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Women and Informal Employment 
 
Women constitute a vast majority of informally employed and the poor around the world. 
They are also likely to number much more than reflected in available statistics. In many 
cases, there is underreporting because they do not view themselves as workers. The home-
based nature of many of their activities also contributes to the invisibility of women’



Development Report, 1999 on globalization presents empirical evidence on feminization of 
the labor force1, a two-prong process that consists of (UNDP, 2000): 
�� an increase in the share of women in paid employment 
�� a transformation of the conditions of paid work where more jobs are part-time, casual, 

informal, irregular, flexible, and precarious--characteristics that are typical of women’s 
work  

 
Regional Trends of Informal Employment 
 
The term informal employment is used here instead of informal sector because there was full 
employment until transition Central and Eastern Europe. The region has had a long 
experience of informal economic activities, but now it is endemic, involving some high-
income illegal activities as well as many that are merely survival work, in



 
The unit of analysis here is women and their ‘employment’ and not only ‘sectors’ or 
enterprises. Since poverty and unemployment have been rapidly growing in Central and 
Eastern Europe, informal employment touches a wide range of people including 
professionals. While this analysis is inclusive of the working poor engaged in informal 
employment it does not deal with the underground economy, which includes a range of 
illegal activities such as drug, arms and human trafficking.  
 
Historically there were two waves of informalization in Central and Eastern Europe. The first 
wave that took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s was characterized by two types of 
informalization of employment and social and economic rights. On the one hand 
unemployment increased rapidly from full employment in a planned economy to real 
unemployment of 20 percent or more in a matter of few years pushing people into informal 
work arrangements. At the same time, this period of rapid privatization often resulted in an 
informalization of previously regulated sectors of social protection and labor rights of 
workers (Musiolek, 2001).  
 
The second wave of informalization came about in the second half of the 1990s. The 
transition processes and EU accession converged with global economic trends at this time. 
Increase in subcontracting arrangements for export purposes in a number of export-oriented 
industries such as garments, footwear and electronics was one of the key trends of 
informalization. By 1998, 50 to 70 percent of measured economic activity in the region was 
taking place in the private sector. In most countries of the region self-employment is more 
common among men than among women (see Annex 1). Many women who are self-
employed are struggling to earn even a subsistence living, especially when living in rural 
areas. Deterioration of enforcement of labor laws and lack of capital and inca



In this paper, informal employment of women in Central and Eastern Europe is categorized  
across two axis (see chart below).  The horizontal axis extends from the most traditional 
forms of economic activities (street vending, artisanal work, personal and social services--
child care, elderly and sick care) to more modern ones (export oriented subcontracting work-- 
garments, footwear and electronics). The vertical axis extends from legal to illegal activities. 
In this paper the definition and discussion of informal employment does not include 
underground activities. While illegal work might be considered informal, underground 
economic activities such as arms, drug, or human trafficking are not included in this 
discussion of informal employment. It is important to note, however, a gray area exists when 
discussing informal work that is legal, but may include some tax evasions or labor code 
violations. 
 

Framework for Informal Employment in Central and Eastern Europe 
                                                          Legal 
 

 
 street vending     subcontract work for export 
 crafts work      (garments, footwear, electronics) 
personal & social services     tutoring; translation services  
(child, elderly, sick care) 

 
 
The ‘gray area’ falls within the 
boundaries of informal employment                    
in the legal realm (some possible 
tax evasion or  labor code violations)       
  
 



rest of the world. At the beginning of transition, women in the region had high rates of 
participation in the labor force compared to women in the rest of the world. In the Baltic 
States or in Belarus, Russia and Ukraine the gender gap in labor force participation was just a 
few percentage points, comparable to Sweden, the leader among market economies in this 
area. Poland, Hungary and Romania had bigger gender gaps, but they still compared ay9 fin the
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exchange goods. There is documentation of rural women in Central Europe who pick 
mushrooms and fruit, and add some value to it by processing it for sale to large Western 
European multinationals. 
 
Piece-rate home workers: At the other end of the scale is the piece-rate homework, done for 
modern industries, in subcontracting chains. This region is part of global value chains due to 
its geographic proximity to Western European markets.  Shifts in subcontracting work in a 
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Multiple strategies are needed for women’s informal work to be economically empowering.  
Among these are international solidarity, ILO Conventions, economic organizing, policy 
advocacy, media outreach, public awareness raising, and worker education. Possible next 
steps in the region include: 
 

�� identifying and developing definitions & statistics on informal employment 
�� undertaking policy advocacy for national policies on informal employment  
�� establishing dialogue with key stakeholders (local governments, women’s NGOs, 

researchers, to integrate informal employment in their work) 
�� introducing ILO convention on home-based work as a standard for home-based work 
�� helping women home based workers create and develop their own organizations  
�� launching research in areas where there are gaps in knowledge 
�� developing common strategies with international solidarity networks such as 

HomeNet, WIEGO, etc. 
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