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2 LABORSTA includes yearly data on the economically active population, employment, unemployment, hours 
of work, wages, labour cost, consumer price indices, occupational injuries and strikes and lockouts. Usually, 
information on the status of employment (wage employee, self-employed, employer) and sector of activity 
(agriculture, industry, services) is added. We also consider child employment to belong to the list of basic 
indicators, given the extent to which these data are available for developing countries.  
3 The emphasis on “decent work” is also present in the Millennium Development Goals for the youth (Target 16: 
“In cooperation with developing countries, develop and implement strategies for decent and productive work for 
youth”)  
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4 Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO), for instance, proposes to use as 
indicator of employment the structure of employment (as share of total employment) by sex, disaggregated by 
status and rural/urban location. WIEGO is a global research-policy network that seeks to improve the status of 
the working poor, especially women, in the informal economy. The Members and Associates of the WIEGO 
network are drawn from its three constituencies: member-based organizations of informal workers; research, 
statistical, and academic institutions; and international development agencies (non-governmental and inter-
governmental). See www.wiego.org. 
5 NALEDI (2003) and Sastry (2002) use recent labour force surveys in South Africa and India which also 
include household expenditure data, and illuminate the relationship between informal employment and poverty.  
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6 Both World Development Indicators and Human Development Reports normally do not go beyond this list.  
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7 For more information on MICS, see http://www.childinfo.org/areas/childlabour/ 
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8  LABORSTA is composed of relational, independent databases. For more information, see  
http://laborsta.ilo.org 
9 At present, LABORSTA data are not yet fully comparable and its coverage is not complete. Approximately 
70% of all countries lack figures for unemployment, and the proportion is much higher in some regions such as 
Africa. (Source: World Employment Report 2004-05).  There is still room for improvement on basic indicators 
in terms of availability and comparability. This does not eliminate, however, the need for additional indicators.    
10 According to UNICEF, in 2000, about 50 developing countries had collected data on child labour using MICS, 
while other 50 countries were in the process of collecting it.  
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Table I. Shortlist of employment indicators  
 

Protection: 
   
Income: 
 

  Safety:  
 
Time: 
 
 

Quantity:   

1. Informal employment 
  
2. Income from employment (including self-employed earnings) 
 

3. Occupational hazard  (accidents, illnesses and workplace 
exposures)  
 

4. Under/over employment (prefer to work more/less than at present)    
  

5. Multiple activities (number of income-generating occupations)  
 

6. Discouraged unemployed (prefer to work but have stopped 
searching) 
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11 The ILO and the World Bank are working together to create a new list of indicators of Decent and Productive 
Employment for the Millennium Development Goals (MDG), but we were unable to find any record of this list..  
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12 The ILO as a rights-based organization considers “right at work” to be a basic dimension of quality of work. It 
may be useful therefore to consider an additional set of indicators to fully describe and analyse the relationship 
between the labour market and poverty, where the latter is looked at from a rights perspective. Among important 
rights are: the right to belong to a trade union through membership; access to institutional mechanisms to obtain 
redress when labour rights, as enshrined in national laws and/or as adopted as international standards, are 
violated; and the ability of workers to bargain for a reasonable salary, especially a minimum salary. 
13 We underscore the difference between ‘informal economy’ and ‘informal sector’ where the former refers to a 
broader category which encompasses “the expanding and increasingly diverse group of workers and enterprises 
in both rural and urban area operating in informality” (ILO 2002: 2). The term “informal economy” does not 
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include the ‘hidden’ or ‘underground’ economy. “Many enterprises deliberately operate illegally, and often very 
profitably, engaging in criminal and socially undesirable activities such as drug trafficking.” (ILOAIDS 2002: 2) 
14  Making this distinction is important not only for definitional matters but also for the derived policy 
implications. 
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15 Three dominant schools of thought on the Informal Sector are: the dualist school (Hart, ILO), the structuralist 
school (Moser, Portes), and the legalist school (de Soto). (Chen et al., 2004).  
16 “Informal employment is particularly important in developing countries, where it comprises one half to three 
quarters of non-agricultural employment: specifically, 48 per cent in Northern Africa; 51 per cent in Latin 
America; 65 per cent in Asia; and 72 per cent in sub-Saharan Africa” (Chen et al., 2005, p. 39).   
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Box I – Questions to determine informality 
Q1. How many people altogether work in the same organisation as you do this work?  

Number 
Q2. (for employers, own-account workers and contributing family workers) Has the 

enterprise been already registered? 
1. Yes 
2. Is in the process of being registered 
3. No  
4. Do not know  
5. Do not want to answer  

Q3. Are you employed temporarily or permanently? 
1. Temporarily 
2. Permanently 

Q4. When you started this job, did you sign a written contract?  
1. Yes  
2. No  

Q5. For this work …  Yes No Do not know 
(a) Will you receive a retirement pension?    
are you entitled to …  
(b) paid holidays ? 

   

(c) paid sick leave?    
(d) social security benefits ?    
(e) free or subsidised medical care?     
(f) maternity leave?    

