surrounds it require concerted policy action on all 
fronts, beginning with increasing the visibility of 
the work, extending legal protections, improving 
compliance and making homeworkers aware of 
their rights. Written contracts are also critical for 
enforcement. Fair piece rates can be set through 
the use of time and motion studies that determine 
the standard time required for a specific task and 
help assess the remuneration that should be paid 
for the corresponding number of working hours. 
Coupled with measures to prevent excessively 
short deadlines, fair piece rates help impose limits 
on working time and mitigate the incidence of 
child labour in home work. Child labour can also 
be reduced by offering cash or in-kind transfers to 
poor families as an incentive for school attendance. 
There are examples of government and social 
partners working with homeworkers to implement 
practical measures for improving the safety and 
health of their workspaces.

For digital platform homeworkers, the cross-
border nature of their activities raises particular 
issues on the applicable law. Furthermore, there 
are some policy areas that need attention, such 
as ensuring that contracts (terms of service 
agreements) are presented in understandable 
language and using data generated from the 
work to monitor working conditions. The time and 
motion studies used for setting fair wages can be 
applied to platform work. Platforms can also work 
with governments in devising solutions to combat 
the psychosocial effects stemming from the work 
of content moderation. 

For teleworkers, policymakers should pay most 
attention to ensuring that the law is being applied, 
including by increasing legal awareness among 
teleworkers themselves. In particular, attention 
needs to be given to ensuring equal treatment 
between homeworkers and similar employees 

working on employers’ premises. Given the 
potential risks of social isolation, it is necessary to 
develop specific actions that mitigate psychosocial 
risks. The introduction of a “right to disconnect” is 
an important policy measure to limit working time 
and ensure respect for the boundaries between 
work life and private life. 

Labour inspectorates need specific training 
on home work and how to enforce labour and 
social protections. In addition, all homeworkers 
should benefit from social security coverage and 
have access to training that can increase their 
productivity, employment opportunities and 
income-earning capacity. Finally, the provision of 
quality childcare is important for all homeworkers, 
boosting their productivity and supporting the 
work–family balance, and, for industrial home 
workers, potentially helping to break the cycle of 
poverty.

Governments have a leading role to play in 
guaranteeing the protection of homeworkers’ 
rights, in cooperation with workers’ and employers’ 
organizations and, where they exist, associations 
of homeworkers and of their employers. Trade 
unions and employers’ organizations also have a 
critical role to play, including through awareness-
raising initiatives and participation in collective 
bargaining. Success stories of homeworkers’ 
associations and cooperatives show how such 
groups can improve the working conditions and 
lives of homeworkers. Lead firms in global supply 
chains can also make a significant contribution 
by implementing private compliance initiatives 
directed at improving the working conditions of 
homeworkers.

When the world was brutally hit by the COVID-19 
pandemic, wide swathes of the world’s workers 
turned almost overnight to home work as a way of 
protecting both their jobs and their lives. There is 
no doubt that home work is likely to take on greater 
importance in the years to come. It is thus time for 
governments, in cooperation with workers’ and 
employers’ organizations, to heed the guidance of 
Convention No. 177 and Recommendation No. 184 
and work together to ensure that all homeworkers 
– whether they are weaving rattan in Indonesia, 
making shea butter in Ghana, tagging photos in 
Egypt, sewing masks in Uruguay, or teleworking 
in France – move from invisibility to decent work.
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Home
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In the spring of 2020, as countries across the 
world imposed lockdowns to impede the spread 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, large portions of the 
world’s workforce – estimated at close to one in 
five workers – found themselves working from 
home.1 Organizations that had never entertained 
the possibility of having their staff work from 
home started doing so, with workers adapting 
their work and home lives quickly to assume the 
challenge.  The outcome of what has been called 
“the great working from home experiment” will be 
the subject of research for years to come, but what 
is clear is that working from home will undoubtedly 
take on greater relevance in the future.  

But as we study the shift to working from home 
for the primarily high-skilled office workers who 
have taken up this practice, we should not lose 
sight of the many other workers who work from 
home on a daily basis, across the world, in a 
range of occupations. Home work has existed for 
centuries and continues to be important today. 
According to ILO estimates, prior to the COVID-19 
crisis, there were approximately 260 million home-
based workers in the world, representing 7.9 per 
cent of global employment.  Within this group of 
home-based workers are “homeworkers”: women 
and men who perform work at home, for pay, 
according to the specifications of an employer or 
intermediary.  Homeworkers include teleworkers 
who work remotely on a continual basis, but also 
a vast number of workers who are involved in the 
production of goods that cannot be automated 
(such as embroidery, handicrafts, electronic 
assembly) or provide services (such as processing 
insurance claims, copy-editing or data annotation 
for the training of artificial intelligence systems).  

Home work exists throughout the world. In high-
income countries, it is mainly associated with 
telework, but there are important pockets of 
home work in manufacturing in these countries 
as well. Historically, such “industrial” home work 
was prominent in Europe and Northern America, 
but the shift of labour-intensive manufacturing 
to the developing world over the past decades 
took much industrial home work with it.  Across 

the developing world, particularly in Asia, 
homeworkers can be found at the bottom of 
global supply chains in the apparel, electronics 
and houseware industries, but they are also 
prominent in domestic supply chains.

Home work in services first emerged in the 
1950s, with female typists addressing envelopes, 
but then spread to other tasks that could be 
fragmented and outsourced to the home for a 
wide range of industries, including insurance, 
banking and tourism.  Advances in information 
and communication technologies (ICT) propelled 
some employers to experiment with telework, 
leading to a small but steady share of white-
collar “teleworkers” for whom their home was 
their place of work. The rise of digital labour 
platforms from the mid-2000s has also expanded 
opportunities for working from home.  Many of 
the service jobs posted on digital labour platforms 
are performed by “crowdworkers” located across 
the world.  These jobs are similar to industrial 
home work: workers are paid by the task or 
project and work is carried out according to the 
specifications of an employer or intermediary. 
The ease of outsourcing tasks through digital 
labour platforms suggests a continued expansion 
of homeworking opportunities in the decades 
ahead.   

The focus of this report is home work, as 
defined by the ILO’s Home Work Convention, 
1996 (No. 177) and Recommendation, 1996 
(No. 184).  Though these ILO standards were 
adopted 25 years ago, many countries still 
exclude homeworkers from certain provisions 
in labour law and the application of the law in 
places where it does exist is wanting. Given the 
continued struggle to improve the rights and 
working conditions of those who work at home 
and the renewed interest in working from home 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is time 
to revisit the nature and development of home 
work – in both its old and new forms  – as well as 
its challenges and the possible ways forward for 
achieving decent work.
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	X 1.1 What is home work?  
What is home-based work?

This report adopts the legal definition given in Convention 
No. 177, which defines home work as “work carried out by a 
person … (i) in his or her home or in other premises of his 
or her choice, other than the workplace of the employer; (ii) 
for remuneration; (iii) which results in a product or service 
as specified by the employer, irrespective of who provides 
the equipment, materials or other inputs used” (Art. 1).

This definition does not extend to persons 
who have “the degree of autonomy and of 
economic independence necessary to be 
considered as independent workers under 
national laws, regulations or court decisions”. 
Furthermore, those who only occasionally 

perform their work as employees at home, 
rather than at their usual workplaces, are 
not homeworkers within the meaning of 
the Convention. Nor are unpaid family 
workers who may assist in the homeworking 
activities (see box 1.1 for more details).

 Box 1.1 Debating and defining home work: Convention No. 177

The definition of home work, its scope and the measures for protecting home workers 
were the subject of debate at the 82nd and 83rd sessions of the International Labour 
Conference, in 1995 and 1996, leading to the adoption of the Home Work Convention 
(No. 177) and Recommendation (No. 184), 1996.  

Convention No. 177 defines home work as “work carried out by a person … (i) in his 
or her home or in other premises of his or her choice, other than the workplace of the 
employer; (ii) for remuneration; (iii) which results in a product or service as specified 
by the employer, irrespective of who provides the equipment, materials or other 
inputs used” (Art. 1). 

The core element of this definition is related to the workplace. In most instances, 
home work is performed at the worker’s home, but it may also take place in the street, 
in co-working spaces or in other premises chosen by the worker. During the debates 
of the International Labour Conference, an amendment sought to exclude places 
that are under the control and management of the employer. Yet as there are certain 
sectors, such as agriculture or mining, in which workers and their families may reside 
in compounds provided by the employer, the proposal ultimately retained was to 
exclude only the workplace of the employer. 

The provision of work against remuneration was not the subject of particular 
discussion prior to the adoption of the standards on home work by the International 
Labour Conference. In its preparatory report for the first discussion on the subject, 
the Office pointed out that home work does not include the production of goods only 
for personal or family consumption, nor does it cover direct transactions between the 
producer and the final consumer.2
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Convention No. 177 specifies that home work can involve the delivery of a product or service. 
In response to an amendment seeking to limit the scope of the Convention to the delivery of 
products only, on the grounds that services are more likely to be performed by independent 
workers, it was pointed out that proofreading or secretarial work could well be performed by 
homeworkers and the amendment was withdrawn.

An amendment was also submitted to specify that home work is performed without the direct 
supervision of the employer. The Office explained, however, that “in more modern forms of 
home work”, including telework, the employer can exert direct control over the work done at 
home. This amendment was therefore also withdrawn.

In its report submitted pursuant to Article 22 of the ILO Constitution on the application of 
Convention No. 177, the Government of the Netherlands indicated that, although it had 
a policy on teleworking, it considered that telework was explicitly excluded from the scope 
of the Convention.  The Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and 
Recommendations recalled that, while it was true that the provisions of the Convention did not 
apply to “persons with employee status who occasionally perform their work as employees 
at home rather than at their usual workplaces,” teleworking “as a permanent arrangement, 
whether full-time or part-time – and not alternating with office-based work ” was clearly covered 
by the definition of the term “home work” set out in Article 1(a) of the Convention.3  

During the second discussion, a proposal was made to delete the words “irrespective of who 
provides the equipment, materials or other inputs used” in the definition of home work contained 
in the Convention. The argument was that the provision of equipment could have implications 
for the definition of employees in national legislation. The amendment was rejected after the 
Office explained that this element could not be used alone to establish whether a person was 
an independent worker or not, but had to be combined with other characteristics.4

The definition of home work does not extend to the situation of workers who have “the degree of 
autonomy and of economic independence necessary to be considered as independent workers” 
in national law. At the initial stage of the preparatory work, reference was made only to the 
autonomy of workers and to the “other conditions necessary to be considered as independent 
workers”. During the debates of the International Labour Conference, the Workers’ Group wished 
to include in the scope of the definition workers who are “in a position of economic dependence on 
one or more employers” as defined at the national level. This amendment was withdrawn after the 
Employers’ Group argued that freelance journalists and other independent workers would meet 
the criterion of economic dependence. Following the adoption of another amendment, a reference 
to both autonomy and economic independence was included in the text. In addition, the Office 
clarified that the definition of home work includes the work of those whose status is unclear, but 
who nonetheless more closely resemble employees than independent workers.
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Home work under 
Convention No. 177 

 X Where? At home or in a place chosen by the 
worker, outside the employer’s premises

 X What? Product or service specified by the 
employer

 X Why? For remuneration

Not homeworkers under 
Convention No. 177 

 X Workers with suff icient autonomy and 
economic independence to be recognized as 
independent workers

 X Employees who only occasionally work at home

 X Unpaid family workers

Home-based work does not have a legal definition but 
it is generally understood to be work that is carried out in 
one’s own home.5 The nature of home-based work is wide-
ranging, spanning across legal classifications, to include 
workers that are in an employment relationship as well as 
those who are independent, self-employed workers. While 
the legal definition of self-employment can vary between 
jurisdictions, it is generally associated with individuals who 
have the economic and managerial independence to carry 
out their work.6 This could mean, for example, that they are 
responsible for bringing the good or service to the market 
for sale (whether physical or online) and that they decide 
on the price of the good or service that they produce. Other 
considerations include whether they initiate the idea for 
the product or service being offered.  Examples include the 
dentist whose medical office is attached to her home, the 
hairdresser who receives clients in her home or the own-
account worker who prepares food that she then sells on a 
busy street corner.  

Homeworkers are a subset of home-based workers who 
do not have the “degree of autonomy and of economic 
independence necessary to be considered as independent 
workers” in national law. This means that they may be classified 
as an employee or may be contractually classified as self-
employed but, in practice, are nonetheless in a relationship 
of dependency on an employer or an intermediary.  The 
homeworkers are given instructions on what to do and are 
frequently given the raw materials necessary to carry out 
the task.  They are often, though not always, paid by the 
piece.  Most importantly, they do not sell the finished good 
or set its price.  They may, however, be responsible for some 
production costs, including costs related to the workplace, 
equipment, supplies, utilities and transport, in cases where 
they need to pick up inputs or deliver finished goods. 

Home work does not include independent workers running a 
business out of their home. Home work is also distinct from 
unpaid care work in one’s own home, paid domestic work 
or care work in the households of others, or subsistence 
production for household consumption.  

The terms home-
based work and home 
work  do not include:
	X Unpaid care work 
in one’s own home

	X Paid domestic work 
and care work in 
the households 
of others

	X Subsistence 
production 
for household 
consumption
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Some jurisdictions have a specific legal category 
that covers “dependent self-employed” workers, 
understood as workers who perform services 
for a business under a contract different from a 
contract of employment, but depend on one or 
a small number of fixed clients for their income 
and receive direct guidelines regarding how the 
work is to be done.  This legal category is often 
created as a means to extend protections to these 
workers that would normally be associated with 
employee status.7  In other cases, the worker has 
been contractually classified as self-employed but 
is actually in a disguised employment relationship, 
which according to the Employment Relationship 
Recommendation, 2006 (No. 198) occurs “when 
the employer treats an individual as other than 
an employee in a manner that hides his or her 
true legal status as an employee” (para. 4). For 

homeworkers, this would apply to a situation in 
which a person has been contractually classified 
as self-employed, but according to national law 
should be classified as an employee. In other 
instances, there are grey areas that complicate 
the legal classification of home work. 

Within the legal category of employee, there 
are workers who work from their homes on a 
permanent basis and thus fall under the scope of 
Convention No. 177.  Employees who work from 
their home only occasionally are not considered to 
be homeworkers.  When home-based employees 
use ICT tools to carry out their work, they are 
referred to as “teleworkers”.8  Figure 1.1 illustrates 
the distinction between home-based workers and 
those who are homeworkers under Convention 
No. 177, as well as their contractual classification.  

©iStock/filadendron

The definition of home 
work does not extend 
to the situation of 
workers who have the 
degree of autonomy 
and of economic 
independence necessary 
to be considered as 
independent workers 
in national law
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One of the difficulties in the legal (and statistical) 
classification of home work is that many workers 
alternate between independent home-based 
work and home work, sometimes over the 
course of a single day. In Ghana, for example, 
intermediaries will hire farmers who harvest 
cassava to process it into garri, a flour derived 
from cassava.9 Similarly, workers on digital labour 
platforms may spend part of the day performing 
work that fits within the definition of home 
work under Convention No. 177 (for example, 

performing tasks such as verifying accounts on 
social media, delivered through a platform under 
tight supervision) in-between other projects that 
they undertake for clients as part of their own, 
independent business.10 

Given its long history, home work goes by many 
different names that are used synonymously, 
including “outwork”, “industrial home work” 
or the “putting-out system” (known in German 
as the Verlagssystem).  These names reflect the 
long history of the use of home work in goods 

 Figure 1.1  Working from home:  The distinction between 
home-based workers, homeworkers and teleworkers
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production.  Home work is also common in the 
production of handicrafts.  For simplicity, in this 
report, we refer to all home work involved in 
goods production as “industrial home work”.   

Home work is also common in the service sector, 
with its use growing along with technological 
developments. While there are historical 
records of clerical work being outsourced to 
homeworkers as early as the 1880s, it was the 
invention of the typewriter, followed by the 
word processor, the personal computer and the 
internet, as well as the lowering of ICT costs, that 
have driven the use of home work in services. 
Some of these workers are hired as employees 
and, assuming they use ICT tools to carry out 
their work, would be considered teleworkers.  
Nevertheless, there are also many home-based 
service workers classified as self-employed 
but who are in a relationship of economic 
dependency.  They may have begun working 
for a client as an independent “freelancer” only 
to end up relying on just the one client, and are 
increasingly asked to work during set hours or 

to download monitoring software that tracks 
the work they perform, shifting into a grey 
area of dependent work. Since the mid-2000s, 
many technology companies have come to rely 
on crowdworkers to perform tasks such as 
data annotation in order to ensure the smooth 
functioning of online stores or to train artificial 
intelligence systems.11 These crowdworkers 
work through online digital labour platforms, 
many of which operate similarly to traditional 
home work, in that the platforms disperse the 
work at a fixed price to their pool of workers, the 
work is completed and submitted by the workers 
according to the specifications of the platform 
and the worker is paid upon the successful 
completion of the task.12 These workers are 
contractually classified by the platforms as self-
employed, but many do not have the autonomy 
and economic independence necessary to be 
considered an independent worker in national 
law, meaning that they would fall under the 
scope of Convention No. 177. 

©Unsplash/C. Deluvio
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	X 1.2 Gender and home work

“I am a stay-at-home mom and we needed to 
supplement our household income but not pay 
the extremely high prices of childcare.”

– Amazon Mechanical Turk worker, United States, 2015

This quote of an American homeworker on 
the Amazon Mechanical Turk crowdsourcing 
platform about why she prefers to work from 
home reveals the centrality of gender to the 
study of home work.  As the home is the 
workplace, it cannot be understood without 
consideration of the gendered division of 
labour in the household and its implications 
for engaging in paid work.

To this day, women across the world are 
commonly expected to be responsible for 
the care and maintenance of the household. 
In 2018, women dedicated 4 hours and 
25 minutes per day on unpaid care work 
compared with 1 hour and 23 minutes 
for men (3.2 times more hours than men). 
The unpaid care work gap exists in all 
countries of the world, though it is more 
pronounced in some regions than others 
(women spent 4.7 times more hours than 
men in the Arab States compared with 1.7 
times more hours in the Americas). And 
while men’s contribution to unpaid care 
work has increased in some countries, the 
overall gender time gap has barely budged, 
declining by only seven minutes between 
1997 and 2012 in the 23 countries with 
available time series data.13

In places where care services are non-
existent or inaccessible – for either practical 
or financial reasons – home work presents 
itself as a viable alternative to paid work 
outside the home.  In more extreme 
instances, women may be stigmatized 
for working outside the home or even 
prohibited from doing so. Some countries 
have laws limiting the free mobility of 
women in public spaces, making working 
from home the only viable option for them 

to earn income. In 2020, according to the 
World Bank’s Women, Business and the Law 
database, women faced legal restrictions 
against leaving their homes in 16 countries 
and territories, while more than 30 per cent 
of economies restrict women’s freedom of 
movement in at least one way.14 

In many countries, women’s unequal 
position in the home and in society creates 
an available but segmented pool of labour 
that cannot compete with workers who can 
engage in traditional waged work outside 
the home. This is also true of workers with 
disabilities, who may face difficulties or 
discrimination in accessing work outside the 
home. As will be analysed in Chapter 5, the 
earnings of homeworkers tend to be lower, 
as their pay is affected by their constrained 
opportunities in the wage labour market and 
their lower position in the social structure of 
many countries. Many homeworking women 
are isolated and have little or no other 
options for earning an income. They engage 
in home work as a means to earn an essential 
supplement for the family income and are 
thus “more likely to be concerned with ‘target 
earnings’ than with fair recompense for their 
labour”.15 In addition, while earning an income 
may in some instances empower them and 
elevate their status in the household, their 
continued presence in the home can also 
reinforce traditional gender roles. 

The importance of gender – how it creates a 
pool of available labour – and how businesses 
have used women homeworkers over time 
in different sectors and occupations, as well 
as the implications for women of engaging 
in home work, is a recurring theme in the 
report.
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	X 1.3 The objective and structure of the report

This report seeks to improve understanding of home 
work as well as to advance guidance on policies that 
can support decent work for homeworkers.

As working from home is likely to expand 
in the future, it is important to appreciate 
the implications of home work for workers 
and employers and to give it visibility.  With 
the exception of Chapter 2, which presents 
statistical information on home-based work, 
the focus of this report is on home work, as 
defined legally by Convention No. 177 and 
Recommendation No. 184. Three categories 
of home work are addressed in this report: 

1. industrial home work, which is defined 
broadly to include all goods production 
undertaken by homeworkers for local 
and international markets. Some of this 
work is “industrial” in that it is often one 
step, outsourced to a homeworker, of a 
production process that otherwise occurs 
in a factory, but production can also be 
artisanal; 

2. telework, which is when employees use 
ICT tools to perform their work remotely.  
Following the delineation of Convention 
No. 177, the focus is on teleworkers who 
work at their home (or another location of 
their choosing) on a regular or permanent 
basis; and 

3. home-based, digital platform work, 
which refers to service-sector tasks 
performed by crowdworkers according 
to the specifications of the employer or 
intermediary, in situations in which the 
workers do not have the autonomy and 
economic independence to be considered 
an independent worker in national law. 

There are many dif ferences among 
homeworkers within these three categories.  
At one end are some of the poorest workers 
in the world of work (such as the 2.5 

million women rolling beedi cigarettes in 
India), while at the other end are the well-
educated and highly paid employees of 
leading corporations working remotely 
from their home.  The working (and living) 
conditions among these workers could 
not be more different, yet they may both 
struggle balancing their care responsibilities 
with their work and they may both suffer 
from social isolation. Since the largest 
decent work gaps affect the poorest and 
most vulnerable – the so-called industrial 
homeworkers – much of the analysis and 
policy discussion in this report is directed at 
this group of workers. Nevertheless, many 
of the findings and policy lessons are also 
applicable to service-sector homeworkers, 
including crowdworkers and teleworkers. 

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 
2 presents the first global estimates of 
the number of home-based workers and 
homeworkers around the world, with their 
characteristics.  Measuring home work 
in labour force surveys has long been 
neglected, compromising the amount of 
information available. Nevertheless, there 
have been some important advances in the 
statistical identification of homeworkers 
that will facilitate their identification in 
future labour force surveys.   

Subsequent chapters analyse the use of 
home work in the production of goods 
(Chapter 3) and services (Chapter 4), 
documenting their evolution over time 
and space, the motivations of businesses 
for relying on home work and some of the 
consequences for management.  Chapter 5 
turns to the implications of home work for 
workers.  Drawing on primary data analysis 
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of labour force surveys in which information is 
available on homeworkers, the chapter analyses 
the working conditions of homeworkers with 
respect to wages; working time; work-life balance; 
gender equality and women’s empowerment; 
training and career prospects; freedom of 
association and collective bargaining rights; 
occupational safety and health; and social 
protection. Chapter 6 reviews the provisions of 
Convention No. 177 and Recommendation No. 184.  
It also provides the latest information available 
on labour laws around the world with respect 
to homeworkers, including teleworkers. Finally, 
Chapter 7 advances a series of recommendations 
aimed at ensuring decent work for homeworkers, 
drawing on international labour standards and 
best practices from different countries around 
the world.   

The report draws on an array of primary and 
secondary sources, including household labour 
force surveys, which have been processed to 
provide descriptive statistics (Chapter 2) and 
used in econometric analyses of different 
working conditions (Chapter 5). In addition, 
the ILO commissioned four country studies 
– covering Brazil, Ghana, the Philippines and 
Turkey – of industrial and service-sector home 
work, on which most of the chapters draw. This 
information complements the existing academic 
and policy literature on home work, which is 
also referenced in the report. The report relies 
on information from ILO projects directed at 
homeworkers, both past and ongoing   – covering 
Chile, India, Indonesia, Nepal, Pakistan and 
Thailand – which provide primary evidence on 
the experience of homeworking, the engagement 
of governments and social partners in this area 
and policy best practices.  As home work was the 
subject of a standard-setting item at the 82nd 
and 83rd sessions of the International Labour 
Conference (1995 and 1996), there is a wealth 
of ILO material that provided critical inputs into 
this study, including more recent ILO documents 
on the implementation of the Convention. In 
addition, the report summarizes existing national 
legislation on the different forms of home work 
in order to provide an up-to-date analysis of legal 
protections and gaps (Chapter 6). 

A clear finding of the report is the importance 
of the type of occupation in shaping working 
conditions. Since professional and managerial 
teleworkers are more prominent in high-income 
countries and industrial homeworkers are more 
prominent in low and middle-income countries, 
there is a strong relationship between a 
country ’s level of economic development 
and decent work deficits for homeworkers. 
However, lying back and waiting for economic 
development to change the occupational profile 
is not the solution; instead, policies are need to 
transform home work into a source of decent 
work, regardless of where it takes place or the 
type of activity undertaken.  Such improvements 
benefit not only workers but their families, the 
economy and society at large.  Yet the success 
of such an agenda requires the commitment 
and effort of government and social partners. 
This report will document experiences that have 
been at least partially successful in reducing 
decent work deficits, while outlining remaining 
policy challenges and ways forward.

Employees 
who work from 
their home only 
occasionally are 
not considered to 
be  homeworkers
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Working from 
home will 
undoubtedly 
take on greater 
relevance in 
the future
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The ILO estimates 
that there were about

of global 
employment

260 
million
home-based workers 
in the world in 2019, 
representing

7.9%
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Home work has always existed, but because it takes place in someone’s 
private home and is carried out disproportionately by women, it has long 
been invisible.

Much of this invisibility stems from the 
absence of questions to identify home work 
in household labour force surveys and labour 
registries. Although there has been progress 
in the measurement of home-based work as 
well as in the development of standards for the 
measurement of home work, the new standards 
have not yet been incorporated in labour force 
and other household surveys.  Thus, there 
continues to be a lack of statistical information 
on homeworkers.  As a result, researchers often 
turn to ad hoc surveys of homeworkers to learn 
more about the characteristics of these workers, 
the work they do and their working conditions.  
While certainly useful, such surveys do not reveal 
how common homeworking is or how it has 
evolved over time, nor do they allow for adequate 
comparisons between those for whom their home 
is their place of work and those for whom it is not. 

Chapter 1 analysed the legal definition of 
home work; this chapter explains the statistical 
definition of home work, as well as the recent 
advances that will allow for a better identification 
of homeworkers in future household surveys.  
While legal definitions provide the foundation 

of workers’ rights, accurate statistics are also 
important as they allow the monitoring of 
employment and working conditions and can be 
used to advocate for legislative changes and other 
policy initiatives.  The shortcomings of measuring 
home-based work and home work have become 
apparent during the COVID-19 pandemic, as wide 
swathes of the working population have shifted 
from the office to the home to join the millions 
who were already working at home. A few 
labour force surveys were already equipped with 
adequate questions on home work and telework, 
but most were not and have struggled to uncover 
what has been going on in the world of work 
during the pandemic.

This chapter will address the measurement of 
home-based work and home work in household 
surveys, in particular how home-based work 
and home work can be identified in labour 
force surveys and the existing limitations to 
their identification.  It then presents data on 
home-based work and home work for different 
regional and country-income groups and for 
different types of workers, including workers with 
disabilities and child workers. 

The invisibility of home 
work is a problem that has 
long plagued the collection 
of statistics on home work
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	X 2.1 The difficulty of capturing 
home work in statistics

In the late 1970s, the ILO’s Rural Employment 
Policies Branch funded field research in the 
developing world with a view to designing 
technical cooperation projects that could 
assist poor rural women – the most 
impoverished strata of the world’s labour 
force.  

One of the studies that emerged from this 
project was The Lace Makers of Narsapur: 
Indian Housewives Produce for the World 
Market, by Maria Mies, which documented 
the working lives of the approximately 
100,000 women engaged as homeworkers 
in the lace-exporting industry in Andra 
Pradesh, India.1 Mies’ groundbreaking 
study revealed how an extensive network 
of male agents, traders and exporters 
benefited from an invisible female labour 
force, who despite producing the goods for 
sale were not recognized as real workers or 
compensated accordingly. As she explained,  

“There is no factory, no 
workshop, they are not 
concentrated in a certain street 
or quarter like other craftsmen, 
but live as wives and daughters 
in their houses, scattered over 
about 200 villages. As no men 
are representing this craft, the 
women remain in the category 
of housewives, who are defined 
as non-workers by the Censuses.  
The lace workers of Narsapur 
taluk [quarter] are hidden 
among the 237,720 non-workers 
returned in the 1971 census.  
Their production appears as 
the natural manifestation of 
their housewife role”  (p.49).

For Mies, the invisibility of women’s work 
was directly related to the patriarchal 
culture that viewed women’s labour as 
subsistence work – a natural product 
of their duties as housewives.  As she 
explained, “the general opinion, voiced by 
lace exporters and traders as well as by 
government officials, is that these women 
are only housewives who do this work 
only in their leisure time and as a hobby” 
(p. 48). Mies referred to this practice as the 
“housewifization” of labour. To reinforce her 
argument, she cites at length a 1961 census 
monograph on handicrafts in Andhra 
Pradesh, which states,

“Usually, in the afternoon, the women of 
two or three neighbouring households sit 
on the verandahs in front of their homes 
and carry on their lace-making while chit-
chatting with each other. Thus the industry 
has the social effect of bringing in the 
neighbours nearer to each other.  In this 
way, the leisure of the women is employed 
for earning money which can be a profitably 
used either by themselves or to augment 
the family incomes.”2  

What Mies so effectively documented 
in her study was how, by negating the 
contribution of women, by not considering 
home work as real work, and because it was 
done at the home, it became invisible. The 
invisibility of home work is a problem that 
has long plagued the collection of statistics 
on home work.3  Indeed, Convention No. 177 
provides that “[a]ppropriate measures  shall 
be taken so that labour statistics include, 
to the extent possible, home work” (Article 
6). The accompanying Recommendation 
No. 184 states that “[d]etailed information, 
including data classified according to sex, on 
the extent and characteristics of home work 
should be compiled and kept up to date to 
serve as a basis for the national policy on 
home work and for the measures adopted 
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to implement it. This information should be 
published and made publicly available” (para. 4).

One of the reasons for the undercounting of 
home work is that many women have internalized 
the narrative that the hours they spend on 
their homeworking activities do not constitute 
real work. As a result, when asked about their 
economic activity by survey enumerators, 
women homeworkers often state that they 
are “housewives” as opposed to answering 
affirmatively to questions about whether they 
work for pay or profit.4 Another obstacle has been 
the difficulty of translating the legal definition of 
home work into workable questions in household 
surveys. 

In 1993, the Fifteenth International Conference 
of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) adopted the 
International Classif ication of Status of 
Employment (ICSE-93). The ICSE-93 designated 
five main statuses of employment: (1) employees; 
(2) employers; (3) own-account workers; (4) 
members of producers; cooperatives; and 
(5) contributing family workers.  The ICSE-93 
provides that “[t]he basic criteria used to define 
the groups of the classification are the type 
of economic risk (to which the job holder is 
exposed), an element of which is the strength of 
the attachment between the person and the job, 
and the type of authority over establishments 
and other workers which the job incumbents 
have or will have”.5  The Fifteenth ICLS also 
provided the definition that “[o]utworkers are 
workers who: (a) hold explicit or implicit contracts 
of employment under which they agree to work 
for a particular enterprise, or to supply a certain 
quantity of goods or services to a particular 
enterprise, by prior arrangement or contract 
with that enterprise; but (b) whose place of work 
is not within any of the establishments which 
make up that enterprise”.6 It was nonetheless 
difficult to capture “outworkers” within ICSE-93, 
because their employment status is not always 
straightforward. With outwork (or home work) 
the nature of the work means that, even though 
such workers’ economic dependency on an 
establishment may be strong, the control that 

it has on their day-to-day work is weak. Indeed, 
outworkers have some of the characteristics of 
employees and of the self-employed. As a result, 
under ICSE-93, outworkers could have any 
employment status (employee, own-account, 
employer or contributing family worker) and 
no guidance was advanced to resolve the issue. 
Given the problems of operationalizing these 
criteria into valid survey questions, the ILO 
did not provide practical recommendations to 
measure outworkers.

Nevertheless, the Fifteenth ICLS did recommend 
that national statistical offices collect statistics 
on “type of workplace”, thereby allowing the 
identification of home-based work.7  This 
recommendation was further supported by the 
International Expert Group on Informal Sector 
Statistics (Delhi Group)8 in August 2000.  A “place 
of work” variable had been common in household 
surveys in Latin America but was not widespread 
in other parts of the world.  

In the mid-2010s, discussion began on a possible 
revision of the ICSE-93 to better capture the 
diversity of employment arrangements that 
had proliferated throughout the world.  Many 
labour force surveys were unable to capture new 
trends in the labour market, such as “zero-hour” 
contracts or work in the platform economy, or 
even to effectively capture temporary agency 
work or independent and dependent home-based 
work that had existed for decades.  Therefore, a 
Working Group for the Revision of the ICSE-93 
was convened, which then presented a draft set 
of international standards for statistics on work 
relationships to be considered by the 20th ICLS in 
October 2018. 

The 20th ICLS discussed the proposal and 
adopted a revised International Classification 
of Status in Employment (ICSE-18).  The ICSE-18 
classifies jobs in employment for pay or profit into 
ten detailed categories based on the concepts of 
type of authority (ICSE-18-A) and type of economic 
risk (ICSE-18-R).  It does not provide a definition 
for “outworkers” but it introduces the concept of 
“dependent contractor”, which is defined as:
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“workers who have contractual 
arrangements of a commercial nature 
(but not a contract of employment) 
to provide goods or services for or 
through another economic unit. 
They are not employees of that 
economic unit, but are dependent 
on that unit for organization and 
execution of the work, income, or 
for access to the market. They are 
workers employed for profit, who are 
dependent on another entity that 
exercises control over their productive 
activities and directly benefits from 
the work performed by them.”9 

In addition, the resolution specifies the following 
characteristics that may be relevant for the 
identification of dependent contractors in 
national statistics: 

“(a) their work is organized or 
supervised by another economic 
unit as a client, or as an entity 
that mediates access to clients;

 (b) the price paid for the 
goods produced or services 
provided is determined by the 
client or an intermediary; 

(c) access to raw materials, 
equipment or capital items 
is controlled by the client 
or an intermediary; 

(d) their actual working 
arrangements or conditions closely 
resemble those of employees.”10 

The introduction of the “dependent contractor” 
concept is expected to improve the identification 
of homeworkers in future household surveys, 
especially as the ILO has prepared practical 
recommendations for this purpose.  It should 
be noted, however, that not all dependent 
contractors are homeworkers (or vice versa), 
given that some dependent contractors may 
work on the premises of the enterprise that 
hires them and that dependent contractors are 
not employees even if they satisfy the criteria (a) 
to (d) above. Still, the ICSE-18 definition clearly 
categorizes dependent contractors under the 
higher-level grouping of “dependent workers” in 
the classification hierarchy based on authority, 
along with employees and contributing family 
workers.  In addition, the 20th ICLS resolution 
also includes a definition of home-based workers 
as “workers whose main place of work is their 
own home. Among workers in employment, they 
may be employers, independent workers without 
employees, dependent contractors, employees or 
contributing family workers”.11 

Figure 2.1 provides a visualization of the improved 
measurement of home work based on ICSE-18.  
Currently, under ICSE-93, labour force surveys with 
a place of work question allow for the identification 
of homeworkers that are classified as employees. 
Such a question does not, however, allow for the 
capturing of homeworkers who are in a relationship 
of dependency as defined by Convention No. 177.  
Rather, all self-reported own account workers – 
whether dependent or independent – would fall 
under the broader statistical category of home-
based workers under ICSE-93. Under ICSE-18, 
home-based dependent contractors (figure 2.1, 
zig-zag panel) will be identifiable as homeworkers 
under Convention No. 177.12 Notwithstanding the 
introduction of ICSE-18, it will take some time for 
labour force surveys around the world to redesign 
their questionnaires to reflect the new guidelines.  
For the time being, most surveys are based on 
ICSE-93, which also forms the basis for the statistics 
on home-based work and home work presented in 
section 2.3 below.
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Two other categories of homeworkers for 
which limited statistical information exists are 
teleworkers and home-based platform workers.  
Teleworkers are employees who use information 
and communication technology (ICT) tools to 
carry out their work remotely, at their home or in 
another place of their choosing, other than their 
employer’s premises or work site.13 In order to 

identify teleworkers in labour force surveys, there 
is a need to include questions on the frequency 
of working from home and on the use of ICTs. 
Collecting statistics on platform workers is even 
more complicated, because currently there is an 
absence of internationally agreed terminology 
and standard definitions of platform work and 
related concepts (box 2.1).14 

 Figure 2.1  From ICSE-93 to ICSE-18:  Advances in the 
identification of homeworkers in labour force surveys

Note:  For simplicity, two other employment status categories of home-based workers are excluded: 
“contributing family workers” and “employers”.
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 Box 2.1 Digital platform workers: How many are there?

Limited statistical information is available on the number of home-based digital platform 
workers.  Some countries and regions have included special modules or run ad hoc surveys 
in an attempt to measure the size of this labour force, but the numbers are difficult to capture 
because platform work can include a variety of activities, including taxi and delivery work (which 
are not home-based), as well as other activities such as selling goods on online marketplaces or 
renting rooms. As a result, depending on how the question is framed (range of activities included 
and reference period invoked), estimates can differ significantly. 

In Europe, a study by the Joint Research Centre of the European Union found that about 2 per 
cent of the working age population (16–74) in 14 Member States worked on a digital labour platform 
as their main job.15  In 2017, Statistics Denmark included a special module on the digital economy 
in its annual household survey, including specific questions on income earned from digital labour 
platforms in the previous year. It found that just 1 per cent of Danes earned income through labour 
platforms.16 In Ukraine, an ILO study estimated that approximately 3 per cent of the labour force 
worked on digital labour platforms.17 In the United States, the Bureau of Labor Statistics estimated 
that 1 per cent of the labour force earned income from electronically mediated work.  For all these 
estimates, however, transport and delivery workers make up the largest share (usually about two 
thirds) of digital platform workers, so that the percentages of home-based workers are much lower.  

Nevertheless, data on the growth of online home-based work points to the continued growth 
of the sector. Since 2016, the Oxford Internet Institute has been tracking activity on five key 
English-language online labour platforms in an attempt to better understand the characteristics 
and evolution of online work. They find that activity on the platforms expanded by one third 
between 2016 and 2019.18  Moreover, these figures are likely to further increase given the 
interest of Fortune 500 companies in scaling up platform sourcing,19 as well as the shift to 
working from home as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.

In addition to labour force surveys, whose 
questions on home work will be analysed in detail 
in section 2.2, another important source of labour 
market information are labour registries. These 
are administrative records of workers usually 

kept for social security or tax purposes, though by 
definition they are limited to those workers who 
are declared. Few countries maintain up-to-date 
registries of homeworkers.  
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	X 2.2 Identifying home-based work and home 
work in labour force surveys

For its global estimates of home-based workers and 
homeworkers, the ILO used national household surveys of 118 
countries, representing 86 per cent of global employment.   

In order to be identified as a home-based 
worker and homeworker, the individual 
must first self-identify as an active member 
of the labour force (“working”).  Then, 
two additional questions are combined: 
the first question identifies persons who 
usually work at home (“place of work”) and 
the second question identifies whether 
they are employees, employers, own-
account workers or contributing family 
workers (“status in employment”)(see 
Annex 4, figure 2.A.1). The question on 
“place of work” can be asked in a variety 
of ways in the different surveys and can be 
grouped into five main types of questions 
(see box 2.2). As a result, the estimates are 
not perfectly comparable across countries. 
The question on “status in employment” 
obtains information as self-reported by 
the respondent. The categories used 
correspond to ICSE-93. Because the 
various surveys refer to different years, in 
order to arrive at global estimates for 2019 
national figures were extrapolated based 
on shares, using employment figures for 
2019. These global estimates were then 
disaggregated by income group and by 
region (see Annexes 2 and 3, respectively, 
for the corresponding classif ications) 
and refer to the following two groups of 
workers:

 X Home - based worker s :  per sons 
employed during the reference period 
who declare that in their main job they 
work in their own home or in a structure 
attached to their home, usually or always. 
They can fall under any of the status in 
employment categories.

 X Homeworkers: home-based workers 
who reported they were employees.

It is important to bear in mind that because 
the calculation of homeworkers is limited 
to employees, the estimates given in 
section 2.3 of the number of homeworkers 
are underestimated, because the following 
situations are not included:

 X Homeworkers who report they are self-
employed but who do not have the 
“degree of autonomy and of economic 
independence necessary to be considered 
an independent worker in national law” 
are not included, even though they are 
considered to be homeworkers under 
Convention No. 177.  These are the 
“dependent contractor” workers in the 
zig-zag panel of figure 2.1.

 X Homeworkers who engage others to 
work with them on the production of the 
homeworking good or service and who as 
a result are classified as employers are not 
included, even if they lack autonomy and 
economic independence. 

 X Homeworkers who do not work in their 
home (or in a structure attached to their 
home) but nevertheless choose where 
they want to work – for example, if they 
work in a co-working space – are not 
included. So long as they do not work at 
their employer’s premises, they would 
be covered under Convention No. 177.  
However, they cannot be identified from 
responses to the questions described 
above. 
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To address the underestimation of homeworkers, section 2.4 
provides additional analysis for three countries, using a proxy 
to capture homeworkers who were classified as self-employed 
but in a situation of dependency.  The household surveys of 
Argentina and Mexico include a variable on the “number of 
clients” that is derived from a question asked of own-account 
workers and employers on the “number of clients” for whom 
they work. This is as a proxy for dependency among this 
category of workers. The number of homeworkers identified 
in this way includes – in addition to self-reported employees 
who work at home – self-reported own-account workers who 
work at home for only one client. This provides an improved 
estimate of homeworkers. Section 2.4 also provides additional 
information for India that includes as homeworkers the 
home-based workers who are engaged in the occupations of 
beedi (cigar) roller and embroiderer which, when carried out 
at home, are considered homeworking occupations.

Few countries 
maintain 
up-to-date 
registries of 
homeworkers
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 Box 2.2 Five types of questions used by surveys 
 to identify workers who work at home

The first and most common type of question is used in 76 regular or ad hoc labour 
force surveys or general household surveys for different years. It enquires about 
the usual “place of work” and typically reads:

In what type of place do you usually work?

 X At home

 X Structure attached to the home

 X At the client/employer’s home

 X At an office, shop, factory or other fixed place of work

 X Fixed stall in market/street

 X Land, forest, sea

 X Without fixed location/mobile

 X Construction site

 X Other

Those who qualify for inclusion as home-based workers are those who respond 
that they work either “at home” or in a “structure attached to the home”. 

The second type of question, used by 11 countries in the 2015 survey of the 
International Social Survey Programme,20 reads:

How often do you work at home during your usual working hours?

 X Always

 X Often

 X Sometimes

 X Hardly ever

 X Never

Those who qualify as home-based workers are those who answer “always”. 

The third type of question, included by 28 countries in the 2016 European Labour 
Force Survey, reads:

Which of the following characterizes your working at home status?

 X Person usually works at home 

 X Person sometimes works at home 

 X Person never works at home

Those who qualify for inclusion as home-based workers are those who respond 
“person usually works at home”. 
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The fourth type of question is used in the European Union’s 2015 Working Conditions 
Survey to gather statistics for 3 countries.  It reads:

How often have you worked in each of the following locations?

[during the last 12 months in your main paid job]

 X Your employer’s/your own business’ premises (office, factory, shop, school, etc.)

 X Clients’ premises 

 X A car or another vehicle 

 X An outside site (e.g. construction site, agricultural field, streets of a city)

 X Your own home 

 X Public spaces such as coffee shops, airports etc.

Possible answers

 X Daily

 X Several times a week

 X Several times a month

 X Less often 

 X Never 

To qualify as a home-based worker, the respondent must answer “own home” and 
“daily”.  

A final way to identify home-based workers is through the commuting question that is 
used, for example in the American Community Survey. The question reads:

How did you usually get to work LAST WEEK?

 X Car, truck, or van 

 X Bus or trolley bus 

 X Streetcar or trolley car 

 X Walked 

 X Worked at home 

This is the least desirable formulation as it reduces home-based work to a single answer 
of a question on another subject, and thus does not induce the person to think about 
where he or she works while answering the question.  

The list of surveys used by the countries and territories covered and the year to which 
the data refer are provided in Annex 1.
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	X 2.3 Home-based workers around the world

The ILO estimates that there were about 260 
million home-based workers in the world in 2019, 
representing 7.9 per cent of global employment.

This, of course, was before the COVID-19 
pandemic. Unless major changes in 
household survey questionnaires are made 
to identify why someone is working from 
home, those working from home due to 
COVID-19 will be indistinguishable from those 
working from home for other reasons. As a 
result, when the 2020 home-based worker 
numbers are finally tallied, it is expected that 
they will far surpass the 2019 figures.   

The share of home-based workers in total 
employment varies significantly among 
countries (see figure 2.2). In most countries 
for which data are available, home-based 
workers made up less than 10 per cent of all 
employed persons; but in 13 countries, home-
based workers accounted for more than 15 
per cent of the workforce. Most home-based 

workers (more than 166 million) lived in Asia 
and the Pacific, which accounted for close to 
65 per cent of all home-based workers in the 
world in 2019. Since 58 per cent of all workers 
live in Asia and the Pacific, home-based 
workers are over-represented in that region. 
In Europe and Central Asia, the opposite 
is true: home-based workers were slightly 
under-represented (21 million or 8 per cent 
of home-based workers versus 11 per cent 
of total workers). In Africa and the Americas, 
with 40 million and 30 million home-based 
workers, respectively, the share of home-
based workers and of other workers was 
similar. Preliminary estimates also suggest 
that home-based work will increase more in 
high-income countries than in low-income 
ones as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.21  
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A total of 152 million own-account home-
based workers comprised 59 per cent of all 
home-based workers and 14.3 per cent of all 
own-account workers. Employees were the 
second largest group of home-based workers, 
comprising about 49 million workers, 19 per 
cent of all home-based workers and 2.9 per cent 
of all employees (see figures 2.3 and 2.4).

 Figure 2.2  Percentage of workers who are home-based, 2019

Source: ILO calculations based on household surveys in 118 countries

When the 2020 home-
based worker numbers 
are finally tallied, 
it is expected that 
they will far surpass 
the 2019 figures
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Throughout this section, home-based workers 
who declare themselves as employees will be 
considered as being the same as homeworkers, 
notwithstanding the concerns and limitations 
discussed in sections 2.1 and 2.2 above. There 
are, nevertheless, conceptual limitations to this 
approach.  

For comparison purposes, the distribution of 
home-based workers and non-home-based 
workers, by status in employment and country-
income group, is shown in figure 2.5. Most 
home-based workers in low- and middle-income 

countries were own-account workers, but in high-
income countries, employees were the largest 
group.  Own-account workers represented 47 per 
cent of all home-based workers in low-income 
countries and 65 per cent in middle-income 
countries, but only 35 per cent in high-income 
countries. By contrast, homeworkers (home-
based workers who are employees) represented 
54 per cent of all home-based workers in high-
income countries, compared to 12 and 13 per 
cent, respectively, in low- and middle-income 
countries. 

 Figure 2.3  Distribution of home-based 
workers, by status in employment, 2019

Source:  ILO calculations based on household surveys in 118 countries.

 Figure 2.4  Percentage of workers 
who are in home-based work, by 
status in employment (%), 2019
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These differences are not surprising given 
the occupational differences across countries 
based on their level of economic development. 
While managerial, professional and technical 
occupations make up 53 per cent of total 
employment in high-income countries, the 
corresponding percentages in middle- and 

low-income countries are 31 and 12 per cent, 
respectively. Conversely, 31 per cent of workers 
in low-income countries are in elementary or 
craft occupations (whether or not conducive to 
home work), such as agricultural labourers, street 
vendors or garment workers, compared to only 13 
per cent in high-income countries.22 

 Figure 2.5. Distribution of home-based workers, by status 
in employment and country-income group (%), 2019

Source:  ILO calculations based on household surveys in 118 countries.
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2.3.1. Home-based 
workers by sex

It is a well-established fact that most home-based workers are 
women. According to ILO estimates based on 118 household 
surveys, 147 million women and 113 million men worked from 
home in 2019, so that women represented 56 per cent of all 
home-based workers. As shown in figure 2.6, the propensity of 
women to work from home (11.5 per cent) is so much higher 
than that of men (5.6 per cent) that it more than offsets the 
lower labour market participation of women and the net result 
is that women outnumber men in home-based work. 

Moreover, women outnumber men in home-based work 
in all country-income groups. They make up 65 per cent of 
home-based workers in low-income countries and 56 per 
cent in middle-income countries (figure 2.7).23 In high-income 
countries, there are slightly more women than men but figure 
2.7 gives their share at 50 per cent due to rounding.  The 
fact that women are a majority among home-based workers 
is strongly related to gender roles that result in women 
shouldering most of the burden of unpaid care work, as well 
as other cultural norms that make it hard for women to leave 
the home for work.
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Women 
outnumber 

men in home-
based work 

in all country-
income 
groups 
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 Figure 2.6. Percentage of working women 
and men who worked from home, 2019

Source: ILO calculations based on household surveys in 118 countries.

	X Chapter 2. Measuring home work and home-based work 32



Figure 2.7 presents the share of women among 
home-based workers (compared to not home-
based workers) as a whole as well as for the 
three different groups of home-based workers 
(homeworkers; self-employed home-based 
workers; and contributing family, home-
based workers). The second panel shows that 
women were more numerous than men among 
homeworkers: there were about 29 million 

women homeworkers compared with about 
21 million men. Women comprised most of the 
homeworkers in all country-income groups. 
Among home-based workers, women were a 
majority in every employment status except for 
self-employed home-based workers. Women 
represented the overwhelming majority of 
contributing family workers (whether home-
based or not).

 Figure 2.7. Percentage of home-based workers and non-home-based workers 
who are women (%), by employment status and country income group, 2019

Source:  ILO calculations based on household surveys in 118 countries; independent home-based workers 
includes all own-account workers and employers.
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Figure 2.8 shows that most home-based workers 
were own-account workers and this finding holds 
for both men and women. Employees represented 
19 per cent of both women and men home-based 
workers. By contrast, the share of women among 

contributing family workers was much larger 
than the share of men (23 per cent versus 10 per 
cent). The gendered division of labour and other 
social norms related to gender are the likely 
explanations for these differences.

 Figure 2.8. Distribution of home-based workers, 
by status in employment and sex (%), 2019

Source:  ILO calculations based on household surveys in 118 countries.
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 Figure 2.9. Distribution of home-based workers, non-home-based workers, 
homeworkers and non-home-based employees, by sector and region (%), 2019

2.3.2 Home-based work by economic sector

More than half of all home-based workers 
worked in services, while about one third 
worked in industry24 and the rest (16 per cent) 
in agriculture. By contrast, agriculture and 

industry engage a larger share of non-home-
based workers (27 and 23 per cent respectively)
(see figure 2.9, upper panel).

Note: in the lower panel, “Home-based workers, not employees” includes independent home-based 
workers (home-based own-account workers and employers) and contributing family home-based workers. 

Source: ILO calculations based on household surveys in 118 countries.
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The dominance of services in home-based work 
holds true in all regions of the world except 
Southern Asia, where more than one third 
of home-based workers are in industry, and 
Northern Africa, where 45 per cent of home-
based workers are in agriculture. 

A word about agriculture is in order. It may seem 
curious that in sub-Saharan Africa, only 13 per 
cent of home-based workers were employed 
in agriculture, compared to 58 per cent of non-
home-based workers. All the numbers in this 
report were calculated using questions on place 
of work in labour force surveys. Many farmers 
work small plots of land adjacent to their homes, 
although strictly speaking these plots are outside 
their homes and therefore they do not report 
that they work at home. In some countries, 
particularly in Africa, the question about place 
of work includes categories such as “Plantation/
fields/pond/river”, which were often selected 
by farmers and thus these farmers would not 
be recorded as home-based workers. However, 
where the processing of agricultural products 
takes place in the home (transforming milk into 
cheese or processing cassava into garri), their 
activities may be recorded as home-based.    

The employment of homeworkers by sector (figure 
2.9, lower panel) is significantly different from 
that of other home-based workers. Agriculture 
almost exclusively concerns other home-based 
workers (independent and contributing family 
home-based workers). Among homeworkers, the 
prevalence of services is even more pronounced 
at the global level (67 per cent) and in all regions 
except Eastern Asia, where industrial home work 
employed the majority of homeworkers. Home 
work in industry and services will be analysed in 
the following chapters of this report.

2.3.3. Home-based 
workers by education

Globally, home-based workers and homeworkers 
had a lower level of education than other workers, 
but this varies according to country-income level. 
The top pairs of bars in figure 2.10, which represent 
the entire world, show that 39 per cent of home-
based workers and 26 per cent of homeworkers 
have either no education or only primary 
education. The corresponding proportions are 
28 per cent and 16 per cent, respectively, for all 
workers and employees who work outside the 
home. By contrast, the proportion of workers with 

secondary and higher education are lower for 
home-based workers and homeworkers.  

This educational disadvantage does not hold 
for high-income countries, in which 40 per cent 
of  home-based workers and homeworkers had 
a tertiary education, compared to 34 per cent of 
non-home-based workers and 35 per cent of non-
home-based employees. 

A majority of all workers in low-income countries 
had low education levels:  67 per cent of home-
based workers had completed only primary 
schooling or less, but the number for those who 
work outside the home was similar at 70 per cent. 
The situation of home-based workers who are not 
employees (the majority of home-based workers 
in low-income countries) is similar.  In low-income 
countries, high-skilled, home-based work also 
exists although its importance is limited (only 
3 per cent of home-based workers had tertiary 
education). Likewise, in middle-income countries, 
home-based workers are less educated than 
other workers. 

Homeworkers (self-identified as employees, 
leaving out dependent contractors) are relatively 
more educated than other home-based workers. 
Figure 2.10 shows that 28 per cent of homeworkers 
had tertiary education, compared to 11 per cent of 
other home-based workers. At the other end of the 
education spectrum, 17 per cent of homeworkers 
worldwide had no education, compared to 27 per 
cent of other home-based workers. This pattern 
can be observed in all country categories: the 
share of workers with no education among other 
home-based workers is always higher than the 
share among homeworkers.

Education by gender among home-based workers 
depends upon country-income level. Though not 
shown in figure 2.10, in low-income and lower-
middle-income countries, 31 per cent of home-
based men had no education versus 50 per cent 
of home-based women. In upper-middle-income 
countries, the situation is reversed and there were 
more home-based men with no education than 
home-based women (32 versus 18 per cent) and 
more home-based women with tertiary education 
than home-based men (17 versus 11 per cent). 
In high-income countries, the educational 
advantage of women is even higher. Worldwide, 
home-based women workers had lower levels of 
education than men: 27 per cent of women had 
no education versus 22 per cent of men, while 13 
per cent of women had tertiary education versus 
16 per cent of men.
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 Figure 2.10. Distribution of home-based workers and homeworkers, 
by level of education and income group (%), 2019
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Note: The comparison group for home-based workers is workers in all labour market insertions 
(employees, self-employed, employers and unpaid family workers), for homeworkers it is non-home-based 
employees and for other home-based workers (independent and contributing family home-based workers) 
it is all workers other than employees.

Source: ILO calculations based on household surveys in 118 countries.

2.3.4. Home-based workers: 
hours worked per week

Figure 2.11 shows that only about one third of 
home-based workers worked “short hours” (less 
than 35 hours per week), while another third 
worked “normal hours” (35 to 48 hours) and the 
final third worked “long hours” (more than 48 hours 
per week). More non-home-based workers worked 
“normal hours” (42 versus 34 per cent for home-
based workers) and about the same proportion of 
them worked “long hours” (39 versus 37 per cent 
for home-based workers). Few non-home-based 
workers worked “short hours”. 

There are three possible reasons for these 
differences in hours worked per week:

 X workers who work from home do so precisely 
because they have more control over their time 
and how many hours they choose to work;

 X home-based workers need to balance unpaid 
care work and this does not allow them to work 
normal hours for pay; 

 X on a less positive note, many home-based 
workers either cannot get enough work or 
else get work in a very irregular way, with 
intermittent periods of no work and  too much 
work. 
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There is also a possible reason for bias in the other 
direction: since home-based workers often make 
less per hour than other workers, this could lead 
them to work more hours in order to attain target 
earnings. However, this does not appear to be 
supported by the aggregate numbers for home-
based workers. In any case, the distribution of 
hours suggests that for two thirds of homeworkers, 
home work is not a supplementary occupation but 
rather their main, full-time economic activity. 

More homeworkers worked “normal hours” than 
other home-based workers. This is not surprising 
since they declare themselves to be employees and 
are therefore more likely to have set hours. Fewer 
homeworkers work “short hours” and “long hours” 
than other home-based workers. The working 
hours of homeworkers were quite similar to those 
of employees who worked outside the home, 
except that slightly fewer homeworkers work “long 

hours” (26 versus 33 per cent) and slightly more 
work “short hours” (19 versus 16 per cent).  

Since hours worked by women and gender roles 
are closely related, it makes sense to compare 
hours for men and women. Fewer women worked 
“long hours” than men and more women worked 
“short hours” than men. A total of 22 per cent of 
home-based men worked more than 60 hours per 
week, compared to 13 per cent of women; while 
about 18 per cent of home-based women worked 
less than 20 hours per week, compared to 6 per 
cent of men.

Fewer female homeworkers also worked “normal 
hours” than male homeworkers. As with home-
based workers, this is due to fewer women working 
“long hours” and more women working “short 
hours” than men, because of the greater number 
of hours that women across the world dedicate to 
unpaid care work.25 

 Figure 2.11. Distribution of home-based workers and homeworkers, 
by hours worked per week and gender (%), 2019
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Note: The comparison group for homeworkers is employees who work outside the home.

Source: ILO calculations based on household surveys in 118 countries.
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Finally, in contrast with other home-based workers, 
about the same proportion of female homeworkers 
worked “normal hours” as other women employees 
(52 versus 51 per cent). In contrast, more male 
homeworkers worked “normal hours” than other 
male employees (58 versus 51 per cent). This is 
largely due to fewer male homeworkers working 
“long hours” (29 versus 37 per cent). 

Working hours and their distribution will be 
further investigated in this report. Meanwhile, 
it is clear that defining how long one works for 
pay is affected by the interplay between the 
hours of work carried out at home, the possibility 
of choosing these hours or intertwining them 
with unpaid care work, and the cultural norms 
establishing who is charged with taking care of 
the household.   

2.3.5. Home-based 
work and informality 

In low-income and middle-income countries,26 
almost all home-based workers (90 per cent), 
comprising both homeworkers (87 per cent) and 
other home-based workers (93 per cent) worked 
informally. Most non-home-based workers were 
also in informal employment,27 albeit to a lesser 
extent, especially for non-home-based employees 
(55 per cent). 

In low- and middle-income countries, the share 
of home-based workers in informal employment 
varies significantly by region. At one extreme are 
the Arab States, where virtually all home-based 
workers were informal. Informality was the lowest 
in Europe and Central Asia, where “only” 63 per 
cent of home-based workers were not registered 
(see figure 2.12).

Compared to home-based workers, those who 
work outside the home were less informal in 
all regions, although the magnitude of the 

difference depended on the region. For example, 
the difference was considerable in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, where only 52 per cent of 
those who work outside the home were informal, 
compared to 85 per cent of home-based workers. 
Similarly, in Europe and Central Asia only 32 per 
cent of those who work outside the home were 
informal versus 63 per cent of home-based 
workers. In Asia and the Pacific, by contrast, the 
difference was modest because both figures were 
very high (92 versus 85 per cent). 

