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Praise for this book

‘Much of the commentary on the 2007/8 crisis has focus ed on the 
fi nancial sector, its epicentre, or at best, on its implications for the “real 
economy” in terms of economic slowdown and unemployment in the 
North. Much less attention has been given to developing countries 
which have been embroiled in these crises even if they did not play a 
part in creating them.  What this timely volume documents through 
its empirically grounded case studies and analytical contributions, is 
a gendered analysis of the 2007/8 crisis seen through the interrelated 
spheres of fi nance, production and reproduction, which demystifi es it by 
showing its full effects on the lives of real women and men in developing 
countries.  Equally refreshing is the long-term perspective of the volume: 
rather than presenting the crisis as a sudden and abrupt event, what 
it shows is that it was the culmination of more than three decades of 
‘Washington Consensus’ policies of liberalization and commercialization 
(often through debt-related conditionalities). These policies increased 
income inequalities, overstretched women’s time and energies as workers 
and carers, and exposed families and households to systemic risks, 
without putting in place the social security systems that could increase 
resilience and recovery.’ 

Shahra Razavi, Research Coordinator, 
United Nations Research Institute for Social Development

‘This is to my knowledge the fi rst book on the gender impacts of the 
current fi nancial crisis and the global recession following the crisis. 
It is an enormous accomplishment to have brought together such a 
diverse collection of up-to-date papers with surprisingly recent data. 
The major strength of this collection of papers lies in its diversity, 
both regional as well as thematic. In addition, it contains a thorough 
analytical framework for evaluating the crisis and recession from a gender 
perspective, by Diane Elson. Together, this book provides a unique, early 
insight into the gendered effects of the crisis well before national level 
gender disaggregated data have come available through offi cial statistics. 
It thereby leaves no excuse to policy makers to ignore possible negative 
gender effects of their policies.’

Irene van Staveren, Professor of Pluralist Development Economics, 
Institute of Social Studies of Erasmus University Rotterdam
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Ruth Pearson and Caroline Sweetman

This chapter fi rst appeared in Gender & Development 18(2), pp. 165–77, July 
2010.

In 2007, a paralysing financial crisis and economic downturn shook the 
global economy. Three years on, countries in both the industrialized and the 
developing worlds are facing a number of complex and inter-related economic 
challenges. The economic crisis is effectively part of a triple crisis, coming on 
top of a crisis in food and fuel affordability and availability. This triple crisis 
is threatening the well-being of an estimated 40 million women, men and 
children in poverty, and also threatens a further 120 million who are currently 
living just above the poverty line, and who are at risk of falling below it (World 
Bank, 2010).

This issue of Gender & Development forms a part of an innovative learning 
project to understand the impact of the global economic crisis, which raged 
from 2007–09, on the lives of poor women, men and children living in devel-
oping countries, through the lens of gender analysis. Ultimately, we hope that 
the case studies and analysis featured in this issue, and in other elements of 
our learning project, will improve the responses of policymakers in both gov-
ernment and NGOs to the crisis.1 In particular, policymakers and programme 
planners in governments and NGOs need to recognize the existence and 
importance of unpaid economic activity – often care work, mostly performed 
by women – in underpinning national economies and individual households. 
All the articles here present the case for national and international economic 
recovery policies, and the support programmes offered to communities by 
development workers, to be sensitive to these realities, and in particular to the 
differences in the interests and needs of women, as compared to men.

Policymakers, practitioners, and the lobbyists and advocates aiming to infl u-
ence them, need to listen very carefully to poor women and men whose lives 
are being affected by the current crisis. One clear message is that this latest 
economic shock comes on top of a range of other development challenges and 
problems. Whilst it would seem that not all developing countries are affected by 
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this crisis – indeed, major southern economies such as India, China and Uganda 
seem to have been minimally affected by it – other countries, particularly 
those with a big export sector and small domestic market have been damaged. 
Charting the ways in which the economic crisis is worsening pre-existing dis-
advantage, and deepening poverty, the articles here emphasize that the crisis 
needs to be understood as the last straw for many women, men and children. 

There are millions of people whose options were already exhausted before 
the crisis, in the face of challenges including climate change, disease – in 
particular the HIV epidemic, which continues to rage in much of sub-Saharan 
Africa and beyond – and the food crisis, which saw the prices of basic food-
stuffs soar in the mid 2000s, partly because land was being diverted to growing 
biofuels, threatening the food security of impoverished households, as poor 
countries were forced to import food. Individuals, households and communit-
ies have been brought to breaking point by this latest crisis. 

To talk of the ‘coping mechanisms’ and recognize the resilience of people 
in poverty is important, but their ability to weather economic and social crises 
should not be romanticized, or seen in too optimistic a light. In particular, 
women’s contribution to economic survival and recovery, as well as their 
crucial role in the realization of development goals in the future, needs to be 
supported.

Mapping and understanding the economic crisis 

This crisis differs from previous global and regional economic crises in a num-
ber of ways. A health warning is required when looking at the work of many 
current commentators on the economic crisis: they are mostly relying on 
a priori, theoretical analysis, based on studies of previous crises and dramatic 
changes to the macroeconomic environment. In particular, they are focusing 
on the impact of economic Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs), in the 
1980s (for example, Cornia, Jolly and Stewart 1987 critiqued on this); and the 
Asian fi nancial crisis of the late 1990s (see Garg et al., 1999, or Weisbrot, 2007, 
for an analysis of the impact of this crisis).

In contrast, the articles in this issue present detailed case studies which 
offer a snapshot of what was happening in 2009–10, immediately after the fi rst 
aftershocks of the 2007–09 crisis were reverberating around the world. They 
aspire to construct an overview of what was happening, from a gendered eco-
nomic perspective, yet to remain realistic about the limitations of the analysis 
possible at this moment.

Unlike earlier crises, the fi nancial crisis of 2007–09 was generated in the 
global North, so in some respects it can be argued that its impact on the global 
South was indirect. This contrasts with the global recession of the 1970s–1980s, 
which followed the oil crisis, and the Asian fi nancial crisis of the late 1990s, 
both of which directly involved economies in developing countries. The cur-
rent economic crisis, which began as a collapse of the US sub-prime mortgage 
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market, rapidly spread to other sectors of the US economy, and then to other 
OECD countries. It led to the collapse of key fi nancial institutions, a shortage 
of loan fi nance in the housing and industrial sectors, and a general down-turn 
in investment and trade in the global economy. After decades of expansion of 
home ownership in North America and Europe, the startling rates of infl ation 
in housing and property prices, a feature of the past two decades, were reversed. 
The key global fi nancial institutions in Northern countries effectively suffered 
a collective loss of confi dence in each other, and in the value of the complex 
fi nancial instruments that they had created, leading to the collapse of major 
fi nance companies, such as Lehmann Brothers. The markets then responded 
by reducing investments, and restricting credit. These changes have been 
accompanied by increases in unemployment, and reduced consumer spending 
(Lawson and King, 2008).