Source: Hussmanns 2004. 
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17 “The indications of a decent work deficit in the global labour market, from the absence of social protection to 
the absence of basic rights at work, are many.  A key economic indicator of that deficit is whether men and 
women earn enough from their work to lift themselves and their families out of poverty. It is here where 
productivity matters most. It is through productivity that a material link exists between employment of any sort 
and decent work. This, by implication, suggests that a narrow focus on “unemployment” and “employment” as a 
means of describing labour market conditions is, in fact, a sorely inadequate gauge for most countries of the 
world”  (WER 2004). 
18 UNIFEM (2005) uses a slightly different definition of working poor, as “people from poor households who 
are working” or, in other words “workers who are from poor households”. The focus in this definition is not on 
individual earnings but on household earnings.   
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Box II – Questions to determine income from self-employment 
Q1. In a good month, how much profit does this business/enterprise/ farm normally 

make (net of costs)?  (rupees) 
Q2. What is the total value of equipment/stock that is used in the business? (rupees) 

Source: Aslam et al. 2006 
�

                                                
19 It could be argued that a third approach to estimating income from work is related to “withdrawals” which 
estimates income derived in terms of the amount used by the person for household consumption.  
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20 At present, information is available for only African countries, most of them belonging to North Africa. The 
ILO is in the process of publishing a manual on collecting statistics on injuries through household surveys and 
through establishment surveys. The proposals are based on the results of an experimental exercise in which 
modules attached to labour force surveys and to establishment surveys were tested in 3 countries: Philippines, 
Nigeria and Jamaica. ILO does not extend the list of indicators to illnesses for two reasons: objectively isolating 
those that are work-related and the absence of international standards on the classification of occupational 
diseases. 
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Box III – Questions to determine occupational hazards 
Accident 
Q1. Have you suffered any accidental injury during the past 12 months? 
No  
Yes � Q1.1. Total number of accidents caused by work with more than 24 hours lost time  
 Q1.2. Total accidents caused by work requiring a medical consultation 
 Q1.3. Does the injury have a  

1. No permanent effect 
2. Permanent effect, able to work in the same job 
3. Permanent effect, able to work, not in the same job  
4. Permanent effect, not able to work at all 

 
 Illness 
Q2.1.  Have you stopped working during the past 12 months due to any health  problems (illness) related to                      

your work?     Yes / No 
 

Q2.2 Have you stopped working during the past 12 months due to any health  problems (illness) that was 
aggravated by your work?        Yes / No 

 
 

Q2.3. How would you describe this illness? 
1. Upper respiratory disease (e.g. throat, nose, sinuses) 
2. Lower respiratory disease (e.g. asthma, TB, pneumonia) 
3. Hearing loss 
4. Upper limb disorder (e.g.neck, shoulder, arm, wrist, 

hand) 
5. Lower limb disorders (e.g. legs, foot)  
6. Other musculoskeletal (back, hip)  
7. Skin diseases 

8. Eyes strain, eye problems  
9. Headaches 
10. Other organ damage (e.g. liver, kidney)  
11. Cardiovascular disease 
12. Stress / depression  
13. Other  

 

 
Workplace exposures (main activity)  
Q3. Indicate with a tick if present or true, a cross if not present and ‘0’ if no answer 
1. Inadequate clean water supplies;  
2. Toilets inadequate / dirty  
3. Tripping hazards;  
4. Machine parts unguarded; 
5. Work with cutting/ grinding hand tools 
6. Noise too loud to talk normally;  
7. Exposed to extreme heat source  

8. Use red or purple triangle chemicals  
9. Mineral dusts in workplace  
10. Vegetable dusts in workplace  
11. Handling heavy loads  
12. Uncomfortable work posture  
13. Long hours of standing  

Source: Loewenson 1997. 

                                                
21 The UK Labour Force Survey includes a module on illnesses and injuries at work. These questions are 
particularly well-suited for formal employment activities.  
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Box IV – Questions to determine under- and over-employment 
Q1. What is the main reason for which you worked less than 40 hours?  

1. It is your normal schedule 
2. The work schedule was reduced due to low production or sales  
3. Lack of credit or financing  
4. Household work, caring for children 
5. Family or personal reasons, sickness or accident 
6. There is no more work  
7. Other (specify)  

Q2. Considering the total number of hours worked last week, would you like to work 
more hours to obtain additional income? 
1. Yes  
2. No  

Q3. (if the person is working more than 45 hours per week) Considering the total 
number of hours worked last week, would you like to work fewer hours at the 
expense of a reduction in income? 
1. Yes  
2. No  

Source: Nicaragua EMNV 2001. 
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Box V – Questions to determine multiple activities 
Q4. During the past 12 months did you do any other work besides ‘main occupation’?  

1. Yes  
2. No 

(if ‘yes’) Q5. What kind of work? (from code list) .. up to four occupations  
Source: GLSS 4. 
�
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Box VI – Questions to determine discouraged unemployment 
Q1. Which is the main reason why you did not look for work?  

1. Awaiting reply to earlier enquiries  
2. Waiting to start arranged job, business or agricultural 
3. Off season in agriculture 
4. Have a temporary / occasional work 
5. Got tired of searching 
6. Thought no work available  
7. Other (specify)  

Source: Nicaragua EMNV 2001. 
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22 Some countries in fact now produce two unemployment rates, one based on the strict definition and the other 
on the relaxed definition which does not require the person to seek work. 
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23 Chen et al. (2004) provide an excellent example of how these indicators help describe, analyse and propose 
policies to promote decent employment in poor economies. Their work focuses on informal employment, gender 
disparities and poverty reduction strategies. They make use of case studies for a selection of countries (India, 
Chile, Colombia and South Africa, among others) and present aggregate statistics for 14 countries, the subset of 
those for which the information was available and internationally comparable. 
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