Homeworkers face lower informality rates 
than other home-based workers, though again 
the difference varies by region. For example, 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, 60 per 
cent of homeworkers worked in the informal 
economy versus 87 per cent for other home-
based workers. But even homeworkers suffered 
from considerably higher informality than their 
comparison group, non-home-based employees. 
In Africa and Asia and the Pacific, for example, 
86 and 94 per cent of homeworkers were in the 
informal economy, respectively, as opposed to 63 
and 68 per cent of other employees. 

In low-income and 
middle-income 
countries, almost 
all home-based 
workers (90 per 
cent) worked 
informally
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In all low- and middle-income countries, 
women home-based workers suffer more from 
informality than men (informality by gender is not 
shown in figure 2.12). This was true in all regions, 
most strikingly in Europe and Central Asia, where 
78 per cent of home-based women were informal 
versus only 35 per cent of men. Globally, 92 per 
cent of women working at home were informal 
versus 88 per cent of men. 

Women homeworkers were also informal to a 
larger extent than men, again in all regions of the 
world, again most strikingly in Europe and Central 
Asia, where 64 per cent of women homeworkers 
were unregistered versus only 11 per cent of 
men. Taking all regions together, 83 of men 
homeworkers worked informally versus 90 per 
cent of women.

 Figure 2.12. Share of home-based workers in informal employment in low 
and middle-income countries (excluding China), by region (%), 2019

Source: ILO calculations based on household surveys in 69 low- and middle-income countries (excluding China).
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2.3.6. Home-based work and 
workers with disabilities 

Home work provides workers with disabilities with 
mixed opportunities. On the one hand, working 
from home may allow workers with disabilities to 
work from a space that is more adapted to their 
needs, given that public spaces, factories, stores 
and offices still lag behind in accommodating 
the needs of people with disabilities. On the 
other hand, working from home may compound 
invisibilities. The home is by definition removed 

from the public sphere and there is a risk that 
people with disabilities who work from home will 
be out of sight and out of mind. 

There appears to be little doubt that home-
based work and home work provide workers 
with disabilities with more opportunities than 
work outside the home. In all seven labour 
force surveys that had questions allowing the 
identification of both disabilities and place of work 
used in this report, the proportion of workers with 
disabilities working from home outstrips that of 
workers with no disabilities, sometimes by wide 
margins.

Working from 
home is likely to 
be positive for 
workers with 
disabilities if it is 
indeed a choice 
and not the only 
option left open 
by a society 
that ignores 
or dismisses 
their needs
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The difference between home-based workers with 
disabilities and those without disabilities ranges 
from a modest 0.8, 1.8 and 3.7 percentage points 
in Egypt, Zimbabwe and Lebanon, respectively, 
to a very considerable 6.7, 7.7 and 11 percentage 
points in Ghana, Costa Rica and Mongolia. In 
Rwanda, Costa Rica and Mongolia, the percentage 
of workers with disabilities working from home is 
almost double that of those with no disabilities.

Home-based workers with disabilities do not 
need to navigate transportation systems, which 

are often designed without their needs in mind, 
to get to work.  Their workspace is more likely to 
be adapted to their disability than a workspace 
in an anonymous factory, office or store. These 
differences in accessibility are likely to explain 
the gaps in figure 2.13 and also make home 
work a more attractive option. On the other 
hand, leaving home for work is an opportunity 
to socialize and staying at home to work may 
increase the isolation already faced by workers 
with disabilities. 

 Figure 2.13.  Percentage of home-based workers, by disability condition
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The promise and risks of home-based work for 
workers with disabilities is further exemplified 
by responses from a survey of crowdworkers 
carried out by the ILO. An Amazon Mechanical 
Turk crowdworker in India stated that the reason 
she chose to work from home was that she was 
“disabled due to spinal cord injury and [had] 
limited mobility”. Also poignant were the words 
of a clickworker in the United Kingdom:  

“I have Autism Spectrum Disorder 
which limits my social skills and 
ability to interact with others. 
By working from home these 
problems do not affect my ability 
to complete tasks successfully.”28 

In short, as with so many labour market situations, 
working from home is likely to be positive for 
workers with disabilities if it is indeed a choice 
and not the only option left open by a society that 
ignores or dismisses their needs.

A related issue is that of caretakers for people 
with serious disabilities. Attending to a seriously 
disabled person, particularly with limited help 
from the state, often means that the caretaker 
cannot be absent from the home for extended 
periods of time. While this report presents 
no labour force survey statistics on the issue, 
these results are evident in an ILO crowdworker 
survey.29 A total of 10 per cent of male and almost 
30 per cent of female crowdworkers stated that 
the main reason they stayed at home was “Caring 

for children, a disabled person or an elderly adult”.  
While many were caring for young children with 
no disabilities, several were caring for people 
with disabilities. In the words of a Serbian 
crowdworker: “I have a sick child (autism and 
cancer) and he needs all day care”. Home-based 
work and home work allow these caretakers to 
make money and still provide care. 

2.3.7. Home-based work 
and child labour 

Historically, child labour has been prominent in 
home-based work, a phenomenon that persists 
to the present day (see figure 2.14). In all six 
countries covered, the percentage of child labour 
among children in households with at least one 
adult home-based worker is always higher – 
sometimes substantially so – than among children 
in households with no adult home-based workers. 
While definitely regrettable, this result is not 
unexpected. 

The data reveal that some of the incidence is 
associated with children who are 15 years or 
older and thus likely above the minimum age in 
their country; nonetheless, there are children 
engaged in home-based work under the age of 
15.  Furthermore, some common homeworking 
activities, such as beedi rolling, are considered 
hazardous as they involve the manipulation of 
tobacco leaves. 

Descriptive statistics are the objective of this 
section and thus the numbers do not reveal the 
full context.  This issue will be further addressed 
in Chapter 5.   

	X Working from home: From invisibility to decent work45



 Figure 2.14. Percentage of children working, by presence in 
household of adult home-based workers, selected countries

Source: ILO calculations based on household surveys

Historically, child 
labour has been 
prominent in 
home-based work, 
a phenomenon 
that persists to 
the present day
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	X 2.4  Identified and probable homeworkers

The previous sections provide an overview 
of the global and regional situation of 
homeworkers around the world based on 
questionnaires that correspond to ICSE-93.

 As such, the estimates leave out workers 
who report their status as own-account 
workers or employers yet fall under the 
scope of Convention No. 177 because 
they are in a dependent relationship with 
their client, who controls the work being 
carried out. Currently, most national 
surveys do not include the questions 
needed to identify such probable but not 
identified homeworkers. As countries 
adapt their household surveys to reflect 
the recommendations of ICSE-18, these 
estimates will become more accurate. 

This section focuses on two countries – 
Mexico and Argentina – whose surveys 
include questions that allow proxy 
measurements of “probable homeworkers” 
and therefore provide for a more complete 
estimation of total homeworkers. It 
also provides an estimate of probable 
homeworkers for India using a different 
approach. The objective is to compare the 
characteristics of probable homeworkers 
with those of workers identified by standard 
questions (referred to here as “identified 
homeworkers”) in order to assess the 
importance of their undercounting in labour 
force surveys. 

In Mexico and Argentina, probable but not 
identified homeworkers were defined as 
workers who, during the reference period, 
reported themselves as “own-account 
workers” or “employers”, who worked in 
their own home or in a place attached to 
their home and worked for only one client 
(see Annex 4, figure 2.A.2).30 While some of 
these workers may not be in an employment 
relationship (and some may even be in a 
dependent relationship with two clients), 

the case study literature suggests that 
single-client home-based workers are 
often in a dependent relationship with 
the client and hence could be considered 
as homeworkers. Overwhelmingly, their 
work is carried out within a set time frame 
under the specifications of an employer or 
intermediary, who also specifies quality and 
price. 

The Indian Periodic Labour Force Survey 
contains no questions on number of clients, 
but the case study literature suggests that 
probable homeworkers can be identified 
through questions about the sector of work.  
The literature on home-based workers in the 
beedi or embroidery industry indicates that 
these workers have relationships that are 
akin to employment. Therefore, probable 
homeworkers were defined as workers 
who, during the reference period, reported 
themselves as “own account workers” 
or “employers” who worked in their own 
home or in a place attached to their home 
and worked in beedi manufacturing or 
embroidery (see Annex 4, figure 2.A.3).31

The effect of including 
probable homeworkers 
in Argentina, Mexico 
and India 

Based on the data obtained from Mexico, 
Argentina and India, the under-reporting 
of homeworkers is a phenomenon whose 
magnitude differs from place to place. 
In Mexico, for example, reclassifying 
home-based own account workers or 
employers working for only one client 
resulted in a 19 per cent increase in the 
number of homeworkers. In Argentina, 
the reclassification resulted in a 13 per cent 
increase in the number of homeworkers. 
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But it is in India that the numbers are impressive. 
According to the Periodic Labour Force Survey, 
there were about 35 million home-based workers 
representing 9.8 per cent of employment in 2018, 
of whom 3.1 million were identified homeworkers.  

When 2.35 million home-based beedi rollers and 
almost 800,000 home-based embroiderers are 
recast as probable homeworkers,32 the increase 
in the number of homeworkers is a dramatic 201 
per cent (see figure 2.15).

 Figure 2.15. The effect of adding probable homeworkers to 
the total number of homeworkers, Mexico, Argentina and India

Note: There are 2,651,611 and 869,614 home-based beedi and embroidery workers, respectively, according 
to the 2017/2018 Periodic Labour Force Survey, using Prof G. Raveendran’s procedure for calculating 
weights. The numbers in the first row are slightly lower because some beedi rollers and embroiderers 
declared themselves as employees and are thus included under identified and not probable homeworkers.

Source: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey; Mexico, National Household Survey; Argentina, Permanent 
Household Survey.
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These probable homeworkers had different 
characteristics than previously identif ied 
homeworkers: they tended to be female, older, 
worked less hours and were more often engaged 
in industry. As such, their inclusion shifted the 
distribution of homeworkers. 

In terms of gender, probable and identified 
homeworkers had similar profiles in Mexico, 
but quite different ones in Argentina and India. 

Probable homeworkers were more likely to be 
male in Argentina, but the numbers there are 
not impressive. In India, probable homeworkers  
were overwhelmingly female and their inclusion 
as homeworkers changes home work from a 
predominantly male to a predominantly female 
activity (see figure 2.16). A total of 80 per cent of 
identified homeworkers in India were men, but 
with the inclusion of probable homeworkers that 
percentage drops to 34 per cent.

 Figure 2.16. Homeworkers (identified and probable) 
by gender (%), Argentina, Mexico and India

Note: Total = identified + probable.

Source:  India, Periodic Labour Force Survey; Mexico, National Household Survey; Argentina, Permanent 
Household Survey.
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 Figure 2.17. Homeworkers (identified and probable) by 
age group (%), Argentina, Mexico and India

Note: Total = identified + probable.

Source:  India, Periodic Labour Force Survey; Mexico, National Household Survey; Argentina, Permanent 
Household Survey.

These probable homeworkers were also older 
on average than their identified counterparts 
in all three countries (see figure 2.17). This was 
especially the case in Argentina, where 69 per cent 
of probable homeworkers were over 35 years old, 
compared to 48 per cent of previously identified 
homeworkers.
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Probable homeworkers also worked shorter 
hours than identified homeworkers (see figure 
2.18). For example, in India, 38 per cent of 
probable homeworkers worked less than 35 
hours, compared to only 5 per cent of identified 
homeworkers, while only 27 per cent worked 
more than 49 hours, compared to 77 per cent of 
identified homeworkers.

 Figure 2.18. Homeworkers (identified and probable) by 
weekly hours categories (%), Argentina, Mexico and India

Note: Total = identified + probable.

Source:  India, Periodic Labour Force Survey; Mexico, National Household Survey; Argentina, Permanent 
Household Survey.
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 Figure 2.19. Homeworkers (identified and probable) by 
occupation (%), Argentina, Mexico and India

Note: Total = identified + probable.

Source:  India, Periodic Labour Force Survey; Mexico, National Household Survey; Argentina, Permanent 
Household Survey.

Probable homeworkers also differed from 
identified ones with respect to the occupations 
they performed (figures 2.18). The profiles are 
the same in Argentina, but in Mexico and India 
probable homeworkers are overwhelmingly 
in crafts and related trades whereas identified 
homeworkers are spread across all occupations.
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	X 2.5 Working from home 
and the COVID-19 pandemic

One of the responses to the COVID-19 pandemic has been the 
massive increase in the number of people working from home.

Although there have been initiatives 
responding to the COVID-19 pandemic 
involving industrial homeworkers (they 
will be discussed at the end of the section), 
most of the discussion has been about the 
increase in teleworking as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Prior to the pandemic, 
survey data reveal that teleworking was 
relatively limited.33

In the United States, according to the 
American Time Use Survey, 29 per cent of 
wage and salary workers could work from 
home, but only 4 per cent replied that they 
had jobs that required them to do so.34  
In France, 3 per cent of salaried workers 
teleworked once a week and just 0.9 per 
cent did so three days or more per week. 
Moreover, the practice was mainly limited 
to managerial and professional staff.35

The ILO estimates presented in this chapter 
that state that home-based work accounts 
for 7.9 per cent of the world’s workforce 
date from 2019, before the COVID-19 
pandemic that shut down most parts of 
the world and led to an unprecedented 
experiment in working from home. As a 
result, working from home went from a 
practice that was widely discussed – but not 
so commonly practiced – to something that 
large segments of the working population 

were doing or at least attempting to do.  
Since the beginning of the pandemic, there 
has been a remarkable volume of research 
on the potential for home-based work as a 
crisis response. 

At the onset of the COVID-19 lockdown, 
the ILO estimated that approximately 
15–18 per cent of the world’s employed 
population could work from home, with 
figures ranging from one in three workers 
in Northern America and Europe to one in 
six in sub-Saharan Africa.36 As this report is 
being written, labour force survey data are 
beginning to confirm elevated percentages 
of both home-based work and home work. 

In Brazil, 13 per cent of workers interviewed 
in a special round of the National Household 
Sample Survey declared in May 2020 that 
they were working from home to avoid 
getting ill or because of lockdowns. A total 
of 25 per cent of these were professionals, 
19 per cent were teachers and 8 per cent 
were managers. By comparison, only 
5 per cent of the total workforce were 
professionals, 4 per cent were teachers and 
3 per cent were managers. Therefore, the 
type of occupation influences not only who 
can potentially work from home but also 
who can effectively do so.   
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In the Italian Labour Force Survey, an estimate can be made 
of home work in March 2020 (it is an estimate because 
the survey covers the 1st quarter of 2020 and not March 
exclusively): 13 per cent of workers were home-based workers 
and 8 per cent were homeworkers, compared to 4 and 1 per 
cent, respectively, in the 4th quarter of 2019. About 50 per 
cent of these homeworkers were in professional and another 
25 per cent in technical occupations; the corresponding 
figures among all workers are 15 and 18 per cent. 

In India, the Department of Telecommunications has given IT 
workers an exemption that allows them to work from home. 
This has led to 90 per cent of India’s 4.3 million strong IT 
workforce shifting to full-time telework.37 

But teleworking is not the only response to the pandemic 
that involves homeworkers. In some countries, homeworkers 
have organized to produce personal protective equipment 
for local use much faster than industries. The Sindicato Unico 
de la Aguja in Uruguay organized reusable mask production 
among its homeworking members, completing 30,000 masks 
for the Montevideo Police Union, 20,000 for the judiciary 
to be used in trials and hearings, another 100,000 for the 
Montevideo municipal government and 300 kits containing 
surgical robes, masks, caps and shoes for the country’s air 
force.38  The non-profit research and advocacy group WIEGO 
(Women in Informal Employment Globalizing and Organizing) 
has documented similar instances of how home-based 
workers in Bulgaria, Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda and Uzbekistan, 
have responded to mask requirements by pulling together, 
usually through self-help groups or cooperatives, to produce 
masks for sale in local markets.39 At the same time, there also 
indications that many home-based workers, especially those 
involved in the production of products for export markets, 
have been affected by the cancellation of orders in global 
supply chains and the shutting down of factories.40 

As new surveys become available, statistics on both 
teleworking and industrial home-based work will more clearly 
reveal the extent of working from home as a mitigation 
measure for dealing with the pandemic and its lockdowns, 
as well as the impact of the economic crisis on home-based 
workers.

Prior to the 
COVID-19 
pandemic, survey 
data reveal that 
teleworking was 
relatively limited
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	X 2.6 Conclusion

Sorting out who is and who is not a homeworker using 
labour force surveys is not a straightforward task.

Labour force and other household surveys 
have not been structured in the best 
way to identify homeworkers or even 
home-based workers. Although most – 
but far from all – labour force surveys 
include a “place of work” question, the 
wording of such questions could be made 
more consistent and complementary 
questions that can probe the nature of the 
employment relationship are also needed. 

The ICSE-18 will bring about improvements 
in the classification of employment status, 
but it has not yet been implemented.  It is 
expected that, by providing a wider array 
of employment status classifications, the 
ICSE-18 will more comprehensively capture 
dependency in work relationships. More 
accurate statistics can help to advocate 
for regulatory and other policy changes 
that protect homeworkers and to monitor 
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trends in employment and working conditions.  
Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind 
that statistical definitions do not supersede 
legal definitions, which are the basis for worker 
rights. Until the widespread implementation of 
the ICSE-18, it is worth reiterating the existing 
limitations of the statistical identification of 
home work. To begin with, many home-based 
workers may not self-identify as workers and may 
therefore be counted as inactive in labour force 
surveys.  In addition, they may not understand 
the concept of employment status and may be 
unregistered, working without a written contract 
or in other informal employment arrangements.  
Therefore, even when they do self-identify as 
economically active, they may self-report as 
own-account workers because they do not see 
themselves as employees and are not treated as 
such, even if the nature of their work relationship 
falls under Convention No. 177. The question 
on number of clients allows many such home-
based workers to be reclassified as probable 
homeworkers, but even this question is imperfect 
(and not widely used). Some own-account 
workers with a single client may be independent, 
whereas some homeworkers with two clients 
may have subordinate relationships with both 
clients and may be a probable employee with 
two jobs. Nevertheless, the use of this question 
sheds light on probable homeworkers and 
reveals how they are different from identified 
homeworkers. Overall, it is fair to say that the 
estimates of home-based workers presented in 
this chapter are more accurate than those for 
homeworkers, which should be considered as a 
lower bound estimate. Despite these difficulties, 
the 118 available household surveys with “place 

of work” questions provide a picture of a far 
larger workforce in home-based work than had 
previously been recognized. They also point to 
many policy-relevant findings.  

The most striking characteristic that jumps 
out from the statistics is that women are over-
represented in home-based work. Gender roles 
are a defining issue when home is the workplace. 
A second striking characteristic is informality. 
Except in high-income countries, where 
informality is low and rarely measured, home-
based workers and homeworkers are much more 
likely to be informal than those who work outside 
the home. Home-based work also appears to 
provide greater opportunities for workers with 
disabilities. It is also associated with greater child 
labour, including for children under 14. 

Other important takeaways are that there are 
differences among countries. The educational 
profile of homeworkers in high-income countries 
differs from their profile in low and middle-
income countries; the former are more highly 
educated (relative to their non-home-based 
peers) than the latter. Home-based workers 
and homeworkers are disproportionately more 
numerous in services, but this is not the case in all 
regions. In South Asia and East Asia, work in the 
industrial sector is more prevalent among home-
based workers and homeworkers than among 
those who work outside their homes.

Following the wide-ranging statistical overview 
provided in this chapter, the next two chapters 
will delve deeper into industrial and service-
based home work, their evolution over time and 
in different places and the nature of such work.  
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	X Annex 1. Surveys included in Chapter 2

Household surveys (76 countries/territories)

Albania  Labour Force Survey, 2013

Angola  Integrated Population Welfare Survey, 2009

Argentina  Permanent Household Survey, 2018

Austria  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Bangladesh  Labour Force Survey, 2017

Benin  Modular Integrated Household Survey, 2011

Bolivia (Plurinational State of) Household Survey, 2017

Bosnia and Herzegovina  Labour Force Survey, 2019 

Brazil  National Household Sample Survey, 2018

Brunei Darussalam  Labour Force Survey, 2014

Burundi  Household Survey, 2014

Cambodia  Labour Force Survey, 2012

Chile  National Employment Survey, 2018

Colombia  Global Integrated Household Survey, 2018

Comoros  Employment and Informal Sector Survey, 2014

Congo  Employment and Informal Sector Survey, 2009

Cook Islands  Labour Force Survey, 2019

Costa Rica  National Household Survey, 2018

Côte d’Ivoire  Labour Force Survey, 2016

Democratic Republic of the Congo  Employment and Informal Sector Survey, 2012

Dominican Republic  Permanent Labour Force Survey, 2018

Ecuador  National Employment, Unemployment and Underemployment  
 Survey, 2019

Egypt Labour Force Survey, 2017

El Salvador  Multipurpose Household Survey, 2018

Ethiopia  Labour Force Survey, 2013

Fiji  Employment and Unemployment Survey, 2016

Gambia  Labour Force Survey, 2012

Georgia  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Ghana  Labour Force Survey, 2015

Guatemala  National Employment and Income Survey, 2018 (Q2)

Guinea  Integrated Regional Employment and Informal Sector Survey, 2019
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Guyana  Labour Force Survey, 2017

Haiti  Household Survey, 2012

India  Employment and Unemployment Survey, 2018

Indonesia  National Labour Force Survey, 2018 (Q3)

Jamaica  Labour Force Survey, 2014

Jordan  Labour Market Panel Survey JLMPS, 2016

Kyrgyzstan  Labour Force Survey, 2017

Lao People’s Democratic Republic  Labour Force Survey, 2017

Liberia  Labour Force Survey, 2010

Madagascar  National Employment and Informal Sector Survey, 2015

Malawi  Labour Force Survey, 2013

Mali  Modular Permanent Household Survey, 2018

Mauritania  Integrated Regional Employment and Informal Sector Survey, 2017

Mauritius  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Mexico  Labour Force Survey, 2019 (Q2)

Mongolia  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Myanmar  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Namibia  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Nepal  Labour Force Survey, 2017

Niger  Integrated Regional Employment and Informal Sector Survey, 2017

Pakistan  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Panama  Labour Market Survey, 2018

Republic of Moldova  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Republic of Korea Labour and Income Panel Survey, 2016

Rwanda  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Samoa  Labour Force Survey, 2017

Senegal  National Employment Survey, 2015

Serbia  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Seychelles  Labour Force Survey, 2019 (Q2)

Sudan  Labour Force Survey, 2011

Thailand  Informal Employment Survey, 2018

Timor-Leste  Labour Force Survey, 2013

Togo  Integrated Regional Employment and Informal Sector Survey, 2017

Tonga  Labour Force Survey, 2018

Trinidad and Tobago  Continuous Sample Survey of Population, 2016

Tunisia  Labour Market Panel Survey, 2014
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Turkey  Labour Force Survey, 2017

Uganda  Labour Force and Child Labour Survey, 2017

United Kingdom  Labour Force Survey, 2018

United Republic of Tanzania  Labour Force Survey, 2014

Uruguay  Permanent Household Survey, 2018

Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of) Household Sample Survey, 2017

Yemen  Labour Force Survey, 2014

Zambia  Labour Force Survey, 2017

Zimbabwe  Labour Force Survey, 2014

European Labour Force Survey, 2017 (28 countries/territories)

Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, 
Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland.

ISSP 2015 (11 countries/territories)

Australia, China, Israel, Japan, New Zealand, Philippines, Russian Federation, South Africa, Suriname, 
Taiwan (China), United States.

EU Working Conditions Survey, 2015 (3 countries/territories)

Germany, Montenegro, North Macedonia.
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	X Annex 2. Classification of countries/territories by 
income group (per capita gross national income)

Developing (low-
income: $1,005 
or less) 
Afghanistan
Benin
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Central African Republic 
Chad 
Comoros
Democratic People’s  
Republic of Korea
Democratic Republic of 
the Congo
Eritrea 
Ethiopia
Gambia 
Guinea 
Guinea-Bissau 
Haiti 
Liberia 
Madagascar 
Malawi
Mali 
Mozambique 
Nepal 
Niger
Rwanda
Senegal
Sierra Leone
Somalia
Togo 
Uganda 
United Republic of 
Tanzania
Zimbabwe 

Emerging 
(middle-income/ 
lower-middle-
income: $1,006 
to $3,955) 
Angola
Armenia 
Bangladesh
Bhutan
Bolivia (Plurinational 
State of)
Cabo Verde
Cambodia
Cameroon
Congo
Côte d’Ivoire
Djibouti
Egypt
El Salvador
Eswatini
Georgia
Ghana
Guatemala
Honduras
India
Indonesia
Jordan
Kenya
Kyrgyzstan
Lao People’s     
Democratic Republic 
Lesotho 
Mauritania
Mongolia
Morocco
Myanmar
Nicaragua
Nigeria

Occupied Palestinian 
Territory 
Pakistan
Papua New Guinea 
Philippines
Republic of Moldova
Sao Tome and Principe
Solomon Islands
Sri Lanka
Sudan
Syrian Arab Republic
Tajikistan
Timor-Leste
Tunisia
Ukraine
Uzbekistan
Vanuatu
Viet Nam
Western Sahara
Yemen
Zambia 

Emerging 
(upper-middle-
income: $3,956 
to $12,235) 
Albania
Algeria 
Argentina
Azerbaijan
Belarus
Belize
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Botswana 
Brazil
Bulgaria
China
Colombia
Costa Rica

Croatia
Cuba
Dominican Republic
Ecuador 
Equatorial Guinea
Fiji
Gabon
Guyana 
Iran 
(Islamic Republic of)
Iraq
Jamaica
Kazakhstan 
Lebanon
Libya
Malaysia 
Maldives
Mauritius
Mexico
Montenegro 
Namibia
North Macedonia
Panama
Paraguay
Peru
Romania
Russian Federation 
Saint Lucia 
Saint Vincent and the  
Grenadines 
Samoa
Serbia
South Africa 
Suriname
Thailand
Tonga
Turkey
Turkmenistan 
Venezuela (Bolivarian 
Republic of)
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Developed 
(high-income: 
$12,236 or more) 
Australia
Austria
Bahamas
Bahrain
Barbados
Belgium
Brunei Darussalam
Canada 
Channel Islands 
Chile
Cyprus
Czechia 

Denmark 
Estonia 
Finland
France
French Polynesia
Germany
Greece
Guam
Hong Kong (China
Hungary
Iceland
Ireland
Israel
Italy
Japan
Kuwait

Latvia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Macau (China)
Malta
Netherlands
New Caledonia
New Zealand
Norway
Oman
Poland
Portugal
Puerto Rico
Qatar
Republic of Korea
Saudi Arabia

Singapore
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
Taiwan (China)
Trinidad and Tobago
United Arab Emirates
United Kingdom
United States
United States Virgin 
Islands 
Uruguay 
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	X Annex 3. Classification of countries/territories by 
region

Africa 
Northern Africa 
Algeria
Egypt
Libya
Morocco
Sudan
Tunisia 
Western Sahara 

Sub-Saharan Africa 

Central Africa 
Angola
Cameroon
Central African Republic
Chad
Congo
Democratic
Republic of the Congo
Equatorial Guinea
Gabon
Sao Tome and Principe

Eastern Africa 
Burundi 
Comoros 
Djibouti
Eritrea
Eswatini 
Ethiopia
Kenya 

Madagascar 
Malawi 
Mauritius 
Mozambique 
Rwanda 
Somalia 
Uganda 
United Republic of 
Tanzania
Zambia 
Zimbabwe 

Southern Africa
Botswana 
Lesotho 
Namibia 
South Africa 

Western Africa 
Benin
Burkina Faso 
Cabo Verde 
Côte d’Ivoire 
Gambia 
Ghana
Guinea 
Guinea-Bissau 
Liberia
Mali 
Mauritania 
Niger
Nigeria 
Senegal
Sierra Leone 
Togo 

Americas 
Latin America And 
The Caribbean 

The Caribbean 
Bahamas
Barbados
Cuba
Dominican Republic
Haiti
Jamaica
Puerto Rico
Saint Lucia
Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines 
Trinidad and Tobago
United States Virgin 
Islands 

Central America 
Belize 
Costa Rica 
El Salvador 
Guatemala 
Honduras
Mexico 
Nicaragua 
Panama 

South America 
Argentina
Bolivia (Plurinational 
State of) 
Brazil 
Chile

Colombia
Ecuador
Guyana
Paraguay
Peru
Suriname
Uruguay
Venezuela (Bolivarian 
Republic of) 

Northern America 
Canada 
United States 

Arab States 
Bahrain
Iraq
Jordan
Kuwait
Lebanon
Occupied Palestinian 
Territory 
Oman 
Qatar
Saudi Arabia
Syrian Arab Republic
United Arab Emirates
Yemen 
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Asia and the 
Pacific 
Eastern Asia 
China
Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea
Hong Kong (China)
Japan
Macau (China)
Mongolia
Republic of Korea
Taiwan (China) 

South-Eastern Asia 
and The Pacific 

Pacific Islands 
Australia 
Fiji 
French Polynesia 
Guam 
New Caledonia 
New Zealand 
Papua New Guinea 
Samoa
Solomon Islands 
Tonga
Vanuatu 

South-Eastern Asia 
Brunei Darussalam
Cambodia 
Indonesia
Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic 
Malaysia
Myanmar
Philippines 
Singapore 
Thailand 
Timor-Leste 
Viet Nam 

Southern Asia 
Afghanistan 
Bangladesh 
Bhutan 
India 
Iran (Islamic Republic of)
Maldives
Nepal
Pakistan 
Sri Lanka 

Europe and 
Central Asia 

Central and 
Western Asia 

Central Asia 
Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Tajikistan
Turkmenistan
Uzbekistan 

Western Asia 
Armenia 
Azerbaijan 
Cyprus 
Georgia 
Israel 
Turkey 

Eastern Europe
Belarus
Bulgaria
Czechia 
Hungary
Poland
Republic of Moldova
Romania
Russian Federation 
Slovakia
Ukraine 

Northern, Southern 
and Western Europe 

Northern Europe 
Channel Islands 
Denmark 
Estonia
Finland
Iceland
Ireland
Latvia 
Lithuania 
Norway
Sweden
United Kingdom 

Southern Europe 
Albania
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Croatia
Greece
Italy
Malta 
Montenegro 
North Macedonia
Portugal 
Serbia 
Slovenia 
Spain 

Northern, Southern 
and Western Europe 
Austria
Belgium 
France 
Germany 
Luxembourg
Netherlands
Switzerland
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	X Annex 4. Identifying homeworkers through labour 
force surveys

For its global estimates of home-based workers 
and homeworkers, the ILO used national 
household surveys of 118 countries.  To identify 
home-based workers and homeworkers, two 
questions are combined: the first question 
identifies persons who usually work at home 

(“place of work”) and the second question 
identif ies whether they are employees, 
employers, own-account workers or contributing 
family workers (“status in employment”). Figure 
2.A.1 is a flowchart illustrating how the estimate 
is derived for each survey.

Argentina and Mexico

In Argentina, the 2019 Permanent Household 
Survey (Encuesta Permanente de Hogares, ECH) 
was used; in Mexico, it was the 2019 Labour 
Force Survey (Encuesta de Ocupación y Empleo, 
ENOE), 4th quarter. For these two countries, a 
more accurate estimate of homeworkers was 
produced that, in addition to all employees who 

work at home, included all “own account workers” 
and “employers” who work at home and who 
work for only one client. The questions used in 
Mexico and Argentina are similar and are asked 
to all persons who reported that they were “own 
account workers” or “employers”, as follows:

 Figure 2.A.1 Estimating home-based workers and 
homeworkers using labour force surveys
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Mexico
Do you offer your products or services to ... 

1. A single enterprise, business or an 
intermediary? 

2. Several enterprises, businesses or 
intermediaries?

3. The public directly? 

4. Do you produce farm products for own 
consumption?

5. Do not know 

Argentina
This business/enterprise/activity usually works for …

6. Only one client? (person, enterprise)

7. Various clients? (includes public in general)

There is an additional question that inquires 
whether the client is a household or an enterprise.  
Only those who work at their own home are 
considered, therefore domestic workers are 
excluded. On the other hand, a seamstress who 
works from her home sewing clothes for one 
single family is considered a homeworker. The 
way the various variables are combined to arrive 
at the number of homeworkers is illustrated in 
figure 2.A.2.

 Figure 2.A.2 How variables are combined to estimate 
homeworkers in Argentina and Mexico
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India
In India, the 2018 Employment and Unemployment 
Survey (Periodic Labour Force Survey) was used. 
Persons who manufacture beedi cigarettes or 
who are engaged in embroidery, in their own 
home or in a place attached to their homes, are 
well known to be working under homeworking 
arrangements. However, many of these 
workers report to be “own account workers” 
or “employers” and therefore are excluded as 

homeworkers when only self-reported employees 
are considered, as was the case in the estimates 
produced in Chapter 2 (using figure 2.A.1 as 
the basis for identification). For India, a more 
accurate estimate of homeworkers was produced 
that, in addition to employees who work at 
home, also included “own account workers” and 
“employers” who reported working at home and 
that their industry was “beedi” manufacturing 
or “embroidery”. The combination of variables is 
illustrated in figure 2.A.3.

 Figure 2.A.3 How variables are combined 
to estimate homeworkers in India
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The putting-out system proved hardier than might have been expected. 
It dragged on unconscionably in those trades where the technological 
advantage of power machinery was still small (as in weaving) or where 
the home artisan could build a rudimentary power device (as in nail-
making and other light metalwork). And it often survived in symbiosis 
with the factory; many manufacturers found it profitable to install only 
so much machinery as would supply a conservatively estimated normal 
demand, relying on a reserve pool of dispersed labour for additional 
output in time of prosperity.1

	X Working from home: From invisibility to decent work71



In much economic theory, home work 
and specifically industrial outwork or the 
“putting-out” system was considered a pre-
industrial form of production that would 
disappear with economic progress.  Yet this 
did not occur. Rather, home work endured, 
evolving along with industrial and post-
industrial advances, in concert with other 
changes in the world of work and societies, 
including social conventions. This pattern 
can be found in all regions of the world – 
from the most industrialized countries, to 
countries where industrial activities are still 
an underdeveloped feature of the economy, 
to so-called post-industrial countries. Home 
work is thus a form of production that has 
survived several industrial and technological 
revolutions. And while the magnitude of its 
use fluctuates, it has grown both in times of 
economic expansion and in times of crisis.2 

Unlike in Chapter 2, where statistics on 
home-based work are presented, this 
chapter is focused on home work, as 
defined by the Home Work Convention, 
1996 (No. 177). As explained in Chapter 1, 
this definition includes “work carried out 
by a person … (i) in his or her home or in 
other premises of his or her choice, other 
than the workplace of the employer; (ii) for 
remuneration; (iii) which results in a product 
or service as specified by the employer, 
irrespective of who provides the equipment, 
materials or other inputs used” (Article 1); 
it does not extend to persons who have 
“the degree of autonomy and of economic 
independence necessary to be considered as 
independent workers under national laws, 
regulations or court decisions”. Moreover, 
this chapter concerns the development and 
presence of home work in the production 
of goods, which for simplicity is referred to 
as “industrial home work”. It begins with a 
discussion of home work production before 
the factory system (proto-industrial) and 
then turns to analysing its development as 
part of the factory system. Home work in 
services is the subject of Chapter 4.

What is clear in the experience of home 
work in both manufacturing and services 
is that home work persists whenever, and 
wherever: (1) the production process can 
be disassembled into discrete tasks, (2) the 
capital needed for production – sewing 
machines, personal computers – is accessible 
at a relatively low cost, and (3) there is an 
available labour force.  The availability 
of this labour force – often women who 
combine home work with domestic and 
care responsibilities – is highly dependent 
on gender roles in both the household and 
society. 

Industrial home work is most associated 
with the production of clothing and much 
of the literature on home work is on the 
apparel industry.  In 2019, the global apparel 
industry was valued at over US$1 trillion, 
with world exports amounting to US$0.5 
trillion.3 Bangladesh, China, India, Indonesia, 
Turkey and Viet Nam are the world’s top 
apparel exporters, directly employing 15 
million (registered) workers.4  The continued 
importance of homeworking in the apparel 
industry stems from the labour-intensive 
production process, which imposes limits 
on what can be automated.  The constantly 
evolving nature of fashion and the consumer 
desire for uniqueness means there will 
always be a need for someone to hand-stitch 
beads or embroidery, and to do so quickly.  
As noted by one scholar writing about 
the apparel industry, “economies of scale 
become secondary to economies of timing”.5

Nevertheless, it would be incorrect to 
think that home work is limited to apparel 
production.  It is used for the production of 
many other consumer goods, from artificial 
flowers to electronic assembly to stitching 
footballs, and is also prominent in the 
production of handicrafts.6 This chapter will 
highlight some of these other uses.   
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	X 3.1 The long and enduring 
history of home work

For most of history, the production of goods took 
place in the home, usually for family consumption, 
though homemade goods were sometimes bartered 
or sold for the consumption of other goods. 

In Europe, as well as in China and India, 
home-based production was f irmly 
established on a par with production in 
workshops before the industrial revolution.7  
During the transition from feudalism to 
factory industrialization in Europe between 
the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
domestic industries began to integrate 
home work into their production, thereby 
transforming the nature of home-based 
production.8 As such, the emergence of 
home work in Europe during this time was 
primarily demand-driven, in some cases 
stemming from the development of a world 
market for the goods being produced.9  But 
labour supply considerations also played 
an important role in motivating industry 
decisions.  The guild system limited the pool 
of available workers in towns and prompted 
merchant capital to turn to the rural labour 
force.  At the same time, declining rural 
incomes pushed families, especially women, 
to shift from land-intensive agrarian 
production to labour-intensive craf t 
production, either on a part-time or full-time 
basis.10  

Technological breakthroughs such as the 
sewing machine further propelled these 
trends. Analysing the London clothing 
trades from the 1860s, Schmiechen (1984) 
showed that the introduction of the sewing 
machine accelerated the use of home work 
in production: 

Early predictions that the sewing 
machine would encourage the 
centralization of production 
in the factory turned out to 
be unfounded: most machine-
made clothes were not made 
in a factory. Other machines 
were developed for high-speed 
stitching, band-stitching, 
machine-felting, collar-
padding, buttonholing, cutting, 
lacemaking, and embroidery, 
but with few exceptions these, 
too, were machines for the home 
and small workshop, “no larger 
than a neat small work-box, very 
portable and convenient”. (p. 26)  

Similarly, in the lacemaking industry of 
Nottingham, the emergence of the factory 
system was associated with the expansion 
of home work assigned to women, who took 
on these tasks to support the household 
income. As Rose (1988), who analysed 
samples of households from the 1851 to 
1881 censuses, explains, the mechanization 
of the production process “generated work 
for thousands of women and children who 
clipped, scalloped, pearled and mended 
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lace in their own homes, or the homes of nearby 
middlewomen. Domestic industry, home work, 
and labour-intensive handwork were integral to 
the development of numerous industries in the 
last half of the nineteenth century”.11  

This finding was not lost on Marx (1886), who 
noted the distinction between the “new” and “old” 
forms of production in the home:

This modern “domestic industry” has 
nothing, except the name in common 
with the old-fashioned domestic 
industry, the existence of which 
presupposes independent urban 
handicrafts, independent peasant 
farming, and above all, a dwelling-
house for the worker and his family. 
That kind of industry has now been 
converted into an outside department 
of the factory, the manufacturing 
workshop, or the warehouse. Besides 
the factory, the workers engaged in 
manufacture, and the handicraftsmen, 
whom it concentrates in large masses 
at one spot, and directly commands, 
capital also sets another army in 
motion, by means of invisible threads: 
the outworkers in the domestic 
industries, who live in the large 
towns as well as being scattered 
over the countryside (p. 591).

Home work-dependent industries were central 
to France’s economic development.  In the mid-
1800s, small-scale household and industrial 
production was estimated to account for 60 
per cent of French industrial output and nearly 
three quarters of employment.12  Industrial 
production centred on home-based work in 
a putting-out relationship, as employment 
relations evolved with changes in capitalist 
production.  Technological innovations influenced 

this evolution, such as the Jacquard loom that 
was introduced in the early 1800s and came to 
dominate the silk-weaving industry of Lyon and 
neighbouring regions. As it was based on the 
use of “programmable” punch cards, intricate 
patterns could be woven in a much shorter time.  
But looms were expensive, forcing weavers 
to purchase the looms on credit extended by 
merchant capitalists.  This led to greater economic 
dependence on the part of the weavers on the 
capitalists that loaned them money. Moreover, 
the loom engendered a separation between 
conception and production, as weavers were 
given cardboard punch cards with preset designs, 
leading to the subsequent deskilling of weavers.13  
Home work continued into the twentieth century, 
with the heavy involvement of women in apparel 
production.  A 1906 census counted 850,000 
women and girls involved in home work.14

Across the Atlantic, there were similar trends in the 
use of homeworkers for the burgeoning industrial 
sector.  In the United States in the eighteenth 
century, merchant manufacturers would put 
out work to rural families. However, from the 
early nineteenth century the home work system 
increasingly became tied to industrial capital in 
urban areas and home work was distributed to 
working-class families in the cities, who could 
not rely on a farming, subsistence household 
economy but were increasingly dependent on 
waged labour.15  From the late 1800s until the 
Depression, the demographics of homeworkers 
remained fairly constant: childbearing and 
childrearing women from immigrant families 
and women over 50.16  They were engaged in a 
myriad of production activities, from garments to 
lampshades, costume jewellery, bags, toys, paper 
boxes, powder puffs and more.17

In Scandinavia, home work was an integral part of 
production before and during industrialization.18 
From the interwar period onwards, the ready-to-
wear standardized clothing industry expanded 
with the use of new technologies and assembly-
line-based production, but parts remained 
labour-intensive and subcontracted to private 
homes. Business censuses indicate that the share 
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of homeworkers in light industries expanded 
along with industrialization in both Sweden and 
Finland between the 1930s and 1950s, through a 
complex web of subcontracting with piece-rate-
remunerated homeworkers at the bottom .19 

Some companies also emerged from home work, 
such as  the Nesna shoe company founded in 1955 
in the town of Nesna in Norway, which at the time 
was dominated by fishing, farming and other 
primary activities. The Nesnalobben shoe, which 
was created originally by a family for its own use and 
later developed into a production cooperative, was 
made from felt and reinforced with rote patterns 
sewed by homeworkers, mostly women in Nesna 
and the outlying districts. Though the company 
had a factory in Nesna, where administration 
and parts of the production were located, the 
main work was done in private homes.20 At the 
onset, it was decided that production would be 
best organized through the use of homeworkers 
given the transportation difficulties in the region. 
It would also permit women to “take care of their 
children and animals in the farms and still do their 
job.”21 The carding, felting, drying and cutting was 
done at the factory; women only sewed and they 
were paid by the piece.22 

In Latin America and the Caribbean, there is a 
long history of home work, both prior to and 
parallel with mass-scale industrialization.23 In the 
aftermath of the Chilean war of independence in 
the first half of the 1800s, the expansion of the 
manufacturing industries – especially within the 
garment sector – provided newly arriving rural-
to-urban migrant women with opportunities for 
wage employment. Many clothing companies 
hired seamstresses to work both in their factories 
and from home and continued to organize 
production around home work throughout the 
twentieth century.24 Further industrialization did 
not lead to the disappearance of home work in 
either Chile or Latin America and the Caribbean 
more broadly, but rather perpetuated the 
practice. In Mexico, for instance, contrary to the 
assumptions of modernization theorists, the influx 
of foreign capital and establishment of large-scale 
industries beginning in the 1960s did not replace 
local smaller companies and factories. On the 

contrary, the large-scale industry subcontracted 
to these smaller agents who had long made use 
of homeworkers.25 In Puerto Rico, 18,000 out of 
27,000 apparel workers worked from home in the 
1950s.26 As in other parts of the world, home work 
in Latin America and the Caribbean accompanied 
and supported industrialization. 

The examples above show that industrial home 
work continued, worldwide, through two centuries 
of industrial and technological revolutions. Often 
performed by women hidden in their homes, 
home work was critical to the success of the more 
visible, yet male-dominated factory production. 

3.1.1 State support 
of home work

The role of the state in supporting or dissuading 
home work has varied across the world, with 
important consequences for the prevalence 
of home work.  In some countries, such as the 
United States, industrial home work was viewed 
negatively as undermining labour conditions 
for factory workers and impeding women from 
performing their “natural roles” as mothers.27 As 
such, the focus of regulatory efforts was on its 
prohibition, with the Fair Labor Standards Act of 
1938 banning home work in specified industries, 
particularly those whose unions could levy 
greater political pressure. 

In other countries, however, the government 
viewed homeworking positively and directly 
promoted the practice of subcontracting work 
to homeworkers.  In Switzerland, in the early 
twentieth century, public institutions were created 
to facilitate the distribution of home work to rural 
populations, who – because of the mountainous 
character of the country – could not sustain 
themselves on farming and needed other sources 
of income.28 The Swiss government considered 
home work the best solution for generating 
work in remote areas and thus preventing the 
depopulation of mountainous areas, which would 
result in a loss of “the nation’s life”.  As such, home 
work was framed as crucial to the preservation of 
the Swiss national identity.29
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In Taiwan (China), the authorities launched 
the “Living rooms as factories”  community 
development programme  in the late 1960s and 
1970s to support their efforts to expand export-led 
growth.  The authorities conducted surveys to 
establish the numbers and whereabouts of “idle 
women” in local communities.  Based on these 
surveys, they provided loans to families so that 
they could purchase the equipment needed to 
engage in home work.  Under the “Living rooms as 
factories” programme, homeworkers formed part 
of an extensive satellite factory system, receiving 
subcontracted work from small factories in 
exchange for piece-rate wages. The programme 
helped create a flexible production system that 
relieved companies of labour shortages without 
having to expand the waged workforce.30

Other governments, sometimes under the 
tutelage of international organizations, 
including the ILO, sought to use home work 
as a means to sustain and develop domestic 
handicraft industries, as they could support local 
communities without interfering with grander 
projects aimed at developing a modern, industrial 
sector.31 The support of handicraft production 
was driven by views of gender and domesticity 

that cast women as the custodians of national 
traditions: “the custodians of crafts, which are 
part of the cultural life of the people and have 
been passed down from mother to daughter”.32 
Developing the handicraft sector was seen as 
a means to allow women to partake in income-
earning activities, “while continuing to perform 
their vital role in the home”.33 

Home work is 
thus a form of 
production that 
has survived 
several industrial 
and technological 
revolutions

©iStock/luchbm
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	X 3.2 Contemporary industrial home work

While home work never disappeared in Europe and 
North America – but rather resurged in different 
forms – much home work in manufacturing, and 
particularly of apparel, shifted to developing countries 
along with the relocation of manufacturing.

In Germany, for example, the number of 
registered homeworkers in clothing and 
textile production dropped from 80,000 in 
1957 to just under 10,000 in 2000, as German 
clothing producers outsourced production 
to lower-wage European Union (EU) 
countries and the developing world.34  Shifts 
in manufacturing or deindustrialization – 
as opposed to greater industrialization or 
automation – explain the fall in industrial 
homeworking in the latter half of the 
twentieth century in Europe and North 
America.  Countries that have increased the 
size of their apparel and footwear industries 
– such as Bangladesh, Cambodia, India, 
Turkey and Viet Nam – have also increased 
their use of homeworking.  Moreover, case 
studies reveal the continued presence of 
home work in some pockets of production in 
the “post-industrial” countries of the world. 

An ILO survey of 3,000 homeworkers in 297 
villages in six Indonesian provinces in 2015 
found home working in a wide range of 
industries, both domestic and international, 
including food processing (vegetables, 
seafood), garments, electronic assembly 
and sports equipment.35 A related study 
of Indonesian enterprises that engaged 
in homeworking found enterprises using 
homeworkers in the garment, footwear, 
batik and furniture sectors.36 

In addition, many developing countries 
rely on home work for the production 
of handicrafts, especially if they have 
important tourism sectors.  Home work 
is also prominent in certain domestic 
industries – such as beedi rolling in India  – 
and also in agricultural processing. Home 

work forms the bottom layer of numerous 
global production chains, whereby supplier 
factories outsource specific, labour-intensive 
tasks to homeworkers, such as in apparel 
production, basket weaving or rattan 
furniture production, especially when 
production demands overwhelm internal 
production capacity.  

3.2.1 Handicrafts and 
other manual production

Homeworking is prominent in production 
processes that are labour-intensive and 
rely on traditional skills, craftsmanship and 
indigenous raw materials (for example, 
rattan, bamboo, coconut shells, sea 
shells, abaca or other fibres) that can be 
disassembled into small segments.  Such 
handicraft production may be produced for 
either domestic or international markets.  It 
may be carried out as independent, home-
based work or it may be produced as part of 
the putting-out system, with homeworkers 
given the materials and designs and 
paid, generally by the piece, for each item 
produced. Homeworkers’ degree of control 
over the design and production of the 
product is indicative of their independence.  
The less control they have, the more 
likely it is that they are dependent on an 
intermediary or employer.  For example, in 
one case reported in Mies’s Lacemakers of 
Naspur, women were given a simple design 
to produce, usually a flower (chetipani) or 
a small pattern. The system was organized 
as an invisible assembly line, with different 
sets of women, and sometimes even whole 
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villages, producing specific flowers or patterns 
that were part of the design.  These parts were 
then collected by agents and brought to other 
women who would join the various flowers 
together into one piece.  By organizing production 
in this way, the exporters could prevent the 
women from producing and selling finished 
products in crafts markets.37

In Ghana, home work is prominent in four major 
arts and crafts sectors: woven fabrics, baskets 
and wood and leather artefacts. Kente is a hugely 
popular, colourfully patterned handwoven cloth 
fabric associated with Ghana. It is primarily woven 
by men as a result of long-standing cultural 
taboos that segregated men and women’s 
productive activities, though these divisions 
of labour are starting to change. Handicraft 
production is sometimes organized as home 
work with tasks controlled by intermediaries, but 
it may also be done independently, with some 
workers simultaneously performing both types of 
production.  George, a 28-year-old man from the 
town of Bonwire, began learning kente weaving 
when he was 8 years old. After completing his 
basic education, he began to weave kente for 
mostly one employer but also worked for others 
when his workload from his main employer was 
light. His employer receives orders for specific 
types of kente from local and international 
patrons. The employer then passes on the order 
to him in return for remuneration on delivery. He 
earns all his income from kente weaving, to which 
he devotes his entire work time. The commissions 
he receives vary and can take him a few days or up 
to five months to execute. He earns the equivalent 
of US$6 for one day’s worth of work. When 
there is an overload of work with approaching 
deadlines, the community of weavers share the 
workload, receiving US$6 for each day’s worth of 
work.  This is done without the need for a written 
contract.  When there is a contract covering the 
agreement between “offtaker” (intermediary) 
and homeworker, it tends to be oral, with a third 
person brought in as a witness/guarantor.

Some homeworkers prefer working with an 
intermediary as opposed to working independently 
and selling their products directly in the market.  
Sixty-year-old Sara, a basket weaver, observes: 

When we compare producing for 
the offtaker with selling in the open 
market, we will say that working with 
the offtaker is better. Sometimes 
when you take the basket to market 
and unfortunately the rain falls on 
it, you lose the beauty and strength 
of the basket so you will not be able 
to sell it or get a good price for it, 
so selling to offtakers who contract 
us helps to avoid these risks.

In the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 
handwoven silk and cotton cloth is produced 
for domestic and foreign markets, often with 
imported yarn. Production is sometimes organized 
in urban workshops with workers who reside on 
the premises, but it is more typically organized 
using semi-rural and rural homeworkers.  Studying 
the evolution of the industry during the 1995–
2015 period, Ohno (2020) describes how retailers 
and their intermediaries procure handwoven 
cloth using different contractual arrangements, 
depending on the cost of raw materials and 
exchange-rate fluctuations. These include either 
paying a piece-rate wage or selling yarn to the 
homeworker on credit, with the homeworker 
then receiving the balance of what she is owed 
upon delivery, conditional on the product being 
of sufficient quality. Sometimes, advance-
order contracts are used, whereby the retailer 
guarantees the purchase of cloth from a weaver 
at an agreed-upon price; these contracts involve 
lower-quality yarn, as the weaver must procure the 
yarn at her own expense.38  

High-end cloth is usually contracted under a 
putting-out contract to highly skilled weavers.  
In this Lao sector, unlike other types of piece-
rate work, the retailers guarantee that the 
worker will receive a wage for the work being 
done, and thus the retailers must ensure that 
the weaving is of sufficient quality. As such, the 
work is monitored, with intermediaries visiting 
the houses of weavers twice a day to ensure 
the quality of their work. These contracts are  
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commonly used for the weaving of high-end silk 
yarn. Lower-quality cloth is usually contracted 
using yarn-on-credit contracts.  During periods of 
economic shock and exchange-rate devaluations, 
retailers and master weavers who subcontract to 
other weavers prefer yarn-on-credit contracts, 
as the yarn is mostly imported; they thus avoid 
the exchange-rate losses.  Nevertheless, the 
putting-out contracts are more profitable for 
retailers and intermediaries, offering a profit rate 
of 45 per cent compared with 22 per cent under 
the yarn-on-credit contracts.  Weavers also often 
prefer the piece-rate wage (20,000 Lao kip (KN) 
per piece) even if it is lower than earnings from 
yarn-on-credit contracts (KN35,886 per piece) 
because it is guaranteed, which is not the case 
with yarn-on-credit contracts in which work can 
be rejected.39 

In India, the rolling of beedi cigarettes has existed 
for over 100 years, though initially it took place 
in small factories or workshops.  Since the 1970s, 
beedi manufacturers have increasingly shifted 
the work into households; by 2000, only about 
10 per cent of beedi manufacturing took place in 
the organized factory sector.40 In 2017–2018, there 
were an estimated 2.96 million workers employed 
in the beedi industry, 90 per cent of whom worked 
from home (2.65 million), of whom 2.5 million 
were women.41 Despite a dramatic growth of 
outwork in garment manufacturing in the 2000s 
and 2010s in India, beedi manufacture continues 
to be the single largest employer of women 
homeworkers in India, accounting for nearly one 
quarter of women’s home-based work.42  Beedi 
rolling is a particularly problematic occupation 
due to the occupational safety and health risks of 
handling tobacco; it is also plagued by abysmally 
low earnings, estimated at approximately 17 per 
cent of the annual wages of workers in other 
manufacturing sectors.43 

To produce a beedi, the homeworker dampens 
and cuts the tendu leaf to size, fills it with tobacco, 
rolls the leaf and ties the rolled beedi with a 
thread – all according to the specifications of the 
contractor. A beedi roller is generally provided 
with 575 to 700 grams of tendu leaves and 
225–280 grams of tobacco (depending on the 
quality of leaves and size of beedis to be rolled) 
for rolling 1,000 beedis. They are all paid at piece 
rates.  The other stages of beedi production 
usually take place in workshops or depots and 
include the workers who wrap and label the 
products; the beedi checkers, who sort and check 

the quality of the rolled beedis; and the furnace 
operators (sekaiwala). Though some are paid by 
the piece, most are treated as wage employees.  
In addition, there are the clerical staff (including 
cashiers and accountants) and the raw material 
distributors who distribute the requisite quantity 
of tobacco and tendu leaves by weight to the 
contractors; these workers are male and work at 
the establishment premises.

A 2001 study of the beedi value chain found 
that out of the retail price value of 100.00 Indian 
rupees (Rs), the cost of inputs was Rs20.00 and 
homeworkers’ wages were Rs17.10. The share 
received by contractors and subcontractors was 
Rs0.18; of manufacturers was Rs41.90; and of 
distributors, wholesalers and retailers was Rs19.3. 
This means that the profit margin for beedis is 
about 35–40 per cent of their price before taxes, 
since the wage bill at the manufacturing level is 
limited given the small share of tasks done. In a 
production process that is almost purely based on 
manual labour, the differential between the beedi 
roller’s earnings (17 per cent of retail price) and 
the manufacturer’s earnings (35–40 per cent of 
retail price) is striking.44  This share in profits is 
similar to that earned by Lao woven cloth traders. 

3.2.2 Home work in the 
garment industry

Homeworking is often associated with images 
of women sewing, knitting or threading in 
their homes.  Depending on their design, many 
garments require labour-intensive steps in 
production.  These production requirements, 
coupled with short product cycles and lead 
times for the ordered goods, mean that clothing 
manufacturers, whether big or small, must 
rely on networks of subcontractors, including 
homeworkers, to fulfil orders on time and to the 
required specifications. 

Some garment production continues to take 
place in industrialized countries, particularly for 
higher-end products, such as in Italy in order to 
obtain the coveted “Made in Italy” production 
tag. But the majority of the world’s garment 
production is scattered across the developing 
world in Latin America, parts of Africa, Eastern 
Europe, South Asia (Bangladesh, India and 
Pakistan) and China – the world’s leading garment 
exporter. 
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The global dispersion of apparel production 
has been accompanied by shifts in the fashion 
industry, particularly the rise of “fast fashion”, 
characterized by an increasing demand for (often 
perishable) clothes items that are designed and 
purchased to be worn for only a short period 
of time – and thus, from the perspective of the 
consumer, expected to be cheap.  This expectation 
has increased pressure to contain labour costs.45  
It has also given lead firms an upper hand in 
negotiations with suppliers.  

Studies of manufacturing suppliers reveal the 
enormous pressure faced by manufacturers 
throughout the world. A 2016 ILO/Ethical Trading 
Initiative survey of nearly 1,500 manufacturing 
suppliers from 87 countries found that among 
textile and clothing suppliers, 52 per cent had 
accepted orders below the cost of production.  

Only 17 per cent of suppliers considered that 
they had sufficient lead times to fulfil their 
orders.  Moreover, 75 per cent reported that 
their main buyer accounted for over half of 
their production.46 Another study of garment 
suppliers in India found that 39 per cent of 
suppliers reported accepting orders below cost 
during the previous year in order to maintain a 
business relationship and in the hope of receiving 
future orders from the buyer.47  While making it 
difficult for suppliers to operate, these trends 
have nonetheless been effective in containing 
costs and producing an ever-expanding array of 
products. Indeed, between 1989 and 2019 there 
was a 67 per cent decline in the real price of 
apparel imports into the United States, reflecting 
the outcome of the cost-containment strategies 
employed by the fashion industry (figure 3.1).

 Figure 3.1  Real price per m2 of all apparel imported 
to the United States (US$), 1989–2019

Source: Anner (2019), based on United States Office of Textiles and Apparel and Bureau of Labor Statistics data.
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In Turkey’s garment industry, large apparel 
companies develop the product design and 
decide on the types of fabrics to be used. These 
specifications are then passed to a factory or 
contracting company that assumes responsibility 
for procuring the material and ensuring the timely 
delivery of the product. If it is a factory, they may 
produce part of the product but also work with 
smaller workshops (ateliers) that are specialized 
in specific production activities.  Typically, the 
sewing ateliers subcontract yarn-cleaning, ironing 
and packaging operations to homeworkers.  If 
the product is given to a contracting company to 
organize production, it will often use the services 
of a fasoncu (outsourcer), who then distributes 
different activities among workshops. Typically, 
intermediaries are used to subcontract work to 
homeworkers. Figure 3.2 illustrates the types 
of subcontracting chains identified in a study of 
Turkey’s garment industry.48

Garment ateliers are the mediators for large-
scale factories in distributing garment pieces to 
homeworkers, as distribution is time-consuming.  
Nevertheless, some factories that specialize in 
designer and high fashion production have direct 
relations with homeworkers, since the tasks 
require highly delicate and skilled handicraft 
such as embroidery or making ornaments for 
garments. In order to find the right women 
for the work, factories establish an efficient 
network of subcontracting though the use of 
intermediaries. The homeworking women, in case 
of surplus work and time pressure, may rely on 
neighbours to help with the work, paying them 
for their labour.  This practice of collaboration 
among women generates further flexibility in the 
organization of home work; moreover, it shifts the 
responsibility of finding new subcontractors from 
intermediaries to homeworkers.49

 Figure 3.2  Subcontracting chains in Turkey’s garment industry

Note: Data collected during fieldwork undertaken during the summer of 2019.