As Stephanie Seguino points out in her article in this collection, the main 
victims of the economic crisis in the global North have been low-income fam-
ilies, where income-earners are either losing their jobs, or fi nd their wages are 
losing their real value in the face of rising food costs, and escalating interest 
rates on home loans and other credit agreements. Many of these families are 
losing their homes and their jobs. Women and ethnic minority workers have 
been particularly hard hit, not just by job losses, but also by reductions in hours 
of work, wage rates and non-wage benefi ts.

In response to the current crisis, various Northern governments and banking 
authorities have sought to underpin their economies with expansive monetary 
policies (‘quantitative easing’), and fi scal interventions, which aim to increase 
demand, and stimulate the economy (‘fi scal stimulus programmes’). The lat-
ter focus on boosting those economic sectors seen as ‘key’, including the car 
industry and construction, which employ a mainly male workforce, and had 
suffered most unemployment as the result of the crisis. These measures have 
had dramatic effects on the public purse, and governments in the global North, 
especially in West and Eastern Europe, are currently racing to take measures 
to cut the budget defi cit. The fear is that this will translate into a reduction 
in spending on social and welfare services, such as health, education, social 
protection and social security. These are all areas of social provisioning which 
represent government investment in the well-being and development of cur-
rent and future generations. The main benefi ciaries of such services are the 
elderly, the sick, parents and children. In economic terms, cutting back on such 
services represents a reduction in investment in human capital. These measures 
have a particular impact on women, due to their gendered responsibilities for 
family care and well-being.

Understanding the impact on countries of the global South 

As noted earlier, this economic crisis originated in the global North, and there 
has been a general assumption on the part of many economists that developing 
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countries have been only indirectly affected, and therefore, that the crisis is 
less of a problem for them than it is for the economies of the industrialized 
North. The logic of their arguments is that countries of the global South have 
fi nancial institutions and systems that are less integrated into the international 
fi nancial markets.

We stated above that not all economies in the global South have been 
affected, and there is some evidence that major economies, such as India, 
have recovered swiftly in terms of levels of economic growth, though often 
this has been without a corresponding rise in employment. But many of the 
more exposed economies are fi nding that their ability to respond to the cur-
rent economic downturn has been seriously affected by the changes in global 
economic and fi nancial regulation that they underwent prior to the economic 
crisis. Decades of liberalization of trade, investment and capital markets, fol-
lowing the ‘Washington Consensus’,2 articulated by the international fi nancial 
institutions (IFIs), have had signifi cant consequences for many developing 
economies.

First, the SAPs of the 1980s and 1990s promoted export-led economic 
growth in developing countries, and, in so doing, subordinated the needs of 
their domestic economies to the needs of the export sectors. Second, currency 
devaluations and the need to achieve a reasonable balance between the foreign 
exchange earned by exports and infl ows of fi nance, and that spent on imports 
and debt servicing, increased the competitiveness of many export-oriented 
industries. However, it has also caused a decline in real incomes in other sec-
tors, as subsidies and guaranteed prices were withdrawn. Third, SAPs required 
governments to cut down the size of the state itself, and to adopt policies which 
introduced cash payments for social services, as well as promoting the role 
of the private sector, not only in production, but also as a provider of social 
services. This has led to households having to fi nd money to pay for services, 
and made it really diffi cult for poor households to shield themselves from the 
vagaries of the macroeconomy without any external support.

In her article in this issue, Diane Elson presents a gendered framework for 
understanding the impact of the 2007–09 crisis, which captures some of the 
complex ways in which it is affecting developing economies, and the economic 
and social implications. This framework is useful in enabling us to understand 
the impact of the crisis on countries of both the global North and South.

Diane Elson argues that it is necessary to distinguish between the fi nancial 
sphere of the economy which, as we have noted above, is where the crisis origi-
nated; the productive sphere – where goods and services are produced, which 
is the focus of much commentary in terms of the effect on employment and 
incomes; and the reproductive sphere, which is where human labour and capital 
are reproduced over different generations. The reproductive sphere includes 
all work undertaken to care for human beings. In Diane Elson’s defi nition, it 
includes ‘unpaid work in families and communities, organized unpaid volun-
teer work, and paid (but non-market) work in public services like health and 



 INTRODUCTION  5

education’ (Elson, this volume, Chapter 3). Although the reproductive economy 
is often excluded from standard analyses of the economy, it is crucial to include 
it if we are to understand the full effects of the economic crisis on the lives, 
as well as the livelihoods, of poor women and men in developing countries.

Diane Elson’s tripartite distinction between different spheres of the economy 
is useful in guiding our understanding of the impact of the crisis, particu-
larly on women in the global South. But at present, there is little empirical 
research, and a lack of longitudinal data on the effects on different sectors of 
the economy – let alone focused studies of the gender issues playing out – in 
particular of the fate of women. Serious analysis, that includes the impact on 
reproduction as well as fi nance and production, needs to take a long-term per-
spective, since we are talking about ‘growing’ new generations of people, and 
caring for current generations – not just workers, but the sick, elderly, unpaid 
carers, and so on.

It is not at all clear that the crisis has fi nished working its way through the 
world economy; or that, particularly in European economies, there will not 
be a further (double dip) recession in the months and years to come (Evans-
Pritchard, 2010). The impact of the crisis needs to be tracked over time, which 
will involve collecting and analysing longitudinal data from statistical sources 
and from qualitative research and observation, such as the community sentinel 
monitoring proposed by Diane Elson.3 Only by doing this kind of monitoring 
can we hope to respond to the unfolding and evolving needs of the women, 
men and children affected by the crisis, as it plays out in different contexts, 
over months and years to come.

The fi nancial sector 

The effect of the economic crisis on the fi nancial sector in developing countries 
is already beginning to be observed. Poor women and men need money, to use 
as working capital for small businesses, but also to purchase food and house-
hold essentials, as well as pay for health services and school fees. For the past 
three decades, women have been targeted by microfi nance institutions as their 
borrowers of choice, due to their relatively high rates of repayment (Johnson 
and Rogaly, 1997); the fact that women are more likely to spend earnings on 
family welfare (Bruce, 1989); and notions of empowering women through 
greater access to material resources (Mayoux, 2002).

The impact of the current crisis on the fi nancial sector in developing coun-
tries, in relation to poor women and men, is not easy to chart, since much 
more research is needed. Microfi nance institutions, which are the major source 
of lending to poor women in the global South, are reporting that people are 
borrowing more than they can repay, and becoming over-indebted. Would-be 
entrepreneurs are facing new challenges in their businesses, due to market 
saturation. This is leading to fears about borrowers’ capacity to repay, and, in 
some cases, to lenders adopting repressive measures to try to frighten people 
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into meeting their obligations (Sobhani and Sivakumaran, 2009). There are 
worries that cutbacks on microfi nance will force poor women – and men – into 
the hands of informal moneylenders, who charge high rates of interest. Some 
analysts are already reporting that the desperate need to retain a cash income 
in times of economic stress is leading to the growth in traffi cking of women, in 
drug- and arms-trading in poor communities, in escalating levels of violence, 
and in an increase in teenage pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases, 
as girls trade sex for cash (Hossain, 2009).

However, these issues are not the focus of policy for the IFIs and Northern 
governments. Their concern is to restore fi nancial stability. Their strategy is, 
therefore, to channel huge amounts of public money into securing the sustain-
ability of major banks and other fi nance companies.