Source: Dedeoğlu, 2019.
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Subcontracting, whether to smaller factories 
or to homeworkers, is not in itself problematic.  
What is important is whether labour standards 
are being respected along the subcontracting 
chain.  Are firms externalizing production to 
benefit from the expertise of skilled workers, 
such as in high-end embroidery, or as a means 
to secure extra labour during high-intensity work 
periods?  Or is outsourcing only taking place as 
a means to cut costs?  When pursued solely for 
cost-reduction purposes, outsourcing can worsen 
labour conditions. 

The experience of the Italian knitwear industry 
of Modena in the 1990s offers a nice counter-
example of a model of networked production 
that benefits from flexible external specialization. 
In knitwear production in Modena, the industry 
embraced a “modern, putting-out system, 
composed of interlinked microfirms” that was 
compatible with high living standards and 
organizational efficiency.50  Each firm in the 
network would only undertake a few tasks that 
constituted a small link in the external production 
chain.  In this respect, the relationship was 
best described as a putting-out system since 
the putting-out firm did not make a finished 

product and worked to the explicit instructions 
of manufacturer.  Most putting-out “firms” were 
microenterprises: 23 per cent had no employees, 
22 per cent had only one and 25 per cent had 
three to five. The employees, where they existed, 
were covered in large measure by the same 
contract as employees in industrial firms, though 
firms did rely on (unpaid) family labour to avoid 
paying overtime.51 

While the experience of Modena in the 1990s is 
a positive one, it is not clear whether conditions 
continue to be as positive or if they exist in other 
regions of the country where unemployment is 
higher and a large percentage of the workforce 
operates informally. Unregulated homeworking 
has been found, for example, even within the 
country’s luxury goods industry.52 In many 
instances, homeworkers have been forced by 
contracting firms to enrol in the register of 
artisans as a condition for continuing to receive 
work, allowing client companies to circumvent 
labour legislation. The homeworkers are 
classified as self-employed, even though they 
often have only one client and have no autonomy 
in the execution of tasks. In other instances, 
homeworkers are engaged off the books.53

©iStock/mycan

“….there will always be a 
need for someone to hand-
stitch beads or embroidery, 
and to do so quickly”

	X Chapter 3. Home work in the production of goods: The putting-out system 82



	X 3.3  A flexible form of production

“People call my factory big not because I have twenty-
some workers.  It is because in the peak season, I 
can manage to produce twenty thousand pieces of 
jewellery boxes every month by using others’ labour.”

– Factory owner, Taiwan (China)54

That home work has survived into the 
twenty-first century attests to its ability 
to offer enterprises a flexible and efficient 
means to organize production. Home work 
has not disappeared with technological 
progress – nor should it necessarily do so 
since technological progress can in some 
cases facilitate the fragmentation of tasks, 
making them more prone to piece-rate work 
done by homeworkers. The sewing machine, 
the Jacquard loom and the personal 
computer (see Chapter 4) are just three 
examples of how technological inventions 
have propelled the use of homeworking. 

Technology, however, is just one of many 
variables considered when enterprises 
decide whether or not to outsource 
to homeworkers. Other impor tant 
considerations include whether the work 
needs to be supervised; if it is amenable to 
piece-rate payments (the preferred method 
of payment in home work); the costs of 
equipment and real estate; fluctuations in 
demand for the product being produced; 
the availability of home-based labour; the 
regulatory environment; and the possibility 
of collective action by the workforce.55 
Products for which demand is irregular 
or seasonal, or where there is continuous 
change in specifications (such as fashion) 
that requires changes in the labour process, 
benefit from the flexibility permitted by 
home work.56 For this reason, small-firm 
industrial clusters can compete in the 
international economy by specializing in 
small batch production for niche markets, as 

well as by splitting up production between 
large numbers of smaller units, including 
to homeworkers, that are located within 
a narrowly defined geographical area, as 
demonstrated by the examples given above. 

Outsourcing to home-based workers 
can save employers costs on real estate, 
equipment, electricity and water. For 
example, a study of garment manufacturing 
in the Yangtze River Delta in China found that 
some managers preferred to outsource to 
home-based workshops precisely to benefit 
from the lower electricity rates charged to 
households. As one manager explained,

Clothes can be produced at 
much lower costs in home-based 
workshops. Let’s take electricity 
as an example. The home-
based workshops and standard 
factories are charged at different 
rates for electricity consumption. 
As the skilled workshop workers 
produce garments in home 
settings, they only have to pay 
electricity bills at prices for 
domestic consumers, which 
are far less than industrial 
electricity prices. Also, the self-
employed status of workshop 
workers greatly reduces their 
public pension expenditures.57
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The above quotation also demonstrates how by 
classifying the homeworker as self-employed, 
regardless of the homeworker’s actual degree 
of dependency, the enterprise saves on social 
security and other welfare benefit payments 
that they would need to pay if the homeworker 
were registered as an employee.58 Engaging 
homeworkers also allows enterprises to 
recruit workers from a larger geographical 
area than would otherwise be feasible due to 
commuting distances, and to benefit from their 
particular skills without having to offer full-time 
employment.59

With few exceptions, industrial home work is 
remunerated at piece rates, whereby workers 
are paid for each item they assemble or produce 
(see Chapter 5). Although piece rates also exist 
in factory and other work settings, they are used 
overwhelmingly in home work as they provide 
a standard for compensating labour without 
having to monitor working time. Workers are 
compensated for what they produce, however 
long it takes, which means that the productivity 
of an individual worker is not a concern for the 
enterprise or contractor, as long as the worker 
delivers the item on time.  Table 3.1 gives an 
example of piece rates paid for a myriad of 
homeworking activities in Indonesia in 2015, 
based on an ILO study.  The study revealed that 
over 90 per cent of homeworkers were paid 
using a piece-rate system that amounted to one 
third of the wage of regular employees engaged 
by the interviewed enterprises (an average of 
1 million Indonesian rupiah (Rp) per month for 
factory-based workers (US$72) compared with 
Rp340,000 (US$25) for home-based workers), 
based on an average work week of 51 hours 
per week.60 Homeworkers were informed in 
advance of the rate that they would receive per 
piece and rarely negotiated their level of pay.  
The enterprises surveyed in the Indonesian 
study stated that sometimes, if there was a 
rush order, they might also pay a bonus to the 
homeworkers for timely completion.61 

If, however, there is a minimum pay rate that 
employers must abide by, then productivity 
does become a concern for enterprises and may 
prompt enterprises to automate production 
rather than rely on homeworkers, assuming 
they have the funds to invest in the capital 
equipment and the production process permits it.  
Regulation can thus spur automation and labour 
productivity growth.  For example, a study that 
compares the football stitching industry in India 
and Pakistan (where the process is done by hand 
using workshop and home-based labour) with 
China (where the process has been automated) 
demonstrates clear labour productivity gains 
from automation. The hourly productivity of 
machine-based Chinese stitchers in a large 
export-oriented factory working in teams was 
approximately 6.9 times higher than Pakistani 
hand-stitchers and 7.8 times higher than that of 
Indian hand-stitchers. Nevertheless, the Pakistani 
firms were specialized in the niche production of 
high-quality hand-stitched balls, which could not 
be replicated using machine production.62  For 
some production processes, therefore, there 
may be a trade-off that enterprises will need to 
assess to determine whether it is beneficial to use 
homeworkers in production. 

When pursued 
solely for cost-
reduction purposes, 
outsourcing can 
worsen labour 
conditions
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 Table 3.1 Examples of piece-rate payments 
 for different homeworking activities in Indonesia, 2015

Activity Piece-rate pay Approximate time to complete

Cleaning fish  About Rp3,000 
per kg (US$0.22)

Homeworkers can finish 10–15kg in 4–8 hours per 
day, and receive Rp30,000–45,000 (US$2.17–3.26)

Peeling shrimp Rp2,700 per kg 
(US$0.20)

Homeworkers can finish 1 kg in 2 hours 

Sewing upper soles of shoes Rp25,000 per 
1 dozen pair of 
shoes (US$1.81)

Homeworkers can finish 1 dozen pair of shoes 
per day

Making dumplings in Bandung Rp600 per pack 
(US$0.04)

Homeworkers can finish 30–50 packs in a day 
and receive Rp18,000–30,000

Twisting cable fibres of cellular 
telephone chargers

Rp100 per 
bundle of cables 
(US$0.007)

Each bundle contains 100 pieces of cable fibre. 
Homeworkers can finish about 10–15 bundles 
per day and receive Rp10,000–15,000

Wrapping straws Rp5,000 per 5 
packs (0.36)

Homeworkers can finish 5 packs in 6 hours

Making batik Rp5,000 per unit 
(0.36)

Homeworkers can finish 1 unit in 3 hours

Working on industrial wood, 
articles of wood and cork 
(excluding furniture) and goods 
woven from bamboo and rattan

Rp500 per unit 
(0.04)

Homeworkers can finish 1 unit in about 30 
minutes

Working on industrial clothes Rp1,500 per 
cloth (US$0.11)

Homeworkers can finish 1 cloth in 45 minutes

Stringing badminton rackets Rp2,500 per 
dozen (US$0.18)

Homeworkers can finish 12 rackets in 2 hours

Cutting sandal straps Rp7,000 per 
dozen pairs 
(US$0.51)

Homeworkers can 5–6 dozens per day and 
receive Rp35,000–42,000

Assembling pan lids Rp1,000 per 
sheet of pan lids 
(US$0.07)

Homeworkers can finish 20–50 sheets of pan 
lids in 8–10 hours per day, with help from family 
members, and receive Rp20,000–50,000

Thread disposal from shirts Rp115 per shirt 
(US$0.008)

If homeworkers can finish 100 shirts in one day, 
they receive Rp11,500

Thread disposal from T-shirts Rp60 per T-shirt 
(US$0.004)

Homeworkers receive 30–60 T-shirts in one day 
to finish and receive Rp1,800–3,600 per day

Note: At the time of the survey (2015), US$1 was equivalent to approximately Rp13,800. 

In 2014, the simple national average of provincial minimum wages was Rp1,494,100.  Nevertheless, there is 
considerable disparity in the level of minimum wages across Indonesia, with Central Java having the lowest 
minimum wage (Rp910,000) and Jakarta the highest (Rp2,441,301) in 2014.62

Source: ILO (2015a).
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According to enterprises surveyed in the ILO 
homeworking study in Indonesia, the most 
compelling reasons for engaging homeworkers 
were organizational efficiency (38.3 per cent) and 
product demand (22.2 per cent) (figure 3.3).63 By 
using homeworkers, employers could efficiently 
respond to fluctuations in labour demand.  Labour 
savings were less important than production 

considerations but they still influenced decisions 
(11.1 per cent of employers indicated lower 
wage costs and 7.4 per cent indicated “no formal 
obligation” towards the homeworker).  Another 
8.6 per cent cited “social reasons”, meaning that 
sometimes homeworkers were engaged as a 
means to provide a source of income to people in 
need, such as widows. 

 Figure 3.3 Main reason stated by enterprises for 
engaging homeworkers, Indonesia, 2015

Note:  The survey was of 45 employers who engaged homeworkers; multiple responses were allowed.

Source: ILO and APINDO (2015).

	X Chapter 3. Home work in the production of goods: The putting-out system 86



Nevertheless, the decision by enterprises to 
engage homeworkers must be weighed against 
its disadvantages.  For the Indonesian employers 
in question, the greatest challenges faced in using 
homeworkers were quality control (45.2 per cent) 
and timely completion of work orders (41.9 per 
cent) (figure 3.4).64  Although payment would be 

withheld if homeworkers failed to complete tasks 
to quality specifications or on time, there was 
nonetheless a loss for the enterprises, both in time 
and money. Enterprises also ran the risk of damage 
to the reputation of the firm if they failed to deliver 
the orders or delivered orders of poor quality.

 Figure 3.4  Challenges in working with 
homeworkers, Indonesian enterprises, 2015

Note:  The survey was of 45 employers who engaged homeworkers; multiple responses were allowed.

Source: ILO and APINDO (2015).
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Historically, enterprises that used the putting-out system were 
concerned about workers embezzling raw materials, such as 
yarn used for knitting, or engaging in other fraudulent practices 
such as exchanging poor wool for good wool or wetting 
wool  so that it would weigh more when they delivered the 
product.65  In the Indonesia study, some employers indicated 
that homeworkers sometimes copied the model of a product 
patented by the buyer/customer of the employer and supplied 
it to other companies, or that homeworkers used the capital 
provided to purchase raw materials for personal purposes.66 
These occurrences were likely to be rare, however, as the 
enterprises did not list them as significant obstacles.  Quality 
control, on the other hand, continues to be of great concern.  
Workers can also be a source of innovation in production.  With 
homeworking, innovation is less likely to occur as homeworkers 
have little contact with other workers or managers, although 
this downside is more relevant for services than it is for simple 
manual tasks. 

Another challenge that enterprises face is how to organize 
the distribution of work. While some enterprises engage with 
homeworkers directly, most often there is an intermediary 
who manages the work of homeworkers.67  An intermediary is 
known by many names, including “trader”, “agent”, “offtaker”, 
“middleperson”, “broker”, “contractor” or “subcontractor”, and 
their roles and responsibilities vary widely. Some intermediaries 
commission work from homeworkers on behalf of a company or 
customer on a commission basis, whereas others only deliver 
materials and pick up finished products without having much 
decision-making power, such as to set the rate of payment. Box 
3.1 illustrates how one factory in Turkey designated one of its 
employees to organize its work with homeworkers.

In general, the tasks of an intermediary include most or all of 
the following: 

1. establishing contact between homeworkers and the buyers/
sellers of the goods to be produced by them; 

2. discussing the specifications of the product and providing 
instructions to homeworkers; 

3. organizing the production of goods with homeworkers; 

4. negotiating the production and sale of goods produced by 
homeworkers; 

5. temporarily storing the goods produced by homeworkers; 

6. transporting raw materials and finished products between 
employers and homeworkers.

The decision 
by enterprises 
to engage 
homeworkers 
must be weighed 
against its 
disadvantages
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 Box 3.1  Managing subcontracting relations with homeworkers in Istanbul, 2019

One garment factory in Istanbul designated one of its employees as responsible for managing 
and organizing production with the homeworkers. She worked with the van driver, also a factory 
employee, who was in charge of carrying the garments. The work was distributed to homeworkers 
who lived in neighbourhoods close to the garment factory; they were all women and were paid by the 
piece.  The factory employee demonstrated to the women what should be done to the new pieces 
and kept records of the garments distributed and the payments each worker should receive. She 
could decide independently how many pieces were to be subcontracted and to whom. This woman, 
Serpil, who was 35 years old and the mother of two children, told the following story of how she 
became the intermediary for the factory.

“I am good at maths and also a high-school graduate. Most of my colleagues are primary school 
graduates and I was quick to learn every job at the factory. So, our manager (müdür) asked me to 
do this job when they decided to subcontract some tasks to women instead of doing them in the 
factory. Now, we have 50 women in different mahalles around here and some of these women have 
been working for more than eight years. What I do is very difficult because if a piece is missing or 
something is wrong with the quality of the work, I am responsible. I try to work with women whom I 
trust and have known for a long time. In the beginning, there were just a few women whom I reached 
through my own personal contacts and mostly from my own family and neighbourhood. We need 
to make sure that women have skills to do the job. Even though most women have sewing and 
embroidery skills it is more important to follow the designs and be precise, clean and on time.”

Although Serpil was an ordinary worker in the factory, she was a de facto manager of the 
homeworkers, making decisions about the allocation of work, providing guidance on how it should 
be done, ensuring the timely completion of tasks and processing payments. For the homeworkers, 
maintaining a good relationship with Serpil was necessary for ensuring regular access to piecework.

Source: Dedeoğlu (2019).

There are few empirical studies of intermediaries, 
though in 2015, as part of the Indonesian study, 
the ILO carried out a survey of 41 intermediaries 
working in the manufacturing sector, including 
textiles, wearing apparel, footwear, wood 
and other light industries. Two thirds of the 
intermediaries were women.  Intermediaries had 
higher levels of education than the average for the 
labour force and that of homeworkers, but they 
also stated that they worked as intermediaries 
because they had limited opportunities to secure 
employment in the formal economy.  About 55 per 
cent considered themselves to be own-account 
workers or employers, whereas the remaining 45 
per cent identified themselves as employees. 

The intermediaries typically cooperated with only 
one enterprise, for which on average they had 
been working for six years.  Most intermediaries 
worked in the absence of formal work agreements, 
with an employment relationship based on 
trust. They described their job as to provide a 
coordination mechanism between homeworkers 
and enterprises. The intermediaries worked an 
average of 4 to 5 hours per day for 5 to 6 days 
per week. They tended to work in split shifts, 
whereby they delivered materials to homeworkers 

in the morning and collected finished products 
in the evening. Their working hours were highly 
dependent on the number of homeworkers under 
their coordination and the production capacity of 
the homeworkers. The intermediaries interviewed 
worked with an average of 20 homeworkers 
(ranging between 5 and 50).

The income of intermediaries was usually based on 
commission or a margin based on the number of 
items or volume of goods that were produced by 
the homeworkers. Most intermediaries determined 
their rates of remuneration themselves (43.9 per 
cent) or together with the enterprise for which 
they worked (31.7 per cent). As such, they had 
a substantial degree of self-determination and 
bargaining power in determining their rates of 
remuneration.

Intermediaries reported that they faced 
challenges in their work from both enterprises 
and homeworkers. With respect to enterprises, 
intermediaries reported that the main challenges 
faced were the uncertainty of orders from 
enterprises, product defects and rush orders. With 
respect to homeworkers, the main challenges were 
the timely completion of products, quality control 
and the low skill level of homeworkers.
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	X 3.4 Summary 

Although technological advances can replace the need 
for homeworkers, they can also spur their use. 

Home work is not an anachronistic method 
of production of a bygone era; rather, it has 
shifted to new geographical locations along 
with shifts in economic activity.  Hence, the 
garment and shoe producers who worked 
in Scandinavia and the United States in the 
early and mid-twentieth century now work 
in garment and shoe production centres 
in the developing world. And as we will 
see in Chapter 4, new types of economic 
activity have been accompanied by the 
development of new forms of home work in 
North America, Europe and other regions of 
the world. 

Still , the reasons for incorporating 
homeworkers into production (or not) vary 
from country to country and product to 
product, and also depend on social and 
cultural considerations.  Homeworking is 
a highly gendered form of production that 
relies, in most instances, upon an available 
supply of women to do the work.  As women 
gain more opportunities for engaging in 
work outside the home – because economic 
opportunities increase, because they have 
better qualifications or because affordable, 
quality childcare becomes available – it 
may become more difficult for enterprises 
to rely on homeworkers.  The role of 
the state in supporting or discouraging 
homeworking – either directly as in the 
above-mentioned case of Taiwan (China) or 
indirectly through the provision of public 
day care – has a bearing on the use of this 
form of production.  States may also come 

to support homeworking as a means to 
mitigate environmental degradation and 
congestion, or as demonstrated in the 
COVID-19 pandemic, as a means to protect 
public health. 

As described above, homeworking is a 
highly flexible form of production that 
allows enterprises to respond swiftly to 
shifts in product demand and reduce costs. 
But this flexibility can come at a high price 
for homeworkers, who bear the brunt of 
decisions made by employers to reduce or 
suspend production.  When retailers in the 
United States were forced to temporarily close 
their doors as a result of COVID-19 lockdowns, 
many of them cancelled orders with suppliers 
in Bangladesh.  That abrupt cancelling of 
orders has meant that homeworkers are no 
longer receiving tasks and worse, there are 
reports of homeworkers not being paid for 
completed tasks.68

Although home work’s demise has been 
heralded many times, it is clear that 
industrial homeworking will be with us 
for the foreseeable future.  The social 
and economic implications of home work 
and the regulatory challenges they pose 
– will likewise be with us for a long time.  
Understanding its use by enterprises, in 
both manufacturing and services, is critical 
for forging the policies necessary to ensure 
that in the twenty-first century, home work 
can support sustainable enterprises and 
decent work. 
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Although home work has been traditionally 
associated with light manual work, in many parts 
of the world it is more prevalent in the services 
sector.  Technological developments, beginning 
with the typewriter, followed by the personal 
computer, the internet and cloud computing, 
have over time opened up new possibilities for 
working from home.  But it is also true that while 
technology has been critical for the development 
and geographical dispersion of home work in 
services, in some instances pencils were the only 
tools needed. As in industrial home work, the 
degree of outsourcing to the home has rested 
on the ability to fragment tasks and permit work 
to be carried out with limited supervision – or to 
find new methods of supervision based on output 
rather than labour input or through different 
forms of technological monitoring. Yet because 

of the wide range of service activities, home work 
in the services sector encompasses a wider range 
of skill levels than industrial home work and is 
often performed by professional and managerial 
workers.

The lockdowns associated with the COVID-19 
pandemic have created new interest in the 
consequences for organizations and their workers 
of working from home.  From a relatively limited 
practice – accounting for approximately 3 per cent 
of employees prior to the pandemic – working 
from home has jumped to 20 or 30 per cent of the 
labour force, depending on the country.1  As such, 
it is of interest to better understand how home 
work in the services sector has evolved over time 
and the potential implications for enterprises and 
other organizations of relying on this form of work.
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	X 4.1  Typists: Early home work in services

The earliest account of home work in services date from 
the 1880s, prior to the invention of the typewriter, when 
“deserving” widows in the United States would receive copy 
work to do at home, usually from government agencies.2

In the United States in 1940s, a shortage of 
typists, particularly during the Second World 
War, coupled with an expanding direct mail 
industry, led employers to turn to outwork 
as a means to address labour shortages, 
irregular work flows and bottlenecks arising 
at the typing stage. Homeworkers would 
reproduce letters by hand or machine, prior 
to addressing and mailing them.  Typists 
produced three and four-line addresses 
for work that was characterized by the 
contractors as “dull, repetitive and not 
too stimulating”.3 By the early 1950s in 
New York, the direct mail industry had 114 
employer permits and 7,337 homeworker 
certificates, as opposed to 579 permits and 
5,586 certificates for all other industries, 
indicating the extent of home clerical work 
at the time. 4 

The French printing and publishing industries 
also began to rely on homeworkers for 
typing beginning around the 1930s.5 In 
Germany, however, few enterprises engaged 
clerical homeworkers despite important 
labour shortages, especially in the 1960s.  
Married women were instead encouraged 
to perform part-time work on the premises, 
often with temporary contracts of just a 
few months. Such part-time, short-term 
contracts were viewed as a means to 
permit married women to more easily 
balance work with domestic responsibilities, 
foreshadowing the development of private 
employment agencies.6

Clerical homeworking was also prominent 
in Australia, expanding in the second 
half of the twentieth century. Data from 
the 1981 census showed that there 
were 69,000 women working as clerical 
homeworkers, amounting to just under 
one third of women homeworkers, leading 
researchers to conclude that the home-
based clerical workforce was at least as large 
as the number of apparel homeworkers.7  
Similarly, in the United Kingdom, the 1968 
homeworking survey revealed a trend in 
homeworking away from manufacturing 
and towards white-collar services jobs. In 
the early 1980s, a national survey estimated 
that there were 330,000 homeworkers in 
England and Wales, half of them in clerical 
fields.8  As in other countries, homeworking 
was common for tasks such as typing, 
addressing envelopes, punching computer 
cards and collating survey data.9 

Prompted by the potential gains from 
homeworking and advances in technology, 
scores of well -known corporations 
undertook experiments in the 1970s 
and 1980s, sometimes involving clerical 
homeworking but also aimed at professional 
occupations and managers. Tasks included 
key-punching, stock analysis, computer 
programming, billing and the making of 
airline reservations and involved industries 
as diverse as banking, insurance, airlines and 
telecommunications. Many of the “cottage 
keyers” and “telecommuters”, as they were 
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referred to in the projects, were drawn from the 
companies’ own internal staff, though sometimes 
new workers were recruited.10 Among the large 
American companies experimenting with 
homeworking were Montgomery Ward, Arthur 
D. Little, Blue Cross-Blue Shield, Standard Oil of 
Indiana and the First National Bank of Chicago.11 
Yet for F International, a British IT company 
founded in the early 1960s, homeworking was not 
an experiment but at the core of its organizational 
strategy (see box 4.1).

As many corporate experiments were featured 
in the popular press,12 government agencies in 
the United States,13 the United Kingdom14 and 
Australia15 were prompted to commission studies 
of the trend.  In the United States, the rise of 
clerical homeworking renewed long-standing 
regulatory debates, as some employers opted 
for engaging homeworkers as independent 
contractors (see box 4.2). Others, however, hired 
their workers as home-based employees, though 
usually as part-time workers to avoid the payment 
of additional benefits. 

In the early 1980s, the Wisconsin Physicians 
Services Insurance Corporation, a mid-sized 
insurance firm, hired home-based women to 
work as typists, coders and claims adjusters. The 
women were hired as part-time employees, thus 
making them exempt from medical, pension, sick 
leave and vacation pay; they also received lower 
pay then the on-site unionized staff.  One of the 
motivations, as explained by a manager at the 
company, was “to expand outside the union … 
[to eliminate unions] staff without having to go 
through the hassles with the union”, given that 
“there was never a good atmosphere at WPS 
in terms of unions versus management”.16 The 
homeworkers would receive the claims on their 
doorstep in the late afternoon, four days per 

week. The amount of work varied depending 
on work flow. The homeworker had 24 hours to 
complete the work except for the Thursday night 
delivery, when they had until Monday. Until 1984, 
the insurance claims were processed manually, 
but in the mid-1980s the company began to 
provide personal computers to some of the 
homeworkers.  Contact with management was 
sporadic, though the homeworkers were sent 
monthly audit reports on productivity and error 
rates, on which pay raises were based.  Most of 
the homeworkers were married with children and 
“middle class”, but still felt a need for additional 
income. The homeworkers also viewed the job as 
a way to retain their ties to the labour market and 
still be home for their children.  Nonetheless, as 
is common with working from home, most of the 
workers came to realize that that they could not 
perform their work and take care of their children 
at the same time, and instead worked early in 
the morning or at night when their children were 
asleep, or at other times when their children were 
occupied.17 

As with apparel and other light manufacturing, 
the clerical work that was first outsourced 
to homeworkers would later be outsourced 
to developing countries, as advances in 
communication technologies permitted the 
seamless distribution of service tasks across 
borders. The rise of digital labour platforms, 
which is discussed below, has added a new twist 
to outsourcing.  Whereas at first outsourcing 
was to the home, but in the same country, it 
then shifted overseas to back-office entities 
or subcontractors located abroad in the form 
of work performed on-site (commonly known 
as “business process outsourcing”). The latest 
development reintroduces the homeworker – but 
one who is located across borders.
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 Box 4.1  F International: Women homeworkers and information technology

A pioneer in IT homeworking was F International, a British information technology company 
founded in 1962 with the specific objective of providing work for computer professionals with family 
responsibilities.  The founder, Mrs “Steve” Shirley, had worked as a senior programmer at a large 
computer manufacturer but left this position upon childbirth.  Knowing that there were many female 
programmers who did not want to abandon their careers, particularly in a fast-changing IT service 
industry, but also wanted more flexibility to accommodate their family life, she founded the company 
based on a homeworking model.18  

By the mid-1980s, the company had grown to have a workforce of around 1,000 workers in Europe 
and North America, with revenues of 10 million US$.19 Ninety-five per cent of the workforce were 
women and less than 10 per cent of the company was office-based, with the rest working from 
home or at the clients’ premises.  As the company provided IT services, work was organized around 
projects, with “panel members” called as assignments became available.  To be hired as a panel 
member, candidates had to show that they had at least four years’ experience as a programmer, 
analyst or consultant and be prepared to work at least 20 hours a week, including two days outside 
the office at the clients’ premises. Panel members could stipulate periods they did not wish to work 
and also decline assignments. 

An elaborate system of project management ensured control of the work. At the beginning of a 
project, a dedicated project manager would estimate the number of hours of work needed and 
contract a project team to complete work within the allotted time span, with each individual team 
member agreeing to the number of hours needed to complete her part of the job.  This was deemed 
essential for monitoring purposes and accurate costing. Once the project was under way, regular 
progress reports kept track of schedule.  

According to management, pay rates compared favourably with those for equivalent full-time work 
carried out in a traditional setting; but as most of the workers were contractually classified as self-
employed, they were not eligible for employment-related benefits such as paid leave.  Essential 
equipment was provided by the company and the company also offered extensive training courses, 
through individual home-study packs and weekend courses.  Participating in training, however, was 
not compensated.  In the late 1980s, 35 per cent of the workforce had more than five years of tenure 
and 53 per cent had more than three years.
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 Box 4.2  Clerical home work: The resurgence of legal debates

Because the United States had a long history of banning home work, the rise of homeworking in 
the clerical professions renewed long-standing debates on the issue, particularly about whether it 
should be allowed and how workers should be legally classified. In the 1950s and 1960s, some courts 
ruled that “persons who address envelopes and labels in their homes were employees under the 
FLSA and that advertising agencies, addressing services, and insurance companies were not the 
kinds of retail or service industries exempted from the wage and hour law”.20 

Nevertheless, the practice by enterprises of classifying clerical homeworkers as independent 
contractors, coupled with reports about low earnings and concerns over the potential deterioration 
of working conditions of on-site workers, led the American union federation, the AFL-CIO, to call for 
the ban of clerical home work, similar to the bans imposed on certain types of industrial home work.21 
As stories of the increasing practice of clerical home work gained attention in the 1980s, the United 
States Government conducted research and held hearings to surmise the situation of home-based 
clerical work in the country, with regulation figuring prominently in the discussion.22  The committee 
noted how, 

Most homeworkers are paid on a piecework basis, whether measured by pages 
typed, claims processed or computer strokes recorded. And most homeworkers 
are paid considerably less than their office counterparts … another major factor 
is the absence of benefits, such as health insurance, vacation and sick leave 
… Clerical homeworkers are frequently labelled “independent contractors” by 
their employers, whether they transfer from on-site status or are hired initially 
to work at home. All of the witnesses at the hearing were of the view that this 
description is in most cases inaccurate and confusing. (p.3) 

The committee nonetheless concluded that, 

The potential and even the known dangers of exploitation of the vulnerable 
group of clerical homeworkers are not sufficient to justify a total ban on home 
office work. The mixed blessing which home work provides for thousands 
of women at some stages of their lives is a legitimate option, but one which 
requires protection through legislation, enforcement programs and enlightened 
employer attitudes end practices. (p.8)

It recommended that “employers comply with legal definitions of ‘employee’ and ‘independent 
contractor’ and follow requirements for treatment of their employees at home as well as on-site 
and without regard to whether they are paid on a piece-rate basis” (p. 9), including by removing “safe 
haven” provisions in the United States tax code, which, under certain conditions, exempt employers 
from needing to reclassify their workers if they are found to be employees.23  
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	X 4.2  Turkers: Homeworking 
on digital labour platforms

“At Pinterest, we have a growing dataset of billions 
of ideas, and we’re tasked with showing the right 
idea to the right user at the right time. Taking 
advantage of Amazon Mechanical Turk’s powerful 
crowdsourcing platform, we built a high-quality human 
evaluation system that could scale with our needs.”

– Veronica Mapes, Technical Program Manager for Human Computation, Pinterest24

In the early 2000s, the online retailer 
Amazon was struggling with duplicate 
entries on its growing online marketplace. 
Because it offered products from multiple 
vendors – and each vendor entered product 
information separately – the catalogue 
would repeat product listings, but with 
names and descriptions that did not 
perfectly match.  As a result, searches would 
return multiple slightly different entries for 
the same product up for sale. Amazon was 
unable to devise a computational solution 
that could recognize and filter out duplicates 
– although such identification would be 
trivially simple for a human. Therefore, it 
created an internal website for employees 
to catalogue entries and mark the duplicates 
during their “spare time”.25 

Recognizing the power of this tool, Amazon 
decided to open the platform to external 
clients – and external workers – for a wider 
variety of tasks beyond the identification of 
duplicate product entries.26  It described its 
service as “artificial artificial intelligence”, 
“an on-demand, scalable, human workforce 
to complete jobs that humans can do 
better than computers, for example, 
recognizing objects in photos”.27 Today, 

a wide variety of tasks that are currently 
unable to be computationally automated 
can be completed in mere minutes by a 
“global, on-demand, 24 x 7 workforce”, 28 
known as “turkers” working on the Amazon 
Mechanical Turk (AMT) platform.  

AMT is just one of many micro-task platforms 
in existence; other prominent micro-task 
platforms include the German Clickworker 
platform or the Australian Appen platform.  
Common tasks on micro-task platforms 
include product categorization; verifying 
and validating data (such as verifying a 
Twitter account is for a real person or 
tagging photos to train autonomous 
vehicle software); copywriting and other 
forms of content creation for websites; 
visiting websites or downloading apps to 
increase traffic and search optimization 
(“content access”); content moderation (the 
removal of pornography or violent images 
before they are uploaded on social media 
accounts); writing (fake) reviews, text or 
audio transcription; and filling out surveys, 
either for market research or academic 
purposes.29 On the AMT platform, every 
hour approximately 10,000 new tasks are 
published and 7,500 are completed.30 
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Yet while the number of “requesters” (businesses 
or individuals using the platform) has grown, it 
is also true that on AMT as on other micro-task 
platforms, there is heavy use by a few requesters.  
Indeed, the top 0.1 per cent of requesters on AMT 
account for 30 per cent of activity (measured in the 
dollar value of tasks) and 1 per cent of requesters 
post more than 50 per cent of dollar-weighted 
tasks.31 This is not surprising given that many 
platforms are being used by the tech industry to 
ensure the smooth operation of their systems.32 
Figure 4.1 gives an example of a “verification 
and validation” task undertaken to improve the 

quality of information on specific websites. This 
simple task pays US$0.04 to complete and is in 
line with the pay of most tasks.  One study of 
the AMT platform found that 25 per cent of tasks 
paid U$0.01, 70 per cent paid US$0.05 or less and 
90 per cent paid less than US$0.10.33  Average 
earnings on the AMT platform, based on a plug-in 
that tracked the worker log data of approximately 
2,500 workers over two years, was US$3.13 per 
hour, while the median hourly wage was around 
US$2 per hour. Only 4 per cent of the workers 
earned above the United States federal minimum 
wage of US$7.25 per hour.34

 Figure 4.1  Example of a task for verification and validation

Source: Screenshot of a task on the AMT website, https://worker.mturk.com/; cited in Berg et al., 2018.
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Working on digital labour 
platforms has become a 
worldwide phenomenon, 
with workers and 
platforms operating 
throughout the world

While there are differences among platforms, 
in general they function as follows.  Clients post 
tasks on the platform, either directly using an 
application programming interface or through 
the platform company, which breaks up the 
work into micro-tasks and then uploads it onto 
the platform. Workers see the task posted and 
as long as they have the right qualifications 
(usually a minimum threshold for their rating and 
experience, though they may also be required to 
pass unpaid qualification tests) and can access the 
job, complete it and submit it.  Prices are set by the 
client or platform and there is no negotiation. The 
client pays a fee to the platform for the service 
rendered.  The platform is thus an intermediary, 
similar to the subcontracting factory or broker in 
the garment industry discussed in Chapter 3.

“Micro-task workers” could thus be considered 
to be contemporary homeworkers.35 As in 
traditional home work, they absorb many of the 
costs and risks of production, including paying 
for their computers, internet connection and 
electricity. They are paid by the piece or “task” 
and bear the risk of fluctuations in demand.  The 
jobs often involve performing a fragmented task 
that is part of a larger final product in which they 
are not involved. But their work differs from 
traditional home work in that the process is highly 
automated, with little or no contact between the 
digital homeworker and the persons running the 
platform or their clients. Moreover, the workers 
are scattered across the globe, performing tasks 
for platforms and their clients some of whom may 
be located at the opposite end of the planet. 
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As the work involves the processing of online 
data, the system is highly automated and the 
workers are managed “algorithmically”.36 Workers 
sign up to the platform by agreeing to the terms 
of service; prior to receiving jobs, they usually 
have to take unpaid qualification tests that screen 
workers for basic skills and provide them with 
badges, qualifications or specific ratings that 
can allow them to access work. Tasks are posted 
on the platform and workers must monitor the 
platform, selecting jobs as quickly as possible as 
they are allocated to whoever grabs them first. 
Workers perform the task and submit the work. If 
the platform or client accepts the work, then the 
worker will receive a rating for the specific task 
and receive payment in their account, usually 
within 30 days, with the worker responsible for all 
bank fees. Sometimes the work is reviewed by a 
computer programme, who will accept the work if 
the answers coincide with the majority and reject 
if not.  As in industrial home work, workers are 
not paid for rejected work. In a survey of 3,500 
workers conducted by the ILO on five leading 
micro-task platforms, almost nine out of ten 
workers stated that they had had work rejected or 
payment refused. Only 12 per cent of respondents 
stated that all their rejections were justifiable.37 
Because the systems are automated, workers 
face difficulty in contesting such decisions, which 
is problematic given that rejections affect the 
workers’ ability to get new tasks or even lead to 
workers being deactivated automatically (in effect 
fired) from the platform when a certain threshold 
of rejections is reached. For example, on AMT a 
standard criterion used to attribute work on the 
platform is an approval rate of at least 95 per 
cent. On the Microworkers platform, workers 
whose approval rate or “temporary success 
rate” falls below 75 per cent are prevented from 
performing jobs for the next 30 days.  The rating 
systems also serve as a means to retain workers 
on an individual platform, as it takes time to 
acquire certain rankings and these rankings are 
not transferable to other platforms. 

An ILO survey of crowdworkers, which was posted 
on five United States and European platforms in 
2015 and again in 2017, found workers from 75 
different countries. Most were highly skilled, with 
the majority having completed university studies 
and 20 per cent with postgraduate degrees.  
Unlike traditional industrial home work, there 
was a strong presence of men.  In industrialized 

countries, the proportion of men and women was 
roughly similar, but in developing countries only 
one out of five workers were women. Analysing 
the motivations for performing crowdwork 
nonetheless revealed gender influences that 
were similar to industrial home work. Men were 
more likely to undertake crowdwork as a way to 
complement their income, whereas for women it 
was more likely to be their main job.  Fourteen per 
cent of women reported that they crowdworked 
because they could only work from home, 
compared with just 5 per cent of men. Among 
Americans working on the AMT platform, 47 per 
cent of women compared to 24 per cent of men 
had children at the time of the survey, a huge gap 
of 23 percentage points.38 

There were other similarities with industrial 
home work, particularly with respect to the 
intermittency of work, but also differences 
stemming from the geographic reach of the 
platforms, which ensured a readily available pool 
of workers.  Among survey respondents, 88 per 
cent stated that they would like to do more work; 
58 per cent stated that the reason they could 
not do more work was the insufficient amount 
of tasks available on the platform; and 17 per 
cent stated that they could not find sufficient 
well-paying tasks.  Nonetheless, the majority of 
respondents regularly worked at least six days per 
week and many worked during the night (10 p.m. 
to 5 a.m. – 43 per cent)) or evening (6 to 10 p.m. – 
68 per cent), either in response to task availability 
(often due to time zone differences) or because 
of other commitments. On average, in a typical 
week workers spent 24.5 hours doing crowdwork, 
of which 18.6 hours were paid and 6.2 hours were 
unpaid (time spent looking for tasks, completing 
qualification tests and so on).

In addition to micro-task platforms, there are 
other types of digital labour platforms that rely 
on home-based workers.  Some of these are 
online, e-commerce marketplaces (such as Etsy, 
Ebay and Mercado Libre) in which independent 
artisans can sell their products. They decide 
on the price, negotiate the transaction and the 
platform earns a fee; they are not homeworkers 
but rather independent workers who typically 
work from home.  Another category of platforms 
consists of “macro-task” platforms, on which 
workers offer their professional services in 
fields such as graphic design, IT programming, 
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statistical analysis, translation and other services, 
completing tasks that can take anywhere from 
a few minutes to a few months.39 Well-known 
macro-task platforms include Upwork, Freelancer.
com and Jovoto, though there are scores more, 
operating in different languages and markets 
and specializing in particular fields. Most of these 
platforms are designed so that workers set up 
individual profiles, indicate their expertise and 
their rate, with the final price for their work set 
via a bargaining process with clients.  Clients can 
pay per project or hourly; if hourly, the platform 
facilitates the monitoring of the work through 
special software that counts keystrokes and takes 
random screenshots using the worker’s webcam. 
The platform charges a fee, typically ranging from 
10 to 25 per cent; depending on the platform, the 
fee is charged either to the worker or the client.40 

Though “macro-task” platform workers exercise 
greater independence than micro-task workers 
and, in principle, can negotiate rates for their 
services, they are at times subject to high levels of 
monitoring and control and may work exclusively 

for one client for months at a time. Moreover, they 
have limited access to capital, limited control in 
commercial transactions and are acutely aware of 
global competition from workers with similar skill 
sets. Like micro-task platforms, there is an excess 
supply of labour, with fierce competition from 
workers around the world.  According to data 
from Upwork, in April 2019 there were 2.1 million 
workers registered on the platform but only 8.8 
per cent had earned money through it, while only 
5.9 per cent had earned more than US$1,000 from 
their time on the platform.41 Figure 4.2 illustrates 
the spectrum of dependency existing on digital 
labour platforms, ranging from independent 
artisans selling their products to highly 
dependent, price-taking micro-task workers being 
paid by the task. Macro-task workers fall in the 
middle of this spectrum.  In some instances, they 
are independent, but in other circumstances they 
may fall into a grey area of either dependent self-
employment or even disguised self-employment, 
particularly when their work becomes heavily 
monitored and controlled by one “client”.

 Figure 4.2  Spectrum of dependency among home-
based workers on digital labour platforms
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Working on digital labour platforms has become 
a worldwide phenomenon, with workers and 
platforms operating throughout the world.  The 
Online Labour Index of the Oxford Internet 
Institute tracks work posted onto the five largest 
English-language online labour platforms 
(both macro-task and micro-task platforms), 
according to the workers’ location and the type 
of professional service offered.  During the first 
few months of the COVID-19 pandemic, traffic 
increased sharply as demand for IT professionals 
surged;42 it later fell during the northern 

hemisphere’s summer months (see figure 4.3).  On 
the five platforms tracked by the Online Labour 
Index, workers span all regions of the world, with 
an important concentration in Asia, irrespective 
of the professional service offered (see figure 
4.4). In October 2020, the top ten countries 
with workers on the five platforms, in order of 
importance, were India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, 
the United Kingdom, the United States, Ukraine, 
the Russian Federation, the Philippines, Egypt and 
Indonesia.43

 Figure 4.3  Growth in projects on online labour 
platforms, May 2016–September 2020

Note:  The index is normalized so that 100 index points on the y-axis represents the daily average number 
of new projects in May 2016. Data is scraped from five largest English-language online labour platforms.  
Professional services include expertise such as marketing or accounting.

Source: Online Labour Index.
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The Online Labour Index tracks English-
language platforms, yet there are many more 
platforms operating in different languages and 
with particular specializations.  An ILO study of 
platform workers in Ukraine, for example, found 
that workers were working on over 40 different 
platforms serving post-Soviet, Russian-speaking 
markets, as well as international markets.44 By 
2016 in Ukraine, nearly every fifth Ukrainian 
white-collar office worker had tried work on digital 
labour platforms and expressed a desire to switch 
to it fully, while nearly half viewed it as a potential 
additional source of income.45  Between 2012 and 
2017, nearly 180,000 Ukrainians registered on the 
Upwork platform alone, earning $262 million over 
the same period.46 

China has its own booming domestic online labour 
platform industry, boosted by demand from its 
e-commerce market, which in 2018 was already 
double the size of the United States market 
and was predicted to double again by 2020.47  
E-commerce has triggered demand for design, 
website programming and website maintenance 
for online businesses and has bolstered a need for 
online marketing services. ZBJ.com, the country’s 
largest online labour platform, covers six industry 
categories, including brand creativity; product/
manufacturing; software development; corporate 
management; corporate marketing; and personal 
life services. More than 600 different job and task 
categories are listed on the platform,48  which 
includes craft and assembly work (though in just 

 Figure 4.4  Geographical distribution of platform 
workers according to the services provided

Source: Online Labour Index.
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a tiny proportion of the work offered).  While 
such work exists in the West through individual 
websites or direct contact with companies, it has 
not been found in studies of Western platforms. 
Common types of craft and assembly work offered 
include beading, cross-stitching, fabricating hand-
made dolls, printmaking, LED light assembly 
and electronic device assembly. After the task is 
accepted the materials are shipped to the worker, 
who assembles the products and returns them 
when completed, usually by mail, to the client.  
The craft and assembly work is paid per unit, 
with the fee determined by the client. This work 
is industrial outwork but is mediated through a 
digital labour platform.49 

In addition to posting tasks on platforms, 
some companies engage home-based workers 
directly, often across international borders. 
These work relationships may originally initiate 
through contact on a platform, but the working 
relationship goes off platform.  In Ukraine, one 
third of respondents stated that they had worked 
directly with a client, bypassing the platform 
through which initial contract was established. 
Focus groups with platform workers in Ukraine 
also revealed the incidence of what they describe 
as “closed” platforms that could only be accessed 
by invitation. To be accepted, workers have to 
prepare their application and pass through 
several interview stages that are conducted 
over communication software. Once admitted, 
workers receive a constant stream of work and 
pay and are requested to be available for work 
at regular times.50 Their working relationship 
is similar to that of an employee, but they have 
been contractually classified by the platform as 
an independent contractor. 

An ILO survey of 300 online home-based workers 
in the Philippines found that 14 per cent worked 
directly for clients, often as “virtual assistants”. 
The top countries of origin of their clients are 
the United States, the Philippines, Australia and 
Canada. Forty per cent of online direct workers 
surveyed had one client, 42 per cent worked for 
2 to 3 clients at the same time and the rest had 
more clients. Workers are able to handle multiple 
clients by combining part-time and full-time 
clients; clients who require different schedules; 
and clients who do not require a fixed schedule 
or track working hours. They also subcontract to 

another person to accomplish some of the tasks 
or outputs, as is sometimes done in industrial 
outwork. The job is usually time-based and may 
be full-time (usually 40 hours a week, 160 hours 
a month) or part-time, with either fixed or flexible 
hours. However, even with flexible schedules, 
there is generally agreement on the minimum 
hours to be devoted to the job or minimum 
outputs to be produced daily.

Most online direct workers have a written 
agreement with their clients, including 
provisions pertaining to the worker’s tasks 
and payment terms (pay rate, frequency and 
manner of payment), the number of working 
hours and a specification that the worker is 
an independent contractor. Fifteen per cent of 
workers, however, report that their clients only 
use verbal agreements. The Virtual Coworker 
online platform, a recruiting platform for virtual 
assistants, states that all home-based staff 
engaged through the agency are considered 
“independent contractors”, without the applicable 
employee compensation structure, benefits 
such as leave credits, 13th month pay or social 
security.51 However, it also states that full-time 
contractors are required to “be logged on for a 
total of 9 hours per day which includes a 1-hour 
lunch break, and two 10-minute breaks”, while 
part-time contractors “work a minimum of 4 
hours with one 10-minute break”. In addition, they 
are required to log on the agency’s time-tracking 
management system, which captures the screen 
randomly every few minutes and is used to record 
attendance and prepare payroll.

The use of software to monitor working 
time is common in home-based service 
work as establishing pay rates is not always 
straightforward.  It can be difficult for a client 
to know in advance how long a particular task 
might take to do; alternatively, hourly pay is used 
as a means to ensure that the worker is available 
when the client needs. Control and monitoring 
of working time are exercised by the client or 
platform through various means. The most 
stringent of these measures is software (such as 
Time Doctor), which the worker must download 
to their computer and which tracks the hours 
worked, records keystrokes and takes random 
screenshots.  Other means include requiring that 
the worker stay active on Skype while at work. 
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Using technology to track time is not new to the 
digital age.  Already in the early 1980s, home-
based clerical workers worked on machines 
that could monitor keystrokes per minute, the 
number of commands executed and error rates. 
In France, this monitoring system was referred 
to as “spies”.52 Table 4.1 shows how the majority 

of online workers in the Philippines survey 
were found to be subject to different forms of 
monitoring from all or some of their clients. What 
is ironic about such monitoring is that digital 
platform workers are classified by online labour 
platforms as self-employed, who in principle have 
independence in work processes.  

 Table 4.1  Extent and types of monitoring of working time

If clients monitor workers’ working hours

Yes, this happens always with all clients 27.2%

Yes, this happens with some clients 38.9%

No 33.9%

If clients require worker to submit a daily time record

Yes, this happens always with all clients 22.2%

Yes, this happens with some clients 33.9%

No 43.9%

If client requires screenshots of work done or installation of 
software on workers’ computer that takes screenshots

Yes, this happens always with all clients 26.8%

Yes, this happens with some clients 39.1%

No 34.1%

If clients require worker to be available during specific hours

Yes, this happens always with all clients 28.1%

Yes, this happens with some clients 46.1%

No 25.8%

Note: Based on survey of 288 online workers, 2019.

Source: Amelita King-Dejardin, “Homeworking: Bad Job? Good Job?”, ILO working paper, 2021.

The perceived inability to monitor workers has been a bottleneck for some employers in adopting 
working from home programmes, as discussed below. 

	X Chapter 4. Home work in services: Typists, turkers and teleworkers 110



	X 4.3 Teleworkers

In 1980, the futurist Alvin Toffler predicted that progress 
in telecommunication technologies, coupled with rising 
costs associated with commuting, would usher in the era 
of the “electronic cottage”, whereby work would return to 
the home, where it had been for much of civilization.53 

 In 2019, nearly four decades later, the global 
share of employees who teleworked on a 
permanent basis was just 3 per cent. It took 
the COVID-19 pandemic and its associated 
lockdowns for the levels of teleworking 
predicted by Toffler to be reached. Though 
we do not know whether “the great working 
from home” experiment will endure in a 
post-COVID-19 world, it is nonetheless 
critical to understand the possible 
consequences for enterprises in terms of 
productivity, innovation and management. 
Chapter 5 will discuss the consequences for 
working conditions. 

As explained in Chapter 1, teleworkers are 
employees who use ICT tools to perform their 
work at home or in another location outside 
of the employers’ premises.  The scope of 
Convention No. 177 and Recommendation 
No. 184 includes “teleworking” when it is 
carried out as a continuous or permanent 
arrangement, either on a full-time or part-
time basis, and thus is more narrow in 
its concern as it does not include on-site 
workers who occasionally take work home 
to complete after the end of working hours 
or who work occasionally from their homes.  
The inclusion of permanent teleworkers 
within the scope of Convention No. 177 and 
Recommendation No. 184 likely reflects 
concerns over the potential risks of unequal 
treatment of workers who are not physically 
present.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, most 
teleworking was occasional and often in 
addition to the hours already worked on-
site, serving to extend working hours.54 
In Australia, 43 per cent of workers who 

reported that they worked at home in 2017 
stated that they did so to “catch up on 
work”.  In the United States, 25 per cent of 
wage and salary workers worked at home 
at least occasionally in 2017–2018, but 
only 2 per cent did so five days a week.  In 
Japan, a 2016 government survey of 2032 
enterprises with more than 100 employees 
found that only 13.2 per cent of companies 
had adopted any sort of teleworking system, 
with mobile work constituting two thirds of 
cases. For nearly half the firms, fewer than 5 
per cent of employees teleworked. In Japan, 
teleworking tends to be informal, and as a 
means for workers to complete work outside 
of normal office hours.55 Likely as a result, 
Japanese firms had difficulty in adapting to 
teleworking during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
A survey conducted by the Japan Association 
for Chief Financial Officers of 577 chief 
financial officers and finance directors 
prior to the 7 April 2020 announcement of 
the state of emergency found that 31 per 
cent of companies were unable to adopt 
teleworking because paperwork was not yet 
digitized and internal rules and procedures 
necessary for teleworking were not ready.56 

Like industrial and clerical homeworking, 
teleworking lends itself to occupations where 
work can be carried out autonomously, 
with little direct supervision and where the 
workers can be managed based on results.57 
There are occupations, across the skill 
spectrum, that fit this characterization.  Yet 
as suggested above, there are important 
variations across countries in the degree to 
which they adopt teleworking. One study 
of teleworking practices across Europe, for 
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example, found that national variation explained 
the largest proportion of the variance in the 
level of telework.58 While some of this is due to 
legal constraints, it also reflects differences 
in organizational practices and cultural 
predispositions.59    

Teleworking is often viewed as something that 
benefits workers rather than the organization, 
with managers fearing a loss of control over 
subordinates.60 In the United Kingdom’s 
Workplace Employment Relations Study, 
managers considered working from home to 
be a flexible working arrangement, along with 
other workplace policies such as compressed 
work weeks and flexible hours.  With 77 per cent 
of managers agreeing or strongly agreeing with 
the statement that it was “up to individuals to 
balance work and family responsibilities,”61 it is not 
surprising that when solely viewed as a policy of 
benefit to workers so that they can better manage 
work-life conflicts, teleworking was not adopted 
widely prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Moreover, the literature on teleworking, while 
mostly positive about its benefits,62 has suffered 
from a lack of robust analysis. The management 
literature often draws on case studies and thus 
the results may not be viewed as transferable to 
one’s organization. With the exception of a few 
studies, most of the literature is also based on 
perceptions by managers or employees of the 
impacts without offering clear benchmarks for 
evaluating success and without adequate control 
groups for assessing differences. There are also 
problems with the causality as the relationship 
between the self-reported positive performance 
of the firm and the use of teleworking may be 
more indicative of a relationship between these 
two variables – with high-performing workplaces 
more likely to adopt teleworking – rather than 
teleworking resulting in greater productivity or 
output.63

In addition, some studies have documented 
negative impacts for the colleagues who remain 
in the office.  Office-based employees may have 
to respond to ad hoc request that teleworkers are 
unavailable to handle, and may become resentful 
of the perceived workload increase, leading to 
tensions among employees.64 Adding to these 
difficulties is the tendency for managers to be 
more likely to telework than their subordinates 

and the possible negative effects on employees 
whose managers telework.  One study of 11,000 
enterprises found that where the manager was 
away from the office full-time, the perceived 
work experiences and outcomes for subordinates 
were less positive; where the manager spent only 
a portion of the week away from the office, the 
negative impact was reduced.  The findings were, 
however, modest in magnitude.65

One landmark study of a work-from-home 
experiment that entailed a randomly assigned 
control and treatment group of workers did reveal 
positive results, to the surprise of management.66 
The experiment involved call centre employees 
of a large Chinese travel agency.  Employees who 
volunteered to work from home were randomly 
assigned to either the control (office-based) or 
treatment (home-based) group for nine months. 
The office workers and homeworkers used the 
same IT equipment, faced the same work order 
flow from a common central server and were 
compensated under the same pay system, which 
included an element of individual performance pay. 
Thus, the only difference between the two groups 
was the location of the workers. The experiment 
found a 13 per cent performance increase for 
workers who worked from home, of which 9 per 
cent derived from working more minutes per 
shift due to fewer breaks and sick days and 4 

Teleworkers are 
employees who 
use ICT tools 
to perform their 
work at home 
or in another 
location outside 
of the employers’ 
premises  
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per cent from more calls per minute, which the 
homeworkers attributed to the quieter working 
environment. The results were homogenous 
among workers, meaning that gender, commuting 
time, age, prior work experience and living 
arrangements did not have any statistically 
significant effects on the workers’ outcome.  Also, 
the performance of workers who remained in the 
office was not negatively affected by having some 
of their colleagues work from home. 

Approximately half of the employees in the 
division were interested in working from home, 
particularly those who were married, had children 
and faced long commutes to work. Of these, half 
were qualified to take part in the experiment 
as the requirements included having at least 
six months’ tenure, broadband access and a 
private room at home in which they could work. 
Interestingly, many employees changed their 
minds about working from home at the end of the 
experiment, with 50 per cent of the home-based 
group and 10 per cent of the office-based group 
switching their preferences.  Some employees 
reported feeling lonely after working from home 
for a few months; there were also concerns about 
promotions.  These concerns were warranted, as 
the experiment revealed that promotion rates for 
homeworkers vis-à-vis on-site colleagues reduced 
by approximately 50 per cent.

Overall, the firm estimated that it saved about 
$2,000 per year per employee working at home, 
leading it to offer the option to work from home 
to the entire firm. The finding has implications 
for the call centre industry, which has not 
been systematic in its use of homeworking.  
For example, in the United States prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, call centre employees of 
Jet Blue Airlines worked from home, whereas 
American Airlines did not allow any home work 
and United Airlines had a mix of practices.67  In 
Brazil, Gol Airlines used homeworkers for its call 
centre.68

Another study evaluating the productivity 
impacts of working from home is a study on the 
work-from-anywhere (WFA) policy of the United 
States Patent and Trade Office that involved 
patent examiners, whose job is characterized 
as independent, routine and repetitive, though 
requiring scientific knowledge.69 The WFA policy, 

which was driven by negotiations between 
managers and the patent examiners’ union, 
expanded a previous work-from-home (WFH) 
policy that had been limited to working from home 
within a 50-mile radius of the office and coming in 
once a week to the office.  Both the WFH and WFA 
policies were open to employees with a minimum 
of two years of tenure.  The researchers found 
that the work output of examiners under the WFA 
policy increased by 4.4 per cent compared to the 
output of workers under the WFH policy, without 
any measurable effects on quality. They attribute 
the finding to the ability of workers to relocate 
to lower cost-of-living locations, which resulted 
in an increase in real incomes and thus greater 
motivation and commitment on the part of the 
workers.  The researchers estimate the benefits 
of the WFA programme at $132 million, based on 
the ability for the organization to process more 
patent applications (which are charged a fee 
for processing), as well as a one-time reduction 
of $0.7 million in hiring costs and a continuing 
annual cost savings of $2.75 million.70

The examples given above are of work that can 
be done independently and with measurable 
outputs.  For work that involves collaboration with 
colleagues and outputs that are less measurable, 
working from home can be a challenge for 
managers.  Indeed, the Society for Human 
Resource Management reported that 71 per cent 
of employers were struggling to adjust to remote 
work imposed by the COVID-19 lockdowns.71 
Some managers have turned to monitoring 
software as a tool to ensure that workers who 
have been shifted to home-based work during the 
pandemic are on their computers.72 Nevertheless, 
such tools risk eroding trust between managers 
and subordinates, which experts agree is the 
foundation for successful teleworking;73 they also 
do not account for offline time dedicated to work, 
thereby potentially undercounting working hours. 
The software also raises concerns with respect 
to workers’ data privacy, particularly given that 
the workers are being tracked at their home.  In 
addition, some of the concerns of managers may 
not be warranted as the preliminary literature 
analysing working hours during the COVID-19 
lockdowns indicate an extension of working hours 
by their employees.74 
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	X 4.4 Conclusion

Homeworking in services has a relatively long history; as in 
goods production, it has evolved along with changes in the 
type of services needed and their geographical location. 

Like in goods production, there are 
important similarities with how workers 
are legally classified by businesses, with 
many clerical workers and most workers 
on digital labour platforms being classified 
as independent contractors performing 
task-based work, whereas teleworkers 
are, by definition, employees.  The ease of 
outsourcing service work has also seen a 
similar evolution to that of goods production: 
first work is outsourced to the home, then 
abroad to lower-cost locations and finally to 
the home in these lower-cost locations. 

Industrial home work is most commonly 
associated with piece-rate payments, 
rendering labour productivity less important 
for the enterprise or intermediary, as 
workers are paid by output and not by the 
time necessary to achieve such output.  
For wage and salaried employment (and 
also for regulations and social norms 
on working time limits), productivity is 
critical because it determines how much 
output can be produced in a given time by 
a given worker, the associated costs and, 

ultimately, the profit of the business. Some 
service work can be easily fragmented and 
organized for task-based pay, such as work 
on micro-task platforms, but other work 
is less easy to fragment and calculating 
the time necessary to accomplish the 
work is not straightforward.  This has led 
some managers of teleworkers as well 
as managers of workers on digital labour 
platforms to turn to monitoring software as 
a means to track working hours.  The use of 
such software is not without controversy as 
it can erode trust in labour relations and may 
infringe on workers’ data privacy.  

Although monitoring should not be confused 
with management, for some managers it 
is critical and the difficulties of monitoring 
were an impediment to the widespread use 
of working from home among employees 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.  While 
preliminary evidence of the experience for 
both employers and workers during the 
pandemic has generally been positive, it 
remains to be seen how enterprises will view 
this practice in a post-COVID-19 world.
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Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
most teleworking was occasional 
and often in addition to the 
hours already worked on-site
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Home work has consequences for workers, who 
by choice or lack thereof are engaged in this mode 
of production. While some of these consequences 
are common to homeworkers in different 
countries, others vary from place to place and 
also depend on the type of work being performed 
in the home. Homeworkers are a heterogeneous 
group, whose members range from impoverished 
industrial homeworkers to highly skilled 
teleworkers. Everywhere there is a higher 
proportion of women among homeworkers 
than in the workforce as a whole, but relative 
earnings vary from country to country. While the 
preceding chapters have focused on home work 
as a method of production in both manufacturing 
and services, this chapter analyses the working 
conditions of those who engage in home work. 
Given the long-standing challenges faced by 
homeworkers, it is important to assess how 
they are coping, particularly compared to other 
workers. In addition, the dramatic worldwide 
increase in working from home as a result of 
the COVID-19 pandemic has brought renewed 
urgency to these questions.

Though the analysis is limited by data availability, 
the objective here is to cover home work 
globally. There are knowledge gaps about home 

work in Africa, the Russian Federation and 
neighbouring states, and China. The specificities 
and implications of digitally enabled home work, 
including telework, have been  less thoroughly 
studied than industrial outwork, which has a 
much longer history. Nevertheless, thanks to the 
rapidly growing literature on teleworking, this gap 
is closing. 

In addition to drawing on four ILO-commissioned 
studies1 and the case study literature, the working 
conditions of homeworkers in Argentina, India, 
Italy, Mexico, South Africa, the United Kingdom 
and the United States were investigated using 
labour force surveys. The choice of countries 
reflects a desire to cover different regions of the 
world, but it is also limited by data availability.

This chapter investigates the working conditions 
of homeworkers, including their earnings; 
working hours; work-life balance and gender 
issues; access to social protection; methods of 
organization as workers; occupational safety 
and health (OSH) challenges; and training and 
career prospects. It will concentrate mostly on 
comparisons between homeworkers, on the one 
hand, and home-based workers and workers who 
work outside the home, on the other. 
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	X 5.1 Occupations and earnings

Some people work for fulfilment, but most work to make ends 
meet.  As such, earnings are critical when assessing working 
conditions and occupations are critical for analysing earnings.  

Before going into earnings, this chapter 
will look at the occupational distribution of 
homeworkers (as well as other home-based 
workers, for comparison purposes).  Figure 
5.1 shows the occupational distribution 
of home-based work and home work in 
India, Mexico, Argentina, Italy, the United 
Kingdom and the United States. The 
differences are striking: whereas from 60 

to 78 per cent of homeworkers in Italy, the 
United Kingdom and the United States are 
managers, professionals or technicians, 
the corresponding numbers for the poorer 
countries range from 3 per cent (Mexico) to 
40 per cent (Argentina).  Again, in India 59 
per cent of homeworkers are in crafts and 
related trades, while in the United Kingdom 
the corresponding number is 2 per cent.

 Figure 5.1  Occupational structure of home-based work and home work

Note: The South African General Household Survey has a question on commuting that allows homeworker 
identification but provides no information on occupation.

Sources: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey, 2018; Mexico, National Labour and Occupational Survey, 4th 
quarter 2019; Argentina, Permanent Household Survey, 4th quarter 2019; Italy, Labour Force Survey, 4th 
quarter 2019; United Kingdom, Labour Force Survey, 2018; United States, American Community Survey, 2018.
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Clearly, the occupational distribution of home-
based work and home work varies from country 
to country. There are far more professionals, 
managers and technicians in high-income 
countries such as Italy, the United States and 
the United Kingdom (see figure 5.1, light/dark 
blue bars). Conversely, there are far more home-
based workers and homeworkers in crafts and 
trades occupations in lower-income countries, 
particularly Mexico and India (see figure 5.1, 
turquoise bars). 

What are the impacts of this 
occupational structure and 
other factors upon earnings? 

One of the most important characteristics 
of homeworkers’ earnings is how they vary 
according to the country context. Table 5.1 below 
shows (i) home-based workers and homeworkers 
as a percentage of total employment (including 
self-employment), with positive earnings; and 
(ii) home-based workers’ and homeworkers’ 
earnings as a percentage of non-home-based 
workers’ earnings.  Countries are arranged in 
order of increasing per capita income.

 Table 5.1  Homeworkers and their earnings

Country % of workers with positive wages Wages as % of non-home-
based workers’ wages

Non-home-
based workers

Home-based 
workers

Homeworkers Home-based 
workers

Homeworkers

India 88.8% 11.2% 1.1% 73% 41%

South 
Africa

88.8% 11.2% 4.2% 71% 64%

Mexico 94.3% 5.7% 0.6% 63% 54%

Argentina 94.0% 6.0% 0.6% 74% 101%

Italy 98.7% 1.3% 125%

United 
Kingdom

95.6% 4.4% 137%

United 
States

95.1% 4.9% 3.3% 121% 140%

Note: The table contains only workers with positive (and thus not zero) wages; this means unpaid family 
workers are not included.

Sources: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey, 2018; South Africa, General Household Survey , 2017; 
Mexico, National Labour and Occupational Survey, 4th quarter 2019; Argentina, Permanent Household 
Survey, 4th quarter 2019; Italy, Labour Force Survey, 4th quarter 2019; United Kingdom, Labour Force 
Survey, 2018; United States, American Community Survey, 2018.
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A relationship appears between the income level 
of each country and the relative earnings of 
homeworkers.  In Italy, the United Kingdom and 
the United States, homeworkers make from 25 to 
40 per cent more than workers who work outside 
their homes; home work in these countries 
is dominated by highly skilled teleworkers. In 
South Africa and Mexico, home to many piece-
rate artisans, homeworker earnings amount to 
64 and 54 per cent, respectively, of the earnings 
of other workers. In Argentina, the earnings of 
the two groups of workers are about the same.  
In India, where home work is dominated by 
industrial homeworkers who are paid by piece, 
homeworkers’ earnings are a mere 41 per cent 
that of workers who do not work from home. 

This occupational distr ibution explains 
statistically a considerable part of the difference 
in homeworkers’ earnings compared to other 
workers. If the occupational distribution of 
homeworkers in India were the same as in the 
United Kingdom – more managers, professionals 
and technicians and far fewer crafts and trades 
and elementary homeworkers – then the earnings 
of Indian homeworkers would rise to about 87 per 
cent of the earnings of those who work outside 
the home, whereas at present it represents less 
than 50 per cent.  Similarly, in Mexico, monthly 
homeworkers’ wages would rise from 54 to 83 per 
cent of non-home-based wages if their occupation 
distribution mirrored that of the United States.

A similar exercise can be conducted by applying 
the occupational distribution of workers who 
work outside the home to homeworkers, not in 
different countries but in the same country. This 
would increase homeworkers’ earnings from 41 
to 95 per cent of non-home-based workers in 
India and from 54 to 78 per cent in Mexico, but 
would reduce homeworkers’ earnings from 125 
to 101 per cent of non-home-based workers in 
Italy and from 137 to 103 per cent in the United 
Kingdom. It appears, therefore, that perhaps 
the less favourable position of homeworkers in 
low- and middle-income countries is in part due 

to their occupations.   Nevertheless, it is possible 
that a homeworker penalty still exists even when 
taking occupation into consideration. 

The low earnings are felt acutely by the 
homeworkers themselves, but they do not see 
alternatives other than accepting whatever they 
are given.  As one clerical homeworker in Mexico 
stated, “In this job we can demand nothing, if we 
ask for anything additional, they fire us”.2 

This relationship is even more apparent if 
instead of just the average wage, the whole 
wage distribution is shown. Figure 5.2 shows 
the earnings distributions for homeworkers 
and commuting workers in three countries that 
(almost) span the GDP per capita chasm in today’s 
world: India, Mexico and the United Kingdom. 
Each panel shows the density of homeworkers (in 
dark blue) and those whose workplace is outside 
the home (in turquoise). The horizontal axis 
corresponds to earnings (in logarithmic scale) 
and the vertical axis to the density of workers. 
The height of the curve can be thought of as 
representing the number of workers at a given 
wage level.

One of the 
most important 
characteristics 
of homeworkers’ 
earnings is 
how they vary 
according to the 
country context 
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All three graphs show that there are broadly 
speaking two types of homeworkers. There is a 
lower peak showing those who make less than 
the average wage, which likely corresponds to 
industrial homeworkers making beedi cigarettes 
in India, artisan crafts in Mexico and garments in 
the United Kingdom.  But there is also a second 
peak, which corresponds to professional and 
managerial teleworkers who earn considerably 
more than the average wage in the United 
Kingdom and close to the average in India and 
Mexico. What changes among countries is the 
relative share of each type of homeworker in the 
mix of employees working from home.

There is much to be said in favour of labour 
force surveys whose large samples, long time 
series, comparability across years and stable 
questionnaires make them invaluable in the 
study of any labour market, but they also suffer 
from limitations. As discussed in Chapter 2, their 
questionnaires are conceived for “standard” work 
and often fall short when investigating atypical 
work arrangements. For example, earnings for 
many piece-rate workers are best calculated 
as the piece rate multiplied by the number of 
pieces over a given period, but this is not how the 
question is framed in most labour force surveys. 

 Figure 5.2  Earnings densities for India, Mexico 
and the United Kingdom (total earnings)

Note: Non-HBW = non-home-based workers.
The comparison group in turquoise is non-home-based workers, which consists of all workers who do not 
work from home, including self-employed and employers.

Sources: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey, 2018; Mexico, National Labour and Occupational Survey, 4th 
quarter 2019; United Kingdom, Labour Force Survey, 2018.
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Case studies provide another window into the 
universe of homeworkers. Large systematic 
samples are usually sacrificed for snowball 
sampling and few if any non-homeworker 
households are interviewed, thus sacrificing 
comparability.  Nevertheless, their questionnaires 
are attuned to the type of work being studied and 
the quantitative case studies are often informed 
by insights from the qualitative investigation. 

Table 5.2 shows average monthly homeworkers’ 
earnings as investigated by seven case studies 
with some kind of statistical sample. The last 
three columns provide the average countrywide 
wages for the same year as the case study, the 
source of the information and the ratio between 
mean wages and homeworker earnings.

 Table 5.2  Homeworkers’ earnings from case studies

Mean homeworker study wage Mean country wage

Study Industry Sample 
size

Homeworker 
wage

Wage 
data 
year

Currency Value Source Homeworker 
to Mean 
wage ratio

Aleksynska 
et al. (2018)

Digital 
platform 
workers

1,000 1,878 2017 hryvnia 7,746 State 
Statistics 
Service of 
Ukraine

24%

Zhou (2017) Garment 
workers

259 8,208 (5,057 
with no 

embroidery)  

2016 Pakistan 
rupee

15,390 ILO Global 
Wage Report 
2018/2019

53%

King-
Dejardin 
(2019)

290 2,000 to 
6,000

2016 Philippine 
peso

10,458 ILO Global 
Wage Report 
2018/2019

38%

Hirway 
(2018)

Textile and 
garment 
workers

25 1,693 2011–
2012

Indian 
rupee

9,194 ILO Global 
Wage Report 
2016/2017

18%

Kalpana 
(2019)

Appalam 
workers

60 3,524 2015 Indian 
rupee

10,885 ILO Global 
Wage Report 
2018/2019

32%

Kara (2019) Garment 
workers

1,452 2,072 2018 Indian 
rupee

12,546 ILO Global 
Wage Report 
2018/2019

17%

Datta et al. 
(2018)

Urban 
homeworkers 
in chain/zip 
and decorative 
item industries

53 1,431 2018 Indian 
rupee

12,546 ILO Global 
Wage Report 
2018/2019

11%

ILO (2015) Homeworkers 
in different 
industries 

3,010 377,331 2014 Indonesian 
rupiah

1,927,994 
men

1,403,925 
women

Statistics 
Indonesia, 
“Labour 
Force 
Situation”, 
2014

20% (men)
27% (women)

Note: The average wage for India for 2018 was calculated using the 2016 wage from the ILO Global Wage 
Report 2018/2019 and then applying inflation for 2017 and 2018; for Pakistan, the 2015 average wage 
was updated to 2016 using inflation.
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While these numbers are not entirely comparable 
due to the various limitations discussed, they 
do show that homeworkers in these studies 
invariably earn much less than the average 
worker in the same country.  Particularly striking 
are the monthly earnings of garment (including 
embroidery) workers in India, whose monthly 
earnings are 17 and 11 per cent, respectively, of 
the average Indian wage.3 Although part of this 
difference is due to hours worked, these workers 
are facing compound disadvantages of sex, caste 
and region, as well as a home work disadvantage. 
From any perspective, the numbers are utterly 

disheartening. In the words of a 30 year-old 
garment worker in India, “We are slaves to the 
contractors. They give us less wages, but we have 
no alternative.”4  

Other case studies do not use statistical samples 
from which mean earnings can be calculated, but 
are nevertheless informative. A recent study of 
working conditions in the Indonesian leather and 
footwear sector found homeworkers having to 
work overtime for pay that amounted to less than 
a quarter of the monthly minimum wage for the 
area.5

©ILO/B. Birla

These workers are facing 
compound disadvantages of 
sex, caste and region, as well 
as a home work disadvantage
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	X 5.2 Earnings and hours

Any gap in earnings can be decomposed into hours and hourly 
earnings. All homeworkers –from industrial piece-rate workers to 
high-skilled teleworkers – are considered in the following analysis. 

 Table 5.3  Decomposition of homeworker earnings gap

Country Hours worked 
per month

Homeworker 
earnings gap

Non-home-
based 
workers

Home-based 
workers

Homeworkers Due to hours Due to 
hourly 
earnings

India 231 216 197 18% 82%

Mexico 187 137 137 50% 50%

Argentina 156 125 102

Italy 147 154 21% 79%

United 
Kingdom

142 134 -19% 119%

United 
States

165 160 165 1% 99%

Sources: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey, 2018; Mexico, National Labour and Occupational 
Survey, 4th quarter 2019; Argentina, Permanent Household Survey, 4th quarter 2019; Italy, 
Labour Force Survey, 4th quarter 2019; United Kingdom, Labour Force Survey, 2018; United 
States, American Community Survey, 2018. 

A pattern similar to what was seen for 
monthly earnings can be discerned. 
In middle and low-income countries, 
homeworkers both work fewer hours and 
earn less by the hour. In India, the earnings 
gap is 18 per cent due to fewer hours and 
82 per cent due to very low hourly wages 
(usually because this “wage” is usually 
payment by piece). In Mexico, the gap is 

50 per cent/50 per cent. In high-income 
countries, homeworkers have higher hourly 
earnings but there is no pattern in the gap 
due to hours (table 5.3).

Figure 5.3 complements the analysis of table 
5.3. It shows earnings densities for India, 
Mexico and the United Kingdom, but unlike 
figure 5.2 it shows hourly earnings and not 
total earnings.
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The clear peaks corresponding to better and 
lesser-paid homeworkers vanish for the United 
Kingdom but are still quite clear for India, with 
Mexico somewhere in-between. It is striking how 
much higher hourly earnings are for homeworkers 
in the United Kingdom and how much lower they 
are for India. The occupational distribution is only 
part of the story, however. In the United Kingdom, 
homeworkers in management and sales and 
industrial homeworkers in crafts and trades all 
make more per hour than their non-home-based 
counterparts.  By contrast, in India homeworkers 
in all occupational categories are paid less. 

Industr ial homeworkers in low- income 
countries display a keen awareness of the 
importance of both hours and low hourly pay. 
In the words of a silk weaver in Banaras, India:

“Nowadays we have to work harder 
for lower wages. Earlier we could work 
worth Rs50–60 in four hours. Today 
we have to work the whole day for the 
same amount of money. There are 
people spread-out all over the place, 
even in the rural areas doing this work. 
Previously this work was not done in 
the rural areas. Now the wages for 
some work say Rs50, then someone 
will say I can do it for Rs30, why would 
they go to one asking Rs50?”6  

 Figure 5.3  Hourly earnings densities: India, 
Mexico and the United Kingdom

Note: Non-HBW = non-home-based workers.

Sources: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey, 2018; Mexico, National Labour and Occupational Survey, 4th 
quarter 2019; United Kingdom, Labour Force Survey, 2018.
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Is there a home work penalty?

Another way to analyse the earnings gap 
statistically is to control for other variables 
that are intimately related to earnings, such as 
educational level, sex, age and occupation. There 
are two ways of doing this: (i) using regression 
analysis and (ii) reweighting the homeworker 
sample so that it has the same characteristics as 
workers who leave their home to go to work.7 To 
ensure the consistency of the results, the analysis 
below is done using both approaches. 

The regression analysis in table 5.4 shows that 
once occupation, age, sex and educational level 
are taken into account, with few exceptions 
homeworkers face an uphill battle to make as 
much as those who leave home for work. Apart 
from Italy, where homeworkers make about 9 per 

cent more than non-home-based workers (which 
is explained by more hours), controlled total 
earnings are less for homeworkers everywhere. 
Likewise, apart from the United Kingdom, where 
homeworkers are paid 13 per cent more by the 
hour than non-home-based workers, controlled 
hourly earnings for homeworkers are less than 
the earnings of those who commute to work.

Although the controlled results are usually 
less extreme than the uncontrolled results 
shown in table 5.3, the home work penalties in 
lower and middle-income countries can still be 
quite devastating. Even when controlling for 
occupation, sex, age and educational level, Indian, 
Mexican and Argentine homeworkers still only 
earn half of what non-home-based workers earn. 
In South Africa, they earn a quarter less. 

 Table 5.4  Regression analysis: Homeworker penalty

Country Total earnings Hourly earnings

Home-based 
workers

Homeworkers Due to hours Homeworkers

India 79% 50% 87% 58%

South 
Africa

59% 75%

Mexico 60% 51% 92% 74%

Argentina 57% 48% 76% n.s.*

Italy 109% n.s.*

United 
Kingdom

87% 113%

United 
States

78% 88%

*n.s. = not significant at 5%.

Note: For explanatory variables, the Mincer equations used the log of total earnings and the log 
of hourly earnings; control variables were: sex, age, age squared, years of education and two-digit 
occupation variables;  Italy and the United Kingdom do not identify self-employed home-based worker 
earnings; the United States identifies both home-based workers and homeworkers but the variables are 
highly colinear; the South African General Household Survey does not report hours; numbers reported 
are actual percentages (i.e. 1-eβ and not the coefficients themselves).

Sources: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey; South Africa, General Household Survey ; Mexico, National 
Labour and Occupational Survey; Argentina, Permanent Household Survey; Italy, Labour Force Survey; 
United States, American Community Survey. 
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The hourly earnings penalties for home work are 
42 per cent in India and 26 per cent in Mexico. 
In Argentina, the pay bonus for homeworkers 
vanishes once sex, age, educational level 
and occupation are controlled for. The Italian 
homeworking premium of 9 per cent is close to 
that found in the literature.8 

These results still hold for the most part when 
the methodology is changed. Table 5.5 shows 
the wage gap after reweighting the homeworker 
sample so that it “looks like” the non-home-based 
worker sample. The results for low- and middle-
income countries are that, apart from Argentina, 
the home work penalties everywhere are 
attenuated, but still exist and are still quite large.

 Table 5.5  Demographic reweighting adjustment for earnings

Country Total earnings Hourly earnings

Wage gap Reweighted gap Wage gap Reweighted gap

India -59% -36% -52% -32%

South 
Africa

-32% -32%

Mexico -46% -34% -27% -18%

Argentina    1%  30%  55%  78%

Italy 25%  14%  20%  10%

United 
Kingdom

37%  25%  47%  25%

United 
States

40% -36%  40% -32%

Note: Reweighting was undertaken using ten-year age categories, four educational categories, sex 
and three occupational categories; the South African General Household Survey does not report hours.

Sources: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey; South Africa, General Household Survey; Mexico, National 
Labour and Occupational Survey; Argentina, Permanent Household Survey; Italy, Labour Force Survey; 
United Kingdom, Labour Force Survey; United States, American Community Survey. 

For high-income countries, the picture is more 
nuanced. For Italy and the United Kingdom, there 
is still a home work bonus, albeit attenuated, 
rather than a penalty. For the United States, 
the bonus becomes a penalty (and quite a large 

one). The interpretation would be that many 
homeworkers in high-income countries are high-
wage workers in high-wage occupations, who 
nevertheless pay a penalty for working from 
home. 
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Digitally enabled home work

Before concluding, a word is necessary about digital platform 
workers. Home-based digital platform workers are usually 
paid by the piece, or more precisely by the task.  Some tasks, 
such as IT programming, are well paid, but other tasks such as 
copywriting and data annotation, which are common to micro-
task platforms, are less well paid. As noted in Chapter 4, one 
comprehensive study that used a plug-in to track the worker 
log data of approximately 2,500 workers over two years on the 
AMT platform found average wages of US$3.13 per hour, with 
median hourly wages at US$2 per hour.9

The issues mentioned above – low pay, not enough hours – also 
apply to platform workers, but there are other issues.  Platform 
workers are often required to perform unpaid work in order to 
access paid opportunities (such as taking unpaid qualification 
tests) and must spend significant portions of time searching 
for work (18 minutes per hour according to an ILO survey). As 
mentioned in Chapter 4, non-payment is also an issue.  

What are the takeaways of this section? 

In high-income countries, homeworkers have higher earnings 
than workers who work outside the home; but in most of those 
countries, this premium becomes a penalty once occupation 
and demographics are controlled for. One could argue that this 
penalty is partly justified. Homeworkers do not have to pay for 
transportation or meals away from home. They can afford to 
live further from work and perhaps pay less rent. On the other 
hand, they often have to pay for the electricity, machinery 
or other materials they use for their work. They also have to 
pay for the workspace in their homes. These compensating 
differentials may or may not justify the difference in earnings. 
This is clearly an area in which more work is needed before 
strong conclusions can be drawn. 

In low- and middle-income countries, however, the picture is 
much clearer. Homeworkers pay a penalty for not commuting 
to work. They work fewer hours (perhaps by choice, though 
the following section will probably cast this choice into doubt) 
and earn less per hour (hardly any choice here). This penalty is 
attenuated when sex, age, level of education and occupation 
are taken into consideration, but it remains a large penalty. 
Furthermore, the massive penalties paid by homeworkers in 
poorer countries (36 per cent in India, 35 per cent in Mexico 
and 32 per cent in South Africa) are far beyond the realm of 
compensating differentials. 

Many 
homeworkers 
in high-income 
countries are high-
wage workers 
in high-wage 
occupations, who 
nevertheless 
pay a penalty 
for working 
from home
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	X 5.3 Working time 

Both Chapter 2 and the previous section indicated that 
homeworkers usually work fewer hours than other workers. 

The length of the homeworker’s workday 
depends on many fac tors:  family 
responsibilities, whether home work is the 
main or a secondary occupation and of course 
the availability of work. Whereas in some 
sectors and work functions there is a steady 
flow of tasks and the worker can decide how 
many hours to work, in other sectors the 
availability of work is seasonal or for other 

reasons is unsteady. Companies outsource 
production to homeworkers to protect 
themselves against the risks of fluctuating 
demand, drawing upon homeworkers’ 
labour when demand is high and ceasing 
to do so when demand is low.10 The risks of 
fluctuations in demand are thus transferred 
from firms to individual workers.

 Figure 5.4  Average hours worked per week 
and their coefficient of variation

Note: The numbers may slightly differ from those in table 5.3, because in table 5.1 only workers with 
positive earnings were included whereas in figure 5.4 all workers with positive hours are included.

Sources: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey; Mexico, National Labour and Occupational Survey, 4th 
quarter 2019; Argentina, Permanent Household Survey; Italy, Labour Force Survey;United Kindgom, Labour 
Force Survey; United States,  American Community Survey.
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The first panel of figure 5.4 shows the average 
number of working hours for non-home-based 
workers and homeworkers. The second panel of 
figure 5.4 shows the coefficient of variation for 
the hours worked. The coefficient of variation is a 
measure of the dispersion of working hours (the 
coefficient of variation is the standard error divided 
by the mean), so that a high value means that 
homeworkers putting in many hours coexist with 
others putting in relatively few. Strictly speaking, it 
measures the dispersion of hours among workers, 
but a high coefficient of variation may also mean 
that there is a high variability of hours worked by 
individual workers, and it can therefore be thought 
of as an imperfect measure of worktime insecurity. 

Although not shown in figure 5.4, the percentage 
of workers working “normal” hours (normal is 
defined as workweeks that are more common in 
each country) is also lower among homeworkers. 
For example, in Italy 57 per cent of those 
who work outside their homes have 30 to 40 
hour workweeks, whereas only 48 per cent of 
homeworkers have such a workweek. In Mexico, 
the corresponding percentages are 35 and 11 per 
cent, while in India they are 51 and 42 per cent.

Case studies shed light on homeworkers’ working 
hours as well. A recent study of industrial 
homeworkers in the Philippines showed that 
they devote variable hours a day to completing a 
job order: some work 2–3 hours daily, others 4–6 
hours. These hours are distributed between the 
time spent preparing meals, sending children to 
school, doing housework and going to church, as 
well as after the family has gone to bed. When the 
job order is big and turnaround time for delivery 
is short, women work through the night with little 
rest, sometimes for several nights in a row. They 
may also delegate household chores to their older 
children and/or spouse. This occasional overload 
of work may be followed by several months 
without any work at all.  A study for India shows 
that average workdays vary from 12 hours or more 
during the peak season to 4–6 hours during the 
lean season.11

In the Turkish garment and textile industry, it is 
not unusual for homeworking women to put in 12 
or even 16–18 hours of piece-rate work per day in 
times of high demand, while during other periods 
of the year they may not have any job orders at 
all.12 In Thailand, majorities of both male (75 
per cent) and female (65 per cent) home-based 
workers put in more than 40 hours per week.13 

©ILO/M.Crozet
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In Bulgaria, the average number of hours that 
homeworkers work per day is about 5.6 hours 
for 6 days per week; however, more than one 
third have other jobs, which means that their real 
working hours are substantially higher. A total of 
62 per cent of interviewees complained that their 
workflow is irregular.14

For homeworkers who perform digitally enabled 
work through platforms, the promise of the 
platform is often the flexibility of work hours. 
Some studies suggest that this flexibility is 
especially attractive to millennial workers.15  In the 
words of a Ukrainian platform worker: 

”It’s always been very difficult for 
me to go to work, to wake up in the 
morning. And I’ve always dreamt, I’ve 
looked for ways out, to avoid doing 
that. For 7 years now, I don’t go to 
work and I have a free schedule.”16 

The same is echoed by a Ghanaian homeworker: 

”I used to work in the government 
sector, but we relocated to our own 
house which is very far from the city 
centre. Considering traffic in and 
out of town, it was too much. I would 
leave the house by 4.30 a.m. and get 
home at 9 p.m. It started taking a 
toll on me and the family as well. By 
the time I got back from work, the 
kids were asleep. I had to wake up 
at dawn to fix their supper before I 
left for work. It was all taking a toll 
on me. And considering how much 
I was paid, it was not worth it. I was 
wasting all my energy on the road 
and not in the office or the house. So 
I thought of something I can do to 
make money, have time to rejuvenate, 
and then when the traffic situation 
improves, I can go back to the office.”17  

However, as discussed in the previous chapter, 
for some platform and other digitally enabled 
homeworkers, their working hours are strictly 
supervised and workers are often required 
to be available at certain hours and for a 
certain number of hours. Working hours may 
be monitored through keeping a daily time 
record and installing tracking software on the 
homeworkers’ computers.18 As one Ukrainian 
“freelancer” put it, “I am not planning my holiday 
time, everything is planned for me”.19   

The use of monitoring software appears to have 
increased with the widespread use of teleworking 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. One 
Florida-based company specializing in employee 
monitoring and analytics, with more than 2,000 
clients, reports that interest in their products 
has tripled as a result of the pandemic.20 The 
software can measure the time employees spend 
on different windows, allowing managers to 
play back or live-stream a view of an employee’s 
screen and record his or her every keystroke. 
It can also raise a flag if certain predetermined 
words are typed.

While homeworking – whether industrial, 
cognitive or service-related – offers flexibility in 
various ways, the demand for work can outpace 
supply, especially among platform workers,21 
which severely affects the actual work time 
flexibility. It is difficult to disentangle the effects 
of choice from the lack of choice, but workers may 
wish for either more or less hours than they work. 
Among 4,700 workers surveyed by the ILO on 
both micro- and macro-task online digital labour 
platforms, 86 per cent expressed a desire to take 
on more online work, while 45 per cent reported 
that the unavailability of work was their primary 
reason for not doing so. On micro-task platforms, 
an additional 18 per cent of workers reported 
that the main reason they did not take on more 
online work was the lack of well-paying tasks; on 
macro-task platforms (also known as freelancing 
platforms), 41 per cent of workers reported that 
they could not find clients.22 
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Table 5.6 suggests that home-based workers 
and homeworkers are generally less satisfied 
with their working hours than non-home-based 
workers. This appears to be particularly true 
in middle-income countries. In Mexico and 

Argentina, 15 and 38 per cent, respectively, of 
home-based workers would like more hours, 
compared to only 7 and 21 per cent of those who 
work outside the home. 

 Table 5.6  Satisfaction with working hours

Would like to work more hours Would like to work less 
hours

Mexico Argentina Italy United 
Kingdom

Italy United 
Kingdom

Non-home-
based 
workers

7% 21% 4% 12% 2% 13%

Home-based 
workers

15% 38% 3% 11% 7% 11%

Homeworkers 8% 25% 2% 8% 4% 13%

Sources: Mexico, National Labour and Occupational Survey, 4th quarter 2019; Argentina, Permanent 
Household Survey, 4th quarter 2019; Italy, Labour Force Survey, 4th quarter 2019; Labour Force Survey 
(United Kingdom, 2018). The surveys in Mexico and Argentina ask only if workers would like to work 
more hours.

In conclusion, it appears that, particularly in 
middle- and lower-income countries, hours are 
an issue. Home-based workers and homeworkers 
work fewer hours. This is partly by choice, but the 
relatively high percentages of workers who say 
they would like more hours in both labour force 
surveys and case studies suggests that this is also 
due to the lack of work available. The same holds 
true for the variation in hours worked, which is a 
possible indicator of insecurity in the size of the 
workweek. 

Among teleworkers, given their employee status 
insufficient hours are not the concern.  Rather, 
the concern is about the blurring of work and 
personal life and the risk that work will result 
in extended and asocial hours.  A study of 
teleworkers in the United Kingdom23 prior to 
the COVID-19 pandemic revealed that, while 

full-time home-based teleworkers expressed 
higher satisfaction with their jobs and working 
hours than either occasional teleworkers or those 
who never teleworked, they also pointed to the 
blurring or erasure of the boundaries between 
work and personal life.  Other studies24 point to 
the same problem in other countries. 

Cultural norms 
segment the 
labour market
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	X 5.4 Work-life balance: Relations between 
the work and family spheres

Human beings are not machines 
and work is but one sphere in our lives.

Family life, personal life and work all 
influence each other, often in ways that are 
not clear at first glance. If family life and 
work are interdependent even for those 
who leave home to earn an income, it is even 
more true when the home is the workplace. 
This section analyses how family life and 
work intersect for home-based workers 
and homeworkers and how the gender 
dimension is central to this analysis, whether 
for industrial homeworkers or high-skilled 
teleworkers. It will also look at how gender 
roles define who can or must work from 
home; the gender wage gap in home work 
as compared to work outside the home; and 
whether income from home-based work in 
turn affects those gender roles.   

Home-based work is largely 
but not exclusively feminine

The importance of gender in home-based 
work is a recurrent theme throughout this 
report. More than half (57 per cent) of the 
world’s 260 million home-based workers are 
women and almost two in three (60 per cent) 
homeworkers are women. Given that 75 
per cent of all those employed in the world 
are men, this female dominance shows the 
vital relevance of gender in everything that 
pertains to home work. The statistics of the 
same seven countries whose data has been 
followed throughout this chapter (table 5.7) 
will be used again, this time to quantify the 
relevance of gender. 

Jennie Temple (2018), produced as part of the ‘Juggling Work Home and Family in the Gig Economy’ project by Professor 
Al James, Newcastle University (funded by The British Academy).  For the full set of images from the project 

see: https://geogworklives.com and https://jennie-temple-words-and-pictures.org/

https://geogworklives.com/
https://jennie-temple-words-and-pictures.org/


 Table 5.7  Share of women in home-based work and home work

Country Women Increase in home-based work 
probability for women

Non-home-
based workers

Home-based 
workers

Homeworkers Home-based 
workers

Homeworkers

India 13% 31% 63% 27% 8%

Mexico 36% 70% 61% 17% 2%

South 
Africa

42% 45% 48% 14% 2%

Argentina 41% 61% 58% 13% 1%

Italy 45% 52% 52% 4% 2%

United 
Kingdom

45% 53% 5%

United 
States

47% 52% 53% 6% 4%

Sources: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey, 2018; South Africa, General Household Survey, 2017; Mexico, 
National Labour and Occupational Survey, 4th quarter 2019; Argentina, Permanent Household Survey, 4th 
quarter 2019;  Italy, Labour Force Survey, 4th quarter 2019; United Kingdom, Labour Force Survey, 2018; 
United States, American Community Survey, 2018.

While in India most home-based workers are men 
and in South Africa men are a majority of both 
home-based workers and homeworkers, in the 
other five countries women are majorities in both 
categories. Mexican women make up 70 per cent 
of home-based workers and Indian women 63 per 
cent of homeworkers.  In all seven countries, the 
percentage of women increases drastically when 
we move from non-home-based work to home-
based work or home work.

The last two columns show how much more 
likely women are than men to be home-based 
workers and homeworkers, using a statistical 
model to control for other variables such as age 
and education.25 In India, working women are 27 
per cent more likely to be home-based workers 
than working men. The numbers in these last 
two columns show that even in the few situations 
where men outnumber women in home-based 
work or home work, it is because they outnumber 
women in the general workforce by even greater 

margins. The smallest gender effects are in 
Argentina, where working women are only 1 per 
cent more likely to be homeworkers than their 
male counterparts. 

The obvious reasons for the numbers above are 
gender roles regarding unpaid care work in the 
household.  As mentioned earlier in the report, 
women perform 76 per cent of total unpaid care 
work, worldwide. On average, women dedicate 
four hours and 25 minutes to unpaid care work 
as opposed to one hour and 23 minutes for men.26 
Intensities vary from men putting in a mere 9 per 
cent of unpaid care work in India to 36 per cent 
in the United Kingdom (43 per cent in Sweden). 
Nevertheless, that the burden of unpaid care 
work falls predominantly on women’s shoulders 
everywhere has been central to gender and 
feminist literature for many decades. 

While an individual may choose to work from 
home for many reasons, if she must also carry 
most of her household’s chores and these chores 
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are inter-spaced throughout the day, working 
from home becomes much more attractive.  In 
addition, there are many cultures in which a 
woman working outside the home is a source of 
shame or dishonour, making working from home 
not only more attractive but, sometimes, the only 
possibility for gainful employment.

Surprisingly, working from home is not so 
strongly related to having small children in the 
home. The same statistical models that showed 
that women were far more likely to work from 
home also showed that having children aged six 
or less (and thus not going to school) affected 
the probability of working from home an order 
of magnitude less than being a women. This 
suggests that gender roles subtly or not so subtly 
keeping women at home are as important as the 
actual volume of unpaid care work. Other studies 
point to the same conclusion: the actual volume 
of unpaid care work appears to be relevant, yes, 
but less important than the social norms binding 
women to the household.27

All this being said, there are still many men in 
home-based work and they put in many hours of 
home work; more research is needed on how they 
balance work and family life.   

Does the gender division 
of labour segment the 
labour market?

The interdependence between paid work and 
unpaid care work may help explain the very low 
earnings of some home-based workers. Table 
5.2 shows that in India the hourly earnings 
of homeworkers are only half the already 
low earnings of those who work outside the 
home. There are nevertheless some paradoxes 
surrounding these abysmally low earnings. 

One example concerns beedi  ro l ler s . 
Between 1997 and 2010, the number of beedi 
homeworkers increased even as demand 
for beedis fell from 1998 onward.28 This led 
to stagnant or even falling wages for beedi 
workers at the same time that wages strongly 
increased in India: women’s wages rose 20 per 
cent from 1993–1994 to 2004–2005 and a further 
60 per cent from 2004–2005 to 2011–2012.29 
These increases have been even larger in the 
unorganized sectors of the Indian economy. The 
wages of craft workers (including beedi workers 
fall) lagged somewhat behind those of other 
occupations but nevertheless increased by 12 
per cent from 1993–1994 to 2004–2005 and then 
34 per cent from 2004–2005 to 2011–2012. 

The usual economic explanation for the 
paradox of earnings that remain stagnant in 
one sector even as they rise rapidly elsewhere 
is segmentation.  Absent some type of 
segmentation, workers in the stagnant sector 
would be expected to migrate to the dynamic 
one. But what could explain this segmentation? 
Unorganized and casual workers still earn 
much less than regular and organized workers 
in India, but their wage increases were higher. 
This means that the explanation is unlikely to 
be segmentation in the labour market outside 
the home, which leaves segmentation between 
home-based work and work outside the home as 
the most likely explanation. 

To investigate the origins of this segmentation, 
econometric models for (i) participation in 
the labour market and (ii) working from home 
(given that women work) were estimated for 
adult women. The results show that variables 
which most strongly impede participation in the 
labour market – such as belonging to a Muslim 
household, being married and having small 
children – are the same variables which lead to 
working from home for working women. 
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 Table 5.8  Probit regressions for adult women (India)

Participation in labour force Working from home

Number of observations = 154,476 Number of observations = 22,452

Variable Coefficient P-value Coefficient P-value

Hindu -0.145 0% 0.048 20%

Islam -0.458 0% 0.870 0%

Married -0.078 0% 0.170 0%

No. of 
small 
children

-0.153 0% 0.006 72%

Education 0.001 46% -0.003 10%

Age 0.000 57% 0.000 81%

_cons -0.820 0% -1.186 0%

Source: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey, 2018.
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Income 
generation 
elevated the 
status of many 
homeworkers 
in the eyes of 
their husbands
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These results strongly suggest that cultural 
norms segment the labour market. Many women 
cannot work outside their homes because their 
religion prevents it, they have small children or 
they are married. This means that the booming 
labour market is beyond their reach. They can 
see it from the window but cannot reap its fruits. 
Locked inside their houses by cultural norms, 

these women have no alternative to home-based 
work. Employers and intermediaries are aware of 
this and offer survival earnings, knowing well that 
these homeworkers are short on choices.

The same analysis can be undertaken in Brazil, 
where evangelical Christians are considered the 
group with the most traditional values.

 Table 5.9  Probit regressions for adult women (Brazil)

Participation in labour force Working from home

Number of observations = 725,231 Number of observations = 349,164

Variable Coefficient P-value Coefficient P-value

Education 0.074 0% -0.021 0%

Age 0.100 0% -0.021 0%

Age 
squared

-0.001 0% 0.000 0%

Evangelical -0.059 0% 0.069 0%

Other 
religion

-0.021 3.5% 0.020 16.8%

Small 
children

-0.232 0% 0.069 0%

_cons -1.993 0% -0.614 0%

Note: Omitted religion category is Catholic; “Other religion” includes the Spiritualist, Muslim, Jewish and 
Afro-Brazilian faiths, among others. 

Source: Brazil, Urban Demographic Census for the state of Minas Gerais (2010). 

The results for women`s work and home-based 
work in Brazil match the results in India. All 
variables switch signs from one statistical model 
to the next and the traditional religious affiliation 
(evangelical Christian) leads women both to work 
less and to work from home more given that they 
work. Yet the homeworking penalty in Brazil is 

only 11 per cent as opposed to 42 per cent in India. 
This shows that the cultural norms segmenting 
the female labour market are not enough to 
lead to very low wages. A market structure with 
firms ready and capable to take advantage of this 
segmentation is also a necessary condition, which 
exists in India but not in Brazil. 
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A similiar interpretation of the impact of cultural 
norms on work location is made by Islam and 
Kotikula, who model the three labour market 
states for adult Bangladeshi women: remain 
out of the labour force, work from home and 
work outside the home. They then analyse which 
factors are driving women’s occupational status 
from 2003 to 2015 to work from home.30 Their 
surprising conclusion is that the “rising wealth of 
Bangladeshi households is the primary reason 
why women are choosing to work from home”. 
Their interpretation is that as “Bangladeshi 
households became richer, the traditional norms 
of women remaining in ‘purdah’ or seclusion 
made a reoccurrence in society”.

It should be emphasized that religion is only 
one determinant of the cultural norms that keep 
women at home. The generation that women and 
their husbands were born into, their education, 
whether they live in a rural area or even their 
political affiliation may also affect these social 
norms.

Moreover, the cultural norms that affect women’s 
work may make themselves felt outside the 
home. Some studies have found that, depending 
on the context, factories will not accept married 
women as workers or they may be harassed or 
intimidated if they are seen to be stepping outside 
cultural bounds. A progressive husband does not 
necessarily cure all ills springing from gender 
roles.    

Much of the case study literature also goes in this 
same direction. A 26 year-old garment worker 
near Shahjahanpur, India, puts it clearly:  

”In our culture, women are not 
allowed to leave the home. What 
else can I do but this work?”31

Much in the same vein, a garment worker in 
Istanbul states that: 

”How could I go out to work? I have 
two small children and my husband 
works all day and comes back late in 
the evening. I do not have anybody 
from my family who can look after my 
children while I work. My husband’s 
family is far from where we live now. 
So I am doing piecework and looking 
after my children at the same time. 
We live in a one-room flat which 
was transformed from a kind of 
storage room or dükkan (shop), so 
it is hard for me to have a relative 
with us to look after my children.”32 

A study of Muslim women in Turkey concludes: 
“women’s homebased, income-producing 
activities in Istanbul, combined with the 
more traditional labour of housewifery and 
motherhood, are being viewed in the community 
as an expression of their identity as ‘ ‘good’’ 
and hard-working Muslim women. As women 
emphasize their gender identity in order to gain 
financial security and membership in the low-
income neighbourhoods, they provide a low-
cost labour source for production in the global 
market.”33  Undoubtedly, the same may be true of 
low-income women of other faiths and in other 
countries.  

	X Chapter 5. Working conditions of homeworkers 142



Wage gaps in home work

When gender relations and labour markets are 
discussed, the wage gap immediately comes to 
mind. Figure 5.5 shows the wage gap controlled 
for education, age and single digit occupation. 
As with many issues in this chapter, the results 
depend strongly on country-income level. In the 
United States and Italy, which are high-income 
countries, the wage penalty for being a woman 
is more or less the same among homeworkers 

as it is among employees who work outside the 
home. By contrast, the gender wage gap is higher 
(or much higher) among homeworkers in India, 
Mexico and Argentina, which are low- or middle-
income economies.  The (non-home-based 
employee) wage gaps shown here roughly agree 
with those found in the literature. The exception 
is the United States, where most of the literature 
points to wage gaps close to 15 per cent, although 
some estimates are closer to the 23 per cent 
found here.34 

 Figure 5.5  Gender wage gap among 
employees, by place of work

Note: The wage gap was estimated using an earnings equation in which a “female” indicator variable was 
estimated using age, education and one-digit occupation. The numbers in figure 5.5 are calculated using 
the following formula: 1 – e(female), in which female is the coefficient of the indicator variable having the value 
0 when the person is male and 1 when she is a female.

Sources: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey , 2018; Mexico, National Labour and Occupational Survey, 4th 
quarter 2019; Argentina, Permanent Household Survey, 4th quarter 2019; Italy, Labour Force Survey, 4th 
quarter 2019; United States, American Community Survey, 2018.
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Even though occupation controls were used in the 
estimation, the difference between the two types 
of countries likely stems from the difference in the 
home work profile.  While home work in India and 
Mexico is dominated by industrial homeworkers, 
home work in Italy and the United States is 
dominated by managerial or technical occupations 
in which the gender gaps are not necessarily 
smaller but may be the same for homeworkers and 
those who work outside the home.  

Do labour market earnings 
change gender relations?

The interdependence between family and labour 
market spheres goes the other way, as well. The 
same cultural norms that lock women inside their 
homes can also be softened by home work and 
its earnings. 

A study of Kerala, India,35 points out that many 
of the women gain influence and higher status 
in the family through a cash contribution to the 
household economy. In India, 36 per cent of the 
women homeworkers in a survey said that taking 
up paid subcontracted work had increased their 
decision-making power in the home and this 
effect was stronger among married women: 38 
per cent of women homeworkers said that they 
decide which family needs were going to be 
fulfilled with their income.36 However, in terms of 
gender roles in the home – who does the cooking, 
cleaning and child care – the survey showed 
that taking up paid work had little impact. Men 
rarely took over more of these tasks when their 
wives took up waged home work.37 So increased 
influence came at the cost of an extension in 
working hours.

Recasting gender relations occurs also in 
high-income countries. Jennifer, a South Asian 
immigrant working in garment production from 
her home in Canada, states that:

“See initially my husband never 
took me seriously. He thought it’s 
just something for short time. But 
I am serious; I am working and 
contributing whatever to family 
income. I told him that.”38 

Unfortunately, increased  influence and status 
within the family resulting from home work is 
not universal. Pakistani female homeworkers 
reported that their families would typically be so 
poor that women could save nothing out of their 
wages and subcontracted work built on already 
established gender stereotypes and hierarchies. 
Instead, what home work led to was a very long 
work day, since they remained responsible for 
unpaid reproductive labour.39 The homeworking 
women said that engaging in waged work was 
not a strategy of empowerment but of simple 
survival. 

Another limitation to home work changing gender 
roles in a positive way is that the type of work 
done by female homeworkers may reinforce the 
gendered division of labour. Training for future 
home work is something that is incorporated 
in the upbringing of Turkish girls: embroidery, 
knitting, needlework, crochet and sewing skills 
are known as elişi and are learned as part of 
growing up. Making elişi has always been the 
basis of earning cash for low-income women 
and also builds a bridge to the labour market,40 
but these skills continue to confer a low status. 
As the labour historian, Eileen Boris, explains: 
“Together, home work and domestic labor formed 
a self-contained circle, sharpening certain skills to 
the neglect of others, thus lending weight to the 
belief that women were perfect handworkers, 
ideal for home work.”41 
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Husbands may also appropriate the earnings of 
their wives. In Yogyakarta, Indonesia, only 72 
per cent of respondents stated that they are paid 
directly for their home work, while the remaining 
respondents indicated that their spouses or other 
family members receive the payments. While this 
is undoubtedly a less common occurrence, it does 
suggest that who receives wages from home 
work may be a relevant issue. 

Finally, there may be unwelcome changes in 
household expenditures by husbands.  The 
Ghana study showed that income generation 
elevated the status of many homeworkers in the 
eyes of their husbands, and some of them said 
that their husbands had started addressing them 
as “madam” instead of just their first names. 
Some also said that their husbands had started 
performing domestic work in recognition of 
the fact that their wives were occupied with 
waged activities. However, some of the women 
interviewed also said that their husbands had 
stopped contributing economically to the 
household economy and kept their earnings to 
themselves, leaving the household expenses to 
the wife.42

Overall, though, it appears that home-based 
workers relish the idea of earning their own 
money from home. An ILO survey interviewed 
full-time homemakers in Sri Lanka, 98 per cent of 
whom responded that the possibility of working 
from home would allow them to join or rejoin 
the labour market.43 Workers with disabilities, 
home-based less by cultural norms and more 
by inadequate infrastructure and their own 
disabilities, also find opportunities in home work 
that are not present in work outside. 

If a conclusion can be drawn, it is that income 
from home work may well increase women’s 
agency and bargaining power within households, 
but this is done within the limits set by culture and 
economic conditions. 

Juggling paid and unpaid work

Time use studies reveal that homeworkers start 
working at very different times and end their 
workdays at very different times, thus taking 
advantage of the one of the main positive aspects 
of working from home – control over one’s 
schedule. 

Comparing working times for homeworking men 
and women, the findings show, unsurprisingly, 
gender bias. While men contribute 2.4 per cent of 
their time to household chores, the contribution 
of women is 32.7 per cent of theirs. Women 
usually put fewer hours (18.6 per cent of their day) 
into paid home-based work than men (27.6 per 
cent of their day). The result is that total paid and 
unpaid care work hours put in by women amount 
to 50 per cent of their days, compared to 30 per 
cent of men’s days.    

Balancing production demands with care work 
and household responsibilities is not an easy 
task, whether for industrial homeworkers or 
high-skilled teleworkers. A study of industrial 
homeworkers in India found that women had 
difficulty managing household chores during 
times of production peaks, receiving little support 
or understanding from their husbands.44  Many 
women (and some men) turn to teleworking 
as a means to better balance work with family 
responsibilities. And while the literature reveals 
some benefits, there are also consequences 
in terms of the extension of the working day 
and interferences with their paid work (box 
5.1).  Preliminary indications from the COVID 
teleworking experiment point to unequal 
consequences, with women undertaking a 
greater share of domestic and care duties among 
couples who switched to teleworking from on-site 
work during the crisis.45 
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Teleworkers say they are more 
productive because they are 
not interrupted by colleagues 
and informal meetings
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 BOX 5.1  COVID-19 and teleworking

Since the term was coined in the 1970s, teleworking or telecommuting raised great expectations that it would 
change the world of work and the nature of the urban environment. Few of these expectations were realized, 
however. While the number of teleworkers has grown over the decades, both in Europe and the United States 
their share of the workforce remained in the low single digits46 – until the COVID-19 pandemic struck. Post-
pandemic telework numbers range from 13 per cent of the workforce in Brazil to more than 33 per cent 
in Europe47 and close to 50 per cent in the United States.48 Since March 2020, teleworking has become an 
overnight reality for countless workers, particularly in high-income countries.

While there is a reasonable volume of literature on teleworking and its effects upon workers, the overall effect 
on health is neither well known nor consensual.49 

Teleworkers report greater influence over how they organize their day and more overall hours to dispose of since 
they do not spend time commuting. They use this time leverage to extend their working day, get errands done 
during off-peak hours, exercise or spend more time with their families. Higher morale and job satisfaction are 
common among teleworkers, but this may be selection bias and not an effect of telework per se. 

The negative side of this flexibility is “presenteeism”50 – the blurring of lines between work and private life. 
Teleworkers tend to work long and continuous hours and feel they must always be on call. Commuting is 
not only time lost in transportation but also a ritual to delimit office time from home and personal time. 
Teleworkers go straight from the breakfast table to the work desk (and indeed the two are often the same), 
which may lead to stress and overwork. Presenteeism and work flexibility are two sides of the same coin. 

Teleworkers say they are more productive because they are not interrupted by colleagues and informal 
meetings. However, negative consequence include long working hours in front of a computer, a static and 
constraining posture, repetitive movements and over time the development of musculoskeletal problems in 
the neck, shoulders, wrist, hand and lumbar regions.   

Another benefit reported by teleworkers is the avoidance of undesirable human interactions such as office 
politics, which are all about access to power. Teleworkers may prefer to focus on performance and care less 
about office politics. On the other hand, negative consequences may include the social isolation that comes 
from spending long hours alone without social interaction, while missing out on office politics may lead to 
slower career development. 

Empirical studies report both positive and negative effects, but few convincing cost–benefit analyses have 
been done.51 Nevertheless, it may be assumed that if teleworking is freely undertaken by the worker, then 
the benefits outweigh the costs.

All the above, of course, applies to a world in which people chose to work from home. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has created a new reality – for every voluntary teleworker, five or six are working from home because they 
have no choice. These involuntary teleworkers may have had lives that were perfectly adapted to working in an 
office; may lack adequate workspaces in their homes; may have had 24-hour childcare heaped upon them due 
to school closures; and may also be suffering from anxiety over possible job loss. This is a completely different 
set of circumstances from those of the self-selected and voluntary teleworkers of the pre-COVID-19 world. 

There are some expected and some surprising conclusions from preliminary research on teleworking 
since March 2020. Research on teleworking shows that its increased incidence reflects the industrial and 
occupational structure of the economy more than the intensity of the pandemic.52 United States state-level 
data show that although COVID-19 infection rates predict switches to teleworking, states with more people in 
management, professional and related occupations have been more likely to see large shifts toward working 
from home and have had fewer people laid off or furloughed. Both United States and European data show 
that higher percentages of teleworkers are inversely related to unemployment rates, but the effect is stronger 
in Europe than in the United States.53
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Managers are satisfied with telework.  According to a survey by ClearlyRated, an online satisfaction survey 
programme used by companies, 56 per cent of hiring managers felt that the shift to remote work as a result 
of the pandemic had gone better than expected, 33 per cent found that productivity had increased as a 
result of remote work and 62 per cent said that their workforce would make greater use of remote work 
going forward.54 Therefore, even involuntary and evidently improvised telework appears to have led overall 
to greater productivity and lower costs. 

Unfortunately, this rosy view is not entirely shared by employees. The European Quality of Life Survey shows 
that life satisfaction, happiness and optimism are below usual levels, which is likely due to people living 
through a pandemic and an unprecedented economic recession. More to the point, 27 per cent of those who 
work from home as a result of the pandemic state that they work in what should have been their free time to 
meet the demands of work. Almost 25 per cent of workers living with children under 12 reported difficulties in 
concentrating on their job, compared to 5 per cent of households with no children and 7 per cent with children 
aged 12–17.55 A United Kingdom survey showed that 33 per cent of respondents working from home felt they 
could not work well while trying to homeschool their children and 34 per cent felt they were not being good 
parents because of their workload.56 Finally, a survey among those who turned to telecommuting during the 
pandemic in the United States shows that 35 per cent of the time saved by not commuting was going into 
more work on their primary job – more than childcare and exercise combined.57 

In qualitative interviews, COVID-19 teleworkers declared that they missed the everyday social interactions with 
colleagues at work, casual conversations at coffee breaks or joking with co-workers. These teleworkers equally 
emphasized the blurring of boundaries between their work life and their personal life. Temporal boundaries 
between working and leisure hours during the workday, spatial boundaries between the workplace and the 
home, and boundaries between workdays and weekends were all partially erased, leading to presenteeism. 
In the words of a teleworker:

”It is very easy to just sit down and work. Before lunch I usually decide where I am going to 
eat, but now I just sit at the kitchen table working, and then it’s 12.30 and I feel it is time for 
lunch and I have just been sitting here all day. That would never happen at work.”58

On the other hand, participants expressed considerable satisfaction with greater control over how to structure 
their day and, on the whole, were not negative about teleworking:

”I hope more people feel as I do, and that society takes away from this that working from 
home works very well, that there is more trust that you will perform your work tasks and that 
people hereafter will have even more freedom to work from home if it suits them.”59

It must be emphasized that any results of the impacts of telework on firms and workers are preliminary 
and need further investigation. Nevertheless, the available data suggest that, overall, employers are more 
satisfied with telework than their workers. This may in part be due to low initial expectations from employers 
and anxiety of employees over their confinement as well as the future. It does seem likely, however, that the 
COVID-19 pandemic will have as one of its lasting effects an increase in telework. 
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	X 5.5 Home work and child labour

One of the clear dangers of home-based work and home work is 
the use of children in the household in the production process. 

Given that production takes place in a 
private space, where labour inspection 
either cannot enter or does so with difficulty, 
and also given the lack of a clear boundary 
between care work and productive work, 
it is very difficult to both draw and enforce 
limits to the work of children when home-
based workers are present. While the 
ILO’s Minimum Age Convention, 1973 
(No. 138) and Worst Forms of Child Labour 
Convention, 1999 (No. 182) are clear about 
the need for a minimum age for working and 
provide that children should be protected 
from hazardous work, there is leeway in the 
boundaries of what constitutes allowable 
labour for those under 15. 

Figure 2.14 (see Chapter 2) showed that, for a 
range of countries, children with home-based 
workers among adult household members 
were more likely to be engaged in child 
labour than children without home-based 
workers among adult household members. 
Table 5.10 attempts a slightly more in-depth 
analysis of child labour in India and Mexico, 
by comparing the magnitude of the various 
factors associated with child labour. The 
results should not be interpreted as directly 
causal. For example, school attendance 
is both a consequence and a cause of not 
working.   The objective is primarily to show 
the magnitude of the association between 
home work and child labour.

©ILO
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 Table 5.10  Child labour probit, India and Mexico

India Mexico

No of observations 72,557 26,831

Likelihood Ratio c2(7) 175.18 c2(7) 29315.12

Variable Coefficient P-value Coefficient P-value

Self-employed home-
based workers in 
household

0.074 0% -0.021 0%

Home work in 
household

0.100 0% -0.021 0%

Child in school -0.001 0% 0.000 0%

Years of mother's 
education

-0.059 0% 0.069 0%

Years of father's 
education

-0.021 3.5% 0.020 16.8%

Age -0.232 0% 0.069 0%

Location (urban as 
base)

-1.993 0% -0.614 0%

Rural (India) -1.993 0% -0.614 0%
Medium city (Mexico) -1.993 0% -0.614 0%
Small city (Mexico) -1.993 0% -0.614 0%
Rural (Mexico) -1.993 0% -0.614 0%

Constant -0.232 0% 0.069 0%

Note: Child labour follows imperfectly the legal definition of each country. In Mexico, child labour is 
defined as work by children under 15, with dangerous or degrading work also prohibited for adolescents 
15 to 18. In India, child labour is considered work by children younger than 14, with dangerous or 
degrading work prohibited for children 14 to 18. Due to time constraints and also a lack of consensus as 
to what occupations constitute dangerous or degrading work, this was not programmed into the analysis.

Source: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey; and Mexico, National Labour and Occupational Survey.

Two types of home-based work variables are 
used. The first is home-based work by the 
self-employed and the second is home-based 
work by homeworkers. Reclassification of likely 
homeworkers using the methodologies explained 
in Chapter 2 was undertaken. The definition of 
child labour used was the legal definition in each 
country.

The results are signif icant. In India, the 
magnitude of the effect on child labour of having 
homeworkers in the household is the same as ten 
additional years of parental education, although 

in the opposite direction.  Having a homeworker 
in the household increases the probability of a 
child working by twice as much as moving from a 
fully urban to a rural location in Mexico. 

Certainly more work is needed on the subject 
of child labour and home work. These are only 
descriptive results that must be interpreted with 
care. But they do suggest without ambiguity 
that home-based work, in particular home work 
in a household, significantly and substantively 
increases the risk of child labour.

	X Chapter 5. Working conditions of homeworkers 150



	X 5.6 Social protection

The state can provide social protection coverage via contributory 
schemes (usually financed through contributions from 
employers and/or workers), non-contributory schemes (usually 
financed from general taxation) or a combination of both.