The productive sector 

The implications for women of the crisis in the production sector are more 
tangible, but even here there is no uniform trend. Relatively early in the crisis, 
researchers began to highlight the impact of the crisis on women’s formal 
employment in developing countries, focusing on skilled and unskilled workers 
employed in export processing. This type of employment is often precarious 
in terms of its conditions of employment, failing to guarantee women long-
term work (Oxfam, 2004). In many countries, governments have followed 
a policy of waiving standard employment laws for companies operating in 
export-processing zones, in order to attract international investors and compa-
nies, or alternatively, have turned a blind eye to infringements of labour laws 
(Barrientos and Smith, 2006).

An assumption that the economic crisis would negatively affect women’s 
formal employment in the global South, in terms of both quantity and quality 
of employment, was made early on by many individuals and organizations. The 
logic behind this assumption was that there was clearly a reduction in demand 
for export goods produced in sectors dominated by a female labour force in the 
global South. There has indeed been some evidence that this assumption was 
correct, in some contexts: for example, Thailand (World Bank, 2008). Other 
researchers report large-scale lay-offs in the garment industry in Cambodia 
(ILO, 2009).

In her article, Reineira Arguello, of the international NGO Womankind 
Worldwide, discusses the impact of the economic crisis on women farm-
workers in agri-business in Peru. Pre-existing gender inequalities have worsened 
women’s situation in the labour market during the crisis. Households that are 
solely, or mainly, dependent on women’s wages are more likely than others 
to be poor to start with, and the women in these households have weaker 
bargaining power with their employers. They are much more likely, therefore, 
to fi nd their working conditions and pay worsening as a result of the crisis, or 
to be laid off altogether. Unemployment is plunging many into acute poverty.
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A second article in this issue focusing on the impact of the crisis on women 
production workers draws on Oxfam research with women textile and gar-
ment workers in the Calabarzon area of the Philippines. Women make up the 
majority of the workforce in these largely export-oriented industries. Many 
crisis-triggered company closures, retrenchments, and lay-offs have been occur-
ring. The study suggests that ‘formally employed women in the electronics, 
semiconductors, telecommunications and garment industries, as well as the 
other industries engaged in production for export, have been the hardest hit 
by the crisis’ (Gaerlan et al., 2010: 230).

The impact of the crisis on the employment of migrant workers is another 
key area of enquiry. Migrant work represents a lifeline to many poor families 
in the global South. Many of the workers employed in labour-intensive indus-
try in the global South are migrants from even poorer countries who offer the 
cheapest labour, at the least cost to employers, as Jackie Pollock and Soe Lin 
Aung point out in their article on migrant workers in Thailand. As noted earlier, 
labour-intensive export sectors are large employers of women; what is less often 
acknowledged is that these sectors frequently employ migrant workers who rarely 
receive the minimum wage, or involve employers in any non-wage payments.

Migrant workers are not the only ones to fi nd themselves without protection 
and regulation, forced to face the recession without any assistance or social 
safety nets offered by the state. In vast areas of the world, including most of 
sub-Saharan Africa, the formal sector employs only a very small percentage 
of adult men, and even fewer women. Many have never experienced formal 
employment. The majority of the working poor are forced to make their living 
– in activities and businesses which are often not registered, where there are no 
employment contracts, which often rely on (unpaid) family labour, and where 
workers have no access to unemployment benefi ts, health insurance or sickness 
pay, or any of the other non-wage benefi ts associated with formal work. Studies 
of the impact of the crisis on women workers in the informal economy report 
rises in hours of work, decreases in wages, increased vulnerability to physical 
and sexual harassment and a growing perception of powerlessness and vulner-
ability amongst women workers (Dullnig et al., 2010).

Inevitably, reductions in employment in the formal economy (due to 
reduced consumer demand for export goods), and escalating food and fuel 
prices, are forcing more and more people into the informal economy, to try to 
earn enough to feed, clothe and educate their families. But, as Jennifer Cohen 
highlights in her article, the informal sector is already overcrowded, and most 
people in it are barely making enough to live on. She argues that it is imposs-
ible in the South African context for the informal economy to absorb the many 
thousands of additional workers, including people currently retrenched from 
formal jobs who are seeking to survive by stepping up existing sideline busi-
nesses or starting new ones.

Another writer in this issue who focuses on the informal economy and 
the impact of the economic crisis on workers in this sector is Zoe Horn, who 
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presents fi ndings from an interesting study undertaken by the Inclusive Cities 
Project and WIEGO. This research was carried out with three important groups 
of informal sector workers – street traders, waste pickers and home-based work-
ers in Asia, Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa – sectors in which women 
predominate. These workers have seen their earnings fall, as demand for their 
products from export markets and from local people has plummeted, and 
increased competition is coming from new traders who have lost their jobs in 
the formal economy. In addition, they have also faced increasing costs, because 
governments have raised the fees for market stalls, and the charges for fuel, 
transport and utilities like water and electricity have increased. 

The reproductive sector 

Many women migrate internationally, to do paid care and domestic work. In 
these jobs, the degree of formality (in terms of documentation and protec-
tion, as well as working conditions) varies considerably. As Bina Fernandez 
discusses in her article in this issue, in a number of Middle Eastern countries, 
the offi cial policy has been to restrict visas granted to foreign domestic and 
care workers. This, in a context of increased desperation for employment in 
the face of economic crisis at home, will inevitably result in more women 
entering the Gulf countries without documentation, and many more are 
likely to overstay their visas, leaving them to pursue informal work oppor-
tunities in the care sector, or often in the entertainment and sex industries. 
These strategies put them beyond the law, and any protection that might have 
been available from either the home country, or the country of destination 
(Lan, 2007).

Obviously, the vast proportion of care work takes place outside the paid 
labour market. In their article, Jessica Espey et al. focus on the impact of the 
economic crisis on unpaid care work in developing countries. The vast propor-
tion of this work is performed by women and girls. Their article makes sobering 
reading; when household incomes fall, because of reductions in income and 
rises in food and fuel prices, the time women need to spend in earning money 
for the family rises, meaning the time for reproductive tasks is squeezed. This 
has serious consequences for the care and welfare of children, for adequate 
nutrition for family members, especially for women themselves, and, very 
importantly, for the education and health of girls, who are frequently required 
to supplement or substitute their own labour for that of adult women. Zoe 
Horn’s study vividly illustrates how women suffer in these circumstances, with 
their own sleep and leisure time cut down as they struggle to meet the costs of 
school fees, health charges, as well as rent and repayment of debts.

These effects of the crisis on unpaid care work are not only a disaster for 
women and girls themselves, and for the children and elderly people who 
depend on them. It is also an issue of global concern, threatening the attain-
ment of the Millennium Development Goals. It is clear that attaining equality 



 INTRODUCTION  9

in schooling between the genders, and reducing child and maternal mortality, 
depends greatly on what goes on in the economy. Increases in educational out-
comes depend as much on freeing girls’ time and energies to go to school – and 
the ability of the family to forgo girls’ labour and to cover charges for uniforms 
and fees – as they do on more obviously education-related development issues, 
for example, ensuring adequate numbers of teachers, and constructing suitable 
school buildings. However, because of the invisibility of the organization of 
work within the household to the majority of policymakers, these concerns 
are often overlooked. Hence, we need not just to worry about the fi nance and 
banking sector, when we focus on the impact of the economic crisis, but also 
to examine the impact on production, and beyond that, the impact on the 
reproductive and care economy. Only by adopting this tripartite focus can we 
ensure that our development policies and programmes safeguard human cap-
ital and capabilities for future development. 