Convention No.177 states that homeworkers, 
whether or not they are formally considered 
employees, are entitled to social security on 
equal terms with other workers. However, in 
practice they have historically been excluded 
from such protection, either due to a legal 
framework that implicitly or explicitly excludes 
homeworkers or, more often, because 
existing laws are not applied.  This means 
that social security, including pensions, health 
care, maternity protection, sickness benefits, 
disability benefits, employment injury 
protection and unemployment protection, 
is limited for homeworkers, which further 
aggravates their often already precarious 
employment status. 

In some countries, social protection for 
homeworkers has been improved by 
extending social insurance coverage and 
other legal protections to homeworkers. In 
addition, homeworkers may benefit from tax-
financed schemes, such as such as universal 
child benefits or social pensions, or from 
means-tested social assistance schemes 
targeted towards poor households.60 Some 
examples are detailed below, but achieving 
adequate coverage among homeworkers 
remains a distant prospect. 

India is one of the countries with the longest 
history of homeworkers’ organization and 
of pressure from NGOs, homeworkers’ and 
self-employed associations and traditional 
trade unions to extend social rights to 
homeworkers. As a result, homeworkers 
enjoy varying legal degrees of social 
protection. Beedi homeworkers are entitled 
to social protection under the beedi laws 
of the late 1960s, which mandated that 
their employers issue identity cards to 
enable them to receive welfare benefits. 

Implementation was largely ineffective 
and the responsibility for issuing cards 
was shif ted to the government-run 
Labour Welfare Organization. However, 
implementation has been decentralized to 
the states and coverage remains far from 
universal. The Parliamentary Standing 
Committee on Welfare of Beedi Workers 
has reported that because of a chain 
of subcontractors, most beedi workers 
remained unregistered and thus not eligible 
for social protection, even as 75 per cent of 
them suffer from work-related illnesses. The 
Committee recommended that a mapping of 
beedi companies be undertaken, but it was 
never done. According to the Committee, 
there are access difficulties even for the 
registered workers, due to lack of facilities.61 

In T hai land,  where homeworker s 
represent about 12 per cent of total urban 
employment, of which nearly 75 per cent is 
informal, since 2011 the Government has 
put in place programmes that extend social 
security coverage to workers in the informal 
economy, but there are limitations. Not all 
workers are aware of these programmes; 
social security schemes are limited for 
some workers; and the majority of home-
based workers in Thailand are classified 
as self-employed or contributing family 
workers and thus are not covered by the 
Homeworker Protection Act.62 

In several countries, homeworkers can 
potentially access social protection 
through universal schemes. But even 
welfare systems that theoretically are for 
all are often historically built on traditional 
employment relationships that raise 
barriers for homeworkers.  In Denmark, 
for example, freelancers are counted partly 
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as “employees” and partly as independent 
contractors, and only the former income counts 
for purposes of wage compensation if the worker 
gets sick.63 

In the Philippines,64 homeworkers are covered 
by the national social security and health 
insurance systems only if employers actively 
register their workers, which in many cases 
they fail to do.65 Other workers have to pay 
voluntary coverage themselves, unless they 
are entitled through a government-sponsored 
programme as indigenous people or under 
the conditional cash transfer programme. 
Among the 85 homeworkers interviewed for 
an ILO-commissioned study in 2019, only 22 
per cent were currently covered by the national 
social security system – mostly because they 
were covered through a spouse, parent or 
child. A bigger proportion (60 per cent) were 
covered by PhilHealth (the national health 
insurance system). The rest were covered by 
the Government under a conditional cash 
transfer programme or other schemes. To pay 
for emergency needs and in some cases just to 
make ends meet, homeworkers in the Philippines 
tend to rely on local microcredit schemes, as well 
as on loan sharks.66 More than half of the online 
homeworkers who responded to the ILO survey 
were voluntary, paying members of the Social 
Security System, the state national insurance 
system for workers in the private sector, and 
PhilHealth, the state health insurance system.67 
In February 2019, the Universal Health Care Act 
was adopted to cover all Filipino citizens, but it 
has yet to be implemented.

In some low- and middle-income countries, social 
security is limited for all workers. In Ghana most 
homeworkers, including those in the formal 
sector, lack benefits, paid leave, health and 
safety provisions, social security and pensions.68 

Interviews show that some homeworkers are 
concerned about the future and others are 
definitely not concerned, with differences 
possibly due to the relative generosity of non-
contributory schemes in each country, as well 
as their earnings.  In the words of a Ukrainian 
freelancer: “Everyone will receive the minimum 
state pension. It’s an axiom. If they don’t do it, 
the working class will protest.”69 

Other homeworkers are quite concerned about 
the future, but have no immediate plans to deal 
with it. A home-based, Turkish ICT worker puts it 
clearly:

”The biggest problem for freelancers 
is working without a contract and 
social security. Paying my social 
security on my own is very expensive; 
I cannot afford it. I only pay my health 
insurance premiums for the time 
being … I don’t know what I will do 
when I am 65 years old!.. I am kind 
of beginning to worry about my old 
age security but I don’t have a plan 
to tackle with this issue right now.”70 

In many cases, homeworking by the wife is 
part of a household earnings strategy in which 
informality and lack of social security are not seen 
as a problem since she is covered as a dependent 
by the formal labour market of her husband (or 
father or brother). As long as the family ties hold 
and family members continue to be covered, she 
is covered and is thus not worried about individual 
coverage.  But even so, coverage is limited: the 
family may count on access to health services, but 
income lost due to illness of the homeworker will 
not be covered.

In Thailand, the lack of social protection means 
that some homeworkers continue working into 
old age. As a 65-year-old worker described it: 

”Because I’m the only one in my 
family that work they are dependent 
on me, if I get sick I cannot work and 
wouldn’t get paid. I’m not married 
and taking care of my mother and 
my three-year-old nephew. I’m 
65 years old and my health is not 
good and I have to see the doctor a 
couple of times per month. If I don’t 
work, it won’t be long before we 
all will be living on the street.”71
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Table 5.11 revisits what household surveys show 
about homeworkers’ access to social protection. 
Since the definition of what constitutes social 
protection coverage varies widely across surveys, 
the numbers are not directly comparable. In 
Argentina and Mexico, the survey includes 
workers with a formal contract who have access 
to the whole package of social protection; in 

India, the survey explicitly asks separately who 
has access to pensions, health care, maternity 
leave and severance payments, so that there 
are two definitions – those who have the whole 
package and those who have at least one element. 
Homeworkers identified in the Italian survey 
benefit from universal social security contributions 
because they are treated as employees. 

 Table 5.11 Access to social protection

India partial India 
complete

Mexico Argentina Italy

Non-home-
based workers

14.0% 5.9% 38.1% 54.4% 79.7%

Home-based 
workers

0.8% 0.1% 0.1% 3.6% 28.8%

Homeworkers 5.8% 0.8% 0.5% 26.9% 99.0%

Note: “India partial” refers to workers who have at least one element of social protection (pensions, 
health care, maternity leave and severance payments); “India complete” refers to those who have all 
elements.

Source: India, Periodic Labour Force Survey; Mexico, National Labour and Occupational Survey; 
Argentina, Permanent Household Survey; Italy, Labour Force Survey.

The main takeaway from this section is that, 
in countries where social protection is limited, 
homeworkers are short-changed.  They are 
often classified and treated as independent 
contractors, and their access to social security 
tends to be limited unless the country has in 
place adequate social security provision for self-
employed workers. Universal schemes based upon 
residency can provide a basic level of protection, 
but in order to reach adequate levels of protection, 
social insurance coverage is key.  Greater inclusion 
of homeworkers in contributory social security 
schemes complemented by efforts to strengthen 

nationally-defined social protection floors can 
and should be advanced in tandem to specific 
homeworker social protection schemes. These 
specific schemes may be more easily accessible 
by homeworkers, their organizations and their 
advocates, but they often face challenges in 
terms of the adequacy of benefits, risk-pooling 
and sustainability. While there is no one-size fits 
all solution, more efforts are necessary to ensure 
universal access to social protection systems, 
including floors, that provide adequate and 
comprehensive coverage in a sustainable way and 
adapted to the situation of homeworkers.
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	X 5.7 Organizing and representation  

In recent decades, organizations of homeworkers have been 
formed in various parts of the world and many of them have been 
involved in political action in favour of their constituents with a 
scope ranging from the local and national to the global levels.

In addition, some traditional trade unions 
have also incorporated and organized 
homeworkers. Examples of organizations 
representing home-based workers and 
homeworkers at different levels include 
the Self-Employed Women’s Association in 
India; the Union of Embroidery, Tapestry and 
Craftwork Workers in Portugal; the Textile, 
Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia 
(now merged with the Construction, Forestry, 
Maritime, Mining and Energy Union); the 
South African Clothing and Textile Workers 
Union;72 the Food, Beverages and Catering 
Union in Germany; and the National 
Confederation of Textile Workers in Chile. 

Nevertheless, homeworker organization 
faces many practical obstacles, some of which 
are inherent to home work as the very nature 
of their work isolates homeworkers from one 
another. They are often marginalized, not 
only in the labour market but also socially, 
within urban structures and sometimes 
even within their families. Moreover, as they 
are often at the bottom of subcontracting 
chains, they have little engagement with 
enterprises at the top of the production 
chain that likely have more control over price-
setting. Finally, some homeworkers do not 
identify themselves as workers with common 
interests. 

In addition to the obstacles inherent to the 
nature of homeworking, organizers may also 
face direct resistance from employers and 
intermediaries. For instance, a recent study 

on homeworkers and factory workers in the 
leather footwear industry in Tamil Nadu, 
India, revealed the prevalence of anti-union 
activities, including inducements and threats 
to workers and harassment of union activists. 
In these cases, workers’ fear of retribution 
makes it difficult for unions and NGOs 
to openly bring homeworkers together.  
Moreover, worker awareness regarding 
labour rights, especially trade union rights, 
has been found to be low.73 

Fear of organizing has also been found 
by researchers in India, Pakistan, the 
Philippines, Sri Lanka and Thailand in the late 
1990s and early 2000s. As noted by Radhika 
Balakrishnan, author of The Hidden Assembly 
Line: 

”Organizing subcontracted 
workers at the local level can be 
very difficult precisely for the 
reasons why companies prefer 
this kind of work. Any attempt 
at organizing is used by the 
employer to move to another 
location. In some instances, 
because the NGO that was 
helping gather data was well 
known, workers were afraid to be 
seen with its organizers for the 
fear of losing their contract.”74 
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Lastly, the declaration of the Turkish Union of Home-based 
Workers shows that home-based workers’ organizations may 
be opposed not only by employers but also by the state. 

”We are organizing for ‘decent work’, for social 
security, but by organising we are also striving to 
win the right to organise. We have organised and 
launched our union; however, the government 
has started a legal case to shut it down.  Thus, 
winning recognition for our trade union Ev-Ek-Sen 
as a trade union will imply the recognition of 
the right to organise for all homebased workers 
and more generally for all those who work 
without being covered by social security. We, 
homebased workers, are one section of workers 
who lack social security coverage. Therefore the 
recognition of Ev-Ek-Sen will be a very important 
gain not only for our unionisation struggle, but 
also for that of all precarious workers.”75 

The net result is that in practice, homeworkers are often 
not organized. The Indonesia case study revealed that only 
14 per cent of homeworkers negotiated collectively with 
other homeworkers, even as 22 per cent negotiated prices 
independently.76 Yet collective bargaining, when undertaken, 
does appear to work: the correlation between average 
homeworkers’ earnings and collective bargaining at the 
province level in Indonesia is 0.48,77 so that in provinces where 
there is more collective bargaining by homeworkers they also 
earn more. The correlation between attempting to negotiate 
wages or prices individually is negative, so that in provinces 
where homeworkers try to negotiate piece rates individually 
they earn less.  

The story is the same as seen in the labour movement 
throughout history: organizing is difficult, but even very 
preliminary organizations are capable of negotiating wages 
upward.

Organizing 
is difficult, 

but even very 
preliminary 

organizations 
are capable 

of negotiating 
wages upward
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	X 5.8 Occupational safety 
and health for homeworkers

When work is done in the home, the responsibility 
of creating a proper work environment, including 
investing in proper tools and workstations, often falls 
on the individual worker, leading to OSH risks.

 These risks are compounded by the legal 
and practical difficulties of labour inspection 
in private dwellings, which is discussed in 
Chapter 6. 

For homeworkers, the workplace must 
function as a home as well and few 
homeworkers, especially poor ones, have 
the capacity to dedicate parts of their 
home solely to their work. In Mexico 
and India, only 27 and 16 per cent of 
homeworkers, respectively, have access to a 
dedicated workspace. On the positive side, 
homeworkers often (though not always) 
have more control over their time than those 
who work in factories or offices. Those who 
alternate between unpaid care work and 
paid home work throughout the day may 
be able to reduce long uninterrupted hours 
in the same posture. During a pandemic, 
working from home is one of the best ways 
to reduce infection risks.

On the negative side, however, there are 
many possible ways in which working 
from home, as opposed to working in an 
office or factory, can be detrimental to 
health. The first and most obvious type 
of negative impact is that workers often 
work with noxious materials, such as glue, 
lead or tobacco, in inadequately protective 
environments. Mercury is used for gold 
polishing, acid for metal etching and wax 
for casting brass. Strong dyes and acids 
are used in producing and washing jeans. 
Taking on home work in already precarious 
living situations can make not just the work 
environment – but also the lives of workers 

and their families – less safe by reducing 
the amount of space in the home and by 
introducing chemicals, fumes or hazardous 
materials used in the work.78 

The second type of negative impact is 
that piece-rate payment puts a strain on 
homeworkers, who may work longer hours 
than they would if they were subordinate 
to an employer who is in any way liable for 
work accidents. Furthermore, since home 
work takes place in a private dwelling, 
labour inspection is often prevented from 
protecting workers against long hours. 

Finally, the social isolation that may come 
with working from home may make some 
homeworkers not only prone to depression 
and other mental health disorders, but also 
less aware of safety standards. 

Studies of the OSH risks faced by teleworkers 
suggest that they face issues similar to 
other homeworkers, including ergonomic 
problems, work intensification and excessive 
hours, the blurring of boundaries between 
paid work and private life, and social 
isolation.79  On digital labour platforms, an 
added risk is related to the task of content 
moderation – the screening of digital 
materials for violent or pornographic 
content. Though it may seem that one’s 
photos or videos are magically uploaded, 
they must first pass the algorithm of the 
social media site. On YouTube, once a 
video is flagged by the algorithm, a human 
content moderator has to verify this decision 
in order for the harmful content to be 
removed. These workers may be exposed 
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to 8,000 potentially violent or pornographic 
images in a single workday. Not surprisingly, this 
work has been associated with post-traumatic 
stress disorder.80  The difficulty of such work is 
compounded by the working conditions of the 
workers, who are typically hired as contractors 
and often work from home.  Many of them have 
not received training or psychological support for 
the work they are doing.81

Elevated OSH risks for 
industrial homeworkers

International research on industrial home work 
has found that it is often associated with increased 
risk of injury, exposure to hazardous substances 
(including infectious materials) and occupational 
violence.82 In some cases, these OSH outcomes 
are dramatic. 

A representative sample of 1,405 industrial 
homeworker households and an additional 467 
control households in India reveals the prevalence 
of work-related health problems.  A total of 31 per 
cent of homeworkers making garments (zardosi), 
64 per cent of incense stick makers, and 71 per 
cent and 45 per cent of beedi rollers (in Madhya 
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, respectively) stated 
they suffer some kind of health problem due 
to their work.83 A study by the Voluntary Health 
Association of India found that 75 per cent of 
beedi workers suffer from multiple illnesses 
due to continuous exposure to tobacco and 
other hazardous substances. These numbers 
are excessive and show that OSH results for 
industrial home work among the poor in India are 
worrisome to say the least.  

Case studies confirm the dire situation of Indian 
industrial homeworkers. A study of leather 
footwear homeworkers in Tamil Nadu documents 
hand and shoulder strains, back and joint 
problems, problems with eyesight, headaches and 
postural problems from poor ergonomic practices 
and long hours, as well as puncture wounds. 
The pressure to complete work on time and 
occasionally excessive orders accentuates these 
issues.84  Another recent study on home work in 
India also points to the lack of adequate facilities 

in terms of housing, sanitation and provision of 
basic amenities as conditions that negatively 
affect OSH. Workers are exposed to various 
occupational health hazards risks since there is no 
separation between workspace and living spaces; 
and because they operate within their homes in 
the presence of children, their families are also 
exposed to various health hazards.85 For the 
beedi rolling industry, homeworkers – and their 
families – breath tobacco fumes that expose them 
to a high risk of contracting asthma, bronchitis 
and tuberculosis.86 Epidemiological studies point 
to the association of long-term exposure to 
solvents with central nervous system damage. 
Shoe manufacturing and assembly in the home 
have been linked to the development of acute and 
chronic respiratory impairments.87

Long working hours also pose a risk to OSH, as 
shown by a study on homeworkers in the textile 
industry in Thailand.88 Physical injuries such as 
tension, joint pain and poor eyesight caused by 
long working hours, bad working positions and 
poor light conditions were common. The study 
documents 14–16 hour work days; moreover, the 
crowded slum areas further aggravate OSH risks.

For homeworkers in the Bulgarian clothing 
industry, time-related stress is a significant factor 
in creating OSH risks. As one of the workers in a 
recent study expressed it:

”They put us in extremely high 
stress by the time frame, especially 
in the final part of the period they 
put pressure on us. They tell us that 
if we don’t give them the full order, 
we will not be paid for anything.”89

Among the specific work conditions that pose a 
risk to health, homeworkers mentioned working 
with toxic glue and textiles washed with toxic 
solutions; having to work long hours with needles 
that cause puncture wounds to the hands; and 
dealing with asthma and heart problems apart 
from body pains in the joints and hands.90 

	X Working from home: From invisibility to decent work157



But OSH is also worrisome for industrial 
homeworkers in wealthier countries. In addition 
to low pay and irregularity of work, clothing and 
footwear homeworkers in Spain and Germany 
cited the physical conditions of their workplace as 
the main disadvantage. Dirt and bad smells in the 
home environment, arm and back pains, allergies 
and circulatory and eye diseases were among the 
problems most frequently mentioned, as well as 
fatigue in periods of high work intensity. Some 
homeworkers also experience psychological 
disorders due to isolation, exhaustion and little 
personal satisfaction with, and control over, their 
work lives.91

These poor results would be mitigated if 
employers or contractors provided adequate 
safety equipment. If they fail to provide 
such equipment, poor (or even not so poor) 
homeworkers will not do so and will thus expose 
themselves – and their families – to injury. 

Work-related injuries also occur as a result of 
home-based computer work. Among the long-
term problems mentioned are posture disorder, 
back and wrist pains, eyesight problems and 
hernia, all resulting from long work hours 
and poor ergonomic conditions in the home-
workplace, for which no employer but only the 
worker is responsible.92 

To conclude, table 5.12 shows the percentage 
of home-based workers and homeworkers who 
have missed work or worked less due to health 
issues. This is a very limited indicator and not 
too much should be read into it. As discussed 
in Chapter 2, having health problems may be a 
reason for taking up home-based work in the first 
place and homeworkers often have limited access 
to sick days. Nevertheless, this indicator does 
allow for comparisons between countries using 
questions that are similarly worded. 

 Table 5.12 Missed work due to illness

South Africa Mexico Italy United Kingdom

Non-home-
based workers

10% 1% 8% 2%

Home-based 
workers

15% 4% 5% 3%

Homeworkers 11% 14% 6% 3%

Source: South Africa, General Household Survey; Mexico, National Labour and Occupational 
Survey, 4th quarter 2019; ; Italy, Labour Force Survey;  United Kingdom, Labour Force Survey.

The results mirror those of almost all analysis 
comparing the countries above. Homeworkers 
in countries in which industrial home work 
predominates, such as Mexico and South Africa, 
have higher injury rates than those in which 
telework or other service-based occupations 
predominate. Homeworkers in these latter 
countries either have lower injury rates, such as 
in Italy, or the differences are very small, such as 
in the United Kingdom. 

This section shows that while OSH is an issue for 
all home-based workers, it is most serious for 
industrial homeworkers. Piece-rate payment, 
toxic inputs, lack of accountability due to long 
subcontracting chains and poor regulation all 
expose home-based workers to excessive health 
risks in both the short and long terms.
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	X 5.9 Training and career prospects 
for homeworkers

While many homeworkers have or obtain specialized 
skills within their field, industrial homeworkers 
commonly have little or no formal education.

In India, homeworkers have on average six 
years of education, compared to nine for 
workers in offices, factories or shops. In 
Mexico and South Africa, homeworkers also 
have one or two fewer years of education 
than their peers in offices or factories. In 
high-income countries, the situation is 
different and homeworkers, many of whom 
are high-skilled professionals, have more 
years of formal education. 

Human beings, however, do not look 
only at where they stand but also at the 
horizon. Whether well or poorly educated, 
all workers should have the right to training 
and career prospects. Yet home work can 
establish hurdles for workers and their 
employers regarding training.  If the link 
between workers and employers is weak, 
as is often the case for homeworkers who 
are formally self-employed but who have 
a de facto employer who buys all their 
production, establishes schedules, provides 
raw materials and so on, it stands to reason 
that the employer will not be very interested 

in providing training. Homeworkers may 
also lack access to facilities where training 
may take place on the employer’s premises. 
All this theoretically shifts the burden of 
training onto the homeworkers themselves.

How does this prediction 
fare when confronted 
with reality as seen 
through case studies and 
labour force surveys?

Labour force surveys vary in the degree of 
detail of their training questions. Some ask 
no questions at all, while others have entire 
sections on the availability of training, its 
intensity and who pays for it. The United 
Kingdom’s Labour Force Survey is one 
of the most complete and provides one 
surprise. The first result is that, as expected, 
homeworkers are less likely to be engaged 
in training than other workers – 16 per cent 
of the former as opposed to 28 per cent of 
the latter were engaged in some type of 
training during the three months prior to 
the most recent survey. In addition, 8 per 
cent of those who work outside the home 
received on-the-job training, versus only 
4 per cent for homeworkers. This is all as 
expected. The surprise is that when asked 
if their employer had offered training, both 
types of workers answered yes in equal 
proportions (8 per cent). So the takeaway 
is that in the United Kingdom, where 
home work is dominated by highly trained 
individuals, employers offer training that 
homeworkers do not accept, possibly due 
to the logistical difficulties of accessing 
training that was not conceived for them.

Home work can 
establish hurdles 
for workers 
regarding 
training
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The numbers for Italy are even more surprising. 
While 41 per cent of homeworkers answered 
that they had engaged in some type of learning 
activity for professional reasons (the question 
is quite broad and includes things like watching 
an online video or a seminar), only 20 per cent of 
workers who commute to work did so. In addition, 
when asked how many had engaged in employer-
sponsored learning activity, the numbers were 
10 per cent for homeworkers and only 4 per cent 
for others. When controls for education and 
age are introduced the difference vanishes and 
when occupation is controlled for the difference 
becomes negative. The tentative conclusion is 
that, while the assumption that homeworkers will 
have fewer training opportunities is correct and 
unchallenged, it may be swamped by selection 
bias: if homeworkers are in occupations that 
require constant training then the numbers may 
be reversed, even if it is the homeworkers who 
bear most of the costs of training.

Finally, Indian data show little training for anyone, 
but even less for homeworkers. While 2.8 per 
cent of non-home-based workers stated that 
they received some kind of training (other than 
schooling), only 0.5 per cent of homeworkers 
did so. When asked about hereditary training 
provided by families, the numbers are similar at 
2.3 per cent and 2.4 per cent, respectively. These 
findings are in line with case studies, though it 
may be that respondents under-respond to the 
question on hereditary training (which is not a 
structured question but a mere response item in 
a larger question). 

Case studies show that homeworkers are indeed 
often responsible for their own training. A 
study of garment and textile homeworkers in 
Karachi showed that more than 40 per cent of 
homeworkers had received informal training 
for their tasks, but that with few exceptions 
this training had been obtained as a form of 
apprenticeship with a family member or neighbour 
and was thus not something the work provider 
had offered.93 As mentioned previously, in Turkey, 
where many homeworkers are involved in garment 
and textile production, young girls are taught the 
skills of embroidery, knitting, needlework, crochet 
and sewing, both for home production but also as 
a future means of earning income.94

Online home work

Online home-based work and home work, 
including work through digital labour platforms, 
has the potential to provide new employment 
opportunities, not least in countries where in 
recent generations the supply of university 
graduates dramatically exceeds the number of 
local jobs that matches their educational level or 
professional aspirations.95 

However, as stated throughout this report, 
homeworkers are primarily hired as independent 
contractors, and while some of them may be 
legitimately self-employed, in other instances 
they may be misclassified to avoid employment 
and social security law obligations.96  This 
classification itself is indicative of the weak link 
between employers and employees, which 
is likely to inhibit career prospects for online 
homeworkers. These workers have no formal 
access to advancement structures and given 
the oversupply of workers on online platforms, 
there is scant motivation to contribute to the skill 
enhancement of digital homeworkers.

The data suggest that if homeworkers need 
training to complete their tasks or expand the 
possibilities of what tasks they can take on, they 
will search for this training on their own.  In the 
Philippines, more than 40 per cent of the online 
homeworkers who participated in a survey in 2019 
said they had themselves paid to take training 
courses to better equip themselves for online 
work. The courses taken by homeworkers, mostly 
online,97 ranged widely from training to perform 
simple tasks, such as data entry and encoding, 
to training to acquire more technical skills such 
as programming and web development, social 
media management and the use of specialized 
tools such as Adobe Photoshop, Canva and Hive.98  
Studies of platform workers in Ukraine and China 
reveal similar findings of self-study.99 Even though 
both industrial and digital homeworkers are often 
hired exactly because of their special skills, the 
career opportunities offered by this type of work 
are the responsibility of homeworkers to pursue. 
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Another more positive aspect of this structure 
is that online home work in practice opens 
possibilities for people without formal education 
to access job functions that they might otherwise 
have been excluded from. Some data suggests 
that online homeworking allows for higher 
earnings and a greater variety of work than the 
educational level of the worker might open up on 
its own. For instance, the 2020 Freelancer Income 
Report shows that freelancers with only a high-
school level education earn on average more 
than their peers with a bachelor’s degree and 
only slightly less than those with postgraduate 
degrees. When it comes to hiring freelancers — 
as opposed to salaried employees — clients pay 
closer attention to experience, portfolio and the 
ratings that freelancers have received from other 
clients, while formal education appears to play a 
less significant role in the hiring process.100 

Digital homeworkers in the Philippines work on 
a great variety of tasks, primarily those related 
to data entry, general virtual assistance, IT and 
micro-tasks. They are generally more highly 
educated than the broader population: 61 per 
cent of online workers hold a bachelor’s degree, 
versus only 16 per cent for the working-age 

population. According to the digital workers 
interviewed, it is not their educational attainment 
or college degree that counts in obtaining an 
online job, but their willingness to learn and their 
motivation to do the job. However, 40 per cent still 
think that they need further technical training or 
English-language training to be able to do all tasks 
posted online.101

The most important conclusion of this 
section is that there are hurdles to training 
for homeworkers. In high-income countries, 
these hurdles exist but may be weaker than the 
selection bias that determines who becomes 
a homeworker. In low-income countries, by 
contrast, these training hurdles are compounded 
rather than mitigated by this same selection bias. 

If the changes brought about by the COVID-19 
pandemic become permanent and many workers 
continue to telecommute even after a vaccine is 
found, the potential negative impacts on training 
and human capital that result from working from 
home should be taken into consideration. Firms 
that adopt massive teleworking may need to 
devise training strategies that are also adapted 
to working from home.
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	X 5.10 Conclusion

This chapter has focused on the working 
conditions of those who work from home. 

Because the profile of homeworkers is 
heterogeneous, their working conditions 
are heterogenous as well. Industrial 
homeworkers are more numerous in low 
and middle-income countries and less so in 
high-income countries. Teleworkers are more 
numerous in high-income countries and less 
so in low and middle-income countries. 

The homeworking penalty, when all variables 
are controlled for, is present in almost all 
countries and contexts, but is far stronger 
among industrial homeworkers in India than 
among teleworkers in the United States. 

Home-based workers and homeworkers 
lag in access to social security everywhere, 
but again, the difference is higher in India 
or Mexico than in the United Kingdom or 
Italy. Training and career prospects are 
everywhere worse for homeworkers once 
occupation has been controlled for, but the 
differences are far greater for industrial 
homeworkers than for digitally enabled 
homeworkers. Homeworkers miss more 
work due to illness, but the difference is 
higher in Mexico and South Africa than in 
the United Kingdom and Italy. 

The one area in which differences are not 
apparent is labour organization. Although 
there are many organizations for IT-enabled 
home-based workers and homeworkers, 
the activities of some associations and 
unions in the industrial home work sector 
have been noted. No evidence could be 

found that digitally enabled homeworkers 
are consistently better organized than 
industrial homeworkers. Given the greater 
geographical dispersion of online workers, 
the likelihood of their being organized may 
be lower than that of industrial homeworkers 
located in a concentrated geographical area. 

A final observation is the critical interaction 
between home work and gender roles. 
Women everywhere are expected to 
perform a greater share of unpaid care 
work, which leads home work and other 
forms of home-based work to be far more 
female-dominated than other spheres of the 
labour market. While these cultural gender 
differences are present everywhere, in some 
countries they are so strong as to effectively 
create a barrier to women’s work outside 
the home. This segments the labour market 
and may lead to abysmally low earnings for 
industrial homeworkers. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has put home work 
in the limelight as a strategy to prevent 
mass unemployment.  As such, the lessons 
of this chapter may serve as a guide. The 
undesirable features of working from home 
(such as reinforcing traditional gender roles, 
slowing training and the accumulation of 
human capital, as well as more and irregular 
hours) must be weighed against its benefits 
(such as reduced likelihood of infection and 
the increased ability to balance work with 
personal responsibilities).
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makes the enforcement 
of legal provisions
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Chapter 5 has shown that despite the 
opportunities that home work brings, it is often 
associated with a range of decent work deficits. 
These include low wages, excessively long 
working hours and safety risks, lack of social 
protection and obstacles to the exercise of 
freedom of association and collective bargaining 
rights, particularly for industrial homeworkers, 
most of whom work informally.1 Throughout 
the ILO’s history, concerns about the situation of 
homeworkers has led to numerous calls for the 
Organization to address this issue.2

Prior to the adoption of Convention No. 177 
and Recommendation No. 184, there was no 
ILO standard that regulated home work in a 
comprehensive manner or that even provided 
a definition of home work and homeworkers. 
Nevertheless, many ILO instruments explicitly 
cover homeworkers and contain provisions 
addressing specific issues of relevance to them. 
For instance, the Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery 
Convention, 1928 (No. 26) refers to workers 
employed “in homeworking trades”. In addition, the 
Maternity Protection Convention (Revised), 1952 
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(No. 103), applies to “women wage earners 
working at home”. Furthermore, many ILO 
instruments implicitly cover homeworkers 
and contain provisions of relevance to 
them. This is notably the case of the eight 
fundamental Conventions addressing, 
respectively, freedom of association and the 
right to collective bargaining, the elimination 
of child and forced labour, and discrimination 
in employment and occupation.3 

Other standards also have a broad scope of 
application. For instance, the Occupational 
Safety and Health Convention, 1981 (No. 155) 
and the Workers with Family Responsibilities 
Convention, 1981 (No. 156) apply to all 
categories of workers in all branches of 
economic activity. The Committee of Experts 
on the Application of Conventions and 
Recommendations (CEACR) has confirmed 
that homeworkers are included in the scope 
of the Maternity Protection Convention, 2000 
(No. 183),4 which applies to “all employed 
women, including those in atypical forms of 
dependent work”. However, a number of ILO 
standards contain flexibility clauses allowing 
certain categories of workers, including 
homeworkers, to be excluded from their 
scope of application.

In response to the concerns expressed, the 
ILO undertook a series of studies of different 
types of home work. In particular, in 1989–
1990, two major reports on home work 
and telework were published.5 At its 244th 
Session (November 1989), the ILO Governing 
Body decided that a Meeting of Experts 
on the Social Protection of Homeworkers 
would take place in Geneva the following 
year. The Meeting of Experts was tasked 
with examining the nature, extent and 
problems of homeworking; to assess 
national experience in the protection and 
organization of homeworkers; to advise on 
approaches and measures that could lead to 
more effective protection for homeworkers 
in Member States; and to advise on future 
ILO action concerning home work, including 
the possible need for new international 
labour standards. The Meeting of Experts 
adopted unanimous conclusions on action 

to be taken at the national level as well as 
by the ILO, but no consensus was reached 
on the need to develop international labour 
standards on home work.6 The tripartite 
experts concluded that “[c]onsidering the 
wide variety of conditions in which home 
work is carried out and its diversity, the 
Governing Body of the ILO should weigh 
the importance of the issues involved in 
order to decide on appropriate action by 
the ILO in this regard”.7 Three years later, 
the ILO Governing Body decided to launch 
a standard-setting process on home work, 
culminating in the adoption of Convention 
No. 177 and Recommendation No. 184 by 
the International Labour Conference. It is to 
be noted that an entire chapter of the CEACR 
General Survey on Employment, which will 
be discussed by the International Labour 
Conference in June 2021, is devoted to these 
two instruments on home work.8 

This chapter outlines in detail the provisions 
contained in these ILO standards, together 
with additional explanations drawn from 
the preparatory work on the different 
elements covered under the instruments. 
It also presents samples of national 
legislative provisions that implement the 
principles set out in Convention No. 177 
and Recommendation No. 184. It is striking 
that no legislation on home-based platform 
work has yet been enacted.9 This is mainly 
due to the transnational nature of the 
activities performed and the fact that the 
workers concerned are generally classified 
as self-employed. Furthermore, reference 
is made in this chapter to specific provisions 
governing, for instance, the setting of 
minimum wage rates for homeworkers or 
teleworkers’ right to disconnect. Such an 
approach is by definition fragmented: the 
fact that a given provision on one particular 
issue complies with the requirements of 
Convention No. 177 does not mean that the 
legislation of the country considered is, in 
every respect, in line with this Convention. 
The combined ways to ensure decent work 
for homeworkers in a comprehensive 
manner are presented in Chapter 7.

	X Chapter 6. Legal protections for homeworkers 170



	X 6.1 The adoption of ILO standards 
on home work

In November 1993, the Governing Body decided to place on 
the agenda of the 1995 session of the International Labour 
Conference a standard-setting item concerning home work.10

Although all parties recognized the 
importance of the topic, no consensus had 
emerged since the 1990 Meeting of Experts 
on the need for ILO standards on home work.

The Worker members were in favour 
of the adoption of a Convention and a 
Recommendation on home work which, in 
their view, had the same objective as the 
ILO standards on part-time work adopted in 
1994, namely, “to respond to the evolution 
in forms of employment that had left a 
growing number of workers outside existing 
means of protection”. They considered that 
standard-setting on home work was timely 
since “[w] hole industries, for instance, textile 
and clothing, were transferring into home 
work and a rapidly evolving ‘information 
society’ was leading to new forms of home 
work, such as telework.”11 

The Employer members did not support 
the adoption of new standards on home 
work for a number of reasons, including the 
variety of situations in which home work 
was carried out, the inadequacy of relevant 
data, the adequacy of existing regulatory 
framework and the risk that new standards 
would drive businesses underground.12 

During the f irst discussion by the 
Internat ional  L abour Conference, 
the views expressed by government 
representatives were mainly split between 
those who supported the adoption of both 
a Convention and a Recommendation 
and those who were in favour of a 
Recommendation only.13 The Employer 
members supported an amendment 
submitted by several governments that 
sought to limit the standard-setting 
process to a Recommendation only, which 
was, however, rejected by the Conference 
Committee.14 The Conference therefore 
discussed the content of both a Convention 
and a Recommendation.15 

Convention No. 177 and Recommendation 
No. 184 were ultimately adopted by 
the Conference at its 1996 session.16 
The Convention entered into force on 
22 April 2000 and has to date been ratified 
by ten ILO Member States (in chronological 
order: Finland; Ireland; Albania; the 
Netherlands; Argentina; Bulgaria; Bosnia 
and Herzegovina; Tajikistan; Belgium; and 
North Macedonia).17
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	X 6.2 Homeworkers, employers and 
intermediaries: Scope of Convention No. 177

Convention No. 177 defines home work as:

“work carried out by a person, to be 
referred to as a homeworker,

i. in his or her home or in other premises of his or her 
choice, other than the workplace of the employer;

ii. for remuneration; 
iii. which results in a product or service as specified 

by the employer, irrespective of who provides the 
equipment, materials or other inputs used,

unless this person has the degree of autonomy and of economic 
independence necessary to be considered an independent 
worker under national laws, regulations or court decisions.”18

Chapter 1 explains the different elements 
of this definition in the light of the 
debates held at the International Labour 
Conference. As regards the last part of 
the definition – on how homeworkers do 
not meet the conditions to be classified as 
independent workers – attention needs also 
to be drawn to the Employment Relationship 
Recommendation, 2006 (No. 198), which calls 
on Member States to review at appropriate 
intervals and, if necessary, to clarify and 
adapt the scope of relevant laws and 
regulations, in order to guarantee effective 
protection for workers who perform work in 
the context of an employment relationship. 
Recommendation No. 198 provides that 
the determination of the existence of 
an employment relationship should be 
guided primarily by the facts relating to the 
performance of work and the remuneration 
of the worker, notwithstanding how the 
relationship is characterized by the parties. 
It states that measures should be adopted, 

inter alia, to provide guidance for the parties 
concerned on the distinction between 
employed and self-employed workers, 
and to combat disguised employment 
relationships. Furthermore, standards 
should apply to all forms of contractual 
arrangements, including those involving 
multiple parties, and should establish 
who is responsible for the protection they 
afford. Effective protection should be 
ensured to workers especially affected by 
the uncertainty as to the existence of an 
employment relationship, including women 
workers, as well as the most vulnerable 
workers, notably workers in the informal 
economy. 

Convention No. 177 also defines the 
term “employer” as “a person, natural or 
legal, who, either directly or through an 
intermediary, whether or not intermediaries 
are provided for in national legislation, gives 
out home work in pursuance of his or her 
business activity” (Art. 1(c)). 

	X Chapter 6. Legal protections for homeworkers 172



During the first discussion by the International 
Labour Conference of the instruments in 
1995, the Employer members submitted an 
amendment proposing to delete the definition 
of the term “employer”, considering that it 
could cause confusion between employers and 
customers. They also questioned the role of 
intermediaries and when an intermediary could 
become an employer. The Office explained that 
an intermediary would never be considered the 
employer of the homeworker. The amendment 
was withdrawn due to lack of support, but the 
Employer members voiced concerns at the 
possibility of ratification of the Convention with 
the definition proposed.19

Prior to the second discussion by the International 
Labour Conference in 1996, the Office proposed 
to define the term employer as “as person, 
natural or legal, who, in pursuance of his or her 
business activity, gives out or causes home work 
to be given out”.20 The restriction to persons 
pursuing their business activities when giving 
out work was added to take account of the 
concerns expressed in respect of the possible 
confusion between employers and customers. 
As the Office explained, “a person who has a 
suit made by someone working at home is not 
an employer if the suit is for personal use, but is 
an employer if the suit is to be sold in his or her 
shop”. In response to the concerns expressed in 
some comments received from the constituents, 
the Office confirmed that the term “business” 
was “sufficiently broad to cover the ‘business’ 
of governmental or non-profit organizations 
and [was] not restricted to private sector profit-
making activities”.21

During the second discussion, several 
governments wanted to ensure that countries 
whose national laws did not recognize 
intermediaries could nevertheless ratify the 
proposed Convention. The Worker members, on 
the other hand, wanted to avoid excluding from 
its coverage those workers who obtained work 
through illegal intermediaries in countries that 
prohibited the use of intermediaries. Consensus 
was reached on an alternative wording referring 
to intermediaries “whether or not provided for in 
national legislation”.22

Convention No. 177 “applies to all persons 
carrying out home work within the meaning 
of Article 1” (Art. 2). As the Office explained in 
a preparatory report, given the promotional 
nature of the proposed Convention, it seemed 
appropriate that its scope be broad.23 The goal 
was to adopt “a short Convention made up of a few 
basic principles” offering “significant flexibility for 
Member States to define and implement particular 
measures”. On the other hand, the provisions of 
the proposed Recommendation “were intended 
either to facilitate the implementation of the 
proposed Convention or to provide protection in 
areas not covered by the Convention”. 24

Convention No. 177 and Recommendation 
No. 184 are not sectoral instruments: they 
cover a form of employment that differs from 
full-time work in enterprises performed by 
persons with regular or fixed-term employment. 
It is a specific form of work that can be found 
in many sectors of activity, industries and 
trades. Therefore, they should be considered as 
instruments of general applicability covering a 
specific form or condition of work.25

The appropriate 
regulation of 
the employment 
relationship, as 
provided for in 
Recommendation 
No. 198, is an 
important 
precondition for the 
legal protection 
of homeworkers
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	X 6.3 Adoption of a national policy 
on home work

The main requirement of Convention No. 177 is that states 
should “adopt, implement and periodically review a national 
policy on home work aimed at improving the situation of 
homeworkers, in consultation with the most representative 
organizations of employers and workers and, where they 
exist, with organizations concerned with homeworkers26 
and those of employers of homeworkers” (Art. 3).

This provision does not require the adoption 
of a separate sectoral policy and the policy 
on home work can therefore be integrated 
into a broader employment or labour market 
policy.27 In this regard, the CEACR highlighted 
in its 2020 General Survey on Employment 

“the close links between the objectives of 
Convention No. 122 on employment policy, 
Recommendation No. 204 on the transition 
to formality and the home work instruments, 
particularly regarding the adoption of a 
national policy”.28

©ILO/ B.Birla
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To the extent possible, tripartite bodies or 
employers’ and workers’ organizations should be 
involved in the formulation and implementation 
of this national policy (Recommendation 
No. 184, Para. 3(2)). In the absence of 
organizations specifically concerned with them, 
suitable arrangements should be made to permit 
homeworkers and their employers to express 
their opinions on the national policy and on the 
measures adopted to implement it (Para. 3(3)).

The national policy on home work must be 
implemented “by means of laws and regulations, 
collective agreements, arbitration awards or in 
any other appropriate manner consistent with 
national practice” (Convention No. 177, Art. 5). 
Further, ILO Member States should, “according 
to national law and practice, designate an 
authority29 or authorities entrusted with the 
formulation and implementation of the national 
policy on home work” (Recommendation No. 184, 
para. 3(1)).

The national policy on home work must “promote, 
as far as possible, equality of treatment between 
homeworkers and other wage earners, taking 
into account the special characteristics of 
home work and, where appropriate, conditions 
applicable to the same or a similar type of 
work carried out in an enterprise” (Convention 
No. 177, Art. 4(1)).30 The objective of “improving 
the situation of homeworkers” through the 
promotion of the principle of equal treatment 
is an implicit recognition that homeworkers are 
often exposed to less favourable conditions than 
other workers.

The Convention provides for equality of treatment 
“between homeworkers and other wage 
earners”. The situation of homeworkers must be 
compared with other wage earners and not with 
workers in the enterprise, since “the adoption, 
implementation or overhauling of a national 
policy must necessarily be based on an area of 
comparison which cannot be restricted to the 
enterprise or branch of activity in one and the 
same region”.31 However, the provision requires 
the special characteristics of home work to be 
taken into account, as well as “where appropriate, 
conditions applicable to the same or a similar 
type of work carried out in an enterprise”. Such 
a comparison is appropriate, for example, for the 
determination of remuneration.32

The areas in which equality of treatment must 
be promoted include: (a) freedom of association 
and collective bargaining; (b) protection against 
discrimination in employment and occupation; 
(c) protection in the area of occupational safety 
and health (OSH); (d) remuneration; (e) statutory 
social security protection; (f) access to training; 
(g) minimum age for admission to employment 
or work; and (h) maternity protection (Convention 
No. 177, Art. 4(2)). This list is not exhaustive and 
focuses on certain issues of particular importance. 
Several aspects of employment and working 
conditions are the subject of additional, more 
detailed provisions, which are examined below.

Labour statistics also have a role to play in the 
design and implementation of the national policy. 
Appropriate measures must be taken to ensure 
that they include, to the extent possible, home 
work (Convention No. 177, Art. 6). Further, detailed 
information on the extent and characteristics of 
home work, including data classified according 
to sex, should be compiled, kept up to date and 
published (Recommendation No. 184, Para. 4).

The national policy 
on home work must 
“promote, as far as 
possible, equality of 
treatment between 
homeworkers 
and other wage 
earners, taking into 
account the special 
characteristics 
of home work
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The appropriate regulation of the employment 
relationship, as provided for in Recommendation 
No. 198, is an important precondition for 
the legal protection of homeworkers. As the 
CEACR emphasized, this question is particularly 
important “in countries where there is no 
specific legislation on home work and where 
courts have to decide in each particular case 
whether a contract of employment exists in the 
case of home work”.33 The 2020 General Survey 
on Employment provides examples of different 
legislative approaches.34 In Poland, homeworkers 
are considered to be independent contractors 
under the Labour Code and to be employees 
under the social security system. In Italy, under 
the Home Work Act No. 877 of 1973, in derogation 
from the provisions of the Civil Code defining 
the employment relationship, subordination 
occurs when the homeworker is required to 
comply with the guidelines of the entrepreneur 
concerning the execution and the characteristics 
and requirements of the work. Greek legislation 
provides for a presumption of the existence of 
an employment relationship when home work 
is provided in person, exclusively or primarily to 
the same employer for nine consecutive months. 
Nonetheless, in many instances, homeworkers 
are not recognized as employees and do not 
benefit from the protection deriving from the 
existence of an employment relationship.

Two of the ten ILO Member States that have 
ratified Convention No. 177 have adopted a 
national policy on home work, as required by 
the Convention. In Argentina, specific legislation35 
regulates traditional forms of home work. The 
Court of Appeal of Buenos Aires has recently held 
that this legislation is not exhaustive and that 
homeworkers remain covered by Labour Contract 
Act No. 20.744 of 1976.36 In addition, the Telework 
Act No. 27555 was promulgated in August 
2020. In Belgium, the Labour Contracts Act was 
amended in 1996 to include provisions specifically 
regulating home work.37 Regular telework is 
regulated by a national collective agreement,38 
while occasional telework is addressed by the 
Feasible and Manageable Labour Act of 2017.39A 
number of other States parties to Convention 
No. 177 have undertaken efforts towards the 

adoption of a national policy on home work, 
but with certain limitations as was noted by 
the CEACR.40 In many instances, the legislation 
either contains a general equal treatment 
clause or regulates particular aspects of home 
work, whereas the Convention requires both 
approaches simultaneously. The CEACR also 
noted that many reports received in the context 
of the preparation of its 2020 General Survey 
on Employment indicated that there was no 
national policy specifically aimed at improving 
the situation of homeworkers. As regards the 
required periodical review of national policy, 
the CEACR noted that legislation on home work 
was sometimes evaluated “as part of a broader 
review of national laws and regulations with 
a view to ensuring the effective protection of 
workers in an employment relationship, as called 
for by Recommendation No. 198”.41

The Government of Finland indicated that 
national legislation guarantees homeworkers 
equal treatment with other employees. However, 
the CEACR emphasized that such an approach 
“risks being an oversimplification of the purpose 
of the Convention”. It drew the attention of the 
Government to its obligation under Article 3 of the 
Convention to adopt, implement and periodically 
review a national policy on home work “which, 
even though it may not necessarily be a separate 
sectoral policy or result in the adoption of 
exclusive legislation applicable only to home work, 
should nonetheless directly focus and impact 
on the employment and working conditions 
of homeworkers”.42 Similar comments were 
addressed to the Government of the Netherlands, 
following observations by three different trade 
unions expressing concern about the absence of a 
national policy on home work.43 In Albania as well, 
no specific protection exists for homeworkers, 
apart from an equal treatment clause in the 
Labour Code.44 In Bulgaria, the Labour Code was 
amended in 2011 further to the conclusion of a 
national agreement between several employers’ 
and workers’ organizations on the regulation 
of home work. Nonetheless, two workers’ 
organizations consider that homeworkers are 
not protected by national legislation and the 
CEACR requested the Government to provide 
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detailed information concerning the measures 
adopted or envisaged to improve the situation of 
homeworkers, and to identify the employers’ and 
workers’ organizations that had been consulted 
on the development, implementation and review 
of such measures.45 So far, the Government of 
Ireland has focused its efforts on the regulation 
of telework and the CEACR pointed out that “more 
traditional forms of homeworking involving low-
paid, casual jobs and poor working conditions 
on the verge of the underground economy still 
exist and need to remain within the focus of 
Government’s attention”.46

Most homeworkers live in countries that have not 
ratified Convention No. 177 and where various 
approaches have been adopted. Chapter 2 
contains detailed information on the distribution 
of home-based work, in particular home work, 
across the world. Some of these countries have 
adopted separate legislation on home work 
– or telework – which may be supplemented by 
provisions in the general labour law. 

In Algeria, the Labour Code provides that home 
work may be regulated by separate provisions. An 
executive decree was adopted in 1997 to regulate 
various aspects of this form of work, including 
remuneration and social protection. However, it 

does not contain a general non-discrimination 
clause.47 In India, the working conditions of 
homeworkers are regulated at the sectoral 
level, through the Beedi and Cigar (conditions 
of employment) Act, 1966.48 Specific legislations 
on home work, not necessarily exclusive of the 
application of general labour laws, can also 
be found for instance in Austria,49 Germany,50 
Italy,51 Japan,52 Mauritius,53 New Jersey (United 
States),54 Portugal,55 Switzerland,56Thailand57 and 
Uruguay.58

A number of countries also regulate telework 
separately. At the EU level, the European social 
partners concluded a Framework Agreement 
on Telework in 2002 (see box 6.1), which EU 
Member States have implemented through 
collective agreements (for instance Denmark59 
and France60) or through legislation (for instance 
Malta,61 Poland62 and Portugal63). In Italy, telework 
is the subject of an “inter-confederal agreement” 
concluded in 2004. In addition, Act No. 81/2017 
introduced the concept of “agile” or “smart” 
working, which is carried out partly inside the 
company premises and partly outside, without 
a fixed location. Other countries that have 
adopted specific legislation on telework include 
Colombia,64 Costa Rica,65 El Salvador66 and Peru.67

 Box 6.1  Key features of the European Framework Agreement on Telework68

Telework is defined “a form of organising and/or performing work, using information technology, in 
the context of an employment contract/ relationship, where work, which could also be performed 
at the employer’s premises, is carried out away from those premises on a regular basis”.

Telework is voluntary for the worker and the employer concerned.

The employer must provide the teleworker with relevant written information, including on 
applicable collective agreements.

The passage to telework only modifies the way in which work is performed and does not affect 
the teleworker’s employment status. A worker’s refusal to opt for telework is not, as such, a 
reason for terminating the employment relationship or changing the terms and conditions of 
employment of that worker.

The Agreement contains an equal treatment clause for teleworkers. The specificities of telework 
may be taken into account through individual or collective agreements. The Agreement expressly 
provides that teleworkers have the same collective rights as workers at the employer’s premises.

The Agreement also addresses the protection of data used and processed by the teleworker 
for professional purposes, as well as the employer’s duty to respect the teleworker’s privacy.

It further regulates the provision and maintenance of equipment, safety and health, organization 
of work and training.
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In other countries, homeworkers are included 
in the scope of labour legislation, possibly with 
certain exceptions or exclusions. In Australia, 
the Fair Work Amendment (Textile, Clothing and 
Footwear Industry) Act 2012 extended the coverage 
of most provisions of the Fair Work Act 2009 to 
contract outworkers in this industry by deeming 
them to be employees.69 In the United States, the 
Fair Labor Standards Act applies to homeworkers 
who are covered on an individual basis or whose 
employer is covered on an enterprise basis.70 In 
Armenia,71 Cabo Verde,72 Morocco73 and Saint 
Lucia,74 national labour legislation also expressly 
applies to homeworkers. In Colombia,75 labour 
legislation applies to teleworkers to the extent that 
it is more favourable than the provisions of the law 
on telework.

Labour legislation may also contain provisions 
regulating homeworkers’ specific working 
conditions, such as in Bulgaria,76 Hungary,77 
Chile,78 the Dominican Republic,79 France80 and the 
Russian Federation.81

A number of regulatory initiatives were taken 
across the world to include telework among the 
policy responses to the COVID-19 pandemic.82 In 
many countries, employers were encouraged and 
sometimes required to ensure that their employees 
telework where possible. These policies generally 
applied to so-called “non-essential workers” whose 
presence on the employer’s premises was not 
imperative. It could also cover employees with a 
particular risk of developing a severe form of the 
disease or who were subject to a quarantine for 
health reasons. In certain cases, employers who 

were not able to introduce telework arrangements 
were required to temporarily close their business. 
On the workers’ side, telework was either voluntary 
or mandatory, depending on the situation. Several 
governments adopted specific regulations 
governing telework in the context of the health 
crisis.

One example is the Organic Humanitarian Act of 
19 June 2020 introduced in Ecuador, which included 
provisions on telework in the Labour Code.83 The 
legislation distinguishes autonomous teleworkers, 
who work permanently outside of the enterprise 
premises; mobile teleworkers who have no fixed 
workplace and whose main working tools are ICTs 
on mobile devices; part-time teleworkers who work 
two or three days per week at home and the rest of 
the week at the office; and occasional teleworkers. 

Legal provisions regulating telework have also 
been adopted in the Plurinational State of Bolivia84 
and Ukraine.85 In Saudi Arabia, the Ministry of 
Human Resources and Social Development issued 
Guidelines for Remote Work in the Private Sector 
in March 2020.86 In Malawi, the Ministry of Labour, 
Skills and Innovation issued COVID-19 Workplace 
Guidelines promoting telework.87

In Belgium, “telehomework” was introduced 
among the emergency measures in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic.88 As noted above, 
separate legislation in various countries has 
already regulated regular and occasional 
telework. Telehomework is different in two 
ways from these work arrangements. It was 
not introduced on a voluntary basis but, on 
the contrary, was mandatory in non-essential 
sectors for employees whose job permitted it. 
Furthermore, employees could not choose their 
workplace – they had to work from home.

Measures were also taken to enable the electronic 
registration of employees working from home 
(Greece); to simplify employers’ safety and health 
obligations towards teleworkers (Croatia, Spain89); 
to ensure that workers are compensated for 
the costs arising from teleworking (France), to 
ensure the recognition of work-related accidents 
occurring at home (Argentina, Austria); and to 
temporarily simplify the procedures enabling 
employers to apply for a subsidy for introducing 
flexible work arrangements, including remote 
work (Republic of Korea). In Italy,90 the regulation 
adopted allowed the introduction of smart 
working arrangements without the conclusion of 
an individual agreement between the employer 
and the employee as normally required.

A number of 
regulatory initiatives 
were taken across 
the world to 
include telework 
among the policy 
responses to the 
COVID-19 pandemic
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Several European countries concluded bilateral 
agreements that temporarily allowed cross-
border workers to telework on a full-time basis 
without being obliged to pay social security 
contributions in their country of residence.

Policy responses sometimes took the form of 
an agreement between the social partners.91 
For instance, in Côte d’Ivoire, the workers’ and 
employers’ organizations on the Commission 
Indépendante Permanente de Concertation 
concluded a nationwide bipartite memorandum 
of understanding for a joint COVID-19 response, 
which recommended that telework be 
implemented wherever possible. In Germany’s 

chemical industry, the IG BCE union and the 
employer confederation BAVC concluded a 
sectoral crisis agreement, which  among others 
promoted enterprise-level bargaining on 
telework. In certain countries, including South 
Africa92 and the Russian Federation,93 the use of 
teleworking in response to the public health crisis 
was promoted on a tripartite basis.

The development of telework may well continue 
when the health crisis is over, which may lead to 
regulatory initiatives. In Germany, for instance, 
the Minister of Labour expressed its intention to 
see that legislation on remote working is adopted 
in the near future.94

***

The following sections address particular 
dimensions of homeworkers’ working conditions, 
such as remuneration or working time. The 
general equal treatment clauses mentioned above 

are not repeated in these sections, which instead 
provide legal references that deal specifically with 
these particular issues.

©iStock/ guruXOOX
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	X 6.4 Freedom of association and the right to 
collective bargaining

Equal treatment must be promoted in relation to the 
homeworkers’ right to establish or join organizations of 
their own choosing and to participate in the activities of 
such organizations (Convention No. 177, Art. 4(2)). 

This includes the right to collective bargaining 
and to serve as workers’ representatives.95 
In that regard, it should be recalled that, 
pursuant to Conventions Nos. 87 and 98, all 
workers,96 including homeworkers, should 
enjoy freedom of association and the right to 
collective bargaining, as confirmed by the ILO 
supervisory bodies.97

Recommendation No. 184 also calls for the 
identification and elimination of legislative 
or administrative restrictions or other 
obstacles to the exercise of homeworkers’ 
right to organize, as well as to the exercise 
of the right of their organizations to join 
trade union federations or confederations 
(Para. 11). Many ILO constituents supported 
this proposal during the International 
Labour Conference discussions, considering 
that the right to organize and bargain 
collectively is particularly important in the 
case of homeworkers, who are dispersed 

and often work in isolated conditions. The 
Office recalled in this respect that “in most 
countries homeworkers’ organizations have 
had difficulty in getting recognition as trade 
unions even though the general right to 
organize exists in the countries concerned”.98 
As was emphasized by the CEACR, the issue 
of access to the homes of homeworkers 
is an important element to be taken into 
consideration when examining whether the 
right of association is ensured and enjoyed, 
and measures should be taken to ensure that 
homeworkers are informed of their right 
to join the unions of their own choosing, or 
establish new ones and to have direct contact 
with their union representatives.99

In addition, measures should be taken 
to encourage collective bargaining 
as a means of determining the terms 
and conditions of work of homeworkers 
(Recommendation No. 184, Para. 12).100

 
 

As underlined above, all workers, including 
homeworkers, should benef it from 
freedom of association and the right to 
collective bargaining. Many national 
legal frameworks have a broad scope of 
application without specifying expressly 
that they include homeworkers. Some 
countries have nonetheless adopted legal 
provisions to that effect.

For example, homeworkers’ right to 
organize is expressly recognized in the 

Philippines.101 In Argentina,102 home work 
legislation regulates the registration of 
professional associations of employers 
and workers, respectively, which may, inter 
alia, request the competent authority to 
convene wage committees. In Chile,103 the 
employer must inform remote workers and 
teleworkers in writing about the existence of 
trade unions that are legally constituted in 
the enterprise. In Spain,104 remote workers 
may exercise their collective representative 
rights in accordance with the provisions of 
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the law. For this purpose, these workers must be 
assigned to a specific work centre of the company. 
In Germany,105 legislation provides for the 
establishment of sectoral home work committees, 
composed of workers ’ and employers ’ 
representatives, with a chair appointed by public 
authorities. The right of homeworkers to organize 
is also recognized in Bulgaria.106 

In Peru,107 legislation envisages the fixing of 
homeworkers’ remuneration through collective 
bargaining. In Belgium,108 a number of joint 
commissions still recognize “traditional” home 
work and sectoral collective agreements establish 
the same working hours as for other workers. 
In many countries, collective agreements may 
only be concluded for employees, which leaves 
homeworkers who are not in an employment 
relationship outside the scope of such 
agreements. Alternative solutions are sometimes 
available. In Austria,109 for instance, homeworkers 
may be covered by “comprehensive agreements” 
whose content is modelled on that of collective 
agreements.

Provisions for  freedom of association and 
collective bargaining are more frequent 
in legislation on telework. In Belgium,110 
teleworkers’ working conditions are regulated 
by a national collective agreement and they have 
the same collective rights as workers who work 
on the employer’s premises, including the right 
to communicate with workers’ representatives 
and vice versa. In Bulgaria,111 the modalities 
of telework may be regulated by collective 
agreement and teleworkers benefit from an 
equal treatment clause concerning their collective 
rights. They may also form an independent group 
to elect a separate representative responsible for 
exchanging information and consultation with 
the company if their total number exceeds 20. In 
addition, the employer must provide teleworkers 
with opportunities to participate in the activities 
of the trade union present in the enterprise to 
which they belong. The conditions under which 
these collective rights can be exercised are 
negotiated in individual or collective agreements 
or are governed by internal rules of the enterprise. 

In Poland,112 the conditions for the use of 
telework by an employer must be the subject 
of a collective agreement or, in the absence 
of such an agreement, must be addressed in 
workplace regulations, taking into account the 
views expressed by representative workers’ 
organizations. In Portugal,113 teleworkers are 
counted among the company’s employees for 
all purposes relating to collective representation 
structures and may apply to be a member of 
those structures. The ICT tools provided by 
the employer for the purpose of teleworking 
may also be used by workers’ to participate in 
meetings with workers’ representatives and by 
representative organizations to disseminate 
information. Teleworkers also enjoy freedom 
of association in Peru,114 while in Colombia they 
benefit from an equal treatment clause for the 
right to organize.115

In Lithuania,116 employers must enable 
teleworkers to communicate and collaborate with 
other employees and employee representatives 
at the employer’s premises. They must also 
inform the work council regularly, at least once 
per calendar year, about the status of telework in 
the company, indicating the number of employees 
who are teleworking, the positions they occupy 
and their average remuneration, by occupational 
group and gender. In Malta,117 teleworkers enjoy 
the rights established by any applicable collective 
agreement and also benefit from an equal 
treatment clause regarding collective rights. They 
have the right to participate in, and to stand for, 
elections to bodies representing employees. In 
addition, they must be included in the calculations 
for determining thresholds for the purposes of 
worker representation and for information and 
consultation rights.

In spite of the difficulties encountered in 
organizing a disperse and often invisible 
workforce, a number of organizations at the 
national and international levels have managed 
to help these workers get their voices heard and 
defend their rights. Some successful examples 
are given in Chapter 7.
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Participation in collective bargaining is not 
widespread among workers engaged in industrial 
home work, particularly in developing countries. 
Some agreements nonetheless address the specific 
situation of these workers. In Argentina, minimum 
wage rates for different tasks are set by home work 
wage commissions for the clothing industry.118 In 
Thailand, remuneration rates for home work are 
set by the Home Work Protection Committee, 
which comprises government representatives, 
an equal number of representatives of employers 
and homeworkers, respectively, as well as qualified 

persons.119 In Italy, which has a long tradition of 
home work and unionization, home work has over 
the decades been regulated through collective 
agreements (see box 6.2). Furthermore, the 
national collective labour agreements concerning 
the manufacturing industry have integrated the 
provisions of the Home Work Act No. 877/1973. 
For instance, the national collective labour 
agreement of the footwear industry provides for 
equal treatment between homeworkers and in-
house workers. It also provides for a mechanism 
to calculate piecework rates.

 Box 6.2  Collective bargaining agreements for the 
 footwear area of the Riviera del Brenta, Veneto, Italy

In Italy, the regulation of homeworking through collective agreements occurs at both 
the national, factory and territorial levels. Examples of territorial bargaining include the 
footwear area of the Riviera del Brenta, in the Veneto region. This is the oldest industrial 
district in Italy, founded in 1898 and still working in the production of high-end and luxury 
women’s footwear. In this manufacturing area, the fragmentation of production – and 
consequently the large number of small or micro firms – encouraged the introduction of 
local bargaining, beginning in the 1970s and continuing to the present day.

Home work was included in territorial bargaining in the 1974 Agreement, in which the social 
partners were invited to implement the national law on home-based work (Act No. 877 of 1973). 
In the 1978 Agreement, the social partners reaffirmed their commitment to fully implement 
the law on home work. The companies committed to provide trade unions with information 
on the quantity and type of home work assigned and the homeworkers carrying out such 
work. They also undertook not to use home work during the periods of intervention of the 
Wage Guarantee Fund for all stages of production in the factory that were affected by the 
temporary decrease of work, to the extent compatible with the existing organizational structure.

The 1981 Agreement introduced the establishment of a Joint Working at Home Commission, 
made up of three members appointed by each of the parties. The Commission was responsible 
for setting  the “minute-rate” of remuneration by level of contractual classification, “in view 
of the extreme difficulties in defining standard piece rates for each individual operation, given 
the enormous variety of models, their quality and the peculiar processing characteristics of 
the Brentan production”. It was also tasked with studying the phenomenon of homeworking 
as a whole and resolving any disputes arising in the determination of remuneration. Local 
bargaining in footwear was subsequently suspended from the mid-1980s until 1995. 

The Agreement of 16 February 2001 introduced for the first time a production bonus for 
homeworkers to take account of their “participation in the achievement of company 
results”. The Agreements of 7 May 2001 took up the issue of training for homeworkers, 
notably to improve health and safety. Both agreements are still in force.

Source: Information provided by Tania Toffanin, University of Padua, June 2020.

	X Chapter 6. Legal protections for homeworkers 182



Many teleworkers are covered by collective 
agreements and teleworking in itself can 
sometimes be the outcome of collective 
negotiations, as discussed in Chapter 4 with 
respect to the United States Trade Patent Office. 
In several EU Member States, the European 
Framework Agreement on Telework of 16 July 
2002 (see box 6.1 above), was implemented 
through collective bargaining.120 A sectoral 
collective agreement on telework was negotiated 
by the Employers’ Federation of Financial Services 

in Romania and relevant trade unions in the 
sector. It provides notably that teleworkers’ 
work schedules are established jointly and 
that the employer can control the employee’s 
workplace during working hours only. In the 
southwest of Germany, a regional sectoral 
agreement on telework was concluded between 
IG Metall and several employers’ organizations. It 
regulates, among other elements, hours of work, 
working tools, privacy rights and monitoring of 
performance.121

©ILO

National laws and regulations 
on minimum age should 
apply to home work and 
specific programmes should 
be adopted to eliminate 
child labour in home work

	X Working from home: From invisibility to decent work183



	X 6.5 The elimination of child labour

Minimum age for admission to employment 
or work is one of the areas for which 
equal treatment must be promoted for 
homeworkers (Convention No. 177, Art. 4(2)). 

Recommendation No. 184 also provides 
that national laws and regulations on 
minimum age should apply to home work 
(Para. 10) and that specific programmes 

should be adopted to eliminate child 
labour in home work (Para. 29((3)). These 
provisions complement those of the 
Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138) 
and Recommendation (No. 146), and the 
Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 
1999 (No. 182) and Recommendation 
(No. 190), which also apply to home work.

 
 

Several countries have established a 
minimum age for performing home work. 
For example, in Belgium122 the legislation 
prohibiting child labour does not make any 
distinction between home work and work 
performed at the employer’s premises. 
In the Philippines,123 the provisions of 
the Labour Code and the Child and Youth 
Welfare Code govern the employment 
of minors as homeworkers. In Malta, the 
term “work” under the Protection of Young 
Persons at Work Places Regulations124 
includes service as an outworker. In 
addition, Colombian legislation125 contains 
an equal treatment clause for teleworkers 
with respect to minimum age provisions.

In Switzerland,126 it is prohibited to 
entrust work at home to be performed 
independently by young people under the 
age of 15. In Italy,127 the minimum age for 
admission to home work is 15 years of age 
and the employment of minors is subject 
to employers’ compliance with proper 
working conditions and standards so as to 

safeguard their health, physical and mental 
development and morality. In Thailand,128 
pursuant to the legislation on home work, 
it is forbidden for anyone to assign children 
under 15 years of age to carry out work 
which by its nature may be hazardous to 
their health and safety. 

In South Africa,129 no person may require 
or permit a child worker to perform 
piecework or task work. In New Jersey 
(United States),130 no minor under 16 years 
of age is permitted to perform industrial 
home work, while specif ic measures 
apply to minors between 16 and 18 years 
of age. In Portugal,131 minors under 
the age of 16 can provide assistance to 
homeworkers provided that they have 
completed compulsory schooling and only 
for light work. Limitations established 
for employment contracts with minors in 
the areas of health protection, safety and 
development, duration and organization of 
working time also apply to the performance 
of home work.
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	X 6.6 Occupational safety and health

Article 7 of Convention No. 177 provides 
that national laws and regulations on 
safety and health at work must apply to 
home work, taking account of its special 
characteristics.

Furthermore, they must also establish the 
conditions under which certain types of 
work and the use of certain substances 
may be prohibited in home work for 
occupational safety and health (OSH) 
reasons.132 Homeworkers are protected 
by the provisions of international labour 
standards of general application, in 
particular the Occupational Safety and 
Health Convention, 1981 (No. 155) and 
Recommendation (No. 164), the Protocol of 
2002 to Convention No. 155 and the Violence 
and Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 190).

The competent national authorities should 
ensure the dissemination of safety and 
health guidelines on the regulations and 
precautions to be observed by employers 
and homeworkers. Where practicable, 
the guidelines should be translated into 
languages understood by homeworkers 
(Recommendation No. 184, Para. 19).

Recommendation No. 184 calls for employers 
to be required to take certain measures to 
ensure the occupational safety and health 
of homeworkers. They should be required 
to inform homeworkers of any hazards that 
they know or should know to be associated 
with the work given to homeworkers, indicate 
the precautions that need to be taken and, if 
appropriate, provide the necessary training 
(Para. 20(a)). Employers should also ensure 
that machinery, tools or other equipment 
provided to homeworkers are equipped with 
appropriate safety devices, and should take 
reasonable steps133 to ensure that they are 
properly maintained (Para. 20(b)). In addition, 
employers should provide homeworkers 
free of charge with any necessary personal 
protective equipment (PPE)(Para. 20(c)).

For their part, homeworkers should be 
required to comply with the prescribed 

safety and health measures and take 
reasonable care for their own safety and 
health,  and that of other persons who may 
be affected by their acts or omissions at 
work, including the proper use of materials, 
machinery, tools and other equipment placed 
at their disposal (Recommendation No. 184, 
Para. 21(b)). This provision was introduced 
following the adoption of an amendment 
submitted by the Employer members, who 
considered that homeworkers should take 
personal responsibility for their safety and 
health as they were not supervised and 
often had more autonomy than employees 
in an enterprise.134

In the event of imminent and serious 
danger to the safety and health of the 
homeworker, his or her family or the public, 
the continuation of home work should be 
prohibited until appropriate measures 
are taken to remedy the situation. The 
determination of the existence of such 
danger is to be made by a labour inspector or 
other public safety official (Recommendation 
No. 184, Para. 22(2)). Several constituents 
underlined in the discussions at the 
International Labour Conference that “this 
is a serious decision which should be fully 
justified as it could even be disputed before 
the courts”.135

National laws and 
regulations on 
safety and health  
at work must apply 
to home work, taking 
account of its special 
characteristics
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Recommendation No. 184 also includes a right 
of withdrawal, inspired by Convention No. 155: 
homeworkers who refuse to carry out work which 
they have reasonable justification to believe 
presents an imminent and serious danger to 

their safety or health should be protected from 
undue consequences in a manner consistent with 
national conditions and practice. Homeworkers 
should report the situation to their employer 
without delay (Para. 22(1)).

 
 

Several approaches, including combined 
approaches, may be adopted at the national 
level with respect to OSH. The general legal 
provisions on occupational safety and health 
may apply to homeworkers, as in Honduras,136 
Italy,137 the Republic of Moldova,138 New Zealand,139 

Portugal,140 the Russian Federation141and Spain.142 
Separate legislation may also address the 
particular safety and health issues associated 
with home work. An example of such legislation 
may be found in Morocco (box 6.3).

 Box 6.3  Occupational safety and health regulations for homeworkers in Morocco

In Morocco, a specific decree regulates OSH for homeworkers.143 Employers must inform 
homeworkers of any work-related risks, indicate to them the precautions to be taken, and, if 
necessary, provide the necessary safety training. Employers must ensure that the equipment 
and work materials they provide to homeworkers are designed in such a way that they cannot 
cause accidents or compromise their health and safety. They must provide homeworkers free 
of charge with any personal protective equipment (PPE) adapted to the nature of the work 
performed. Employers must take into account the personal capacities of homeworkers so 
that the workload does not affect their health and safety. On the other hand, homeworkers 
must respect employers’ instructions in order to prevent accidents or damage to their health 
and safety and those of other potentially affected persons. They must make proper use of the 
safety devices on work equipment and may not remove or modify them without the employer’s 
authorization, as well as of the PPE provided by the employer.

National legislation may also require that 
homeworkers’ workplaces be maintained and 
that the performance of home work be carried 
out in such a way that safety risks are avoided 
(Austria,144 Germany145 and Serbia146). Legislation 
may also require employers to provide adequate 
information or instructions to homeworkers 
(Chile,147 Switzerland148 and Thailand149).

The performance of certain types of home work 
that entail particular risks for homeworkers may 
be prohibited (Algeria,150 France,151 Italy,152 Haiti,153 
North Macedonia,154 the Philippines,155 Slovenia156). 
Such provisions are important since, as noted 
by the CEACR, the stringent regulation of OSH in 
factories may lead to a transfer of certain activities 
to home work.157 In Thailand,158 the following 

types of home work are prohibited: work involving 
hazardous materials; work that is to be carried out 
with the use of tools or machines, the vibration 
of which may present a risk for the worker; work 
involving extreme heat or cold; and other types 
of work which may affect health and safety or the 
environment. It is also forbidden to deliver raw 
materials, equipment or other inputs used for the 
performance of home work that are hazardous 
to homeworkers, residents of the house, 
neighbouring communities and the environment.

It is also important to ensure that homeworkers 
comply with safety and health prescribed 
measures, as provided for instance in Brazil,159 
Bulgaria160and Switzerland.161
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In some countries, OSH provisions have been 
adopted for teleworkers, as in Belgium,162 
Bulgaria,163 Chile,164 Colombia,165 Hungary166 and 
Poland.167 In Italy, in the case of smart working 
arrangements, the employer must ensure the 
protection of OSH and provide workers and 
workers’ safety representatives, on a regular 
basis, with written information on the risks 
identified. Workers must cooperate in the 
implementation of the preventive measures put 
in place by employers.168

Certain countries also seek to address the health 
risk of « working without end »169 which may be 
particularly present in the case of telework due 
to the widespread use of ICT tools. In France, 
the notion that workers have the “right to 
disconnect” was introduced in an amendment to 
the Labour Code in 2016.170 Moreover, in the case 
of telework, a collective agreement – or in the 
absence of such agreement, a charter adopted 
by the employer – must determine the time slots 
during which the employer can usually contact 
employees who telework.171 In Chile, when 
homeworkers are free to set their work schedules 
or teleworkers are excluded from the limits on 
working hours, their employer must respect their 
right to disconnect.172 The minimum length of 

the disconnection time is 12 continuous hours 
per 24-hour period. Furthermore, in no case may 
the employer communicate with the employee 
on rest days or during annual leave periods. 
The employment contract of homeworkers 
and teleworkers must contain a provision on 
disconnection time. Legal provisions on the right 
to disconnect were also adopted in Belgium,173 
Ecuador174 and Italy.175 The right to disconnect may 
also be protected in collective agreements, either 
at the company or sectoral level.176

Homeworkers also need to be protected against 
all forms of violence and harassment in the 
world of work, as prescribed by Convention 
No. 190. In some cases, homeworkers who try to 
discover the name of the brand for which they are 
producing or ask for higher wage rates may suffer 
retaliatory action, such as a threat of loss of work 
or a decrease in the work volume assigned.177 
Teleworkers may be particularly vulnerable to 
cyberbullying, since their work involves the use 
of information and communication technologies 
and their access to prevention and dispute 
settlement mechanisms may in practice be limited 
compared to workers at the employer’s premises. 
Box 6.4 contains additional information on 
combating cyberbullying in home work.

 Box 6.4  Combating cyberbullying in home work178

Convention No. 190 seeks to prevent and eliminate violence and harassment in the world of work, 
notably when it is perpetrated through work-related communications, including those enabled 
by information and communication technologies.179 This includes cyberbullying in the world of 
work, defined as “the execution of any aggressive behaviour against an individualized (group of) 
victim(s) through ICT means in the context of work”.180

The Convention protects all persons who work, regardless of their contractual status, including 
those in the informal economy. States should therefore ensure that their legislation addresses 
unacceptable conducts at work such as bullying or harassment that are perpetrated through ICTs 
and protects all workers within the scope of the Convention, including homeworkers.

New Zealand has adopted legislation addressing cyberbullying,181 which covers all forms of 
electronic communication and provides for both criminal and non-criminal remedies. The Act 
provides for a new criminal offence: causing harm by posting digital communication. Furthermore, 
NetSafe is an approved agency that advises victims, makes investigations, attempts to reach 
settlement agreements and liaises with third parties such as internet service providers. When 
no settlement is reached, courts may order remedies such as orders to take down material or 
release the identity of the source of an anonymous communication. This may involve, for example, 
ordering an employer to remove harmful content published on an internal messaging application.
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Another important OSH aspect is the coverage 
of homeworkers by provisions on occupational 
diseases (due to ergonomic risks, exposure to 
toxic materials, etc.) and occupational accidents 
in the case of accidents occurring during the 
performance of their professional activities, 
including when the home is their workplace. Such 
protection is offered for example in Portugal.182 In 
Belgium, there is a rebuttable presumption that 
an accident occurring to a teleworker is a work-
related accident if two conditions are met:

 X First, it must occur at the place indicated in 
writing as the workplace or, in the absence 
of any written document, at the teleworker’s 
residence or the place where she or he usually 
works. 

 X Second, the accident must occur during the 
period of the day indicated in writing as the 
period during which work may be performed. 
In the absence of such an indication, the 
presumption applies during the hours of 
work that the teleworker would be required 
to perform if she or he were employed on the 
employer’s premises.183 

A similar legal presumption is also established 
in France for teleworkers.184 In the Russian 
Federation, legislation provides for mandatory 
insurance of teleworkers against work-related 
accidents, unless otherwise provided in the 
employment contract.185

The employer may be authorized, under certain 
conditions, to access the homeworker ’s 
workplace to ensure that adequate safety and 
health protections are in place. In Mauritius,186 
where work is performed at the homeworker’s 
residence, the employer may, with the 

authorization of the homeworker and subject 
to prior notice, have access to that residence at 
a reasonable time agreed with the homeworker 
and for a limited number of reasons, including 
for carrying out risk assessment and undertaking 
periodic safety and health inspections. A limited 
right of access to the homeworker’s residence 
is also granted to employers in Portugal.187 In 
Belgium,188 internal prevention services have 
access to the telework location to check the 
correct application of applicable OSH legislation. 
If telework is carried out in an inhabited location, 
access is subject to prior notification and 
agreement of the teleworker. The teleworker 
may request an inspection visit from the same 
services. Such provisions are without prejudice to 
the powers attributed to labour inspectors (see 
section 6.12 below).

Finally, one should keep in mind that teleworking 
is included in the policy framework 
recommended by the ILO to respond to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.189 In many countries, the 
temporary introduction of mandatory home 
work, in particular telework, constituted per 
se a measure decided by employers to protect 
their employees’ OSH.190 The French Labour 
Code already provided for such a possibility prior 
to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic: in 
exceptional circumstances, such as the threat 
of an epidemic or in cases of force majeure, the 
implementation of telework may be considered as 
an adaptation of the workstation that is necessary 
to allow the continuity of the company’s activity 
and guarantee the protection of employees.191 As 
discussed above,192 a number of countries have 
adopted regulatory frameworks on telework in 
response to the health crisis.
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	X 6.7 Working time

The proposal made by several workers’ 
organizations to include working hours as 
part of the provisions on equal treatment 
of homeworkers, as hours affect safety and 
health, workload and remuneration, was 
not retained by the International Labour 
Conference.193 

During the preparatory work, many 
governments and employers’ organizations 
considered that regulating working time 
would do away with the main advantage 
of home work, which was its flexibility with 

regard to working hours.194 Nonetheless, 
Recommendation No. 184 provides that 
deadlines set to complete a work assignment 
should not deprive a homeworker of the 
possibility to have daily and weekly rest 
comparable to that enjoyed by other 
workers (Para. 23). Further, national 
legislation should establish the conditions 
under which homeworkers should benefit, 
as other workers, from paid public holidays, 
annual holidays with pay and paid sick leave 
(Para. 24).
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Working time provisions are among those from 
which homeworkers are most often excluded, 
typically on the grounds that they are not 
subject to the employer’s close supervision.195 
Such exclusion risks having a serious impact 
on homeworkers due to the close relationship 
between working time and remuneration in the 
case of piece work. Indeed, when wage rates are 
low and legislation does not establish reasonable 
limits to homeworkers’ working time, they may 
see themselves forced to work excessively long 
hours.

In some countries, such as the Bolivarian Republic 
of Venezuela, all or part of the legislation on 
working time applies to homeworkers. In 
Ireland, the Organization of Working Time Act 
2007 applies to all employees and contains 
certain specific requirements for homeworkers. 
In Bulgaria,196 homeworkers are free to determine 
their work schedules within the limits set out by 
law, as well as their daily and weekly rest periods, 
and cannot work overtime. In Finland, the Working 
Hours Act 2019 covers homeworkers. Provisions 
on the right to disconnect, as mentioned above, 
are also an indirect way of limiting working hours.

With respect to telework, legislation may provide 
that they are subject to the working time regime 
applicable in the enterprise, as in Belgium,197 or 
may include an equal treatment provision for 
their workload and performance standards, as in 
Malta.198 In Chile,199 telework is subject to normal 
provisions on working time, subject to specific 
rules. If the nature of the work performed allows, 
the parties may agree that the teleworker will 
freely determine his or her work schedule, subject 
to the applicable limits on working hours and 
rules on weekly rest. The parties may also agree 
to exclude the teleworker from the application 
of rules on working time. However, it will be 
presumed that the worker is subject to ordinary 
working hours when the employer controls the 
manner in which the work is carried out. In any 
event, the employer must respect the worker’s 
right to disconnect during at least 12 consecutive 
hours for each period of 24 hours, as well as 
during leave periods. In Italy200 (smart work) and 
Lithuania,201 teleworkers may also be free to set 
their own work schedules, provided that legal 

limits are respected. Although working time 
rules do not apply to teleworkers in Colombia,202 
the labour administration must carry out special 
monitoring to ensure they are not subjected to 
excessive workloads.

Certain countries have attempted to limit the 
workload imposed on homeworkers or to 
ensure that deadlines for the delivery of work 
do not lead to excessive working hours. In 
Senegal,203 for example, steps must be taken 
to avoid overworking workers by resorting to 
performance-based pay. In Germany,204 when 
work is distributed to several homeworkers, the 
workload must be distributed equally among 
them, taking into account their work capacity. 
The Home Work Committee may determine the 
amount of work allowed over a certain period of 
time in certain branches of industry or for certain 
types of home work. The work must be such that it 
can be carried out by a full-time, unskilled worker 
during the normal working hours of comparable 
workers in the enterprise. A larger amount of 
work may be assigned only if the homeworker 
uses auxiliary staff. In such a case, the auxiliary 
staff must be remunerated.

In Switzerland,205 employers must take into 
account the personal production capacity of the 
homeworker. In particular, they must set the time 
limit for delivery of the work in such a way that 
the homeworker does not have to work more 
than eight hours a day or on Sundays. Similar 
provisions exist in Austria.206 In Australia,207 in 
determining the time required to perform the 
work (“the time standard”) the principal must 
allow a fair and reasonable time, including (a) 
providing more time for the work to be performed 
than the time standard set for comparable work 
undertaken in a workshop or factory and (b) 
providing reasonable additional time to perform 
ancillary tasks such as bundling and unbundling, 
sorting and packing.

Time and motion studies may also constitute 
a way of avoiding excessive workloads – and 
more importantly, of ensuring that piece rates 
are not set below the applicable minimum 
wage. Directives to ensure they are properly 
conducted have sometimes been established, for 
example in the Philippines.208 In France,209 in the 
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occupational branches employing homeworkers, 
the table of the amounts of time necessary for 
the execution of serial works is established by 
collective agreements or, in the absence of such 
agreements, by the administrative authority.

The impact of deadlines in home work may also 
be addressed in law. For instance, in France,210 
when the deadlines set require homeworkers to 
work more than eight hours per day (taking into 
account the above table) or on a Sunday or public 
holiday, they are entitled to a wage premium.

It is also important to define what constitutes 
working time in home work. In the United 
Kingdom,211 legislation defines the hours of work 
to be taken into account in determining whether 
the national minimum wage has been paid. If a 
worker does output work (piece work) at home, 
the travelling time between that place and 
premises at which the worker reports are to be 
treated as hours of output work. In Mauritius,212 
homeworkers’ hours of work include time spent 
(a) to collect work and materials; (b) to deliver 
completed work; (c) waiting at home for working 
tools and equipment to be repaired or maintained; 
(d) waiting at home for work to be delivered or 
otherwise assigned; (e) waiting for the employer 
to provide work; (f) waiting for instructions to 
be given over the phone or otherwise; and (g) to 
attend meetings with the employer or his clients 
for business-related purpose.

In addition, a number of national laws provide 
that homeworkers must be compensated by the 
employer for waiting periods when materials and 
supplies are not delivered or work is not collected 
at the agreed dates and times, including in Austria 
(after 30 minutes),213 El Salvador,214 Mexico215and 
Paraguay216 (after one hour), .

The legislation may also address homeworkers’ 
entitlements as regards weekly rest and public 
holidays. In Ecuador,217 for instance, the rules 
prohibiting the employer from requiring a 
worker to work on days and hours of compulsory 
rest, except in exceptional cases, apply to piece-
rate workers. The Labour Code also regulates 
remuneration on weekly rest days and overtime 
pay for these workers. In Australia,218 principals 
must not require outworkers to work on a 
Saturday, Sunday or public holiday without 
obtaining their prior written agreement. In 
Switzerland,219 home work may not be assigned 
or collected on Sundays or public holidays.

Homeworkers’ right to paid annual leave is 
also an aspect of their working conditions that 
is addressed in some legislations. In Mexico,220 
homeworkers benefit from paid annual leave. 
This is also the case in Morocco.221 When 
homeworkers work for more than one employer, 
the dates of holidays are fixed by the employer 
for whom the homeworkers have worked the 
longest. In Algeria,222 a homeworker employed 
by the same employer for at least six months is 
entitled to receive a leave allowance equivalent to 
two days’ pay for each month of work performed. 
In Austria,223 homeworkers also acquire this right 
after six months of service. The entitlement is 
2.5 working days per month, and increases to 3 
days after 25 years of service. If the homeworker 
has an employment relationship with several 
clients, the vacation entitlement against each of 
these individuals must be assessed separately. 
In Mauritius,224 homeworkers who remain in 
continuous employment with the same employer 
for a period of 12 consecutive months are entitled 
to paid annual leave.
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	X 6.8 Remuneration

Convention No. 177 requires States parties to 
promote equal treatment for homeworkers 
in relation to remuneration (Art. 4(2)).

This provision does not impose on 
governments an obligation “to control 
or interfere with established collective 
bargaining systems for remuneration nor 
with the autonomy of the social partners”.225

Recommendation No. 184 further provides 
that minimum rates of wages should be 
fixed for home work, in accordance with 
national law and practice (Para. 13). This 
provision does not identify the level at which 
minimum wage rates should be fixed, nor 
how they are to be fixed. It is to be noted 
that the Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery 
Convention, 1928 (No. 26) requires States 
parties “to create or maintain machinery 
whereby minimum rates of wages can 
be fixed for workers employed in certain 
of the trades or parts of trades (and in 
particular in home working trades) in which 
no arrangements exist for the effective 
regulation of wages by collective agreement 
or otherwise and wages are exceptionally 
low” (Art. 1(1)).

In addition, Recommendation No. 184 
provides that the rates of remuneration226 
should preferably be fixed by collective 
bargaining. In the absence of collective 
bargaining, they should be set by 
decisions of the competent authority after 
consultation with the social partners227 or 
other appropriate wage-fixing machinery at 
the national, sectoral or local levels. Only if 
none of these means is available should the 
rates of remuneration be fixed by agreement 
between the homeworker and the employer 
(Para. 14). The possibility of fixing rates of 
remuneration by agreement between the 
parties was included in the text following an 
intense debate by the International Labour 
Conference.228 However, as the Office pointed 
out, the purpose of Recommendation No. 184 
is to provide guidance on how the situation 

of homeworkers can be improved, not to 
reflect their situation. Many constituents 
considered that low wages constitute one of 
the main problems faced by homeworkers, 
who are generally in a weak position to 
bargain individually with employers.229 
The provision included in the text of the 
Recommendation therefore envisages 
the fixing of remuneration rates through 
individual agreement between the parties as 
a measure of last resort only.230

If the homeworker is paid on a piece-rate 
basis, the rate of remuneration should be 
comparable to that received by a worker in 
the enterprise of the employer, or if there 
is no such worker, in another enterprise in 
the branch of activity and region concerned 
(Para. 15).231

In addition to their remuneration, 
homeworkers should be compensated for 
the costs incurred in connection with their 
work (energy and water, communications 
and maintenance of machinery and 
equipment and so on) and for the time they 
spend in activities such as maintenance, 
sorting and (un)packing (Para. 16).

Convention No. 177 
requires states 
parties to promote 
equal treatment 
for homeworkers 
in relation to 
remuneration

	X Chapter 6. Legal protections for homeworkers 192



The national legislation on the protection of 
wages should apply to homeworkers (Para. 17). It 
should ensure that pre-established criteria are set 
for deductions and protect homeworkers against 
unjustified deductions for defective work or spoilt 
materials. The protection against unjustified 
deductions was added during the debates of the 
International Labour Conference on the grounds 
that remuneration should be paid even if a piece of 
work does not exactly meet specified standards.232 
Furthermore, wages should be paid either on 

delivery of each completed work assignment or 
at regular intervals of not more than one month. 
These provisions are without prejudice to those of 
the Protection of Wages Convention, 1949 (No. 95) 
and Recommendation (No. 85).

Finally, the employer and the intermediary, 
if any, should be made jointly and severally 
liable for payment of the remuneration due to 
homeworkers, in accordance with national law and 
practice (Para. 18) (see also section 6.12 below).

 
 

Rates of remuneration

At the national level, efforts to ensure fair 
remuneration of homeworkers often focus on 
the issue of piece-rate pay, which is the standard 
mode of remuneration for workers engaged in 
traditional, industrial forms of home work. In 
this case, the issue of remuneration is closely 
linked to that of working time : if the piece rate 
is set too low, workers need to work excessively 
long hours to earn a living, which is in practice 
equivalent to performing unpaid overtime 
work.233 For the employer, the main difficulty lies 
in how to establish comparability between the 
remuneration rates for workers in the enterprise 
(who are often paid on an hourly basis) and for 
homeworkers (who are not subject to the same 
control and may not have access to the same tools 
and machinery, with a corresponding potential 
impact on productivity). Time and motion 
studies may constitute a useful tool in this regard. 
A time and motion study is a “work measurement 
system designed to determine the standard 
time for a qualified (average) worker or machine 
to complete a specified job at a defined level of 
performance”. It is conducted “to determine 
whether the piece rate/production standards 
(quota) prescribed by the employers for their 
employees are fair and reasonable”.234

The key principles of fair and effective piece-rate 
systems include that they “should be transparent, 
reward employees according to the difficulty and 
quality of their work, and ensure that motivated 
workers can earn substantially more than the 
minimum wage. If a larger group is not making 

the minimum wage, it usually means the piece-
rate pay is set too low, and workers’ efforts are 
being undervalued”.235

A first approach is to ensure that a minimum 
floor of remuneration is in place for piece-rate 
workers. In certain countries, such as Canada 
(New Brunswick), Indonesia,236 the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, Madagascar, Morocco and the 
Philippines,237 homeworkers’ wages may not be 
lower than the applicable minimum wage. In 
other countries, such as Estonia,238 India, Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka, specific minimum wage rates may 
be fixed for piece-rate workers. In the State of 
Madhya Pradesh in India, for example, piece-
rate beedi rollers are entitled to a guaranteed 
minimum wage, provided that they roll a 
minimum of 5,600 beedis per week.239 

Other national laws expressly regulate 
remuneration for homeworkers. In Montenegro, 
Nepal, Nicaragua, Panama240, Paraguay241 and 
Tunisia,242 the minimum wage rules apply to all 
employees, including homeworkers. Minimum 
wage rates may also be set specifically for 
homeworkers, as is the case in Australia,243 
Argentina,244 Austria,245 Ecuador,246 Italy,247 Japan248 
and Mexico.249

In Thailand, the determination of the pay per 
unit for homeworking falls under the authority of 
the Homeworkers Protection Committee.250 The 
Department of Labour Protection and Welfare has 
been collaborating with the ILO on a pilot project 
aimed at conducting time and motion studies in 
fishing nets and clothing businesses in a number 
of provinces.
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The legislation may also address the relation of 
home work or piece-rate wages to traditional, 
enterprise-based and time-based wages. 
In several African countries, including Burkina 
Faso,251 Cameroon,252 Côte d’Ivoire, Gabon 
and Senegal,253 the rates of remuneration for 
piecework must be so calculated that it provides 
a worker of average capacity, working normally, 
with a wage at least equal to that of the worker 
engaged in similar work and paid by unit of time. 

In Portugal,254 the remuneration for home 
work is set taking into account (a) the average 
time required for the production of the goods 
or performance of the service, as well as the 
remuneration rate established in the collective 
agreement applicable for the same work 
performed in the enterprise or, in the absence 
of such, the minimum monthly wage, and (b) 
the costs incurred by the worker, in particular 
for energy, water and communications, as 
well as the purchase and maintenance of 
equipment. In Costa Rica255 and the Bolivarian 
Republic of Venezuela,256 the remuneration of 
homeworkers cannot be less than that paid for 
work performed in the enterprise at the same 
level of performance, whereas in Thailand,257 
equal treatment is provided for work of “the same 
nature and quality and equal quantity”. Equal 
treatment provisions for homeworkers are also 
found in the legislation of Croatia,258 Guatemala,259 
Honduras,260 Mauritius,261 Mexico,262 Nicaragua,263 
Paraguay264 and Spain.265 

Several countries have legislation that seeks 
to ensure the fixing of adequate piece-rate 
wages. In the Philippines,266 it provides for the 
establishment of standard output rates through 
any of the following procedures: time and motion 
studies, individual or collective agreement 
approved by the labour authorities or consultation 
with workers’ and employers’ organizations in 
a tripartite conference convened by the labour 
authorities. In the United Kingdom, sophisticated 
provisions are in place to ensure a fair piece rate, 
defined as “the amount that must be paid for each 
piece of work, to make sure someone working at 
an average speed is paid at least the minimum 
wage per hour”.267 

Remuneration is normally not the most acute 
issue facing teleworkers, although the possible 
expansion of permanent telework in the 
aftermath of the current public health crisis may 
entail the risk of a downward pressure on wages as 

employees will no longer need to live in expensive 
cities. Nonetheless, legislation in a few countries 
such as Colombia268 include equal treatment 
provisions for teleworkers. In Ecuador,269 
remuneration is agreed between the teleworker 
and the employer in a manner consistent with 
the general rules established by the Labour Code. 
In Chile,270 a telework agreement may under no 
circumstances undermine the rights established 
by the Labour Code, in particular as regards 
remuneration.

Some legislations also mandate employers 
to compensate homeworkers for certain 
expenses they incur. A detailed provision applies 
in Mauritius,271 where an employer must refund 
to a homeworker:

a. any costs incurred for the use of electricity, 
water, telecommunication or such other 
facilities in connection with work performed at 
home; 

b. expenses incurred for maintenance of tools 
and equipment provided to the homeworker 
for the performance of his work; 

c. the equivalent of the return bus fare for travel:
i.  to and from his employer’s business 

premises; 
ii.  to meet customers or any other persons in 

relation to his work; or
iii.  for any other purpose in relation to his 

work as may be agreed with his employer;
d. any other expenses incurred as may be agreed 

between the homeworker and his employer; 
and 

e. any other costs or expenses incurred in relation 
to his work. 

Similar provisions exist in Armenia,272 Belgium,273 
Hungary,274 Portugal,275 the Russian Federation,276 
Switzerland277 and the Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela.278

This issue is sometimes addressed in the 
particular context of telework. The employer 
may be bound to provide the equipment 
needed for teleworking, including supplies 
and maintenance, as in Bulgaria,279 Chile280 
and Ecuador.281 Alternatively, legislation may 
require the employer to cover certain costs, as in 
Belgium,282 Brazil,283 Colombia284 and Malta.285 The 
Swiss Federal Tribunal recently held286 that the 
employer must compensate a teleworker for the 
use of a dedicated room in the worker’s house.
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Protection of wages

In some countries, including Belgium,287 Finland288 
and New Zealand,289 the legal provisions on 
wage protection apply to homeworkers. Certain 
dimensions of wage protection are regulated 
expressly to protect homeworkers.

The main requirement is to ensure that wages 
are paid on time. In the Philippines,290 Portugal291 
and Thailand,292 payment must be immediate 
upon delivery of work, whereas in Australia293 and 
Belgium,294 remuneration due to the homeworker 
must be paid at the date and place agreed. In 
Argentina,295 wages must be paid directly and 
at the time set by the enforcement authority. 
The authorities may create official payment 
funds when it is considered necessary to ensure 
the payment of wages due to homeworkers. 
The periodicity of payment is also regulated 
in Austria,296 Costa Rica,297 Guatemala,298 
Honduras,299 Mauritius300 and Nicaragua.301

Another important issue is the limitation of 
wage deductions. In Ecuador,302 wage deductions 
to remunerate the principal or intermediary 
are prohibited. Fines may be imposed on 

homeworkers in case the work produced is 
defective. In the Philippines,303 the employer may 
request the homeworker to redo work without 
any supplementary payment if it is improperly 
executed. Legislation in Hungary,304 Poland305 
and Portugal306 also regulates the consequences 
in terms of remuneration of inadequate work 
performance.

In Mexico,307 Peru308 and the Philippines,309 legal 
restrictions apply to wage deductions in case 
materials provided by the employer are lost, 
destroyed or damaged. In Thailand,310 legislation 
regulates wage deductions in case of losses to the 
employer due to the homeworker’s wilful acts or 
gross negligence.

The employer’s obligation to publicize wage 
rates and deliver payslips upon payment of 
remuneration are important additional elements 
of wage protection. The posting of remuneration 
rates in a visible place is mandatory in a number 
of countries, including Austria,311 Cameroon,312 
Germany313 and Mexico.314 The delivery of 
payslips to homeworkers is required, notably in 
Australia,315 Austria,316 Germany,317 Mauritius318 
and Portugal.319

©ILO

	X Working from home: From invisibility to decent work195



	X 6.9 Termination of employment

Convention No. 177 does not address the issue of 
termination of employment. Nonetheless, homeworkers 
who are employees are included in the scope of the 
Termination of Employment Convention, 1982 (No. 158).

Furthermore, Recommendation No. 184 
provides that homeworkers should benefit 
from the same protection as other workers 
with respect to termination (Para. 27). 
The term “other workers” is not limited 
to employees and the provision does not 

imply that all homeworkers should have the 
same protection against unfair termination 
as employees, but that homeworkers 
with a given status should have the same 
protection as other workers with the same 
kind of status.320

 
 

Homeworkers who are classified as 
employees normally benefit from the 
general legal provisions on termination of 
employment, including protection against 
unfair dismissal and minimum notice 
periods. When homeworkers do not have 
the status of employees, they may face 
so-called “disguised dismissal”, when the 
contractor decides to stop providing work 
to them, sometimes without notice.321

Some laws on home work expressly 
address these issues. In France322 and the 
Republic of Moldova,323 the general rules on 
termination of the individual labour contract 
apply to homeworkers. In Belgium,324 the 
normal rules governing dismissal apply to 
homeworkers. However, only those who 
are paid on a flat-rate basis may, during the 
period of notice, take paid time off work to 
search for new employment.

In Austria,325 the home work relationship 
ends either by express notification of the 
client or homeworker or 30 days after 
delivery of the last order, if the client 
does not place another order with the 
homeworker or the homeworker refuses 
without any reason to accept another 
order within this period. In case of express 
notification, the notice period must last for 
at least one week. During the week following 

the notification, the homeworker is entitled 
to receive home work paid at the average 
wage rate of the previous 13 weeks. In 
the absence of work assigned, he or she is 
entitled to compensation corresponding to 
the weekly remuneration calculated on the 
basis of the average remuneration of the last 
13 weeks. Homeworkers are also entitled to 
severance pay.

In Thailand,326 when it appears likely that 
home work will not be completed on time, 
the homeworker must inform the hirer 
accordingly in order to seek agreement 
on a deadline extension. If the hirer does 
not agree to grant an extension and would 
suffer damage from the late delivery of 
work without it being faulty, he or she 
has the right to terminate the home work 
relationship and assign the work to someone 
else. These provisions do not prevent any of 
the parties from claiming damages from the 
party that is liable for termination. The home 
work relationship also ceases in cases where 
it rests on the homeworker’s skills and he or 
she dies or is unable to carry on with the 
work assigned without any faulty behaviour.

In Germany,327 legislation establishes 
dif ferent notice periods depending 
on the length of the work relationship 
and seniority, as well as whether the 
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homeworker is predominantly employed by a 
client or intermediate foreman. It also regulates 
the compensation due to homeworker when 
the client or intermediary reduces the work 
assigned by at least 25 per cent compared to 
the work regularly assigned for at least one year. 
In Portugal,328 home work legislation regulates 
different aspects of employment termination, 
including termination due to the absence of work 
assigned. Unless otherwise agreed, lack of work 
that results in the inactivity of the homeworker for 
a period of more than 60 consecutive days entails 
termination of the work relationship, subject 
to written notice by the client. Homeworkers 
are entitled to compensation in case of non-
observance of the required notice period, if the 
client does not provide sufficient reasons to 
terminate the home work relationship or in case 
of termination due to the absence of work.

In Uruguay,329 homeworkers are entitled to 
compensation in case of dismissal. The absence 
of any work assigned for a period of two months, 
as well as situations in which the amount of work 
assigned is reduced by at least 25 per cent over 
a six-month period, also give rise to a right to 
compensation. In Mexico,330 homeworkers who 
no longer receive work are entitled to the rights 
granted to other employees in case of termination 
of employment by the employer. They may 
request before the Conciliation and Arbitration 
Board to be reinstated in the work they were 
previously doing or to receive three months’ 
salary as compensation. If the employer does 
not prove the cause of termination, they are also 
entitled to receive the remuneration due since 
the time of dismissal for a maximum period of 
12 months. In Argentina,331 legislation provides 
for the imposition of fines on principals and 
intermediaries who arbitrarily reduce, suspend 
or supress the quantity of work assigned to a 
homeworker. The amount of such fines is to be 
transferred to the homeworker.

In Ethiopia,332 home work contracts are deemed 
to be concluded for a specified period or 
task. Consequently, the contract lapses at its 
contractual term or upon completion of the task. 
In Switzerland,333 when trial work is assigned 
to a homeworker, unless otherwise agreed the 
employment relationship is deemed to have been 
entered into on a trial basis for a fixed period. 
When the homeworker is engaged without 
interruption by the employer, unless otherwise 
agreed the employment relationship is deemed to 
have been entered into for an indefinite period. In 
all other cases, it is deemed to have been entered 
into for a fixed period.

In a number of countries, specific provisions 
apply to telework. In the Russian Federation,334 
a telework agreement may be terminated at 
the employer’s initiative on one of the grounds 
provided in the employment contract. In Italy,335 
a “smart work” agreement may be concluded 
for a fixed term or an indefinite duration. In 
the latter case, termination may occur with 30 
days notice. Either party may also terminate the 
agreement with justification before the agreed 
term or without notice. Furthermore, in several 
European countries, including France,336 Malta337 
and Poland,338 the employee’s decision to refuse 
a teleworking position or to stop teleworking 
does not constitute a reason for justifying the 
termination of the employment contract by 
the employer. In that regard, the European 
Framework Agreement on Telework provides 
that “[t]he passage to telework as such, because it 
only modifies the way in which work is performed, 
does not affect the teleworker’s employment 
status. A worker refusal to opt for telework is not, 
as such, a reason for terminating the employment 
relationship or changing the terms and conditions 
of employment of that worker”.339 
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	X 6.10 Social security and maternity protection 

Article 4(2) (e) of Convention No. 177 requires 
that equal treatment be promoted for 
homeworkers with respect to statutory 
social security protection.

Recommendation No. 184 insists on the 
need to ensure that homeworkers benefit 
from social security protection and clarifies 
that this may be done by extending or 
adapting existing social security schemes or 

by developing special schemes or funds for 
homeworkers (Para. 25).

Article 4(h) of Convention No. 177 also 
provides for the promotion of equality 
of treatment regarding maternity 
protection.  Moreover, Recommendation 
No. 184 provides that national legislation 
on maternity protection should apply to 
homeworkers (Para. 26).

 

Social security protection as defined by ILO 
standards – in particular the Social Security 
(Minimum Standards) Convention, 1952 
(No. 102) and the Social Protection Floors 
Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202) – is far 
from being accessible to all homeworkers 
across the world. Especially in traditional 
forms of home work, difficulties may derive 
from informality and many workers are 
excluded from coverage in practice. In 
other cases, they may be excluded from the 
scope of relevant legislation. Nonetheless, 
according to the information governments 
provided in their reports for the CEACR’s 
2020 General Survey on Employment,340 the 
legislation of a large number of ILO Member 
States provides for social security coverage 
for homeworkers, although not always 
for all benefits.341 According to available 
information,  social security protection 
is provided to homeworkers notably in 
the following countries (an asterisk (*) 
indicates that information is drawn from 
the 2020 General Survey on Employment342): 
A lger ia , 3 4 3 A rgent ina ,*  Aus t r ia , 3 4 4 
Belgium,*345 Bulgaria,346 Cabo Verde, 
Colombia,347 Denmark,* the Dominican 
Republic,348 Egypt,* Gabon,* Germany,* 
Guatemala,* Jamaica,* Panama,* Peru,349 
the Philippines,350 Portugal,351 Senegal,* 
Sweden,* Thailand,* the United States352 and 
Uruguay.353 In Japan, all residents, including 
homeworkers, are covered by the National 
Health Insurance Scheme.

Maternity protection is also particularly 
important for homeworkers in view of the 
concentration of women in home work. The 
right to maternity protection may, however, 
be limited to homeworkers in an employment 
relationship. The normal rules on maternity 
protection apply to homeworkers notably 
in Austria,354 Belgium,355 Chile356 and 
Mauritius.357 Legislation in Peru358 – and 
for teleworkers, legislation in Colombia359 
– contains provisions on equal treatment. 
In the Netherlands,360 in response to 
comments made by the trade unions FNV, 
CNV and VCP, the Government confirmed 
that homeworkers are entitled to the same 
maternity protection coverage under the 
labour legislation as other wage earners.

Maternity protection also includes the 
prevention of health risks. In Thailand,361 it 
is forbidden for anyone to assign pregnant 
women to carry out any type of home work 
which by its nature may be hazardous to 
the worker’s health and safety. Finally, 
home work may in itself constitute a form 
of maternity protection. In Lithuania,362 for 
instance, the right to request to work at 
least one fifth of working hours remotely 
is granted to workers who are pregnant, 
gave birth recently, are breastfeeding or 
are raising a child under the age of 14 or a 
disabled child until the age of 18. Employers 
can reject this request only if it would result 
in excessive costs because of work necessity 
or the specificities of the work organization.
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	X 6.11 Access to training

Pursuant to Article 4(2)(f) of Convention No. 177, the 
national policy on home work must promote equal treatment 
for homeworkers in relation to access to training.

Furthermore, the programmes on home 
work that Recommendation No. 184 
calls on Member States to promote and 
support should provide training to improve 
homeworkers’ skills (including non-traditional 
skills, leadership and negotiating skills), 

productivity, employment opportunities 
and income-earning capacity; and provide 
training which is carried out as close as 
practicable to the workers’ homes and does 
not require unnecessary formal qualifications 
(Para. 29).363

 
 

Legislation on homeworkers’ access to 
training is scarce, including in countries 
that specifically regulate home work. 
In Thailand,364 the Committee on the 
Protection of Homeworkers may make 
recommendations for the development 
of skilled labour, including as regards 
government support for the provision 
of information to homeworkers on the 
“development of skills in the performance of 
work”. In the Philippines,365 legislation only 
requires the provision of technical assistance 
to registered homeworkers’ organizations, 
employers, contractors and subcontractors 
on skills training.

A s regards employers ’ duties ,  in 
Bulgaria366 they must provide “qualification, 
r e q u a l i f i c a t i o n  a n d  t r a i n i n g ”  t o 
homeworkers. In Portugal,367 the beneficiary 
of the activity of homeworkers must ensure 
that they have adequate training for the 
performance of their work. Such training 
must not be less than that provided to a 
worker who performs the same work in-
house.

Teleworkers are more often covered 
by provisions on the right to training, 
particularly in Europe. Under the European 
Framework Agreement on Telework (see 
box 6.1 above), teleworkers must have 

the same access to training and career 
development opportunities as comparable 
workers at the employer’s premises and 
receive appropriate training targeted at 
the technical equipment at their disposal 
and at the characteristics of this form of 
work organization.368 This provision is 
reproduced in the Belgian National Collective 
Agreement on Telework.369 In Malta370 as 
well, teleworkers have the same rights of 
access and rights to participate in training 
and career development programmes 
provided by or on behalf of the employer as 
do comparable employees at the employer’s 
premises. In Portugal, the Labour Code371 
provides that homeworkers benefit from 
equal treatment as compared with other 
workers in relation to training and career 
development. Furthermore, employers 
must provide teleworkers, if necessary, with 
adequate training on the use of information 
and communication technologies inherent to 
the exercise of the activity. In Peru372 as well, 
teleworkers have the right to be trained on the 
use of the computer and telecommunication 
tools for the performance of their tasks. In 
Italy,373 workers engaged in smart working 
arrangements have the right to lifelong 
learning, whether formal or informal, as well 
as to the periodic certification of relevant 
skills.
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	X 6.12 Supervision and enforcement measures

Pursuant to Recommendation No. 184, 
the competent authority374 should provide 
for the registration of homeworkers’ 
employers and of any intermediaries used 
by them and should specify the information 
that employers should submit or keep at the 
authority’s disposal (Para. 6).

In addition, employers should be required to 
notify the competent authority when they 
give out home work for the first time and 
should keep a register of all homeworkers, 
classified according to sex, to whom they 
give work (Paras 7(1)–(2)). It was decided that 
employers, rather than national authorities, 
should maintain the homeworkers’ register, 
so that labour inspectors can perform their 
supervisory activities.375

Employers should also keep a record of 
work assigned to a homeworker, showing 
the time allocated, the rate of remuneration, 
the costs incurred, if any, by the homeworker 

and the amount reimbursed in respect of 
them, any deductions made in accordance 
with national laws and regulations and 
the gross and net remuneration paid, 
together with the date of payment. A copy 
of the work record should be provided to the 
homeworker (Paras 7(3)–(4)).

Homeworkers should be kept informed of 
their specific conditions of employment376 
in writing or in any other appropriate manner 
consistent with national law and practice.377 
This information should include details on 
the employer and the intermediary, if any, 
the remuneration and the type of work to 
be performed (Para. 5).

Where practicable, information on the 
rights and protection of homeworkers 
and the obligations of employers towards 
them, as well as on programmes on home 
work, should be provided in languages 
understood by homeworkers (Para. 30).
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Where the use of intermediaries in home 
work is permitted under national law, the 
respective responsibilities of employers and 
intermediaries must be determined by laws and 
regulations or by court decisions, in accordance 
with national practice (Convention No. 177, Art. 8). 
This text is the result of numerous debates at the 
International Labour Conference.378 In addition, 
Recommendation No. 184 introduced the 
principle of joint and several liability between the 
employer and the intermediary for the payment of 
the remuneration due to homeworkers (Para. 18). 
This provision recognizes that there are situations 
in which homeworkers have no contact with the 
employer and depend upon the intermediary 
to pay them. It implies that homeworkers can 
claim unpaid wages against the employer, the 
intermediary or both.379

Convention No. 177 also requires that a system 
of inspection380 consistent with national law and 
practice is in place to ensure compliance with 
the laws and regulations applicable to home 
work (Art. 9). Recommendation No. 184 contains 
the safeguard that in so far as it is “compatible 
with national law and practice concerning 
respect for privacy”, labour inspectors or other 
competent officials should be allowed to enter 
the parts of the home or other private premises 
in which the work is carried out (Para. 8). The 

Office indicated that the consent of the worker 
might or might not be required, depending 
on national law. Furthermore, in such cases as 
where a homeworker working with explosives 
was endangering the whole neighbourhood, 
that person’s right to privacy would certainly be 
subordinated to public safety.381

In addition, adequate remedies, including 
penalties where appropriate, must be provided 
for and effectively applied in case of violation of 
national laws and regulations applicable to home 
work (Convention No. 177, Art. 9). The wording of 
Article 9 is intended to take account of the range 
of possible remedies, including fines, orders for 
payment of back wages and job reinstatement.382 
Furthermore, appropriate measures should be 
taken in cases of serious or repeated violations 
of the applicable laws and regulations, including 
the possible prohibition of giving out home work, 
in accordance with national law and practice 
(Recommendation No. 184, Para. 9).

Finally, the competent national authorities 
should ensure that mechanisms for the 
resolution of disputes between a homeworker 
and an employer or any intermediary used by 
the employer are available (Recommendation 
No. 184, Para. 28).

 
 

The enforcement of legal provisions for the 
protection of homeworkers represents a 
real challenge because of their dispersion, 
invisibility and informality. This is particularly 
the case in supply chains, where homeworkers 
often only know the intermediary who assigned 
work to them and lack the means to protect their 
rights, including their right to remuneration 

for work performed. Australia has adopted 
comprehensive initiatives to respond to this 
challenge (box 6.5). The legislation of other 
countries implements the requirements of 
Convention No. 177 regarding supervisory and 
enforcement measures to ensure compliance with 
the provisions protecting homeworkers.
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Reporting and 
documentary obligations

A first important step is for national authorities 
to be informed of which employers give out 
home work so that adequate supervision of 
compliance with applicable provisions may be 
ensured.

In Germany,383 employers are required to make 
a declaration to the land labour authority prior 
to giving out home work for the first time, as 
required by Convention No. 177. In France384 
and Honduras,385 employers must also inform 
labour authorities when they give out home 
work. In Austria,386 the requirement is limited to 
a notification to the health insurance provider, 
while in Algeria387 they must submit a declaration 
to the social security administration and the 
labour inspectorate. Similar obligations may 
exist in the case of telework, as in Colombia388 
and Ecuador.389

In some countries, such as Ecuador, 390 
Mexico391 and Switzerland,392 there is a specific 
requirement for employers of homeworkers to 
be registered with competent authorities. In 
other countries, including Argentina393 and the 
Dominican Republic,394 employers need to obtain 
a licence or an authorization prior to giving out 
home work.

In addition, legislation in a number of countries, 
including Argentina, 395 Bulgaria, 39 6 the 
Central African Republic,397 Costa Rica,398 the 
Dominican Republic,399 Germany,400 Honduras,401 
Ireland,402 Mexico,403 Paraguay,404 Portugal405 
and Switzerland,406 imposes the maintenance 
by employers of a register of homeworkers 
employed by them. In Algeria, the homeworkers’ 
register must indicate homeworkers’ social 
security affiliation number.407

Legislation in Ecuador408 further provides for 
the delivery of a workbook to homeworkers as 

required by the Convention. Similar obligations 
exist in Austria,409 the Dominican Republic,410 
Ecuador,411 Honduras,412 Italy,413 Japan,414 Mexico415 
and Peru.416 In Argentina,417 it is prohibited to 
include in the workbook information on the 
homeworker’s capacity, conduct or aptitude.

In Algeria, when a batch of work is assigned to a 
homeworker, the employer must fill in an order 
book to provide information on the homeworker, 
the nature and quantity of the work assigned 
and the deadline, remuneration and materials 
provided to the homeworker. Upon delivery of 
the work, the employer must indicate in a log 
the delivery date, the amount of remuneration 
paid and the return of materials provided, if any, 
to the homeworker. Upon signature by the two 
parties, the homeworker must receive a copy of 
the logbook.418 Similar obligations are imposed 
on the employer in Costa Rica.419

It is also important to ensure that homeworkers 
are informed in writing of their working 
conditions, normally through the conclusion of 
a written contract, as is required in Belgium,420 
Bulgaria421 and Australia,422 where the agreement 
must be drafted clearly and simply in a language 
the worker understands and employers must 
provide homeworkers with an information sheet 
on their rights and entitlements. In Mauritius,423 
North Macedonia424 and Peru,425 legislation also 
requires the conclusion of a written contract, 
a copy of which should be registered with 
authorities. In Mexico,426 the written agreement 
must be addressed to the labour inspectorate, 
which may require modifications to ensure that it 
complies with the law. In Thailand, the agreement 
must be concluded in writing and in Thai.427

In Chile, telework may be agreed in the 
employment contract or in a document 
appended to it and legislation regulates the 
specific information to be included.428 Telework 
agreements must also be concluded in writing in 
Belgium,429 Colombia430 and Malta.431
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Intermediaries

Several approaches have been taken at 
the national level with regard to the use of 
intermediaries for the performance of home 
work. Intermediaries are prohibited in the 
Dominican Republic432 and Mexico,433 while in 
Ecuador434 intermediaries who commission home 
work are considered as employers.

When the use of intermediaries is allowed, 
it is important to clarify the allocation of 
responsibilities between the parties involved, 
including possibly the institution of  joint 
responsibility, in order to ensure the effective 
protection of homeworkers’ rights. In France,435 
the employer is responsible to the homeworker 
for the application of all relevant legal provisions 
applicable to employees, even if an intermediary 
is used. Specific rules apply, however, when 

an entrepreneur concludes a contract for the 
performance of work or the provision of services 
with another entrepreneur who recruits the 
necessary workers without owning a business or 
craft business. In particular, in case of failure of 
the subcontractor, the principal is substituted for 
the latter for the payment of salaries, paid leave 
and contributions for family benefits and social 
insurance.

In Paraguay, intermediaries must declare 
themselves as such and provide the name of the 
employer on whose behalf they are acting when 
concluding employment contracts. If they do not 
abide by this rule, they are jointly and severally 
liable with the employer for compliance with 
legal and contractual obligations towards the 
workers concerned.436 Joint liability provisions are 
also included in the legislation of Argentina,437 El 
Salvador,438 Guatemala439 and the Philippines.440 

Collective and exchange labour in basket weaving is common in communities 
in the Upper East Region of Ghana. © G.D. Torvikey ǀ20.08.2019
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Labour inspection

The CEACR recognized that home work is by 
definition difficult to monitor.441 The main 
obstacles encountered by labour inspectors 
are the lack of clarity of the applicable legal 
framework; the informality of the majority of 
homeworkers; the difficulty of determining the 
existence of an employment relationship; and the 
application of privacy rules when the workplace is 
also the home of the worker.