An agenda for research and action 

The articles in this volume indicate very clearly that a gender perspective on 
the current crisis is important for two reasons. First, it is essential that policy-
makers understand the different effects of the crisis on women and men. It is 
clear that the large-scale incorporation of women into employment in export 
farms, factories and services means that women’s jobs are particularly vulner-
able in the current economic downturn as depressed consumer spending in 
the global North reduces demand for exports from the South. In addition, 
women are primarily responsible for caring for families and dependents and 
hence this role comes under huge stress if there are cutbacks in state spending 
on social services.

Offering workers social protection 

In Northern economies, workers who lose their jobs have access to some sort 
of social security system to cushion their economic fall, provide a (very basic) 
minimum income so they can survive and possibly offer them the option of 
training for other employment in the future. In the global South, however, 
there are only very rudimentary forms of social security in a few countries; 
and because of the nature of their work and of the local labour markets, many 
women workers in particular are not covered by social security entitlements, 
and have no cushion to fall back on. Yet, as we know, women’s earnings are 
crucial to family well-being and children’s survival.

Hence, governments and international development agencies should be 
looking to forms of cash transfers – whether conditional or not – which have 
been widely integrated by IFIs and national governments into poverty allevia-
tion programmes, and which have provided social safety nets to counteract the 
worst effects of economic crisis (Molyneux, 2008; Devereux, 2006).4
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The problems of the loss of export markets are not just problems for the 
macro economy concerned with foreign exchange balances; they are also prob-
lems of household income and human survival, which are threatened by the 
sudden loss of both women’s and men’s wages. As we have said, households 
which are mainly or solely dependent on women’s wages are poorer to start 
with and have fewer resources to fall back on. Poverty-alleviation programmes 
which focus on (male) heads of households are a frequent response to eco-
nomic decline; but in modern economies, women need cash to buy food and 
other essentials for their families, and this should be central to policy.

Supporting the rights to basic services 

As highlighted earlier, government strategies to weather the effects of the 
economic crisis have focused on supporting the fi nancial and productive sec-
tors of the economy. However, the reproductive sector also needs support. In 
particular, the provision of basic services for health and education must be 
safeguarded. In recent decades, access to these services by people has been sub-
ject to cash inputs, which assume that families are earning suffi cient income 
to cover this. But the economic downturn means that such cash might be less 
available. Development co-operation agencies, and governments, should act 
swiftly to ensure that poor families are able to access community and hospital 
health services when required, and to ensure that children, especially girls, are 
able to continue in school, and complete their education.

If this support does not come, women in particular will suffer stress, and 
mental, as well as physical, illness as they attempt to meet the needs of their 
dependents, as cash income is reduced, their hours of labour increase, and the 
cost of health and education services rises. As Jessica Espey et al. emphasize, in 
addition to stimulating recovery in the productive economy, it is also impor-
tant to help states in the global South continue with social spending related to 
their commitment to achieving the MDGs, in spite of the crisis.

Short-term measures to enable communities to weather the crisis 

NGOs and other aid agencies working at community level should be exploring 
short-term measures to help women face the immediate threat from the crisis. 
These might include extending and innovating in the fi eld of micro-fi nance, to 
offer low-income families short-term adjustment loans, to ensure the survival 
of their businesses, and to enable their families to cover health and education 
charges, as well as tools and raw materials for businesses. In many countries, 
there is a history of women organizing communal kitchens and gardens for 
growing vegetables and other foodstuffs, and these should be encouraged.
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Supporting women’s organizations 

It is also of paramount importance that NGOs are vigilant about the possible 
impact of the current crises on human rights of poor people. Now, more than 
ever, resources and energies should be given to support women’s organiza-
tions, which assist members to know their rights, and to develop the capacity 
for effective lobbying and organizing, to hold governments to account. When 
there is a macroeconomic crisis, funders might be tempted to think that sup-
porting such organizations is a luxury that they cannot afford; but it is precisely 
in times of crisis that such organizations are most important, since they enable 
women to counteract feelings of helplessness, and support women’s active 
political participation and lobbying for measures which will help their situa-
tion. Experience from previous economic crises indicate that women become 
more vulnerable to personal (domestic) violence when resources for family 
survival are threatened, and group support is an important vehicle to support 
women in this situation. It is also the case that when the economy is failing, 
space is created for extremist political and religious organizations to fl ourish, 
which frequently do not value policies which challenge gender, class and eth-
nic disadvantages in the labour market, or in the family or wider community. 

Researching the longer-term impact of the crisis 

In the future, research needs to continue into the immediate, but also into the 
longer-term effects of the crisis. The crisis will also mean that many developing 
countries, particularly those with a high level of debt, which requires payments 
in foreign exchange, will be facing budgetary constraints due to loss of export 
earnings and the fall in value of their currencies, which makes imports more 
expensive. But when there is a shortage of income in the household, combined 
with a reduction of resources to invest in maintaining public services at an 
effective level, it is very often women who suffer fi rst by going without food, 
and by neglecting their own health whilst being responsible for the care of 
other sick or elderly family members; and girl children who are withdrawn 
from school to assist in household tasks.

These strategies, born of desperation, clearly have very serious long-term 
effects. Many of these effects are directly related to gender inequality and 
women’s rights. For example, gendered effects of malnutrition following the 
East Asian crisis in the 1990s are only just beginning to show. Evidence from 
Indonesia suggests that older people’s nutrition, particularly elderly women, 
has suffered over the last 10 years, and stunting in children has been recorded 
(Thomas and Frankenburg, 2007). In countries which have historically had 
a strong son preference, the impact of economic crises could well make the 
prospects for girl children even worse, with women experiencing more pressure 
to abort female foetuses, with all the attendant threats that unsafe abortion 
poses to childbearing women and their surviving children.
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The long-term health of the economy requires that the reproductive econ-
omy – the activities that go into creating healthy people who are able to work 
and to think and to contribute to development in the long term – are secured. 
This is just as important as fi nancial balance, and maintaining employment 
and demand in the market economy. This is a simple but important point, if 
the global South is not to emerge from the turbulence in the global economy 
further hampered by a crisis not of its making.

Notes

 1. The Gender & Development learning project on the Economic Crisis 
included a Special Issue of the journal, a Discussion Paper which came 
out of a learning event for development practitioners and policymak-
ers hosted by Oxfam, at the headquarters of Oxfam GB in Oxford UK, 
and fi nally an electronic network of individuals and organizations 
eager to learn more about the impact of the crisis (see www.genderand
development.org). Many of the articles included here emerged from 
papers and discussions at the learning event.