It nonetheless “requires a system of inspection 
and sanctions to ensure compliance with the 
laws and regulations applicable to home work, 
especially in view of the fact that homeworkers are 
often dispersed and isolated and thus less able to 
invoke for themselves the traditional mechanisms 
of control”.442 The system of inspection should 
be “consistent with national law and practice 
concerning respect for privacy”.443

In France,444 when a homeworker is employed 
under conditions that do not meet  applicable 
safety and health requirements, the labour 
inspector may put the employer on notice to stop 
using the services of the worker concerned. In 
Honduras,445 home work is subject to surveillance 
by the labour and health inspectorate, whereas 
in Italy446 commissions for the control of home 
work are established at the provincial level. In 
Argentina,447 the enforcement authority may 
appoint members of the professional associations 
as official inspectors, acting jointly or separately.

Legal provisions also need to regulate inspectors’ 
access to the workplace, especially when it 
is a private residence. In Switzerland,448 both 
employers and homeworkers must give the 
supervisory authorities access to their premises. 
In Ecuador,449 labour inspectors carry out periodic 
inspections of home work premises when more 
than five workers are working together. They may 
also inspect workshops in case of complaint that 
the work carried out is dangerous or unhealthy.

In Portugal,450 inspection visits may take place 
at the place of work, in the presence of the 
homeworker or a person designated by him 
or her and normally only between 9 a.m. and 
7 p.m. In Thailand,451 members of the Home Work 
Committee are allowed to enter the employer’s 
premises or the homeworker’s workplace during 
working hours to make an inspection visit or carry 
out an inquiry. They may also summon a person 
to appear before them and make a statement or 
to produce documents or materials, as deemed 
necessary. Employers and homeworkers must 
respond to such requests and are prohibited 
from obstructing the performance of inspectors’ 
duties. In Morocco,452 labour inspectors have 
access to homeworkers’ workplaces between 
6 a.m. and 10 p.m. However, if the workplace 
is inhabited, they may not enter without the 
permission  of inhabitants.

Remedies

Numerous legislations on home work provide for 
penalties in case of breach of their provisions. This 
is the case, for instance in Algeria,453 Argentina,454 
Austria,455 the Dominican Republic,456 Italy,457 
the Philippines,458 Portugal,459 Switzerland460 
and Thailand.461 In Austria,462 a temporary or 
permanent prohibition to give out home work 
may be imposed on an employer in case of 
repeated infringements.

Penalties should be complemented with 
provisions to ensure that homeworkers who 
are affected by a breach of their rights receive 
adequate compensation, as is the case in 
Argentina463 and Costa Rica.464 In India, sectoral 
welfare boards have been established for that 
purpose. For instance, in the state of Maharashtra, 
Mathadi boards hear complaints submitted 
by homeworkers.465 In Thailand,466 the labour 
inspectorate is in charge of investigating cases of 
non-payment of wages to homeworkers.
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 Box 6.5  Australia: the enforcement of homeworkers’ rights in supply chains

Initiatives to improve the situation of outworkers in the textile, clothing and footwear (TCF) industry 
were taken in three different directions involving (1) an expansion of the scope of labour legislation; 
(2) liability along the supply chain; (3) the participation of unions in enforcement activities; and (4) a 
labelling and accreditation system, with the involvement of civil society organizations.

Historically, the first important development was the adoption of  the Homeworkers’ Code of 
Practice, which was negotiated in 1997 between the Textile Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia 
(TCFUA) and the Textile Fashion Industry of Australia.467 It seeks to ensure that homeworkers 
are duly protected and clearly understand their employment entitlements, by establishing an 
accreditation system for manufacturers who comply with its provisions. The TCFUA is in charge of 
enforcing compliance with the labour standards contained in the Code of Practice, including through 
compliance audits that are part of the accreditation process and the identification of instances 
of non-compliance. The Code of Practice also provides for the establishment of Ethical Clothing 
Australia to promote ethical behaviour in the TCF industry, administer the Code of Practice and 
assist applicant and accredited businesses.468

The Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010 applies to outworkers469 and 
its Schedule F contains provisions that specifically apply to them. Clause F.5, in particular, regulates 
their working conditions, including the application of the National Employment Standards, “whether 
or not the principal is an employer or the worker is an employee”. Not only must principals register, 
but also they are not allowed to make any arrangement with another principal that is not registered, 
which ensures the traceability of labour supply arrangements in the supply chain.470 In addition, 
principals must address a copy of the outworkers’ list to the General Manager of the Fair Work 
Commission and to the state branch of the relevant union.471

The adoption of this Award was a significant step that preceded the 2012 amendments to the Fair 
Work Act, pursuant to which TCF outworkers are deemed to be employees under certain conditions 
and most of the provisions of the Act apply to them.472 

The Fair Work Amendment (Textile, Clothing and Footwear Industry) Act 2012 also extended liability 
for payments to TCF outworkers up the supply chain. When a TCF outworker performs work for a 
person (“the responsible person”) who does not pay all the amounts due in relation to that work, 
the TCF outworker, or a person acting on their behalf, is entitled to address a written demand for 
payment to another entity for which outwork is performed indirectly (the “indirectly responsible 
entity”). TCF outworkers may address such claims to any entity they reasonably believe is an 
“indirectly responsible entity”. Retailers of goods produced by TCF work are not considered as 
indirectly responsible entities if they do not have any right to control the performance of the work 
before the goods are delivered to them. 
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Similar regulations have been adopted at the state level. In Victoria,473 an outworker may make 
a claim for any unpaid remuneration against the person that the outworker believes is his or her 
employer (the apparent employer) if the employer has not paid the outworker all or any of the 
remuneration due to the outworker. In addition, principals are liable for the payment of remuneration 
to outworkers. Their liability only lapses if they have a written statement given by the subcontractor 
that all remuneration due has been paid, unless they have reason to believe that the statement was 
false.474 Outworkers are also protected against victimization. Moreover, authorized representatives 
of the Victoria Branch of the TCFUA have certain rights of entry and inspection.

Finally, the Fair Work Ombudsman conducted a national campaign in the TCF industry. The education 
phase started in March 2015 and involved extensive consultation with industry stakeholders, 
employers, workers and community organizations and a dedicated communications campaign 
that included industry-specific information for employers translated into Chinese and Vietnamese, 
translated resources for workers, in-language radio and print advertising in Chinese and Vietnamese, 
and social media posts and media statements. This was followed by a compliance phase that started 
in June 2016.475

Social dialogue may also contribute to the 
enforcement of homeworkers’ rights in supply 
chains, in particular through the adoption of 
global framework agreements. For example, 
in the garment sector, a global framework 
agreement concluded between Inditex and 
IndustriALL Global Union provides that “Inditex 
undertakes to work with its suppliers and 
IndusriALL Global Union with its trade union 
affiliates, to make all possible efforts to ensure 
the successful implementation of the Agreement  
throughout the Inditex ‘supply chain’”.476
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	X 6.13 Summary

Many countries have followed, at least 
partially, the guidance of Convention No. 177 
and Recommendation No. 184 in developing 
legislation on home work, regardless 
of whether or not they have ratified the 
Convention.

In many instances, however, the legal 
provisions examined in this chapter address 
only some of the decent work deficits that 
may be associated with home work477 or 
are not part of a broader “national policy on 
home work” as envisaged by the Convention. 
As highlighted above, the inclusion of 
provisions calling for equal treatment of 
homeworkers compared to other workers or 
their inclusion in the scope of application of 
general labour legislation does not respond 
to the need for specific regulations that 
take the “special characteristics” of home 
work into account, such as the fact that 
those engaged in industrial home work 
are generally remunerated on a piece-rate 
basis or the difficulties for the employer of 
ensuring compliance with OSH requirements 
on workplace design. Moreover, the 
existence of an employment relationship 
may be difficult to establish. These are 
all arguments in favour of the adoption 
of specific laws and regulations on home 
work, ideally complemented with sectoral 
or occupational collective agreements. 

Moreover, the adoption of adequate 
legislative provisions does not mean that 

homeworkers will ef fectively receive 
the protection they need. For instance, 
Recommendation No. 184 calls for the 
elimination of all types of obstacles – 
legislative, administrative or other – to 
freedom of association and the right to 
collective bargaining. As has been shown, 
however, in practice most homeworkers 
still face major difficulties in organizing 
and participating in collective bargaining 
processes. In addition, ILO standards on 
home work provide that homeworkers 
should benef it from social security 
protection and should enjoy equal treatment 
in respect of statutory schemes. There is 
little or no effective protection, however, for 
online platform workers and those engaged 
in industrial home work, because many 
of them work informally and therefore do 
not receive any protection from labour and 
social security law. In addition, the lack of 
effective enforcement of existing legislation 
perpetuates their informal status.

Chapter 7 will chart a possible path towards 
decent work for homeworkers, inspired 
by the good practice examples set out in 
this chapter. To ensure that this objective 
is achieved, steps must be taken to ensure 
that homeworkers benefit from adequate 
legal coverage and that the law is applied in 
practice. These efforts can be complemented 
by additional, comprehensive national 
policies that support the transition to 
formalization.
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The inclusion of 
provisions calling for 
equal treatment of 
homeworkers compared 
to other workers or their 
inclusion in the scope of 
application of general 
labour legislation does 
not respond to the need 
for specific regulations 
that take the “special 
characteristics” of home 
work into account
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78 Labour Code, art. 152quater G ss on distant work and telework, introduced by Act No. 21220 of 24 March 2020.
79 Labour Code, art. 266 ss.
80 Labour Code, art. L7411–1 ss.
81 Labour Code – homework: art. 310 ss; telework: art. 312.1 ss.
82 Part of the information on telework as a policy response to the COVID-19 crisis included in this section is drawn from 

Eurofound, “COVID-19 EU PolicyWatch”, and ILO,  “COVID-19 and the World of Work: Country Policy Responses”.
83 New article introduced after article 16 of the Labour Code; there is a similar provision for the public sector: new 

article introduced after Article 25 of the Public Service Organic Act. See also Ministerial Agreement No. MDT-2020-
076 on “emerging telework”. Telework was already the subject of ministerial agreements adopted in 2016 and 2017 
and covering, respectively, the private and public sectors.

84 Supreme Decree No. 4218 pf 14 April 2020.
85 Law of Ukraine No. 540-IX of 30 March 2020 on Amendments to Certain Legislative Acts Aimed at Ensuring 

Additional Social and Economic Guarantees in Connection with the Spread of Coronavirus Disease (COVID-2019).
86 See Saudi Arabia, Saudi Press Agency, “ Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development Issues Guideline for 

Remote Work in Private Sector”, press release, 17 March 2020. 
87 Malawi, Ministry of Labour, Skills and Innovation, “COVID-19 Workplace Guidelines”, April 2020. 
88 Ministerial Order of 23 March 2020 on Emergency Measures to Limit the Spread of Coronavirus, art. 2.
89 Royal Decree-Law 8/2020 of 17 March 2020 on Urgent extraordinary measures to deal with the economic and social 

impact of COVID-19, art. 5.
90 Prime Minister’s Decree of 1 March 2020, art. 4.
91 See for instance ILO, “Employers and Workers Negotiating Measures to Prevent the Spread of COVID-19, Protect 

Livelihoods and Support Recovery: A Review of Practice”, ILO Brief, July 2020.
92 A tripartite Coronavirus Response Task Team was set up to address, among others, workplace adaptation measures, 

such as home/telework; see ILO, “The Need for Social Dialogue in Addressing the COVID-19 Crisis”, Policy Brief, May 
2020.

93 “Recommendations of the Russian Tripartite Commission for the Regulation of Social and Labour Relations 
regarding the conduct of the social partners, workers and employers under conditions imposed to prevent the 
spread of the coronavirus in the Russian Federation”, 2020. 

94 See DW.com, “Coronavirus: Germany to draft new law amid rise in working from home”, 12 September 2020.
95 ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 (1995), pp. 25/28–25/29.
96 The extent to which Conventions No. 87 and 98 apply to the armed force and the police is to be determined by 

national laws or regulations. Furthermore, Convention No. 98 does not deal with the position of public servants 
engaged in the administration of the state, nor can it be construed as prejudicing their rights or status in any way.

97 See for instance CEACR, “Turkey, Direct Request, Convention No. 87”, 2010; CEACR, “Observation, Poland, Convention 
No. 87”, 2017. ILO, Freedom of Association: Compilation of Decisions of the Committee on Freedom of Association, 6th 
edition, 2018, paras 408–409.

98 ILO, Home Work, ILC.82/V(2), 1995, p. 140.
99 ILO, Promoting Employment and Decent Work in a Changing Landscape, para. 559.
100 On the promotion of collective bargaining, see ILO, Collective Bargaining: A Policy Guide, 2015.
101 Department Order No. 05–92, arts 3–4.
102 Home Work Act No. 12713, arts 19–20.
103 Labour Code, art. 152quater N.
104 Workers’ Statute, art. 13(5).
105 Home Work Act, art. 4.
106 Labour Code, art. 107d(6). Nonetheless, the CEACR noted the concerns expressed by the Trade Union of Self-

Employed and Informal Workers regarding the refusal to grant them consultation rights and requested the 
Government to provide information on this matter. See CEACR, “Observation, Bulgaria, Convention No. 177”, 2019.

107 Labour Productivity and Competitiveness Act, art. 90.
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108 CEACR, “Belgium, Direct request, Convention No. 177”, 2019.
109 ILO, Regulating the Employment Relationship in Europe : A Guide to Recommendation No. 198, 2013, p.9.
110 National Collective Agreement on Telework No. 85, art. 17.
111 Labour Code, Art. 107h and 107m.
112 Labour Code, art. 676.
113 Labour Code, art. 171.
114 Supreme Decree No. 017–2015-TR implementing the Telework Act, art. 6(e).
115 Act No.1221 of 2008, art. 6(6)(a).
116 Labour Code, arts 52(7) and (8).
117 Telework National Standard Order, arts 4(1)(a) and 9.
118 See FAIIA, ”Trabajo a domicilio Ley 12713”, 2019. 
119 Home Workers Protection Act B.E.2553 (2010), arts 25 and 28.
120 See for instance Belgium, National Collective Labour Agreement No. 85 on Telework of 2005, as amended.
121 Eurofound, Regulations to Address Work–Life Balance in Digital Flexible Working Arrangements, 2020, pp. 19–20.
122 Labour Act of 1971, art. 7.1.
123 Department Order 05–92, art. 12.
124 Art. 2(1).
125 Act No.1221 of 2008, art. 6(6)(g).
126 Home Work Federal Act, art. 6.
127 CEACR, “Direct Request, Italy, Convention No. 138”, 2005.
128 Home Workers Protection Act B.E.2553 (2010), art. 20. The CEACR recalled the Government that the Minimum 

Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138) prohibits hazardous types of work to all children under 18 years of age, including 
those working in the informal economy and performing industrial work in private homes. CEACR, “Direct Request, 
Thailand, Convention No. 138”, 2014.

129 BCEA Regulations on Hazardous Work by Children, art. 7. This regulation does not, however, prevent the payment 
of a commission or an incentive payment on the completion of a task to a child worker, provided that the child 
receives at the least the applicable minimum wage or, in the absence of any such minimum wage, also receives a 
basic wage calculated on the basis of time worked.

130 Industrial Home Work Law, art. 12:59–1.8.
131 Home Work Act No. 101/2009, art. 3.
132 The initial wording, which did not refer to the “conditions under which” certain types of work might be prohibited, 

was amended because several governments had difficulties with the idea of establishing and keeping up-to-date 
lists of prohibited types of work; see ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 (1995), pp. 25/33–25/34.

133 The reference to “reasonable steps” was added to take account of the concern expressed by the Employer members 
that this responsibility required employers to have the necessary ability to verify maintenance; see ILO, Provisional 
Record, ILC.83 (1996), pp. 10/64–10/66.

134 ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 (1995), pp. 25/75–25/76.
135 ILO, Home Work, ILC.82/V(2), 1995, p. 91.
136 Labour Code, art. 171.
137 Legislative Decree No. 81/2008, art. 2(1)(a). The definition of the term” worker” is sufficiently broad to include 

homeworkers.
138 Labour Code, art. 291.
139 Art. 19, meaning of worker.
140 Home Work Act No. 101/2009, art. 5(1).
141 Labour Code, art. 311.
142 Workers’ Statute, art. 13(4).
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143 Decree No. 2–12–262 of 10 July 2012 establishing the hygiene rules applicable to homeworkers and the obligations 
of employers giving out home work.

144 Home Work Act 1960, art. 16.
145 Home Work Act, art. 12.
146 Employment Act, art. 44.
147 Art. 152 quater N.
148 Home Work Act, art. 8.
149 Art. 23.
150 Executive Decree No. 97–474, art. 7.
151 Labour Code, art. L7424–1.
152 Home Work Act No. 877/1973, art. 2.
153 Labour Code, art. 369.
154 Labour Relations Act, art. 51. The labour inspector has the power to prohibit certain types of home work.
155 Department Order 05–92, art 13.
156 Employment Relationships Act, art. 70-71.
157 CEACR, Guatemala, Observation, Convention No. 182, 2013.
158 Homeworkers Protection Act 2010, arts 21–22.
159 [Consolidation of Labour Laws modified by] Act No. 13.467 of 13 July 2017, art. 75-E.
160 Labour Code, art. 107e(1).
161 Home Work Act Art. 9.
162 National Collective Agreement No. 85, art. 15.
163 Labour Code, art. 107j.
164 Decree No. 18 of 2020.
165 Act No 1221 of 2008, art. 6(9).
166 1993 Act on Occupational Safety and Health, art. 86A(3).
167 Labour Code, art. 6717.
168 Smart Working Act, art. 22.
169 Eurofound and ILO, Working Anytime, Anywhere: The Effects on the World of Work, 2017, p.49.
170 Negotiations on the right to disconnect had to take place each year in enterprises with at least 50 employees. The 

corresponding provisions were, however, made more flexible in 2017. Labour Code, arts L 2242–11, 2242 –13 and 
2242–17.

171 Labour Code, arts L 1222 –9.
172 Labour Code as amended by the Home Work and Telework Act of 2020, arts 152quater J–152 quarter K.
173 Act of 26 March 2018 on the enhancement of economic growth and social cohesion.
174 New article introduced after article 16 of the Labour Code as amended by the Organic Humanitarian Act 2020. A 

similar provision was introduced for the public sector: new article introduced after article 25 of the Public Service 
Organic Act.

175 Smart Working Act 2017.
176 Eurofound and ILO, p.50.
177 See, for instance, M. Zhou, Pakistan’s Hidden Worker: Wages and Conditions of Home-based Workers and the Informal 

Economy, ILO, 2017.
178 Information taken from Valerio De Stefano, Ilda Durri, Charalampos Stylogiannis and Mathias Wouters, “’System 

Needs Update’: Upgrading Protection against Cyberbullying and ICT-Enabled Violence and Harassment in the 
World of Work”, ILO Working Paper 1, February 2020. 

179  Art. 3(d).
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180 De Stefano et al., p. 16.
181 Harmful Digital Communications Act 2015.
182 Home Work Act No. 101/2009, art. 5(1).
183 Work-related Accidents Act, art. 7.
184 Labour Code, art. L1222–9.
185 Labour Code, art. 312.3.
186 Employment Rights (Working from Home) Regulations, 2019, Schedule 1, art. 10.
187 Home Work Act No. 101/2009, art. 4(2)–(3).
188 National collective agreement No. 85 on telework, art. 15.
189 ILO, “COVID-19 and the World of Work: Impact and Policy Responses”, ILO Monitor 1st Edition, 18 March 2020.
190 ILO, Teleworking during the COVID-19 Pandemic and Beyond: A Practical Guide, 2020.
191 Labour Code, art. L1222–11.
192 Section 6.3.
193 ILO, Home Work, ILC.82/V(2), 1995, pp. 52–53.
194 ILO, Home Work, ILC.82/V(2), 1995, p.126.
195 Such exclusion was sometimes noted by the CEACR in comments formulated under safety and health standards. 

See for instance CEACR, “Czechia, Observation, Convention No. 155”, 2006.
196 Labour Code, art. 107f.
197 CCT 85, art. 8. 
198 Telework National Standard Order, art. 7.
199 Labour Code, art. 152 quarter J, introduced by Act No 21220 of 24 March 2020.
200 Act No. 81 of 22 May 2017, art. 18(1).
201 Labour Code, art. 52(5).
202 Act No.1221 of 2008, art. 6(1).
203 National Interprofessional Collective Agreement of 2019, art. 47.
204 Home Work Act, art. 11.
205 Home Work Act, art. 7.
206 Home Work Act 1960, art. 14(3).
207 Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010, Schedule F.
208 See section 6.8.
209 Labour Code, art. L7122–1 and 7422–2.
210 Labour Code, art. L7122–9 and 7422–10.
211 National Minimum Wage Regulations 2015, art. 39(2).
212 Employment Rights (Working from Home) Regulations 2019, First Schedule.
213 Home Work Act 1960, art. 13.
214 Labour Code, art. 73.
215 Federal Labour Act, arts 324–325.
216 Labour Code, art. 145.
217 Labour Code, art. 62, 53 and 55.
218 Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010, Schedule F, clause F.5.3.
219 Home Work Act, art. 7.
220 Labour Code, art. 328; for piece-rate workers, holiday pay is calculated on the basis of the average remuneration 

over the 30–day period preceding the entitlement (art. 89).
221 Labour Code, art. 264.
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222 Executive Decree No. 97–474 of 8 December 1997 on Home Work, art. 9.
223 Home Work Act 1960, art. 20. The Act also regulates issues such as the timing of annual leave and holiday pay.
224 Employment Rights (Working from Home) Regulations 2019, art. 4.
225 ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 (1995), pp. 25/29–25/30.
226 This provision refers to the remuneration that homeworkers actually receive or are supposed to receive, which can 

be higher than the minimum rates of wages; see ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 (1995), p. 25/66.
227 Recommendation No. 184 calls for consultation with “the most representative organizations of employers and of 

workers as well as organizations concerned with homeworkers and those of employers of homeworkers, or where 
the latter organizations do not exist, representatives of homeworkers and of employers of homeworkers” (Para. 
14(1)).

228 ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 (1995), pp. 25/66–25/68.
229 ILO, Home Work, ILC.83/IV(2A), 1996, pp. 8 and 90.
230 The Employer members strongly objected to this modification; see ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.83 (1996), pp. 10/50–

10/54.
231 At the initial stage of the preparatory work, constituents were asked whether, in application of the equal treatment 

principle, the remuneration of the workers concerned should be established after an impartial assessment of 
the time needed to complete the piece and whether it should take into account the amount that workers in the 
enterprise who are paid on a time basis would receive for the time fixed in this assessment. See ILO, Home Work, 
ILC.82/V(2), 1995, p. 96. However, this suggestion did not win the support of the majority.

232 ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.83 (1996), p. 10/59.
233 ILO, Minimum Wage Systems: Report of the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations, 

ILC.103/III(1B), 2014, para. 163.
234 See Philippines, Department of Labor and Employment, “Time and Motion Studies”. 
235 ILO, Minimum Wage Policy Guide, 2018, Chapter 1.7.
236 Manpower Act, Law No.13 of 2003, article 56 and MOM Regulation No. PER-01/MEN/1999, arts 14–15.
237 Presidential Decree No. 442, Labour Code, art. 124.
238 Employment Contracts Act, art. 28(5).
239 India, Ministry of Labour and Employment, Evaluation Study on the Implementation of Minimum Wages Act, 1948 in 

Beedi Making Industry in Madhya Pradesh, 2015, p.37. Workers are also entitled to the minimum wage if the raw 
materials supplied are inadequate to produce the required number of beedis.

240 Labour Code, art. 142.
241 Labour Code, art. 147.
242 Decree, art. 8.
243 Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010, Schedule F.
244 Article 26 of Home Work Act No. 12713 of 1941 provides to the setting of sectoral wage rates by wage councils.
245 Federal Act on Home Work (Text No. 94), 1960, art. 34. The minimum wage rates are set by a federal authority; 

however, this procedure can only be applied in the absence of a collective agreement.
246 Labour Code, arts 279–280.
247 Home Work Act No. 877/1973, art. 8; piece rates are set by regional committees in the absence of applicable 

collective agreement.
248 Industrial Home Work Act, art. 8–15.
249 Labour Code, art. 322.
250 Home Workers Protection Act B.E.2553 (2010), art. 28(3).
251 Labour Code (2004), art. 180.
252 Labour Code, art. 63.
253 Labour Code, art.110. The objective and precise standards used for this form of remuneration must be specified 

in writing to the worker. Pursuant to article 47 of the National Interprofessional Collective Agreement of 2019, it 
further provides that the wage must be at least equal to the minimum wage of the worker’s occupational category. 
Furthermore, performance-based work rates must be established in such a way that a worker of average ability 
and working normally has the possibility of exceeding the minimum wage of his category.
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254 Home Work Act, art. 7(1)(a) and (b).
255 Labour Code, art. 112.
256 Organic Act on Work and Workers (2012), art. 212.
257 Homeworkers Protection Act B.E. 2533 (2010), art. 16.
258 Labour Act of 2004, art. 19(3).
259 Labour Code, art. 159.
260 Labour Code, art. 170.
261 Regulations on home work, schedule 1, s. 3(1)(b).
262 Labour Code, art. 323.
263 Labour Code, art. 159.
264 Labour Code, art. 144.
265 Workers’ Statute, art. 13(3).
266 Department Order 05–92, art 7. The Department of Labor and Employment issued Guidelines on the Conduct of 

Time and Motion Study by the Regional Tripartite Wages and Productivity Boards: Department Order No. 125–13, 
Series of 2013.

267 See United Kingdom, “Minimum Wage for Different Types of Work”. Piece-based work, known as output work, is 
authorized only when the employer has no control of the worker’s working hours, such as in certain forms of home 
work.

268 Act No. 1221 of 2008, art. 6(2) and (3), (6)(d).
269 New article introduced after article 16 of the Labour Code by the Organic Humanitarian Act of 2020.
270 Labour Code as amended by Act No 21220 of 24 March 2020, art. 152quater G.
271 Regulations on HW, Schedule 1, s. 9.
272 Labour Code, Art. 98. Duty to compensate the depreciation of the tools and equipment provided by the homeworker.
273 Labour Contracts Act, Art. 119.6. A flat rate corresponding to 10 per cent of the remuneration applies, unless the 

work can prove than actual costs incurred are higher.
274 Labour Code, art. 200. If the amount of expenses actually incurred cannot be determined, they will receive a flat-

rate sum.
275 Home Work Act, art. 7(1)(a) and (b).
276 Labour Code, art. 310.
277 Art. 327 Code of obligations.
278 Labour Act, art. 213.
279 Code of Labour, Art. 107i(3).
280 Labour Code as amended by Act No 21220 of 24 March 2020, art. 152quater L.
281 New article introduced after article 16 of the Labour Code by the Organic Humanitarian Act of 2020.
282 CCT 85 art. 9.
283 2017 Act, Art. 75-D.
284 Act No.1221 of 2008, art. 6(7).
285 Telework National Standard Order, art. 6(4).
286 Decision 4A_533/2018 of 23 April 2019. 
287 Act on the protection of the workers’ remuneration, Art. 1.
288 Pay Security Act (866/1998).
289 Wages Protection Act 1983.
290 Department Order 05–92, art 6.
291 Unless provided differently pursuant to an agreement or usage. Home Work Act, art. 7(4).
292 Or as specified in the work agreement, but in no case more than seven days following the delivery date. 

Homeworkers Protection Act, art. 17.
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293 Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010, Schedule F.
294 Labour Contracts Act, art. 119.3
295 Home Work Act, arts 11–12.
296 Home Work Act, art. 9.
297 Labour Code, art. 112.
298 Labour Code, art. 159.
299 Labour Code, art. 170.
300 Regulations on HW, schedule 1, s. 3(6).
301 Labour Code, art. 159.
302 Labour Code, art. 281 and 278. Fines cannot exceed a sixth of the remuneration paid for the corresponding work.
303 Department Order 05-92, art 9(a).
304 Labour Code, art. 200.
305 Labour Code, art. 82.
306 Home Work Act, art. 7(2).
307 Labour Code, art. 326(IV) and 110(I). Maximum deduction : one-month wage and 30% of the amount paid above 

the minimum wage.
308 Labour Productivity and Competitiveness Act, art. 90. Maximum deduction: 25 per cent of the monthly remuneration 

until  reimbursement.
309 Department Order 05-92, art. 8.
310 Homeworkers Protection Act, art. 19; maximum deduction: 10 per cent of the remuneration.
311 Home Work Act, art. 8(2).
312 Labour Code, art. 64.
313 Home Work Act, art. 8.
314 Labour Code, art. 324.
315 Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010, Schedule F.
316 Home Work Act, art. 10.
317 Home Work Act, art. 9.
318 Regulations on Home Work, art. 4.
319 Home Work Act, art. 7(5).
320 ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.83 (1996), p. 10/71.
321 ILO, Home Work, ILC.82/V(1), 1995, p.38.
322 Labour Code, art. L7411–1.
323 Labour Code, art. 292.
324 Labour Contracts Act, art. 119.11.
325 Home Work Act 1960, art. 27a-27b.
326 Home Workers Protection Act B.E.2553 (2010), arts 12–13.
327 Home Work Act, art. 29. Specific protective rules apply for homeworkers’ representatives: art. 29a.
328 Home Work Act, art. 10-11.
329 Act No. 13,555 of 26 October 1966, art. 4.
330 Federal Labour Act, art. 329.
331 Home Work Act No. 12.713, art. 32.
332 Labour Proclamation 2019, art. 46(3).
333 Code of obligations, art. 354.
334 Labour Code, art. 312.5.
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335 Smart Working Act 2017, art. 19(2). The minimum notice period is 90 days for workers with a disability.
336 Labour Code, arts 1222–9.
337 Telework National Standard Order, art. 3(3)(a).
338 Labour Code, art. 679.
339 Art. 3.
340 ILO, Promoting Employment and Decent Work in a Changing Landscape, para. 590.
341 The nine branches of social security addressed in Convention No. 102 are: medical care, sickness benefit, 

unemployment benefit, old-age benefit, employment injury benefit, family benefit, maternity benefit, invalidity 
benefit and survivors′ benefit.

342 ILO, Promoting Employment and Decent Work in a Changing Landscape.
343 Executive Decree No. 97–474 of 8 December 1997 on home work, art. 10.
344 Home Work Act, art. 5 and 25(1). The subscription of a health insurance is mandatory. The legislation also regulates 

the maintenance of the right to compensation if a homeworker is prevented from working due to an illness or 
accident which is not due to an intentional act not gross negligence.

345 The Belgian social security regime for employees has been extended to home workers who perform their labour 
in “similar conditions” to those of employees. The criterion of similarity is construed as a reference to economic 
dependence. See Koen Nevens, “Home Work, Telework and the Regulation of Working Time: A Tale of (Partially) 
Similar Regulatory Needs, in Spite of Historically Rooted Conceptual Divergence”, The International Journal of 
Comparative Labour Law and Industrial Relations 26, No. 2 (2010): 193–216.

346 Labour Code, art. 107d(5).
347 Act No.1221 of 2008, art. 6(6)(c) and (e) (see also Decree No. 0884 of 2012, art. 7); the legislation contains an equal 

treatment clause regarding social security.
348 Labour Code, art. 275.
349 General Labour Act, art. 39 and 36 and Supreme Decree No. 003–97–TR, art. 96; homeworkers are affiliated with 

existing pension schemes (national or private) and the health social insurance.
350 Order 05/92, art. 6, provides for the deduction of social security contributions.
351 Home Work Act No. 101/2009, art.15.
352 Federal Regulations, § 404.1008. Homeworkers who meet certain conditions are covered by the federal old-age, 

survivors and disability scheme; however, coverage seems limited to traditional forms of home work.
353 Manual Home Work Act No. 9.910, art. 16; the legislation makes reference to the coverage of homeworkers by the 

old-age insurance scheme.
354 Maternity Protection Act, art. 1.
355 Labour Act, arts 1 and 39–44.
356 Labour Code, art. 194.
357 Employment Rights (Working from Home) Regulations, 2019, Schedule 1, art. 6.
358 Supreme Decree No. 017–2015–TR on Teleworking, art. 6(b).
359 Act No.1221 of 2008, art. 6(6)(h).
360 CEACR, “The Netherlands, Direct Request, Convention No. 177”, 2019.
361 Home Work Act, art. 20.
362 Labour Code, art. 52(2).
363 In addition, as was seen above, Recommendation No. 184 also provides requirements for OSH training.
364 Home Workers Protection Act B.E.2553 (2010), art. 28.
365 Department Order 05–92, art. 14.
366 Labour Code, art. 107d.
367 Home Work Act No. 101/2009, art. 6.
368 Art. 10.
369 National Collective Agreement on Telework No. 85, art. 16.
370 Telework National Standard Order of 2008, art. 4.

	X Working from home: From invisibility to decent work219

https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/109/reports/reports-to-the-conference/WCMS_736873/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/109/reports/reports-to-the-conference/WCMS_736873/lang--en/index.htm
https://kluwerlawonline.com/journalarticle/International+Journal+of+Comparative+Labour+Law+and+Industrial+Relations/26.2/IJCL2010012
https://kluwerlawonline.com/journalarticle/International+Journal+of+Comparative+Labour+Law+and+Industrial+Relations/26.2/IJCL2010012
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:13100:0::NO:13100:P13100_COMMENT_ID:3960965


371 Art. 169.
372 Supreme Decree No. 017–2015–TR implementing the Telework Act, art. 6(a).
373 Smart Working Act, art. 20.
374 At the national level and, where appropriate, at the regional, sectoral or local levels.
375 ILO, Home Work, ILC.82/V(2), 1995, p.76.
376 The term “specific conditions of employment” covers not only traditional conditions of employment, such as 

remuneration, paid holidays and social security, but also “conditions specifically relevant to homeworkers, such 
as how to deal with homeworkers who use their own equipment or who provide the materials”. Furthermore, 
the term “employment” does not refer to wage employees only. See ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 (1995), 
pp. 25/45–25/46.

377 This flexibility was introduced to take account of the varied national approaches and of the fact that a written 
contract was not the practice in a number of countries. ILO, Home Work, ILC.82/V(2) (1995), p. 72.

378 ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 (1995), p. 25/34; ILO, Home Work, ILC.83/IV(1), 1996, p.6; ILO, Home Work, ILC.83/
IV(2A), 1996, pp. 58–59; ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.83 (1996), p. 10/30.

379 ILO, Home Work, ILC.83/IV(1), 1996, p. 9.
380 This provision does not refer to labour inspection only. In some countries, social security is monitored by social 

security inspectors, while in others labour inspection is concerned only with those conditions of work other than 
safety and health issues or there is a special inspection service for home work. See ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 
(1995), pp. 25/38–25/39.

381 ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 (1995), p. 25/56.
382 ILO, Provisional Record, ILC.82 (1995), p. 25/40.
383 Home Work Act, art. 7.
384 Labour Code, L7413–3.
385 Labour Code, art. 167.
386 Home Work Act, art. 5.
387 Executive Decree No. 97–474, art. 4.
388 Act No. 1221 of 2008, art. 7.
389 New article introduced after article 16 of the Labour Code by the Organic Humanitarian Act of 2020. In the public 

sector, notifications must be provided by the employing agency: new article introduced after Article 25 of the Public 
Service Organic Act.

390 Labour Code, art. 277.
391 Federal Labour Act, art. 317.
392 Home Work Act, art. 10.
393 Home Work Act No. 12713, art. 5.
394 Labour Code, art. 272. The licence must indicate the conditions under which home work is to be performed, the 

types of products to be fabricated and whether the homeworker provides all or part of the required materials; it 
must be renewed annually.

395 Home Work Act No. 12713, art. 6.
396 Labour Code, art. 107b(3).
397 Labour Code, art. 188.
398 Labour Code, art. 110. The register must be stamped by the Labour Administration.
399 Labour Code, art. 270.
400 Home Work Act, art. 6.
401 Labour Code, art. 167.
402 Organisation of Working Time Act 2007, art. 32(1).
403 Federal Labour Act, art. 320.
404 Labour Code, art. 141.
405 Home Work Act No. 101/2009, art. 12.
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406 Home Work Act, art. 10.
407 Executive Decree No. 97–474, art. 4.
408 Labour Code, art. 276.
409 Home Work Act, art. 10.
410 Labour Code, art. 271.
411 Labour Code, art. 142.
412 Labour Code, art. 168.
413 Home Work Act No. 877/1973, art. 10.
414 Industrial Homework Act, art. 3.
415 Federal Labour Act, art. 321.
416 Supreme Decree No. 003–97–TR, art. 92–93.
417 Home Work Act No. 12713, art. 7.
418 Executive Decree No. 97–474, arts 5–6.
419 Labour Code, art. 110.
420 Labour Contracts Act, art. 119.4; if the contract does not contain the required information, 

the homeworker may terminate the contract at any time and without notice or 
compensation (art. 119.5).

421 Labour Code, art. 107c and 62.
422 Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010, Schedule F; the text of 

the information sheet is appended to Schedule F.
423 Employment Rights (Working from Home) Regulations, 2019, art. 3(4) and Second Schedule.
424 Labour Relations Act, art. 50(3).
425 Supreme Decree No. 003–97–TR, art. 91.
426 Federal Labour Act, art. 318–319.
427 Home Workers Protection Act B.E.2553 (2010), art. 9.
428 Distant Work and Telework Act, art. 152quater G and 152quater K.
429 National Collective Agreement No. 85, art. 6.
430 Decree No. 0884 of 2012, art. 3, together with General Labour Act, art. 39.
431 Telework National Standard Order, art. 3(5).
432 Labour Code, art. 273.
433 Federal Labour Act, art. 316.
434 Labour Code, art. 274.
435 Labour Code, art. L7413–1 and L8232–1–L8232–3.
436 Labour Code, art. 25.
437 Home Work Act No. 12713, art. 4. When home work is assigned through an intermediary, 

the employer is liable only up to the remuneration for two months or the value of a given 
batch of work when its execution takes longer.

438 Art. 5(3).
439 Labour Code, art. 5.
440 Order No. 05–92, art. 11.
441 CEACR, “Argentina, Direct Request, Convention No. 177”, 2010.
442 CEACR, “The Netherlands, Direct Request, Convention No. 177”, 2010.
443 CEACR, “Albania, Direct Request, Convention No. 177”, 2010.
444 Art. L7424–3.
445 Labour Code, art. 171.
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446 Home Work Act No. 877/1973, art.5.
447 Home Work Act No. 12713, art. 18.
448 Home Work Act, art. 11.
449 Labour Code, art. 283.
450 Home Work Act No. 101/2009, art. 13.
451 Home Workers Protection Act B.E.2553 (2010), art. 25 and 31; it is composed of 

representatives of different government agencies, experts and an equal number of 
employers and homeworkers.

452 Labour Code, art. 533.
453 Executive Decree No. 97–474, art. 14; no specific penalties are mentioned as a general 

reference is made to “legislation in force”.
454 Home Work Act No. 12713, art. 30–38; proceeds from the fines paid are transferred to a 

fund for improving compliance with the home work legislation.
455 Home Work Act, art. 64.
456 Labour Code, art. 276.
457 Home Work Act No. 877/1973, art. 13.
458 Order No. 05–92, art. 10.
459 Home Work Act No. 101/2009.
460 Home Work Act, art. 12.
461 Home Workers Protection Act B.E.2553 (2010), arts 41–48.
462 Home Work Act, art. 65.
463 Home Work Act No. 12713, art. 39.
464 Labour Code, art. 112.
465 See India, Government of Maharashtra, “Mathadi Boards”.
466 Home Workers Protection Act B.E.2553 (2010), arts 33–35.
467 See Ethical Clothing Australia, “Revised Homeworkers Code of Practice and Application for 

Accreditation Part 1 (Manufacturers) ”. 
468 Ethical Clothing Australia has notably published a guide to the provisions of the Textile, 

Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010 on outworkers, mentioned 
below; see Ethical Clothing Australia, “Guide to Schedule F - Outwork and Related Provisions. 
Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award as at June 2020”.

469 Art. 4.2.
470 Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010, Schedule F; see Australia, 

Fair Work Ombudsman, Textile, Clothing and Footwear Compliance Phase: Campaign 
Report, 2019, note 38.

471 Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010, Schedule F.
472 Fair Work Act, art. 789BB.
473 Outworkers (Improved Protection) Act 2003.
474 The above liability rules do not apply if the subcontractor is in receivership or in the course 

of being wound up or, in the case of an individual, is bankrupt and if payments made under 
the contract are made to the receiver, liquidator or trustee in bankruptcy.

475 Australia, Fair Work Ombudsman.
476 IndustriAll and INDITEX, “Global Framework Agreement between Industria de Diseño Textil, 

S.A. (INDITEX, S.A.) and IndustriALL Global Union on the Implementation of International 
Labour Standards throughout the Supply Chain of INDITEX”.

477 See Marlese von Broembsen and Jenna Harvey, Decent Work for Homeworkers in Global 
Supply Chains: Existing and Potential Mechanisms for Worker-centred Governance, GLU 
Working Paper, No. 54 (ILO, 2019).
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	X 7.1 Introduction

Chapter 5 of this report concluded that there are considerable 
decent work deficits associated with home work.

These deficits are very large for industrial 
homeworkers, somewhat less so for 
crowdworkers and smallest, though still 
present, for teleworkers. Homeworkers 
pay a wage penalty in almost all countries 
and contexts, have less access to social 
security everywhere and their training and 
career prospects are everywhere worse. 
They also miss more work due to illness 
and the gendered division of labour and 
other cultural norms contribute, in some 
countries, to abysmally low earnings for 
industrial homeworkers. 

Chapter 6, on the other hand, has shown 
that many countries have followed, at least 
partially, the guidance of Convention No. 177 
and Recommendation No. 184 in developing 
legislation on home work. Although many of 
the legal provisions examined in Chapter 6 
offer partial answers and do not constitute 
a coherent national policy as required by the 
Convention and many countries still have 
little or no legal framework, there is much 
legislation, complemented with collective 
agreements, that  addresses the different 
decent work deficits associated with home 
work.
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How can the gap between 
the reality depicted in 
Chapter 5 and the existence 
of legislation depicted in 
Chapter 6 be explained? 
More importantly, how can the gap between the 
letter of the law and its effective implementation 
be closed? Having the laws on the books is only 
the first step in guaranteeing rights – they must 
be transformed into reality, which requires the 
political will and engaged efforts of government, 
business, workers and their representatives. 
What would such a policy for homeworkers look 
like and how is it to be implemented? 

First, it would have to take into consideration the 
heterogeneity among homeworkers. As noted in 
Chapter 1, there are three types of home work:  

1. industrial home work, which is defined 
broadly to include all goods production 
undertaken by homeworkers for local and 
international markets. Some of this work is 
“industrial” in the strict sense of the term 
in that it is often one step, outsourced to a 
homeworker, of a production process that 
otherwise occurs in a factory; but production 
can also be artisanal; 

2. home-based digital platform work, which 
refers to service-sector tasks performed by 
crowdworkers according to the specifications 
of the employer or intermediary, in situations 
in which the workers do not have the autonomy 
and economic independence to be considered 
an independent worker in national law; and 

3. telework, which is when employees use ICT 
tools to perform their work remotely. Following 
the delineation of Convention No. 177, the 
focus is on teleworkers who work at their 
home (or another location of their choosing) 
on a permanent basis, and not on those who 
alternate between home and the office. 

Most industrial homeworkers and digital platform 
workers are informal. In the case of industrial 
homeworkers, while many fall under the scope 
of national legislation the law is often not being 
applied in practice. They are not registered as 
workers in social security systems and have 

difficulty exercising their labour rights in practice. 
Their piece-rate payment is often less than the 
minimum wage. 

For digital platform homeworkers, the application 
of the law is more complicated as their employer 
or intermediary is often located in a different 
legal jurisdiction. As explained in Chapter 4, 
most workers have been contractually classified 
as independent contractors by these platforms 
through their terms-of-service agreements. This 
may amount to disguised employment wherever 
workers do not have the autonomy and economic 
independence to be considered as independent 
workers in national law, leaving them without 
legal protection and with limited recourse to 
contest their rights. 

Teleworkers are by definition employees and most 
are employed formally. This gives them greater 
access to the rights and benefits associated with 
an employment relationship in which the law is 
being applied. Nevertheless, there can be risks 
in relation to excessive working time, as well as 
a lack of opportunities for training and career 
development. With the development of remote 
working, as we have seen with the COVID-19 
pandemic, there is also a risk of misclassification 
of the employment relationship. Governments 
and social partners therefore need to be vigilant.

Second, a comprehensive policy for transforming 
home work into a source of decent work must 
be an edifice built by different political actors. 
International organizations, governments, 
worker’s unions and homeworker organizations, 
employer organizations and civil society all 
have a role to play in bringing forth such a 
comprehensive policy. Among these different 
actors, governments have an unequivocal role in 
guaranteeing rights.

Finally, a comprehensive home work policy must 
address a range of key issues to ensure that all 
categories of homeworkers benefit from equal 
treatment in relation to other wage earners. In 
the sections that follow, we address these key 
policy areas and highlight best practices from 
around the world. 
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	X 7.2 International governance and action

The adoption of Convention No. 177 and Recommendation 
No. 184 was a watershed event for the world’s homeworkers, 
especially industrial homeworkers, as many of these workers are 
among the poorest and most vulnerable in the labour market.

The Convention and Recommendation 
set out basic principles and rights 
for homeworkers and many of their 
provisions have been included in national 
laws, as detailed in Chapter 6. There are 
other international labour standards 
and instruments adopted by other 
intergovernmental organizations that 
provide useful guidance on the governance 
of home work. In addition, some lead firms 
in global supply chains have taken steps to 
ensure they are in compliance with these 
provisions. When combined with action on 
the ground and social dialogue, such efforts 
can be an important means of ensuring 
decent work for homeworkers. 

7.2.1. Instruments adopted 
by intergovernmental 
organizations

In addition to Convention No. 177 and 
Recommendation No. 184, there are 
other international labour standards that 
include special provisions in support of 
homeworkers, including the Minimum 
Wage-Fixing Machinery Convention, 1928 
(No. 26) and the Maternity Protection 
Convention (Revised), 1952 (No. 103), which 
are also addressed in Chapter 6. Three 
other relevant standards are the Transition 
from the Informal to the Formal Economy 
Recommendation, 2015 (No. 204), the 
Employment Relationship Recommendation, 
2006 (No. 198), and the Social Protection 
Floors Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202). 

As shown in Chapter 2, most industrial 
homeworkers are informal, meaning that 

while they may be covered by legislation, 
it is not being applied in practice or the 
level of protection may be inadequate. 
Recommendation No. 204 provides 
guidance on policies that can be adopted 
by Member States to encourage the 
formalization of economic units engaged in 
the subcontracting chains that homeworkers 
are often part of, as well as measures that 
can be taken to ensure the application of 
national legislation to workers. It calls on 
Member States to take measures to address 
the avoidance of social contributions, 
labour laws and regulations through law 
enforcement and the application of effective 
sanctions, as well as by undertaking 
preventive actions that address barriers 
and provide incentives to promote the 
formalization of economic units. 

Recommendation No. 198 is also of 
fundamental relevance for the protection of 
homeworkers, as underlined in Chapter 6, 
since the scope of labour laws is often limited 
to employees. Yet many homeworkers, 
despite not having the autonomy and 
economic independence to be considered 
an independent worker in national law, 
have been contractually classified as 
independent contractors. This problem is 
common to industrial homeworkers and 
digital platform workers; teleworkers are by 
definition classified as employees, so it is not 
a concern for them. However, policymakers 
should be aware that with the important 
increase of homeworking as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, there is a potential for 
the misclassification of workers (hired as 
independent contractors but being directed 
and monitored in a way that is incompatible 
with their independent status). Such issues 
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may derive from deliberate attempts to disguise 
the employment relationship, from inadequacies 
or limitations in the legal framework or from its 
interpretation or application, as underlined in 
Recommendation No. 198, which provides useful 
guidance for Member States on developing 
strategies to manage these challenges. 

Also of importance is the Social Protection 
Floors Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202), which 
calls on Member States to establish universal 
social protection floors that are implemented 
within strategies for the extension of social 
security. Social protection floors should comprise 
base social security guarantees, ensuring at a 
minimum that, over the life cycle, all those in need 
have access to essential health care and basic 
income security, which together secure access to  
the goods and services defined as necessary at 
the national level. The effective provision of such 
measures would undoubtedly improve the lives of 
those homeworkers who are informal

The ILO’s Tripartite Declaration of Principles 
concerning Multinational Enterprises and Social 
Policy (MNE Declaration) of 2017 provides 
guidance to multinational enterprises on 
social policy and on inclusive, responsible and 
sustainable workplace practices. It defines 
multinationals as including enterprises that 
control services outside the country in which 
they are based and, as such, the declaration is 
of practical relevance to industrial home work in 
global supply chains and digital labour platforms. 
For instance, platforms could use the guidance 
provided in the MNE Declaration to develop 
clear codes of conduct for members, including 
published procedures for workers to raise 
concerns or grievances.

Other relevant international instruments include 
the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights, which call upon states and 
enterprises to prevent, address and remedy 
human rights abuses committed in business 
operations. The Guidelines also call upon 
enterprises, regardless of their size, to respect, 
as a minimum, the International Bill of Human 
Rights and the ILO’s Declaration on Fundamental 
Principles and Rights at Work.1 

In addition, the OECD’s Due Diligence Guidance 
for Responsible Supply Chains in the Garment 
and Footwear Sector, which is designed to help 

enterprises implement the OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises along the garment 
and footwear supply chain, has a special module 
(module 12) on responsible sourcing from 
homeworkers.2 This module is directed at brands, 
manufacturers and their buying intermediaries 
and “aims to minimise the risk of the 
marginalisation of homeworkers” and to create 
“economic and development opportunities” for 
them. The module states that “[h]omeworkers 
should be viewed as an intrinsic part of the 
workforce entitled to receive equal treatment and 
therefore should be formalised in order to achieve 
good terms and conditions of employment”. It 
further argues that “’self-employment status’ 
can at times be used as a means of neglecting 
the responsibility to provide more formalised 
contracts”. It holds that “[t]he organisation of 
homeworkers is an important step that provides 
them with visibility and recognition and enables 
social dialogue in order to achieve good terms 
and conditions of employment” and that “[g]iven 
the predominance of women homeworkers in 
the sector, in many contexts organizers should 
be women”. Every country that is an adherent to 
the OECD Guidelines must establish a grievance 
mechanism or “National Contact Point”, which is 
responsible for managing complaints related to 
alleged breaches of the Guidelines.3

With respect to home work performed on 
online digital labour platforms, the cross-
border operating model poses jurisdictional and 
regulatory challenges for national labour law.4 
Recognizing these difficulties, the ILO’s Global 
Commission on the Future of Work called for the 
“development of an international governance 
system for digital labour platforms that sets and 
requires platforms (and their clients) to respect 
certain minimum rights and protections”.5 
Such international regulatory standards could 
set minimum requirements and develop the 
infrastructure necessary for facilitating payments 
to national social security systems to provide 
for worker income security. They could also 
encompass the establishment of a representative 
board to adjudicate disputes among platforms, 
clients and workers. The Commission further 
noted that the Maritime Labour Convention, 
2006 (MLC, 2006) is a source of inspiration, as it 
too concerns an industry with multiple parties 
operating across different jurisdictions. 
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7.2.2 Private compliance 
initiatives

Increasingly, important brands that source their 
products along complex global supply chains 
located throughout the world maintain codes 
of conduct that call on suppliers to respect 
specific labour and environmental standards 
and compliance with local laws. The success 
of such codes of conducts varies and points to 
the need for greater due diligence among lead 
firms, for lead firms to commit to fair pricing to 
their suppliers and for lead firms to work with 
suppliers, local governments and workers and 
their representatives to devise solutions to ensure 
compliance. 

The experience of IKEA in its rattan supply 
chain illustrates the challenges that may be 
encountered despite good intentions. In 
2015, IKEA partnered with the ILO to analyse 
working conditions in its supply chains for 
rattan products produced in Indonesia, in part 
to assess compliance with its code of conduct, 
IWAY.6 The research team conducted a mapping 
of the supply chain, surveying main suppliers, 
subsuppliers, workers in weaving centres and 
homeworkers. Although IKEA requires its main 
suppliers to maintain records of its subsuppliers 

and their workers, the survey found, for example, 
that some subsuppliers further subcontract to 
other subsuppliers and the main suppliers do 
not necessarily keep their records up to date or 
complete. Subsuppliers expressed frustration 
with irregular work orders, cancelled orders 
and insufficient orders that ultimately affected 
their workers. As a result, there were important 
dif ferences in working conditions across 
supplying firms. Workers complained of low 
payment rates and delayed payments and an 
inability to negotiate wages. A total of 95 per cent 
of the female home-based workers were found to 
earn less than the minimum wage of 1.2 million 
Indonesian rupiah per month (US$92) and were 
the lowest paid among all groups of workers. 
There were also significant differences in the 
earnings of men and women doing comparable 
work.7 Many of the homeworkers did not know 
that they were producing goods for IKEA and 
there were no complaints mechanisms in place 
that homeworkers could turn to. 

Identifying problems in supply chains is the first 
step in developing solutions that can address 
decent work deficits at the bottom of the 
supply chain. Pentland Brands is an example 
of a company that has taken steps to ensure 
compliance in its footwear supply chain beyond 
just adopting a code of conduct (see box 7.1). 

©ILO/B.Birla

The success of codes of 
conducts varies and points 
to the need for greater due 
diligence among lead firms
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Identifying 
problems in supply 
chains is the first 
step in developing 
solutions

 Box 7.1 Improving working conditions of homeworkers 
 in the Pentland Brands supply chain

In 2017, Pentland Brands adopted a Homeworking Policy, with input from HomeWorkers Worldwide 
(HWW), a United Kingdom-based organization that supports homeworkers throughout the world.8 
The company recognizes the role of homeworkers in its supply chain and has committed to work 
with suppliers and others to improve their conditions. One of its suppliers, in partnership with HWW 
and the Indian labour rights NGO Cividep, mapped the chain in 2017 and again in 2018 and confirmed 
that homeworkers were hand-stitching certain styles of shoes. Interviews with management, 
homeworkers and agents distributing work to them identified low piece rates, the lack of social 
security and work-related health problems as the most urgent issues. Focusing on a specific 
Pentland order, HHW and Cividep mapped the piece rates paid to homeworkers and the commission 
retained by agents and identified the roles played by agents (tracking orders, quality control), which 
are often overlooked. The company and the supplier carried out a time and motion study to calculate 
piece rates for homeworkers that linked their pay to minimum wage rates. 

In late 2018, a new payment system was introduced that raised piece rates by one third on 
average in order to comply with the minimum wage. Moreover, the system assured that all 
homeworkers would receive the same rate for a given task. Between December 2018 and 
February 2019, Pentland’s supplier implemented a simple paper-based system (job cards) to 
track orders and payments to homeworkers, based on model tools provided by HWW. These 
are transparent to homeworkers and open to inspection by interested parties. Instead of 
charging commission, over which the factory had no control, agents are now paid a set fee 
per pair of shoes. The cost of the increased piece rates was met by the supplier, but because 
of these additional costs HWW emphasizes the need for more brands and suppliers to join 
such initiatives such as in order to make improvements sustainable.9 

Multi-stakeholder initiatives are another 
approach. The Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI), 
which counts over 80 multinational companies 
among its membership, as well as trade unions 
and NGOs, aims to improve working conditions 
in global supply chains by developing guidelines 
and lines of action. In 2002, ETI members 
established the ETI Homeworkers Group. The 
group conducted research among homeworkers 
in the Christmas cracker industry in the United 
Kingdom and in the embellishment industry 
in India and developed the ETI “Homeworker 
guidelines: Recommendations for working 
with homeworkers”, drawing on Convention 
177. The recommendations were field tested, 
published in 2006 and updated in 2010, all in close 
cooperation with homeworkers’ organizations.10 

Nevertheless, compliance with these detailed 
practical guidelines is likely to be elusive without 
mechanisms in place to ensure the engagement 
of all actors along the supply chain, including 
homeworkers and their representatives. 
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7.2.3 Summary

The examples highlighted in this section on 
international guidance and lead-firm initiatives 
to address working conditions along the supply 
chain are effective tools when combined with 
efforts on the ground. They provide guidance 
to Member States, businesses along the supply 
chains and workers and their representatives 
on the design of policy interventions, covering 
an array of policy areas to improve the working 
and employment conditions of homeworkers. In 
some instances, such as for countries that have 
ratified Convention No. 177 and signatories to the 
OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, 

there are mechanisms in place for addressing 
complaints. The examples of private compliance 
initiatives, while they cannot serve as a substitute 
for labour inspection, nonetheless offer guidance 
to brands, buyers and manufacturers on steps 
that can be taken to move beyond codes of 
conduct and develop concrete actions to ensure 
that the working conditions of homeworkers are 
in compliance with national law and international 
labour standards. The initiatives summarized in 
this section and in table 7.1 are primarily aimed 
at industrial homeworkers, but there are also 
possible applications for home-based, digital 
platform workers given the cross-border nature 
of the work. 

 Table 7.1 Key takeaways for international action

Key international guidance

Home Work Convention, 1996 (No. 177) and Recommendation (No. 184)

Transition from the Informal to the Formal Economy Recommendation, 2015 
(No. 204)

Employment Relationship Recommendation, 2006 (No. 198)

Social Protection Floors Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202)

ILO’s Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises 
and Social Policy (MNE Declaration), 2017

United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights

OECD’s Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Supply Chains in the Garment 
and Footwear Sector

Private compliance initiatives: Lessons learned

Move beyond instituting codes of conduct and develop specific actions that 
ensure compliance with national law and international labour standards, in 
consultation with supplying firms and workers’ organizations
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	X 7.3 The importance of representation: 
Workers’ organizations and cooperatives, 
employers’ organizations and social dialogue

The collective representation of homeworkers 
is critical for the pursuit of decent work.11

Homeworkers’ organizations advocate 
on behalf of their members at different 
policy levels in decision-making bodies, 
mechanisms and processes, while also 
providing support to their members at 
the grassroots level. In many countries in 
the world, homeworkers are organized 
and several regional homeworker 
organizations have been established.12 
Trade unions are also important allies for 
homeworkers as they are already active 
at the national or sectoral levels and have 
extensive experience with social dialogue 
and collective bargaining. Employers’ 
organizations represent the needs of 
employers and play an important role in 
raising awareness with their members about 
their obligations, ensuring compliance with 
the law and participating in the design of 
laws. Through collective bargaining, trade 
unions and employers’ organizations can 
establish fair wages and working conditions 
that have the force of law. In the absence 
of trade unions that can participate in 
collective bargaining, homeworkers’ and 
platform workers’ associations nonetheless 
play a helpful role in providing support 
to and advocating on behalf of their 
members. Moreover, as recognized in 
Recommendation No. 204, employers’ and 
workers’ organizations play an important 
and active role in facilitating the transition 
from the informal to the formal economy.

7.3.1 Workers’ 
organizations

Organizing is a long-standing challenge 
for industr ial homeworkers. Many 
homeworkers do not identify as workers, 
lack a general awareness of their legal 
rights and are isolated in their homes. 
These same characteristics are applicable 
to digital labour platforms, in which workers 
face the added challenges of geographical 
dispersion, the lack of human managers with 
whom they engage and the legal questions 
surrounding the multi- jurisdictional 
locations of platform work.