 2. This refers to the consensus amongst the Washington-based institutions 
(including the World Bank, the IMF, the US treasury and allied think tanks 
in the 1990s) which insisted that the basic tenets of economic policy for 
developing countries should be liberalization of international trade and 
investment, privatization of state owned enterprises and deregulation 
of the private sector both in the domestic economy and internationally 
(Williamson, 1990).

 3. Diane Elson’s sentinel monitoring method is discussed in Gender & 
Development (Vol 18 No 1), pp. 143–5.

 4. Conditional cash transfers (CCTs) are anti-poverty measures which are 
directed at mothers, in the main. Receipt of the transfer payment is made 
conditional on ensuring school attendance and health care for children, 
or participating in community health programmes or adult literacy 
classes. Unconditional cash transfers are payments such as old age pen-
sions or basic income stipends, which are targeted at specifi c vulnerable 
groups. See Devereux, 2006.
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CHAPTER 2

The global economic crisis, its gender and 
ethnic implications, and policy responses

Stephanie Seguino

This chapter fi rst appeared in Gender & Development 18(2), pp. 179–199, July 
2010.

The global fi nancial crisis that began in 2008 has resulted in the widespread 
destruction of jobs and livelihoods. Among the factors that precipitated the crisis, 
growing inequality both within and between countries contributed to low levels 
of aggregate demand and the reliance of low-income households on unsustain-
able borrowing to maintain living standards. The crisis provides the opportunity 
to rethink macroeconomic policy, and for feminist economists to advance pro-
posals that promote jobs, economic security, and equality by class, gender, and 
ethnicity. Reviving the global economy will require policies that focus heav-
ily on job creation, putting money into the hands of low- and middle-income 
households. 

Introduction 

The global economic crisis now underway has two key aspects that policymak-
ers and governments must address. The fi rst is the problem of a credit freeze, 
which has led to a virtual halt in lending for investment and consumption. 
The second is the dramatic decline in aggregate demand (that is, the sum of 
government, business and household spending), leading to extensive destruc-
tion of jobs and livelihoods.

This paper focuses primarily on the problems on the demand side of the 
economy – the sharp drop in spending by businesses and households that 
has led to massive lay-offs, fi rst in developed and then in developing eco-
nomies, further exacerbating the crisis. I also examine the gender and ethnic 
dimensions of these demand-side problems, and discuss policy responses 
that can promote rising living standards and economic growth with greater 
equality.
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The hidden cause of the crisis: rising global inequality, and insuffi cient 
demand 

A central feature of the global economic crisis that erupted in 2008, and 
therefore key to its long-term resolution, is the growth of inequality within 
and between countries. Among the numerous measures of inequality, one of 
the most straightforward is the ratio of income of the richest 20 per cent of 
households globally to the poorest 20 per cent. That ratio rose dramatically 
from 30:1 in 1960 to 103:1 in 2005 (United Nations Development Programme 
[UNDP], 2005).

Within countries at all levels of development, there is widespread evidence 
of growing inequality, at least since 1990. Taking the USA as an example, 
Figure 2.1 shows trends in family income from 1960 to 2007. The expansion of 
inequality is evident, with incomes of the top 5 per cent more than doubling 
during that period, while those of the bottom 40 per cent stagnated. Increased 
inequality from 1990 to 2000 is especially pronounced in central and eastern 
Europe and Former Soviet Republics, most Asian and Pacifi c economies, and 
advanced economies (International Labour Organization [ILO], 2008b).

One window into the problem of widening inequality is the yawning gap 
between wage levels and productivity growth. Increased productivity, which is 
the source of rising living standards, has been in evidence in many countries 
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Figure 2.1 Evolution of family income in the USA, 1960–2007
Source:  US Census Bureau, Table H-1, ‘Income limits for each fi fth and top 5 percent’, all 

races, www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/histinc/inchhtoc.html



 THE GLOBAL ECONOMIC CRISIS  17

over the last three decades, and this should have led to rising wages and 
incomes. But instead, the share of national income going to workers has been 
falling in the USA, Europe, sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, Latin America 
and the Caribbean (ILO, 2008b). The fl ip side of this trend is that profi ts have 
been rising and inequality widening. 

One cause of this growing gap is the increased freedom of fi rms and fi nance 
to move across borders. Corporations now have the option to respond to local 
cost pressures by relocating factories overseas, or by outsourcing production. 
This has undermined the bargaining power of workers and led to a slowdown 
in wage growth, and in some cases, an absolute decline in real wages. The fact 
that fi rms and fi nance are mobile has negatively affected wage growth, not 
only in high-income but also semi-industrialized economies (Seguino, 2007).

Women, and in many cases, ethnic subordinate groups, have been particu-
larly negatively affected because they are concentrated in just the kinds of 
labour-intensive export fi rms that are mobile. Many low- and middle-income 
households have relied on borrowing to maintain their living standards, 
and – in the USA in particular – the consequences of this are apparent in the 
sub-prime mortgage crisis.1 Unsustainable credit expansion was one way to 
maintain growth in the face of inequality. The wave of foreclosures (that is, the 
legal proceedings initiated by a creditor to repossess the collateral for a loan 
that is in default) in the USA, however, was a symptom of the bigger problem 
of stagnating incomes for workers and debt-fi nanced consumption.2

This creates a macroeconomic problem: as infl ation-adjusted wages fall or 
wage growth slows, so does workers’ consumption. This has led to the central 
problem the global economy faces, which is one of insuffi cient global demand 
for goods and services. Without suffi cient buying power on the part of workers, 
businesses have little motivation to invest, expand output, and create jobs.

A second and related aspect of this problem is the rise in the share of 
national income going to ‘rentiers’ (Epstein, 2005). A rentier is a person who 
lives on income from property or fi nancial investments. The rise in the share 
of income going to rentiers, or put differently, wealth-holders, is because of 
high interest rates and low infl ation, helped by anti-infl ation policies of central 
banks, which have raised profi ts on fi nancial investments. However, high inter-
est rates also mean that the infl ation-adjusted borrowing costs for households, 
small producers, and businesses have been high. This has held back job growth, 
further exacerbating the problem of joblessness and holding down wages. This 
global assessment varies by region. East Asia is an important exception to trends 
of falling or stagnating incomes and joblessness.

The redistribution of global income to wealth-holders and corporations sug-
gests that a key feature of a policy to rectify the global economic crisis is one 
that, fi rst, focuses on policies which promote full employment,3 and second, 
seeks to resolve the problem of unequal income distribution that has led to 
insuffi cient demand. To reiterate, global joblessness is one of the central prob-
lems that macroeconomists must deal with. The most effective policy response 
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is one that stops the destruction of jobs and sets the stage for a resumption of 
growth in employment, and an expansion of other livelihood opportunities. 

Stratifi ed effects of the global slowdown: gender, race, and nation 

Before turning to a discussion of some responses to address employment goals, 
I would like to describe the trajectory of the crisis and address the gender and 
ethnic aspects of job losses and the credit freeze.

The slowdown, which fi rst impacted advanced economies, has produced 
ripple effects on middle- and low-income countries via declines in the demand 
for manufactured and commodity exports, plummeting tourism expenditures, 
and a drop in foreign direct investment. Another channel by which developing 
countries are affected is the drop in remittances from family members living in 
developed economies. The latter may be very signifi cant. For example, remit-
tances to the Africa region comprise almost 2 per cent of the region’s gross 
domestic product (GDP), and fl ows from developed to developing economies 
totalled roughly US$238 billion in 2008 (Ratha et al., 2008). While precise 
data on trends in remittances are not yet available,4 anti-immigrant attitudes 
in Europe and elsewhere may very well lead to immigrants being targeted for 
lay-offs, and in any case, many immigrants work in sectors most likely to be 
affected by the downturn.

Employment losses and slowdowns in job growth have already contributed 
to substantial increases in unemployment. Many developing countries will 
face balance of payments diffi culties since their major trading partners – the 
advanced economies – will continue to be in recession for some time. The loss 
in public sector revenues, owing to declining income tax revenues, puts down-
ward pressure on budgets, and the effect on women will depend on whether 
and how carefully budget cuts are made, so as to avoid disproportionately 
harming women and children.

Gendered employment effects in developed economies 

The effect of the economic crisis on women’s and men’s employment is dif-
ferent, but the nature of the difference varies between countries. The effects 
depend on whether more jobs are lost in female- or male-dominated industries. 
In some developed economies such as the USA, mostly men are employed in 
construction and durable goods manufacturing industries – the sectors hard-
est hit by the sharp drop in demand. As a result, to date, job losses have hurt 
men more than women. That said, unmarried women who head families in 
the USA, most of whom are single mothers, registered an unemployment rate 
of 12.6 per cent by October 2009, a rate that is 2.4 percentage points above the 
national average for all workers (Weiss and Boushey, 2009).

The unemployment data do not provide the full story of the gendered jobs 
effect of the crisis. As jobs are lost and income falls, fewer taxes are collected. 
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In the USA, most states have balanced budget rules; falling revenues can be 
expected to lead to budget cuts. Indeed, 48 states have budget defi cits pro-
jected for 2010, with gaps through 2011 estimated to mount to US$350 billion 
(Center for Budget and Policy Priorities, 2010). Barring more federal spending, 
budget cuts and lay-offs in education, health, and other social services are likely 
to ensue, and indeed are already planned. Female joblessness can be expected 
to rise disproportionately since women workers are concentrated in occupa-
tions targeted for cuts.

In Europe, a similar scenario is unfolding. Germany expects a €316 billion 
tax shortfall in the next four years owing to the recession, with a number of 
other European countries facing similar constraints on their policy options 
(Buti and Szekély, 2009; Walker, 2009). The rapid rise in public sector defi cits 
is putting pressure on governments to raise taxes or cut social spending, and if 
this occurs, job losses are likely to mirror those in the USA, with heavy nega-
tive effects on women’s employment. Thus, a complete picture of the effects 
on men, women and gender relations in developed economies must include 
not only the short-term immediate effects of the crisis in the autumn of 2008, 
but also consider longer-term declines in tax revenues and resulting cuts in 
government expenditures in areas that affect women’s employment more 
than men’s.

Gendered employment effects in developing countries 

In developing countries in which women are concentrated in export manu-
facturing industries (for example, Latin America and Asia), or in tourism (for 
example, the Caribbean), female job losses, when fully documented, are likely 
to be greater than male. Evidence from Thailand is consistent with this predic-
tion (Durano, 2009). Job losses there have been overwhelmingly concentrated 
in the export sector; they have been especially high in electronics, an industry 
that employs mainly women. Employers are responding, however, in a variety 
of ways in addition to laying off workers. They cut wages, cut hours, delay or 
cut bonuses and benefi ts, delay salary payments, or increase overtime. As yet, 
gender-disaggregated data are not widely available for many of these indicators 
with the exception of job lay-offs. In that sense, we still have an incomplete 
picture of the gender effects of the crisis in terms of income from jobs.

Gendered employment and wage effects are particularly worrisome, given 
the large percentage of female-headed households, almost 40 per cent in 
the Caribbean, for example. In regions such as sub-Saharan Africa, women 
are mainly involved in subsistence agriculture with some off-farm work for 
wages or work in the informal sector. The effects of this crisis will hit this 
group differently than in Asia and Latin America. For the bulk of women in 
sub-Saharan Africa, the crisis will become apparent with the decline in remit-
tances, and any cuts to public sector spending on education, health, and other 
services.
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Gender norms and employment 

Whatever sectors are most harmed by the economic crisis, gender norms are 
such that women may be fi red fi rst in some countries because men are perceived 
to be the legitimate jobholders when jobs are scarce. A global survey conducted 
in 2005 found that almost 40 per cent of respondents agreed that when jobs are 
scarce, men have more right to a job than women.5 The experience of the Asian 
fi nancial crisis confi rmed this tendency, with women laid off at seven times the 
rate of men in South Korea (Singh and Zammit, 2002). We can expect this to be a 
dominant feature of lay-offs in a large number of countries in the current crisis.

It is also likely that in developing economies, many more women will 
be pushed into the informal sector as a result. In industrialized economies, 
women – who tend to be more concentrated in part-time employment than 
men – face cuts in hours of work. Offi cial unemployment data are likely to miss 
this trend because, even if underemployed, women will be counted among the 
ranks of the employed in labour-force surveys. In developed economies, there 
is evidence that some unemployed women withdraw from the labour force as 
a response to joblessness. This, too, will result in the underestimation of the 
unemployment effects of the crisis on women.

Ethnic inequality 

The diagnosis of the impact of the crisis needs to extend beyond the short-
term focus on male and female employment. In the USA, and increasingly in 
Europe, the effects are likely to be racialized. Less-powerful ethnic groups and 
immigrants will suffer in many of the same ways women do, because they are 
similarly situated in the paid economy (Berndt and James, 2009). However, 
overt discrimination also plays a role. In the USA, by October 2009, the black 
unemployment rate had risen 8.2 percentage points, up from 7.5 per cent in 
2007. Compare this to an increase of little more than half that amount, or 
4.5 percentage points, for whites, over the 2007 average of 4.9 per cent (Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, 2009).

Europe’s immigrants are likely to bear disproportionately the impact of the 
crisis, with consequent negative effects on remittances to developing coun-
tries.6 We infer this from evidence of anti-immigrant sentiment when job 
availability declines. The World Values Survey (mentioned previously) found 
that 72 per cent of respondents believed that employers should give jobs 
to nationals over immigrants when jobs are scarce.7 Europe has been much 
slower than the USA to document economic effects of ethnic discrimination 
because multi-ethnicity is a relatively new phenomenon, at least in some of 
these countries. While hard data on lay-offs are as yet are lacking, we know 
that foreign workers are concentrated in many of the hardest hit sectors. For 
example, 31 per cent of construction jobs in Greece are held by foreigners; 
21 per cent in Spain; and roughly 15 per cent in Portugal and Italy. Durable 
goods manufacturing, particularly automobile manufacturing, has also been 
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hard hit by the crisis, and similarly employs disproportionately high percent-
ages of foreign workers: 23.1 per cent in the Czech Republic; 19.9 per cent in 
Germany; and 13.4 per cent in Italy (Taran, 2009).