In some countries, there are legal 
impediments for forming trade unions 
among homeworkers, for instance because 
they have been classified as self-employed 
or because their occupational category has 
been excluded from the labour code. A first 
step in organizing is therefore to institute 
reforms to ensure that all homeworkers, 
regardless of their employment status, 
enjoy the fundamental right to organize and 
bargain collectively, in line with the principle 
of freedom of association enshrined in 
the ILO Constitution and regulated in 
Conventions Nos. 87 and 98.
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There are successful examples of the impact of ILO 
supervisory bodies on enhancing homeworkers’ 
organizing rights. For example, in 2014 and 2018, 
the Trade Union of Self-Employed and Informal 
Workers addressed to the CEACR comments on 
the application of Convention No. 177 by Bulgaria, 
expressing concern at the Government’s refusal 
to grant it consultation rights on the grounds 
that it was an organization concerned with home 
work and that homeworkers were considered 
as independent contractors. Although this 
organization continued to raise a number of issues 
concerning the implementation of the Convention, 
the CEACR comments led to the opening of 
dialogue between the Government and Trade 
Union of Self-Employed and Informal Workers.13

Despite the above challenges, several 
homeworkers ’ organizations have been 
successful in improving the lives of their 
members. These organizations have often taken 
multiple forms, often as a way of addressing 
the distinct challenges that their members 
face. For example, the Self-Employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA) was initially formed in India in 
the early 1970s as a trade union of self-employed 
women affiliated with the largest union of textile 
workers, the Textile Labour Association. It later 
developed other types of membership support 
organizations that were better suited to tackle 
the economic challenges of women, including 
the formation of cooperatives. SEWA, which is 
present in 18 states in India and is affiliated with 
the International Trade Union Confederation, 
currently has 1.4 million members.14 It has worked 
at both the national and international levels to 
spearhead legal change – including by playing 
a pivotal role in the consideration and passage 
of Convention No. 177 and Recommendation 
No. 184 – and has also undertaken a wide range of 
community-focused initiatives that aim to directly 
improve the lives of its members. SEWA has also 
participated in homeworking projects undertaken 
by the ETI, playing a critical role in the mapping 
of supply chains and raising awareness about 
homeworkers’ working conditions.15 

In the Sindh Province of Pakistan, women home-
based workers in the garment and bangle 
industry organized first in cooperatives and later 
decided to form a union to bargain for better 

working conditions. The Home-Based Women 
Workers Federation, which is now affiliated with 
IndustriALL, was registered in 2009. It currently 
has members in Sindh, Balochistan and Punjab 
and can legally negotiate on their behalf.16 In 
Sindh, the Home-Based Workers Act was passed 
in 2018. The following year, the tripartite Minimum 
Wage Board established minimum wage rates for 
the different categories of workers in the bangle 
industry, including home-based workers.17

In the Philippines, the best known national 
homeworkers’ organization is the Pambansang 
Kalipunan ng mga Manggagawang Impormal 
sa Pilipinas (PATAMABA), which celebrated its 
thirtieth anniversary in May 2020. It initially 
registered as an NGO and later also as a workers’ 
organization. It has a membership of more than 
18,000 persons, most of them women, in 10 
regions, 34 provinces and more than 200 chapters 
nationwide. At the grassroots level, PATAMABA 
helps home-based and informal economy 
workers by organizing livelihood, microcredit 
and social safety net initiatives. At the policy 
level, PATAMABA raises awareness about home-
based and informal workers. It was the principal 
interlocutor of homeworkers in the formulation of 
Department Order No. 05–92 (see Chapter 6) and 
of Philippine inputs to the International Labour 
Conference discussion of Convention No. 177.18 It 
has also advocated fiercely for the extension of 
social protection to informal workers, including 
home-based workers. 

HomeNet Thailand (HNT) started in 1992 under an 
ILO project as a home-based workers’ association 
and an NGO network. In 2013, HNT was 
established as a membership-based organization. 
It works to strengthen homeworker protection 
through information dissemination, organizing, 
networking, research, capacity-building and 
advocacy, at all levels of government.19 With 
a total membership of over 5,000 paying 
members, HNT is made up of homeworkers 
and home-based workers as well as other 
informal occupations ,including street vendors, 
motorcycle taxi drivers and casual workers.20 
HNT campaigned for the adoption of legislative 
protection for homeworkers. Due in large part 
to their efforts, the Homeworkers Protection Act 
B.E.2553 was adopted in 2010. The following year, 
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Training of trade union leaders on participatory appraisal techniques for identifying home-based workers 
in lower tiers of supply chains, organizing them and developing strategies for comprehensive action. 

(November, 2019, Tamil Nadu, India). ©ILO/B. Birla, 2019

the Government adopted a policy to provide a 30 
per cent social security co-payment for informal 
workers. HNT also successfully lobbied for the 
inclusion of a question relating to “place of work” 
in labour force surveys.21

In Ghana, the Widows and Orphans Movement 
has been economically empowering women in 
the Upper East Region of Ghana since 1993. The 
organization acts as an intermediary between 
homeworkers (women processing shea) and a 
range of buyers. It has provided homeworkers with 
a mill to ease production and offers training on the 
use of technology and career development, such 
as by training homeworkers to use a smartphone 
to communicate more swiftly with offtakers of 
their products about their orders and to display 
their products on Facebook or Instagram.22 

For traditional unions, supporting homeworkers 
is not an easy endeavour as the issues faced 
by these workers differ substantially from 
those encountered by their other members. 
Nonetheless, there are examples of trade 
unions that have worked actively to improve 
the conditions of homeworkers. In Argentina 
for example, where some homeworkers in the 
textile and clothing sectors are members of 

trade unions, the Argentine union of textile home 
and allied workers led a campaign in 2017 on 
their behalf, calling on the Ministry of Labour, 
Employment and Social Security to implement 
Law No. 12,713 on Home Work throughout the 
country.23 In Chile, the National Textile Federation 
actively organizes homeworkers and currently 
includes four home textile workers’ unions 
and one union of dependent and independent 
workers. The Federation has two parallel pillars 
of union representation: one comprising salaried 
union members in the textile and clothing trade 
(including leather and footwear), the other 
comprising homeworkers that are members of 
the local textile homeworkers’ unions.24

In Uruguay, home-based workers in the clothing 
sector are represented by the Sindicato Unico de 
la Aguja, which as mentioned in Chapter 2  helped 
home-based workers switch to the production of 
masks when the COVID-19 virus started to spread. 
In Tamil Nadu, India, homeworkers in Tirupur 
registered the unorganized workers’ trade union 
Anuhatham and participated in a national day of 
union action to protest against the labour law 
reforms adopted in some Indian states in reaction 
to the COVID-19 pandemic.25
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Among digital labour platforms, there are 
platform-specific and country-specific informal 
associations of workers. Most of these are social 
media sites that provide information and give 
advice to platform workers, as well as offering 
an opportunity for workers to meet virtually and 
offer emotional support to each other, though 
some advocate for policy change. In Turkey, 
Ofissizler is a member-funded solidarity network 
of freelance workers founded in Istanbul in 2018. 
It aims to gain recognition of freelancing as a 
distinct form of employment; establish networks 
of solidarity among freelancers; demand and 
promote legal rights for freelancers (such as by 
setting minimum rates, preventing non-payment, 
demanding contract and social security benefits 
and so on); and support alternative forms of 
production that freelancers could establish 
(cooperatives, work-sharing or skill-pooling).26

Another example is FairCrowdWork.org, which 
was launched in 2015 by IG Metall and works in 
cooperation with the Austrian Chamber of Labour 
and the Swedish white-collar union Unionen. 
However, it is limited to providing information 
and advocacy work, including information about 
crowdworkers’ rights and legal obligations, 
trade union resources for crowdworkers, as 
well as detailed information on work processes 
and objective ratings of various well-known 
crowdwork platforms. These unions have also 
advocated on behalf of platform workers to 
the EU and a number of governments. In 2015, 
they spearheaded the Frankfurt Declaration 
on Platform-based Work, which called for 
transnational cooperation among various 
stakeholders (workers, worker organizations, 
platform clients, platform operators and 
regulators) to ensure fair working conditions 
and worker participation in governance in the 
growing world of digital labour platforms.27 
Following YouTube’s changes to its monetization 
rules in 2017, IG Metall and the Youtubers Union 
launched the FairTube campaign. The campaign 
seeks to obtain improved communication, 
fairness and transparency for Youtubers and 
the establishment of an independent mediation 
board for resolving disputes.28

7.3.2 Cooperatives

Cooperatives also offer a means of improving the 
conditions of homeworkers. By working together in 
cooperatives, women learn how to access markets 
and can pool their resources to create and access 
social benefits such as health care, childcare, 
savings and insurance programmes. Cooperatives 
also provide training to help homeworkers perform 
their work or find another job in the formal 
economy. This may involve providing training 
in self-development, leadership or business 
management to homeworkers, which improves 
their sense of self-confidence and autonomy and 
can result in women’s empowerment.

The Mariveles Bagmakers Multi-Purpose 
Cooperative in the Philippines represents 
a successful example of how industrial 
homeworkers can, as a collective, remove their 
economic dependence on subcontractors and 
intermediaries and forge a direct line to their 
markets. Coming together as displaced factory 
workers and homeworkers, the members have 
pooled their skills, talents and resources to form a 
cooperative that produces quality affordable bags 
(school backpacks, laptop bags, travelling bags, 
belt bags, cycling bags and so on). Various local 
and federal government branches have provided 
assistance for the cooperative to compete in the 
local and national market. To make the quality of 
its bag products recognized and well-known in 
the domestic market, the Cooperative branded 
them as “MB Bags”. The Cooperative sources raw 
materials (fabrics and accessories) at bulk price 
and sells them to the bagmakers on credit at 
low interest. It offers common facilities (bar tack 
machine and embroidery machine) that are too 
costly for one bagmaker to purchase and maintain; 
accesses new trends in design through group visits 
to the Product Development and Design Center 
of the Philippines; and carries out marketing and 
promotion campaigns. Members’ benefits include 
death assistance, calamity assistance, a Christmas 
package, livelihood training and hospitalization 
assistance. The cooperative also offers a range of 
savings and loan services.29
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In Thailand, the Solidarity Group, a sweatshop-free production 
group of homeworkers and own-account workers in the 
garment industry, registered as a workers’ cooperative under 
Thai legislation in 2014. Many of these workers had previously 
been factory workers. As a workers’ cooperative, the Solidarity 
Group was able to take orders from public procurement 
agencies and increase production and income stability.30

With the support of the National Union of Autonomous Trade 
Unions of Senegal and the ILO, women tannery homeworkers 
in Senegal organized themselves into a workers’ cooperative. 
The cooperative earnings and the collective saving fund 
enabled these women to improve their living and working 
conditions and send their children to school.31 SEWA has 
also developed women-owned cooperative enterprises to 
empower them. One of these cooperatives, VimoSEWA, offers 
social protection coverage for SEWA members and other 
informal economy workers.32

7.3.3 Employers’ organizations

Employers’ organizations can play a critical role in working 
with their members to ensure knowledge and compliance 
with the law, as well as offering advice on how to promote 
fair and decent working conditions that support sustainable 
enterprises. In Indonesia, the Indonesian Employers 
Association (APINDO), in collaboration with the ILO office in 
Jakarta, issued Good Practice Guidelines for the Employment 
of Homeworkers, which provide a set of tools and checklists 
for employers to better understand their legal responsibilities 
to homeworkers, as well as guidance on methods to improve 
engagement with them.33 Table 7.2 highlights the compliance 
checklist provided in the guidelines. Although this guide is 
specific to the case of Indonesia, it may be adapted for other 
country contexts and legal systems. 

Through collective 
bargaining, 
trade unions 
and employers’ 
organizations 
can establish 
fair wages 
and working 
conditions 
that have the 
force of law
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 Table 7.2  APINDO compliance checklist

20-point compliance checklist Yes No

1. A record-keeping system providing information on homeworkers engaged, the amount 
of work, wages and orders and delivery of orders to homeworkers is kept and is up to date. 

2. Contracts with intermediaries include provisions to ensure the working conditions 
of homeworkers comply with national legal requirements.

3. Homeworkers have a written contract outlining their job, rates of remuneration and 
terms and conditions of employment, including social security benefits.

4. Homeworkers are paid the appropriate remuneration, which is no less than 
workers performing similar work in the enterprise workplace and is no less than the 
local minimum wage. 

5. Homeworkers are paid in full upon delivery of completed work. Any deductions 
made from their remuneration are made in accordance with pre-established criteria 
and do not exceed more than 50% of the wage due. 

6. Homeworkers are reimbursed for costs borne by the homeworkers in association 
with their completion of work (including maintenance of equipment, electricity, travel 
to deliver products etc.). 

7. Unless homeworkers explicitly request otherwise, homeworkers receive a 
minimum workload per week, which is equivalent to the number of pieces that can be 
completed in 30 hours. 

8. The maximum workload homeworkers receive for one week’s production is 
equivalent to the number of pieces that can be completed in 54 hours.

9. Where the amount of work provided to homeworkers requires more than 40 hours 
of work in one week, overtime wage rates are provided. 

10. Homeworkers are not required to work 7 days a week. 

11. Homeworkers are enrolled in Jamsostek or another social security fund and 
contributions are made by the enterprise on behalf of homeworkers. 

12. Homeworkers’ contract of employment is not terminated when they become pregnant. 

13. Homeworkers are provided paid maternity leave for three months when they give 
birth to a child. 

14. Homeworkers are provided with paid sick leave upon issuance of a medical certificate. 

15. Homeworkers are provided with information educating them about their right to 
associate with and join trade unions.

16. An occupational health and safety assessment has been made at the workplaces 
of homeworkers and homeworkers have been trained on safe and proper procedures 
for completing their work.

17. Measures are in place to ensure children are not employed to work in excess of 3 
hours a day (if they are 13–15 years of age) or in types of work that could harm their 
safety, morals or development. 

18. Where there is no work available for a period of time, homeworkers are provided 
with appropriate written notice of termination of employment.

19. A system for monitoring the working conditions of homeworkers is in place.

20. A system for receiving and responding to complaints and concerns from homeworkers 
about their working conditions is in place and has been publicized to homeworkers. 

Source: APINDO and ILO, “Good Practice Guidelines for the Employment of Homeworkers”, 2013.
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With the shift to teleworking as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and its associated lockdowns, 
employers’ associations have been active in 
providing guidance to their members on how 
to institute effective teleworking policies. The 
ILO’s Bureau for Employers’ Activities prepared a 
guide for employers’ organizations that discusses 
employers’ responsibilities, provides recent 

information on regulatory changes in teleworking 
in several countries and provides practical 
guidelines on how to manage staff who are 
working remotely.34 In addition, the International 
Organisation of Employers published the IOE 
Guidance on Teleworking in the Times of COVID-
19,35 which recommends ten key measures to 
employers (box 7.2).

 Box 7.2  IOE Guidance on Teleworking in the Times of COVID-19

1. Promote health and safety.

2. Build mutual trust and share responsibilities.

3. Provide extra support and understanding. 

4. Change productivity mindset.

5. Be flexible and reactive.

6. Communicate regularly.

7. Promote a learning culture.

8. Protect cybersecurity and privacy.

9. Secure compliance.

10. Engage in policymaking.

7.3.4 Social dialogue and 
collective bargaining

With active and committed social partners, it 
is possible to find solutions that can improve 
working conditions of homeworkers, while 
benef iting the production processes of 
employers. With the right to collective bargaining, 
as mandated in Convention No. 98, workers’ and 
employers’ organizations can negotiate collective 
agreements that are legally enforceable. Social 
dialogue and collective bargaining have the 
advantage of devising solutions that fit the needs 
of the employers and workers concerned.

In Portugal,36 the Union of Embroidery Industry 
Workers of Madeira participates in annual 
negotiations of a “points table” used to determine 
remuneration rates for homeworkers in the 
industry. As mentioned in Chapter 6, in Australia 
the TCFUA created a coalition with community 
groups to launch a national textiles, clothing and 
footwear campaign in 1997. They publicized the 
labels of brands with poor working conditions and 

pushed for decent work through the influence of 
consumers. The campaign led to the negotiation of 
the Homeworkers’ Code of Practice by the TCFUA 
and the Textile Fashion Industry of Australia.37 

The extension of collective agreements may 
offer a response to the difficulty of ensuring 
homeworkers ’ participation in collective 
bargaining that arises from their dispersion and 
isolation. Such extension “generalizes the terms 
and conditions of employment, agreed between 
organized firms and workers, represented 
through their association(s) and union(s), to the 
non-organized firms within a sector, occupation 
or territory”.38 In South Africa, for example, 
the Labour Relations Act expressly enables 
bargaining councils to extend their services 
and functions to workers in the informal sector 
and homeworkers.39 The negotiation of sector-
wide agreements, as in the case of the Italian 
national collective labour agreement of the 
footwear industry that was mentioned in Chapter 
6, also enables a more inclusive approach to 
homeworkers who are not formally part of an 
enterprise.
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With respect to digital labour platforms, an 
example of a bipartite solution emanating from 
social dialogue is the adoption of a voluntary 
code of conduct for crowdworking platforms, 
which was signed in 2015 by eight digital labour 
platforms, with the support of the German 
Crowdsourcing Association and the German 
trade union IG Metall.40 The code of conduct 
sets out a number of principles to promote trust 
and fair cooperation between service providers, 
clients and crowdworkers. It was later revised, 
based on feedback from platform workers, to 
include the principle that platform operators 
should include “local wage standards” among 
the factors they take into account to ensure 
that a “fair and appropriate wage” is paid to 
crowdworkers.41 In 2017, an “ombuds office 
for the Crowdsourcing Code of Conduct” was 
established to enforce the Code of Conduct 
and resolve disputes between workers and 
signatory platforms, regardless of the location 
of the worker. The ombuds office is composed 
of a board of five people – one worker, one 
trade union representative, one platform 
representative, one Crowdsourcing Association 
representative and a neutral chair – and seeks 
to find consensual solutions to the disputes it 
receives. As of 31 December 2019, a total of 44 
cases had been submitted to the ombuds office 
via its online form.42 The bipartite ombuds office 
is an important initiative, given concerns about 
the lack of dispute settlement mechanisms 
available for workers on digital labour platforms. 
It is also a good example of “virtual” labour 
market governance, as all activities, including 
discussions and decisions of the board, are 
conducted online.

7.3.5 Summary

All workers, regardless of their employment 
status and including homeworkers, should enjoy 
freedom of association and the right to collective 
bargaining. Nonetheless, organizing often 
remains a challenge for homeworkers due to 
legal obstacles or the characteristics of their work 
situation, including their isolation, dispersion and, 
except in the case of teleworkers, their informality.

There are, however, successful examples of 
organizations created by and for homeworkers, 
in certain cases with the support of traditional 
trade unions, which were able to strengthen the 
bargaining power of these workers and improve 
their working conditions. Cooperatives also 
contribute to the enhancement of homeworkers’ 
situation, including by providing economic 
support. Sometimes, homeworkers organize 
in cooperatives and later create a union to 
participate in collective bargaining.

Employers’ organizations also have a critical role 
to play in the improvement of the situation of 
homeworkers. Awareness-raising campaigns and 
the development of practical tools for employers 
contribute to improved compliance with applicable 
provisions for the protection of homeworkers.

Social partners’ participation in collective 
bargaining is essential to complement legal 
protection for homeworkers. Extension 
mechanisms and the conclusion of sector-wide 
agreements should be envisaged in view of 
the “special characteristics of home work”, as 
underlined by Convention No. 177. 

Home work on digital labour platforms presents 
additional challenges due to the cross-border 
nature of the work relationships involved. 
Nevertheless, the adoption of a voluntary code of 
conduct by eight crowdworking platforms and the 
subsequent establishment of an ombuds office 
shows that solutions are available.
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 Table 7.3  Key takeaways for improving representation, voice and bargaining

Role of different 
parties in expanding 
representation

Governments Ensure that homeworkers, including those 
considered as self-employed and those in the 
informal economy, effectively enjoy freedom of 
association and the right to collective bargaining.

Trade unions Support homeworkers’ organizing efforts and their 
initiatives to participate in collective bargaining 
and influence legislative intervention to improve 
their working conditions.

Cooperatives Help develop homeworkers’ skills; improve income 
security, including through the provision of social 
protection; and contribute to homeworkers’ 
empowerment efforts.

Employers’ 
organizations

Contribute to awareness-raising efforts among 
employers and provide them with support to help 
implement best practices in the employment of 
homeworkers.

Tools for inclusive 
collective bargaining

Consider sector-wide bargaining and the extension of collective 
agreements with a view to providing more inclusive labour protection 
to homeworkers.

©ILO/B. Birla

Social partners’ participation 
in collective bargaining is 
essential to complement legal 
protection for homeworkers
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	X 7.4 The role of governments

As the findings of this report make clear, there is a need 
for ILO Member States, with the participation of the 
social partners, to develop, implement and periodically 
review a comprehensive policy to improve the situation 
of homeworkers, as required by Convention No. 177.

Doing this will also involve designating one 
or several public authorities responsible 
for the design and implementation of the 
national policy on home work. Workers’ 
and employers’ organizations and, where 
possible, organizations representing 
homeworkers and their employers, 
should participate in this process, but the 
responsibility to design and enforce laws 
and policies in support of decent working 
conditions for homeworkers ultimately rests 
with governments.

These laws and policies must seek to achieve 
the objective of equal treatment between 
homeworkers and other wage earners, as 
required by Convention No. 177. Policy efforts 
in support of home work must also take into 
account the specificities of homeworkers, 
including their invisibility and isolation. 
Moreover, the needs and characteristics 
of the three main types of homeworkers 
(industrial workers, white-collar teleworkers 
and platform workers) are at times distinct 
and measures must be tailored accordingly. 

As explained in Chapter 6, some countries 
have labour laws that include homeworkers 
within the scope of coverage or have laws 
specifically designed for home work. With 
respect to telework, its sudden increase 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
brought renewed interest in the need for 
regulatory measures to address issues that 
are specific to working from home. Many 
legislative advances have been made, but 
implementation remains imperfect and 

homeworkers engaged on digital labour 
platforms remain largely unprotected by law.

With respect to industrial home work, there 
is debate as to whether it is better to include 
homeworkers within the general scope of 
employment law or to have specific laws or 
provisions that are applicable to them.43 Given 
some of the peculiarities of working from 
one’s own home and the difficulties within 
some national jurisdictions of establishing 
employee status in order to benefit from 
the protection of general labour legislation, 
a case can be made for having specific laws 
or provisions that address home work, 
possibly complemented with a sectoral or 
occupational collective agreement. Both 
approaches may also be combined, provided 
that the legal definition of homeworkers is 
broad enough to include all those protected 
by Convention No. 177. Regardless of which 
path is chosen, it is necessary to include 
provisions covering the different aspects of 
the protection of homeworkers, as detailed 
in Convention No. 177 and Recommendation 
No. 184, as well as to undertake efforts to 
ensure that the law is being applied.

Examples of legal provisions addressing 
these different aspects are presented 
in Chapter 6. In addition to the role of 
governments in ensuring that homeworkers 
effectively enjoy freedom of association 
and collective bargaining, as underlined in 
section 7.3, attention is drawn in sections 
7.4.1 to 7.4.9 below to the key elements of a 
global approach. 
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Governments should also address the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic through the development 
of appropriate telework policies for employees 
who suddenly need to work from home, as 
well as through income-support policies for 
industrial homeworkers facing a dramatic drop in 
contractors’ orders.

7.4.1 Making homeworkers 
visible: The need to 
improve statistics 

Despite the requirements of Convention No. 177, 
as mentioned in Chapter 6 homeworkers remain 
at least partially invisible in many labour force 
statistics. Full visibility requires not only that a 
homeworker be counted as such but also that their 
earnings, hours worked and other conditions of 
employment also be adequately recorded. While 
there have been advances to include questions 
that identify the place of work in household 
surveys, few countries include questions that 
can identify home-based workers who are in a 
situation of economic dependency. As discussed 
in Chapter 2, the ICSE-18 represents an important 
step forward for ensuring the identification of 
“dependent contractors”, many of whom are 
homeworkers. As such, countries should move to 
integrate ICSE-18 into their labour force surveys, 
which will also facilitate the identification of digital 
platform workers. The ILO, in partnership with 
the EU and the OECD, is developing a handbook 
for the measurement of platform work to be 
published in 2021. Furthermore, in May 2020, at 
the request of national statistical offices, the ILO 
published guidelines on identifying teleworkers in 
labour force surveys.44 

Another source of information and visibility is 
labour registries. Maintaining labour registries is 
important for legal compliance but also provides 
another source of information about the practice 
of homeworking. Much less research has been 
done into labour registries than into household 
surveys. 

7.4.2 Raising awareness of 
rights and responsibilities

Ensuring that homeworkers receive appropriate 
information on their employment and working 
conditions, in a language that they understand, 
is crucial for raising their awareness of their 
labour rights. Written contracts should include a 
reference to the applicable collective agreement, 
if any, as well as details of the public authority that 
could provide assistance to homeworkers in case 
of need. For workers on digital labour platforms, 
the terms-of-service agreements that workers 
must agree to before they start to work should 
be presented in a human-readable format that is 
clear and concise, akin to the Creative Commons’ 
development of human-readable intellectual 
property licences.45  

Employment contract and other types of 
written documentation, including registers 
of homeworkers and work records, are also 
important to ensure that employers are 
fully aware of their responsibilities towards 
homeworkers. Documentation helps labour 
inspectors to check homeworkers’ conditions 
of work and localize their workplace so that 
inspection visits may take place as appropriate. 
It also facilitates dispute resolution since it 
constitutes evidence supporting the parties’ 
claims. 

In addition, governments, with the support of 
social partners, should undertake campaigns 
to increase homeworkers’ awareness of their 
rights. Legal awareness is associated with greater 
compliance with the law.46 Awareness campaigns 
are a cost-effective means for ensuring that laws 
move beyond the books to their application on 
the ground. 
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Setting 
piece rates is 

complex and to 
be conducted 

accurately 
must involve 

time trials 
with workers

7.4.3 Setting fair wages and 
limiting working hours

As noted above, many homeworkers are paid by the piece. Low 
pay rates often lead them to work excessively long hours to 
earn a living and, as explained in Chapter 6, homeworkers are 
often excluded from the scope of legal provisions on working 
time. Governments’ intervention is needed on these two 
interrelated issues. 

The use of piece rates does not eliminate the obligation to 
ensure that workers earn at least the minimum wage and 
that the principle of equal treatment is respected, whereby 
homeworkers’ rate of remuneration is similar to that received 
by workers on the employers’ premises. Since the minimum 
wage and other on-site wages are typically set at a time rate 
(hourly or monthly), it is necessary to establish a procedure to 
ensure that piece-rate wages, at a minimum, are in line with the 
local minimum wage for the corresponding number of working 
hours. 

Setting piece rates is complex and to be conducted accurately 
must involve time trials with workers. As mentioned in Chapter 
6, several governments, including the Philippines and the 
United Kingdom, have published guidelines on the setting of 
piece rates.47 The ETI, in its principles on setting piece rates 
for homeworkers, describes a simplified approach to carrying 
out a time and motion study that is similar to the one laid out 
by national governments48 (box 7.3) These principles may be 
used by ministries of labour and labour inspectors or best of 
all through joint stakeholder processes to establish fair and 
equitable systems of piece rates for homeworkers. With some 
adjustment, they could also be applied to digital platform work, 
particularly micro-task work, which is paid by the task.
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 Box 7.3. Setting piece-rate pay for homeworkers

Tests should be done to find the “average hourly output rate” for the specific piece or task. The 
average hourly output rate is the number of pieces and fractions of pieces that workers produce in 
one hour. This can be worked out by timing workers while they complete a specific piece or task. To 
make the test as realistic as possible: 

1. Choose homeworkers who are already undertaking this work, rather than asking 
a factory worker to do it or bringing a homeworker into a factory setting. 

2. Do the test in the location where homeworkers carry out their work. This not only 
means that the work is carried out in a realistic environment, but it also helps 
to ensure that the setting up and other administrative tasks that homeworkers 
need to do are included (these tasks are often carried out by others when done 
in a factory setting). 

3. Where it is not practical to do the test in the homeworking location, for example 
where the price has to be agreed prior to placing an order, the assessment should 
replicate the homeworking environment as closely as possible. 

4. Choose workers who work at a representative speed, that is, not the fastest 
workers (homeworkers themselves will usually be able to suggest who could be 
considered to work at an “ordinary” speed).

5. Time a minimum of five homeworkers as they complete the task in question. This 
helps to ensure that the measure is realistic and to engage homeworkers in the 
concept of a fair piece rate, as well as to increase communication of the rate once 
it is set. 

6. Set the piece rate at a level that means that all workers are able to earn the 
minimum wage. Because the person overseeing the test only times workers over 
a relatively short period of time, the system for extrapolating timings of individual 
work processes into a work rate that can be maintained throughout the working 
day must include factors to allow for: 

a. fatigue and rest breaks; 

b. time for setting up the workstation; 

c. time for packing and unpacking materials; and 

d. routine administration. 

7. The rate should also allow for reasonable variations in speed between workers. 
For example, if the rate set is equal to the average rate of a sample of workers, 
then a large proportion of workers risk being unable to achieve the minimum 
wage. Including a correction factor of 20 per cent would mean that almost all 
workers would be able to achieve the minimum wage. 

The calculation would then be as follows: 

Piece rate = Minimum wage (per day or hour) x 120

Average output 

Source: ETI, “Setting Fair Piece Rates for Homeworkers: Key Principles and Possible Approaches”, 2013.
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Another issue highlighted in the ETI principles 
that was inspired by Convention No. 177 and 
Recommendation No. 184 and should be 
considered when setting piece rates is the 
importance of not making deductions from 
homeworkers’ wages for work which is deemed to 
be of poor quality. The principles state that it is the 
employer’s responsibility to provide appropriate 
training and, if necessary, equipment, software or 
materials to ensure the quality of the work. 

In addition, the principles state that homeworkers 
should not have to bear the cost of additional 
expenses, such as the equipment or materials that 
they are required to use, as well as reasonable 
utility costs or the cost of travel and time spent 
travelling to collect materials, and that they 
should be reimbursed for these expenses.

Coupled with measures to limit the workload 
imposed on homeworkers and prevent 
excessively short deadlines for the delivery of 
work, the setting of fair piece rates contributes to 
a limitation of homeworkers’ working time. These 
measures can also reduce the incidence of child 
labour in home work.

In the case of teleworkers, long hours of work 
tend to derive from the increasing blurring 
between work and private life. The introduction of 
a “right to disconnect” in legislation, as is already 
the case in France and other countries, would also 
help protect teleworkers’ health.

7.4.4  Ensuring safe and 
healthy workplaces 

Because home is the place of work, ensuring safe 
and health conditions is made more difficult both 
for employers, as they often lack access to the 
workplace, and for workers, who may be carrying 
out their duties without the proper training or 
equipment. The risks in industrial home work are 
much greater, because workers may be handling 
noxious materials that affect not just their health 

but that of their families. Poor homeworkers 
are also more likely to live in cramped and 
overcrowded housing and may lack a separate 
workspace to carry out their work, or they may 
not be aware of or may not have been given the 
proper equipment needed to carry out their work 
safely. 

As explained in the Occupational Safety and 
Health Convention, 1981 (No. 155), health, in 
relation to work, indicates not merely the absence 
of disease or infirmity, but also includes the 
physical and mental elements affecting health 
that are directly related to safety and hygiene 
at work. Even for workers who work from home, 
governments must ensure that employers comply 
with their duty of care and their obligation to 
provide, in so far as it is reasonably practicable, 
a working environment that is safe and without 
risks to physical and mental health. This includes 
assessing, controlling and mitigating risks in 
locations other than the normal workplace, 
including the worker’s home.49 Workers who are 
informal would still be covered by such provisions 
given that Recommendation No. 204 calls upon 
Member States to “take immediate measures 
to address the unsafe and unhealthy working 
conditions that often characterize work in the 
informal economy” and to promote and extend 
OSH to employers and workers in the informal 
economy (Para. 17).

Recognizing the need to improve safety and 
health in home-based work, the ILO developed 
in the mid-2000s the WISH (Work Improvement 
for Safe Home) action manual to provide 
homeworkers with practical and easy-to-
implement ideas to improve the safety and health 
of their workspaces. The manual provides a 
checklist covering materials storage and handling, 
machine safety, work stations and the physical 
environment.50 It has been used in homeworker 
training in Cambodia, Mongolia and Thailand, 
and in 2019 was used in training-of-trainers 
workshops for the ILO/Japan multi-bilateral 
project entitled “Towards fair and sustainable 
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global supply chains: Promoting decent work 
for invisible workers in South Asia” in both India 
and Nepal.51 The same project has been working 
with the Federation of Handicraft Associations 
of Nepal to develop an OSH code of practice for 
traditional metal statue and jewellery production, 
where there is a major challenge arising from the 
use of mercury to polish gold.

In addition to assessing the physical risks, 
there is also a need to develop and implement 
psychosocial risk assessments, which can help 
to identify and mitigate possible health risks for 
homeworkers, including teleworkers. Apart from 
traditional issues of concern, new phenomena 
such as “virtual presenteeism” should be 
considered.52 Also, some homeworkers engaged 
on digital labour platforms moderate social media 
for violent or pornographic images, a task that 
may negatively impact their mental health. The 
CEACR underlined that this type of work should 
be subject to particular scrutiny by the public 
authorities.53

7.4.5  Eliminating child labour

As noted in Chapters 2 and 5, the presence 
of a homeworker in a household significantly 
increases the likelihood that a child will work in 
that same household. Child labour is an issue that 
many countries have tackled with some success – 
the number of children subjected to child labour 
fell by 94 million between 2000 and 2016 and the 
number of children performing hazardous work 
fell by more than half.54 In the case of home work, 
policies to ensure that homeworkers receive a 
fair remuneration and to regulate the quotas 
and deadlines for work delivery are important 
measures for reducing child labour. Other policies 
for combating child labour are well known: 
benefits such as cash or in-kind transfers to poor 
families as an incentive for school attendance; 
campaigns to raise awareness; and labour 
market inspections with penalties for those found 

employing children. These policies have also been 
applied to homeworker households with at least 
some success.

For example, the Indian Beedi Workers Welfare 
Scholarship provides cash transfers to the 
children of registered beedi homeworkers 
whose household incomes are less than 10,000 
Indian rupees (US$473 PPP) per month. These 
transfers vary from 250 to 2000 rupees (US$12 to 
95 PPP) per year for children and youth enrolled 
in up to and including secondary education. An 
ILO study of beedi workers in four Indian states 
using focus groups found that almost all of the 
beedi workers interviewed had at least one child 
benefiting from the scheme, which reduced child 
labour in beedi work because of the half day spent 
at school.55 Unfortunately, the same study also 
found that girls in many homes were still rolling 
beedis in their spare time when not at school. 
Having girls involved in this work may stem from 
a lack of awareness of the detrimental effects of 
child labour, but it is also a consequence of the 
low wages associated with beedi rolling that put 
pressure on households to complete more work. 

The policies needed to eliminate child labour in 
homeworker households are known and need 
only be applied consistently to yield results. The 
active involvement of government and social 
partners in these efforts is needed. 

7.4.6 Applying a strategic 
compliance model 
of enforcement

Enforcing fair work ing condit ions for 
homeworkers is one of the most challenging 
aspects of the enforcement work of labour 
inspectorates. While many countries have good 
laws on paper, the deficits in working conditions 
highlighted in Chapter 5 attest to a gap between 
the laws on the books and their effective 
implementation on the ground. 
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Apply ing tradit ional labour inspec t ion 
techniques to home work is difficult due to the 
physical location of the place of work – a private 
individual’s home – but also to some of the key 
characteristics of home work (both industrial and 
digital), such as the high levels of informality; 
the difficulty of determining the existence of an 
employment relationship; and as a result the 
lack of clarity of the applicable legal framework. 
Inspectorates are also hampered by problems 
related to the identification of homeworkers. 
In the absence of adequate labour registries 
and high levels of informality, it is difficult for 
authorities to know that home work is occurring. 
Even after learning of its existence, inspection is 
nonetheless difficult to carry out as a result of 
safeguards for individual privacy. As explained 
in Chapter 6, some countries grant inspectorates 
the right to access homeworkers’ homes under 
certain conditions; a few of them extend this 
right to employers with respect to ensuring that 
adequate safety and health protections are in 
place. But access is often restricted.

Thailand’s  example is notable and included the 
adoption of specific legal provisions (see box 7.4) 
and an institutional approach. The Department 
of Labour Protection and Welfare established a 
special Department for Informal Work in July 2017, 
which has a mandate to improve the conditions of 
homeworkers. During its initial work, it was found 
that while labour inspectors were enthusiastic 
about ensuring protection for homeworkers 

and the implementation of the Home Workers 
Protection Act, they lacked an understanding of 
home work and how to enforce protections. In 
response, the Department has organized training 
for regional labour inspectors in implementing 
the Home Workers Protection Act. The photo on 
the opposite page shows a group of inspectors 
at an October 2017 training session held in 
Bangkok.56 

 Box 7.4 Thailand: Legal provisions to ensure compliance with homeworkers’ rights

Under the Homeworkers Protection Act,57 in case of non-payment of wages due to homeworkers, 
they may file a petition with the labour inspectorate, which must investigate the facts and issue 
an order within 30 days. If it appears that the employer owes money to the homeworker, the 
labour inspector issues an order mandating the payment of the corresponding amount. In case of 
disagreement of one of the parties, the case may be referred to the Labour Court. Furthermore, 
when the contract gives undue advantage to the employer over the homeworker, the Labour 
Court has the power to order that it be enforced only so far as it is fair and reasonable.58 

Policy efforts in 
support of home 
work must also 
take into account 
the specificities 
of homeworkers, 
including their 
invisibility and 
isolation
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Given existing limitations, there is a need to develop 
strategic approaches that harness the expertise 
and ground-based knowledge of employers’ 
and workers’ organizations and that work with 
such organizations to promote compliance.59 The 
efforts of the APINDO to improve compliance, 
including the development and dissemination 
of a checklist for employers, is a nice example of 
how social partners support compliance efforts 
(see table 7.2 above). Indeed, compliance efforts 
that engage multiple stakeholders and consist 
of proactive, targeted and tailored interventions 
have been shown, in general, to be most effective 
for achieving enforcement, particularly given 
the limited resources often available to labour 
inspectorates.60 

Harnessing the potential 
of new technology
Strategic compliance is also about harnessing 
the potential of digital technologies. A number of 
initiatives have been taken by public authorities, 
as well as by private companies interested in 
ensuring compliance along their supply chain, 
that could potentially be applied to improve 
conditions for homeworkers. These include 
Sourcemap, a supply chain analytics platform 
that helps companies to identify instances of 
non-compliance with labour and environmental 
regulations within their extended supply chains. 
It has been applied to the cocoa sector to ensure 
that child labour is not used in production.61 

Training of labour inspectors on the implementation of the 
Home Workers Protection Act, Bangkok, October 2017.
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Another supply chain management system is 
BanQu, which allows workers to create digital 
identities that are tracked and verified using 
a blockchain.62 In an effort to ensure payment 
of wages, the Central Bank of the United Arab 
Emirates has created a digital wage protection 
system whose use is mandatory for all registered 
companies. Employers use eNetwasal, the 
country’s electronic services portal, to create files 
to record salary information for each employee. 
The same portal is used to send these files to 
each worker’s bank, where workers can then 
access payment. Each transaction is recorded 
in a Ministry of Labour database.63 A similar 
wage protection system is used in Qatar.64 Such 
systems could be developed in other countries 
where homeworking is prevalent. 

On digital labour platforms, the data and the 
tracking that make algorithmic management 
feasible offer a means of monitoring working 
conditions. Governments can require that these 
data be made available to inspectorates or 
other government agencies in order to ensure 
compliance with, for example, minimum wage 
laws or working hours. Under the EU’s General 
Data Protection Regulation, workers have the 
right to access their personal information, 
potentially giving them a means to validate their 
work histories on specific platforms. The non-
profit organization WorkerExchange was founded 
with the mission to help workers gain access and 
insight into the data collected from them on 
digital platforms.65 

The monitoring of workers on digital labour 
platforms or of employees who are teleworking 
poses questions related to workers’ data privacy. 
The ILO’s Code of Practice on the Protection of 
Workers’ Personal Data provides guidance on 
this subject matter.66 It states in its principles 
that “[d]ecisions concerning a worker should not 
be based solely on the automated processing 
of that worker’s personal data,” that “[p]ersonal 
data collected by electronic monitoring should 
not be the only factors in evaluating worker 
performance” and that “[w]orkers and their 
representatives should be kept informed of any 
data collection process, the rules that govern that 
process, and their rights.”

7.4.7 Improving access 
to social protection 

As explained in Chapter 5, the informality that 
is common in home work restricts the access 
of homeworkers to social protection. Both 
Convention No. 177 and Recommendation No. 184 
insist on the need to ensure that homeworkers 
benefit from social security protection and clarify 
that this may be done by extending or adapting 
existing social security schemes or by developing 
special schemes for homeworkers. As highlighted 
in Recommendation No. 202, social protection 
floors that guarantee at least a basic level of 
social security to everyone should constitute a 
fundamental element of national social security 
systems and are particularly relevant for many 
homeworkers. 

There are several legal solutions for extending 
coverage to homeworker s .  The mos t 
straightforward is to extend the coverage of 
existing schemes to homeworkers through 
changes in labour or social security legislation 
or by judicial or administrative action, thereby 
facilitating their transition to formal employment. 
This avenue would allow homeworkers to 
access the same level of social security as other 
employees. Homeworkers would be recognized 
as employees and their employers would have 
to pay the same social security contributions on 
their behalf as for other employees. In addition 
to adapting legal frameworks, attention should 
also be given to addressing financial and 
administrative barriers to facilitate access and to 
ensuring that both workers and their employers 
are aware of their social security rights and 
obligations.

The difficulties inherent in home work, however, 
do not simply disappear with a law stating that 
homeworkers have the same rights as other 
workers. Long supply chains still make identifying 
the employer a difficult task and invisibility still 
makes it hard for the state to enforce these laws. 
A second approach is to adapt existing schemes 
to facilitate access for homeworkers, taking into 
account their specific situation. For example, this 
may be done through a special social security 
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contribution, sometimes with lower contribution 
thresholds. The Government of Thailand pays 30 
per cent of their social security contributions for 
homeworkers and other categories of workers. 
Another example is the “microemprendedor 
individual” and SIMPLES legislation in Brazil, which 
allows previously informal self-employed workers 
and employers, respectively, to contribute to 
social security through simplified mechanisms. 

Another avenue is to approach home work 
from the point of view of each economic sector. 
Legislation can be enacted for specific economic 
sectors whose supply chains are well understood 
by the state. Australia has adopted this approach 
in the textiles, clothing and footwear sector, in 
which protections are extensive (see Chapter 6). 

A variant on the sector approach is the trade 
or welfare board model, which finances social 
protection through taxes levied on the sector. 
The beedi board in India is an example. As 
explained in Chapter 5, beedi companies pay a 
tax per thousand beedis to the welfare board, 
workers pay a small fee to become members 
and the central and state governments make 
varying contributions. Such a model of taxing the 
end product can facilitate the financing of social 
security in situations where it is not possible to 
collect social security contributions throughout 
complex supply chains.67 The obvious limitation of 
this model is that it only applies to homeworkers 
in these sectors and thus risks problems with 
sustainability (as it is limited to a specific pool of 
workers) and labour mobility (when workers shift 
to other economic sectors). 

These different alternatives can be placed on 
a continuum of universality versus specificity. 
They are not incompatible with each other 
and allow countries to tailor solutions to 
their specific needs. When developing such 
policies, however, it is necessary to consider the 
gendered characteristics of homeworking. While 
homeworking is not exclusively female and social 

protection must also be adequate for the minority 
of male homeworkers, any social protection 
scheme that does not consider the impact of 
gender will risk leaving women unprotected. 
Homeworker legislation cannot be gender-blind.

It is also important to recognize the social fragility 
of homeworkers. In many countries, schemes that 
require homeworkers to go through the justice 
system to access their rights are likely not to 
work as they may lose access to work while doing 
so. With that fragility in mind, social protection 
mechanisms designed on behalf of homeworkers 
should be designed in consultation with their 
organizations and their employers’ organizations. 

7.4.8 Improving access to 
quality public child care 

Women (and some men) have turned to working 
from home as a means of better reconciling 
work with care responsibilities. Yet most studies 
show that women homeworkers work when their 
children are asleep or are otherwise occupied, 
since they cannot concentrate on their work and 
their children at the same time. Women may also 
ask other family members, such as an eldest 
daughter or other relative, to look after younger 
children. They may also involve the children in 
their work. 

Paradoxically, this means that childcare is 
important for homeworkers, just as it is for 
commuting workers. There are four common 
models: employer-provided childcare at or close to 
the workplace; publicly provided  childcare close 
to the home; home-based child care enabled by 
visits by public agents who advise parents on how 
to stimulate their children; and (usually informal) 
community childcare close to home. Given 
that childcare provided by employers on their 
premises is not a possibility for homeworkers, 
they have only the three other alternatives.
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High-quality publicly provided childcare is of 
course the gold standard. Unfortunately, access 
to public childcare is limited throughout the 
world. Data on early childhood education reveal 
that only half of the world’s children are enrolled 
in pre-primary education, primarily in high-
income countries whose pre-primary enrolment 
ratio is 83 per cent.68 In low-income countries, 
only 22 per cent of children have access to publicly 
provided pre-primary childcare.69 In low- and 
middle-income countries, public preschools are 
far more likely to be in affluent areas. Increasing 
access to pre-primary education helps children 
and parents and remains an important policy 
goal, but is unlikely to be expanded quickly. 

Home-based childcare enabled by visits by 
public agents has been shown to be effective in 
improving outcomes for children,70 but will hardly 
do much to free women for better engagement in 
home work (or commuting work for that matter). 
This leaves community childcare, of which there 
is a huge and largely unregulated and which may 
vary from relatively well-structured institutions 
linked to churches or NGOs to completely informal 
“aunties” who will take care of other women’s 
children in their own home, usually for a modest 
fee. These informal networks exist throughout 
the world and are often ignored by the state. 
Regulating and supporting community childcare 
provisions while maintaining the commitment to 
eventual universal public provision is a possibility 
to improve the control that homeworkers have 
over their time.
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Childcare is 
important for 
homeworkers, 
just as it is for 
commuting 
workers
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7.4.9 Promote training and 
career development

As mentioned in Chapter 6, Convention No. 177 
requires governments to promote equal 
treatment for homeworkers in relation to “access 
to training”. Moreover, Recommendation No. 184 
provides that each Member State, in cooperation 
with employers’ and workers’ organizations, 
should promote and support programmes that 
provide “training to improve homeworkers’ skills 
(including non-traditional skills, leadership and 
negotiating skills), productivity, employment 
opportunities and income-earning capacity” 
and training which is “carried out as close as 
practicable to the workers’ homes” and does not 
require unnecessary formal qualifications”. 

And yet providing training for homeworkers 
continues to be a challenge, since on-the-job 
training is usually designed for those who 
work on the employer ’s premises. Various 
alternatives exist for increasing homeworkers’ 
access to training, though these depend 
crucially upon the type of homeworker that 
needs the training.

There are many examples of industrial 
homeworkers receiving training from their 
own organizations, NGOs and the public 
sector. In India, all three have been engaged in 
attempts to retrain beedi rollers to work in other 
industries as demand for beedis falls.71 Likewise, 
homeworkers’ organizations and governments 
have, on their own or jointly, trained industrial 
homeworkers in Indonesia, Thailand and the 
Philippines.72 The usual format is a training 
workshop held close to homeworkers’ homes. 
Much of the training is to provide management 
abilities, such as entrepreneurial skills for own-
account home-based workers, but there has also 
been training in directly productive skills such 
as improving sewing. As usual with on-the-job 
training, the results are varied but the crucial 
result is that providing training to industrial 
homeworkers is entirely feasible. 

Crowdworkers and teleworkers, on the other 
hand, are IT-enabled homeworkers. This 
immediately suggests the use of IT-enabled 
training. The ILO survey of crowdworkers in 
Ukraine, for example, shows that indeed this 
medium is used for acquiring new skills and that 
such skills allow them to access higher paying 
tasks.73 The entire cost of this training, however, 
falls on the crowdworkers themselves. 

However, limiting the training of teleworkers 
to IT-enabled training may deprive them of the 
opportunity to understand a firm’s internal 
culture and build networks within the firm. On the 
other hand, the same reasons that lead workers to 
choose home work in the first place may restrict 
their participation in on-site training. 

In conclusion, although there are various 
approaches to homeworker training that have 
been tried successfully, there is still room for 
improvement. First, the modalities of training 
should be expanded and diversified, taking into 
account homeworkers’ particular needs, in order 
to increase access. Second, the skills acquired by 
homeworkers through non-formal and informal 
means should be recognized and certified. 

7.4.10 Summary

Tackling the decent work deficits that are present 
in home work requires efforts on numerous 
policy fronts. While policy development and 
implementation is the role of governments, such 
efforts require collaboration with social partners, 
who can help with design and also in working with 
homeworkers, employers and their intermediaries 
to ensure the successful implementation of such 
policies. Table 7.4 summarizes the policy areas 
that need particular policy effort and attention. 
With the exception of eliminating child labour, 
which is a problem associated with industrial 
home work, all the policy areas that require 
action are important for the three types of home 
work studied in this report: industrial home work, 
digital platform work and telework.

	X Chapter 7. Towards decent work for homeworkers 252



Industrial home work and the poverty that often 
surrounds it require concerted policy action on all 
fronts, beginning with increasing the visibility of 
the work, extending legal protections and making 
them aware of their rights. For the large majority 
of them, it also means ensuring their transition to 
formal employment. Written contracts are critical, 
in particular for enforcement. This chapter has 
outlined practical solutions for setting fair wages, 
ensuring safe and healthy working conditions, 
eliminating child labour and improving social 
protection coverage and access to childcare. The 
policy solutions are proven and effective – they 
just need to be applied. 

For digital platform homeworkers, the cross-
border nature of their activities raises the 
question of applicable legislation. Nevertheless, 
there are some policy areas that need attention, 
such as ensuring that contracts (terms-of-service 
agreements) are presented in understandable 
language  and using data generated from the 
work to monitor working conditions. The time and 
motion studies used for setting fair wages can 

be applied to platform work. Platforms can also 
work with governments in devising solutions to 
combat the psychosocial effects stemming from 
the work of content moderation, as discussed 
in Chapter 4. Policies are also needed to ensure 
social protection coverage and access to training 
for platform workers. 

For teleworkers, policymakers should pay most 
attention to ensuring that the law is being 
applied and to increasing legal awareness among 
teleworkers. In particular, attention should be 
given to ensuring equal treatment between 
homeworkers and similar employees working 
on employers’ premises. Given the potential 
risks of social isolation, it is necessary to develop 
actions to address workers’ safety and health.  
The introduction of a “right to disconnect” is also 
an important policy measure for limiting working 
time and protecting teleworkers’ health. Finally, 
the provision of quality childcare and training 
is important for teleworkers, just as it is for the 
other types of home work. 

 Table 7.4  Key policy actions for governments

Adopting a national 
policy on home 
work

Develop and implement a gender-responsive legal and policy framework 
that provides equal treatment for all categories of homeworkers in 
relation to other wage earners and, for those in the informal economy, 
facilitate their transition to formal employment.

Regularly review and, if necessary, clarify and adapt regulations on the 
employment relationship following the guidance of Recommendation 
No. 198.

Freedom of 
association 
and collective 
bargaining

Ensure that homeworkers effectively enjoy freedom of association and 
the right to collective bargaining.

Improving 
homeworkers’ 
visibility

Adopt ICSE-18 principles in household survey questionnaires.

Improve labour registries.

Raising awareness Ensure that homeworkers are provided with written documentation of 
their contractual conditions, in understandable language.

Undertake campaigns to improve homeworkers’ knowledge of their 
legal rights and employers’ understanding of their responsibilities 
towards homeworkers.
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Setting fair wages 
and limiting 
working hours

Ensure that homeworkers receive at least the applicable minimum wage 
rates.

Ensure equal treatment between homeworkers and similar workers on 
employers’ premises.

Ensure the payment of fair piece rates, including with the use of time 
and motion studies.

Limit homeworkers’ workload and ensure that reasonable deadlines are 
set for the delivery of work batches.

Provide teleworkers with the right to disconnect.

Ensuring safe and 
healthy workplaces

Ensure that homeworkers receive proper safety training and equipment 
and are not exposed to hazardous substances.

Work with homeworkers, employers and their respective organizations to 
develop practical and easy-to-implement measures to improve the safety and 
health of their work environment, including psychosocial risks. 

Eliminating child 
labour

Set piece-rate earnings at a level that is high enough and with sufficient 
time for completion so that homeworkers do not need to turn to their 
children for assistance.

Apply proven policies: cash or in-kind transfers to poor families as an 
incentive for school attendance; provision of educational services for 
children; campaigns to raise awareness; and labour inspections with 
penalties for those found employing children.

Applying a strategic 
compliance model 
of enforcement

Work with labour inspectorates to improve their understanding of home 
work and how to enforce protections. Facilitate labour inspectors’ access 
to homeworkers’ workplaces in appropriate cases, taking account of 
privacy regulations.

Harness the expertise and ground-based knowledge of employers’ and 
workers’ organizations and work with them to promote compliance.

Harness the potential of digital technologies for improving compliance.

Ensuring social 
protection coverage 

Extend existing labour and social security legislation to homeworkers, 
through either specific legislation or judicial or administrative action.

Establish contribution levels and mechanisms that are adapted to 
homeworkers’ practical situations.

Ensuring access to 
quality child care

Expand the provision of publicly provided childcare, while regulating and 
supporting community childcare.

Promoting training 
and career 
development

Expand and diversify modalities of training in order to increase 
homeworkers’ access to training and career development.

Ensure the recognition and certification of the skills acquired by 
homeworkers through non-formal and informal means.
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	X 7.5 Conclusion

It has been 25 years since the International 
Labour Conference adopted Convention No. 177  
and its accompanying Recommendation 
No. 184. The Convention promotes equality 
of treatment between homeworkers 
and other wage earners, recognizing the 
right of homeworkers to establish or join 
organizations of their own choosing; to be 
protected against discrimination; to enjoy 
safe and healthy work environments; to 
receive fair wages; to have access to social 
protection and training; and to be free of 
child labour. It calls for labour statistics to 
include homeworkers and for a system of 
labour inspection applicable to home work. 
The unstated objective of the Convention 
is the transformation of home work into a 
source of decent work. 

Over the last quarter century, there have 
been some improvements in the working 
conditions of homeworkers, but they have 
fallen short of the hopes of the delegates 
and stakeholders who took part in the 
development of the standards. Only ten 
countries have ratified the Convention and 
few governments have a comprehensive 
policy for home work in place. Many 
household surveys still cannot adequately 
identify homeworkers and 87 per cent of the 
nearly 50 million homeworkers identified are 
informal, which means that they are absent 
from labour registries. Few countries have 
labour inspection schemes adapted for 
home work. 

Because it takes place in the home, it is 
no surprise that home work is a highly 
gendered form of production. Since 
women the world over still shoulder the 
burden of unpaid care work, women often 
turn to working from home as a way to 
combine care responsibilities with paid 
income opportunities, even if it often 
results in an extension of the working day. 
Nevertheless, the opportunity to work 
from home is welcome by women and men 
seeking flexibility, as well as by workers with 
disabilities who may otherwise have fewer 
opportunities for paid work. 

Yet the shortcomings of the last two 
decades in policy advances continue to 
affect homeworkers, though in different 
ways. Industrial home work is subject to 
the greatest decent work deficits. Perhaps 
most disconcerting is the presence of safety 
and health risks arising from the handling 
of tools and chemicals that are seldom 
adapted to the home, as well as the absence 
of protective equipment and training in 
safe practices. Because of fluctuations in 
the demand for work and because work 
is often paid by the piece, industrial home 
work is also associated with long hours, low 
wages and the presence of child labour. Yet 
industrial home work remains a critical part 
of countless value chains and will remain so 
for the foreseeable future. 

Home work in services has expanded over 
the past half century, buoyed by advances 
in information and communication 
technologies. This trend is expected to 
continue along with the rise of teleworking 
and the development of digital labour 
platforms that allow service work to be 
outsourced seamlessly to crowdworkers 
located throughout the world. Because 
teleworkers are by definition employees, 
there are fewer decent work deficits for 
these workers when laws are applied, but 
nonetheless there are risks related to long 
hours, the blurring of work and family 
life, social isolation, the wage penalties of 
working from home and discrimination. 
In the course of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
stories are already being told of employees 
working from home who have been 
dismissed as a result of perceptions that 
family responsibilities were impairing their 
performance. The decent work deficits 
for crowdworkers are similar to those 
experienced by industrial homeworkers as 
they are typically in a legislative grey zone 
and informal. Like industrial home workers, 
they face unpredictable work hours, low 
wages and are short-changed on social 
protection and training opportunities. 
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This scenario of limited improvement in the lives 
of homeworkers was already a source of concern 
in 2019, before the world was brutally hit by the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. Almost overnight, 
wide swathes of the world’s workers began to turn 
to home work as a way to maintain both their jobs 
and their lives. Yet due to the slow pace of policy 
action over the last two decades, most countries did 
not have an adequate policy framework for dealing 
with home work. Many household surveys still do 
not have a place of work question and very few have 
ancillary questions for identifying and qualifying 
homeworkers and their jobs. 

Although there has certainly been improvement 
in establishing contributory and non-contributory 
mechanisms to provide homeworkers and other 
informal workers with social protection, these 
have fallen far short, making the provision of 
social protection during the pandemic much 
more difficult than it would have been had such 
mechanisms been more widespread. The lack 
of regulation of hours worked from home has 
meant that many of those who have switched 
to working from home find themselves unable 
to log off, contributing to an increase in anxiety 
and mental duress. In other words, the world 
would have been better prepared to deal with the 
home work resulting from COVID-19 had it given 
more consideration to Convention No. 177 and its 
accompanying Recommendation No. 184 during 
the last two decades. 

One likely consequence of COVID-19, even 
when the pandemic is finally controlled, is that 
homeworking will be much more widespread in 
the years to come than it was in 2019. The “great 
homeworking experiment” has shown that 
working from home can be highly productive and 
that it is applicable in a wide range of occupations 
and industries. Given the possibility of other labour 
market disruptions in the future, homeworking 
may well feature as a key method of operation 
adopted by firms and their workers. All this means 
that Convention No. 177 and Recommendation 
No. 184 are more relevant than ever before. 

International organizations, beginning with the 
ILO, have developed many instruments that 
provide guidance for governments seeking to 
build comprehensive home work policies, but 
more needs to be done to evaluate initiatives, 
disseminate good practices and provide technical 
assistance on their effective implementation. The 
efforts of lead firms in global supply chains to 

develop and apply good practices that recognize 
and support the contributions of homeworkers 
through private compliance initiatives also have a 
role to play, particularly considering the importance 
of supply chains in world commerce. Workers’ and 
employers’ organizations also have a crucial role to 
play in negotiating better working conditions while 
maintaining and improving productivity. Yet much 
of the responsibility for establishing comprehensive 
home work policies falls on governments. Key 
policy areas include improving the visibility of 
homeworkers; raising awareness of their rights 
and responsibilities; setting fair wages and 
limiting working hours; ensuring safe and healthy 
workplaces; eliminating child labour; applying 
a strategic compliance model of enforcement; 
ensuring social protection coverage; ensuring 
access to quality childcare; and promoting training 
and career development.  Much remains to be done 
by governments, in consultation and partnership 
with workers’ and employers’ organizations and, 
where they exist, with associations of homeworkers 
and of their employers. 

If we do this diligently, then perhaps we can ensure 
that all homeworkers – whether they are weaving 
rattan in Indonesia, tagging photos in Egypt, 
sewing masks in Uruguay or teleworking in France 
– have access to decent work.

The world would have 
been better prepared 
to deal with the home 
work resulting from 
COVID-19 had it given 
more consideration 
to Convention No. 177 
and its accompanying 
Recommendation 
No. 184 during the 
last two decades
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Shea nut processing is an important economic activity for women 
in the Gbanyamli community in the Northern region of Ghana.
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