The effects of the crisis on employment, combined with the ominous 
discussions of tax increases or budget cuts, have bolstered the political right, 
who made gains in recent European elections, linking anti-immigrant mes-
sages to job shortages (Margaronis, 2009). In the Netherlands, the far right 
Freedom Party came in second; in Italy, the Northern League doubled its share 
of the vote; in Hungary, an anti-Roma party won 3 out of 22 seats; in Austria, 
2 extreme right parties polled 18 per cent. And fi nally, the British National 
Party, at the time of the election a whites-only party committed to reversing 
the tide of non-white immigration, succeeded in getting two members elected 
to offi ce (Margaronis, 2009).

Welfare effects by gender and ethnicity 

While men are of course also expected to lose jobs, the impact will differ from 
the impact on women. In developed and middle-income countries, men are 
better positioned to weather the crisis. They have higher-paying jobs, and more 
assets and wealth; their jobs are more likely to offer benefi ts and be covered 
by unemployment insurance. Women’s jobs pay lower wages, in part because 
women tend to have a higher rate of part-time employment, and are often not 
covered by social safety nets.

In countries without social safety nets, the impact on women is even more 
severe. Over half of all women in the world are in ‘vulnerable jobs’; that is, 
they are self-employed in the informal sector, or work as unpaid family workers. 
Their livelihoods are thus extremely vulnerable during economic downturns 
(ILO, 2008a).8 This already high percentage is expected to rise during the 
crisis. Female-headed households are at greatest risk, with few if any savings 
to weather the crisis, and limited ownership of wealth and other assets, as 
compared with men. Effects on the welfare of marginalized ethnic groups in 
developed countries mirror the impact on women. These groups have fewer 
wealth, assets and other resources with which to weather economic crises 
compared with members of dominant ethnic groups.

Jobs are the single most important vehicle for stopping the economic freefall 
in which many families fi nd themselves. However, it will take seven or more 
years for the job market to return to pre-crisis levels. For the USA, for exam-
ple, Hughes and Seneca (2009) estimate that only by 2017 will the backlog 
of job shortages be eradicated. Similarly, a survey of the employment effects 
of 80 fi nancial crises summarized that it took three years for wages to return 
to pre-crisis levels, and employment seven years (UNDP, 1999). The attitudes 
surveys cited in this paper suggest that women and people of colour will be at 
the back of the very long job queue, waiting the longest to be re-employed, and 
yet, with the greatest constraints on surviving unemployment.
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Income shocks and children 

Single mothers and their children are also likely to suffer substantially because, 
when men experience declines in income, they are unable to contribute fi nan-
cial support for their children, and in particular are expected to reduce their 
contributions to female-headed households. During such times, women try 
to shield children from economic insecurity but are not able to protect them 
fully, on average. Lower spending power has been linked to malnutrition in 
children, and there is evidence that poor nutrition can have serious long-term 
implications for children’s health and psycho-social well-being, as well as their 
educational achievements. Because this crisis threatens to be deeper and longer 
than all other crises in memory, it will require greater state intervention to sup-
port those at risk. The alternative to such expenditures is dire. The long-term 
costs to society of under-investment in children are well-documented.

The effect on families of the loss of income through remittances can be 
harsh and gendered. Studies in Uganda have found, for example, that when 
household incomes decline, girls are likely to be withdrawn from school, and 
withdrawal rates rise for older girls. Boys’ education is largely sheltered from 
such shocks. Similar evidence of the gendered effect of economic crisis on 
education was found for sub-Saharan Africa in the 1980s (Björkman, 2006). It 
will be important in this crisis, therefore, to develop mechanisms to respond 
to the reduced ability of parents to send girls to school (Buvinic, 2009).

The effects on women and, therefore, children will also be transmitted 
through cuts in public sector budgets, owing to falling tax revenues and foreign 
aid. In Africa, for example, more than 50 per cent of the total public health 
spending comes from aid commitments. Important groups like the Global 
Fund to Fight HIV/AIDs, Tuberculosis, and Malaria already are facing funding 
shortfalls. Women who bear a huge burden for care of the sick in sub-Saharan 
Africa will see those pressures mount.

Responses to the crisis 

A feminist macroeconomic policy stance on responses to the economic crisis 
should be framed around the goals of job creation, reversal of the trend of 
growing and unsustainable inequality, and a reduction of economic uncer-
tainty. The mantra, simply summarized, should be ‘Jobs, equality, security’. To 
achieve these goals, we need to do more than focus on the humanitarian goal of 
reducing vulnerability. We also need to promote policies that lead to structural 
change: policies that make equality compatible with rising living standards, 
and the creation of jobs, jobs, and more jobs. In short, we need a macroeco-
nomic policy agenda capable of effecting economic and social transformation.

I discuss here several vehicles for addressing some of these goals, emphas-
izing ways of addressing the shortage of jobs and constraints on livelihoods. 
Two key strategies can help to meet the need for jobs expansion: fi scal policy 
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(in some cases requiring assistance from advanced countries); and a reformed 
role for central banks.

Fiscal policy and external assistance 

This crisis provides the opportunity to rethink the direction economic develop-
ment policies have taken in recent years. Greater income and wealth equality 
– a system in which growth is compatible with equality – is a key goal. This 
contrasts with approaches that are dependent on inequality for growth, which 
have been proven to be unsustainable. How do we create the conditions for 
macroeconomic expansion and greater equality? As a fi rst step, fi scal policies 
and credit allocation (discussed in more detail in the next section) should aim 
not only at alleviating short-run demand-side problems, but should also pro-
mote long-term growth in productivity, and arrest the growth in inequality 
which has been caused by neoliberal economic policies of past decades.

Stimulus packages 

The poorest countries will not have the ability to engage in ‘fi scal stimulus’ (that 
is, government borrowing and spending to stimulate business and consumer 
spending) to generate jobs without donor funding. However, developed and 
middle-income countries do have the means to do so. In those cases, several 
criteria should guide government expenditures. Stimulus packages should not 
only address the contraction in consumer and business spending on goods and 
services. They should aim to be transformational, emphasizing three key goals: 
job creation; gender and ethnic equality; and a shift to a ‘green’ economy.

In view of this goal, governments should ensure that spending on job cre-
ation is gender-equitable. Concretely, that means governments should not just 
spend on physical infrastructure projects (such as building roads and construc-
tion). In most countries, the jobs in this sector largely go to men, and women 
would thus obtain little direct benefi t of such job creation. It should be noted 
that India is an exception to this tendency. There, women hold a large share 
of jobs in such projects.9 

Social infrastructure spending 

Governments should, therefore, also allocate funding for social infrastructure 
investment (that is, investments in a country’s most important resource – its 
people), in areas such as public health, education, childcare, and other social 
services. This has two benefi ts. First, it would generate jobs for women, since 
women are heavily represented in those occupations. Second, funding activities 
that help women with their care burden – for example, childcare services, con-
traception, and school feeding programmes – could reduce some of the negative 
effects of the economic crisis on women and the children for whom they care.
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In countries with social safety nets, governments could also alter the rules 
which identify who qualifi es for unemployment insurance so as to ensure 
women who do part-time and intermittent work are covered.

Governments should also allocate funds for apprenticeship and training 
programmes, in particular ones that target women for training in skilled 
occupations. This would help to overcome the severe problem of occupational 
segregation by sex that has kept women out of employment in well-paid, high-
tech, skilled industries. Affi rmative action programmes would also further the 
important goal of reducing sex segregation in employment. 

In developing countries, government programming should focus on allevi-
ating the problem of parents withdrawing girls from school. Conditional cash 
transfer programmes, which provide money to poor families contingent on 
certain behaviour such as enrolling children in school, could be expanded 
and increased to reduce this problem. These programmes, already in place in 
a number of countries (Bolsa Familia in Brasil and Opportunidades in Mexico 
are two well-known and successful programmes) can offer a rapid and targeted 
response to the crisis.

Fiscal oversight bodies 

Establishment of independent fi scal oversight bodies with a quota requiring 
equal representation of women on them could be helpful. These bodies would 
monitor government spending, providing advice to ensure stimulus expendi-
tures have an equally positive impact on women and men, and reducing the 
possibility of politically biased allocation of stimulus funding to dominant 
groups at the expense of others. Gender-responsive budgeting – that is, the 
allocation of funds in a way that responds to women’s gendered interests and 
needs – is key. Women’s groups are well positioned to develop proposals that 
will benefi t women and children.

Balance of payments pressures 

In some regions, such as sub-Saharan Africa, where export demand is projected 
to fall as a result of the decline in demand from the USA and Europe, countries 
will face shortfalls of foreign exchange with which to purchase imports. Some 
countries may respond with currency devaluations in order to spur exports. 
But devaluations also make imports more expensive, and the increased cost 
weighs heavily on women. Costs of imported food and medicines would rise 
in these circumstances, making it harder for women to make ends meet in the 
household.

There are alternative approaches to dealing with the problem of fi nancing 
imports if exports decline. In the short term, countries could address the short-
fall by drawing down international reserves. Estimates indicate that developing 
countries are holding excess international reserves equal to about 1 per cent 
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of GDP. Using that 1 per cent to alleviate short-term current account stresses 
resulting from the crisis is a viable option (Rodrik, 2006; Cruz and Walters, 
2008).10 The shortfall in aggregate demand implies that counter-cyclical meas-
ures (also called ‘leaning against the wind’) are what are needed at this time. 
That is, given that the main macroeconomic problem is too little spending and 
thus joblessness, government policy must move in the opposite direction by 
increasing spending in order to counterbalance this trend. Spending reserves 
will provide the resource to fund increases in government spending.

Women, agricultural productivity, and food imports 

In the longer term, governments in least developed countries (LDCs), especially 
those in sub-Saharan Africa, can address both the problems of gender inequal-
ity and balance of payments stresses by directing government funding toward 
resources for women farmers. Well-targeted expenditures will help women farm-
ers increase their productivity, generating more food for families and reducing 
the demand for imports. Examples of ways to help women include expanding 
their access to credit and inputs as well as technical assistance. This strategy has 
big potential pay-offs. By some estimates, agricultural productivity would rise 
by between 10 and 15 per cent in a number of sub-Saharan countries if women 
farmers’ access to inputs, credit and technical assistance were equal to men’s.11 

By increasing agricultural productivity, governments help to raise output 
and lower food prices. This reduces infl ationary pressures and the demand for 
imports. The productivity benefi ts are not likely to be felt in the immediate 
future. However, this type of targeted expenditure that raises income over the 
medium to long term would be cost-effective, generating tax revenues to cover 
the cost of public expenditures. Moreover, investments that benefi t women 
farmers in the short run would raise their income, helping to lessen the other 
negative effects of the crisis that they will experience. At the same time, gov-
ernment policies that help to stabilize commodity price variability can shield 
farmers from income volatility that is the result of fl uctuation in crop yields. 
Responses are required both at international level (for example, through meas-
ures such as commodity price stabilization funds),12 and at the national level via 
measures such as establishing agricultural market boards, most of which were 
dismantled under the structural adjustment programmes of the 1980s and 1990s.

Government spending on the social infrastructure of countries, aside from 
cushioning women and children, contributes to the long-term health of the 
economy by raising productivity. By directing public sector spending towards 
job creation and social safety nets that protect women, as outlined earlier, 
governments would in effect be fi nancing development for the future, since 
this will have the effect of creating increased productive capacity. Seen in this 
way, social safety net spending has both short- and long-term benefi ts, serving 
as an investment in the country’s social infrastructure and future productivity. 
In short, it is not only humanitarian; it makes good economic sense.
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Shared employment 

In cases where government budgets have to be cut, offi cials can implement 
these by reducing hours instead of cutting entire jobs. Reducing worker hours 
or implementing unpaid furloughs can help to support shared employment. 
Government can also play a leadership role, encouraging businesses to adopt 
a similar approach in order to avoid massive job lay-offs. As an example of this 
approach, South Korea’s top 30 chaebol have cut wages of entry-level college 
graduates, using the savings to fund hires of additional interns and part-time 
workers.13 

This method of dealing with excess workers during a crisis is preferable 
because it spreads the costs of the job losses more evenly across households. 
Although more households will have lower incomes as a result, the macroeco-
nomic benefi ts are substantial. With each household losing a little income, 
average household saving rates will fall, but household spending will be pre-
vented from falling further than if income losses were concentrated in a smaller 
number of households. This strategy also reduces pressure to fi re women and 
ethnic minorities fi rst.

Sources of funding 

For poor countries, commercial borrowing will be more diffi cult to secure and 
more expensive. What other sources of funding to stimulate the economy are 
available? Offi cial external fi nance will be required. Estimates by Nancy Birdsall 
(2009) indicate that US$1 trillion in aid is needed, and the World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) currently have those resources.

Developed country governments also need to maintain their bilateral aid 
budgets. One of the key strategies that rich countries can adopt is to provide 
climate change investment support to developing economies. This kind of 
targeted investment can act as a substitute for the signifi cant decline in for-
eign direct investment that has occurred since the onset of the crisis (United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 2009), while also addressing 
longer-term global environmental challenges.

Currency transactions taxes 

An option for generating revenues for the public sector that is now widely dis-
cussed is a very small currency transactions tax (CTT).14 This source of funding 
has several benefi ts. Globally, approximately US$3 trillion is traded in foreign 
exchange markets daily, and only a very small percentage – less than 5 per cent 
– is to facilitate trade. The remainder is speculative currency transactions. 
This category of transaction increases fi nancial and macroeconomic volatility, 
imposing costs on households not party to the transactions, especially in times 
of crisis. A second channel by which currency trading produces social costs is 
the higher level of foreign exchange reserves countries have been forced to 
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hold to self-insure against a speculative attack. The opportunity cost of those 
reserves, as noted, is roughly 1 per cent of GDP that could otherwise be spent 
on social infrastructure to the benefi t of poor households, and in particular, to 
reduce women’s unpaid care burden.

A CTT would be similar to a pollution tax in the sense that it seeks to dis-
courage a behaviour that can have negative social effects whose costs are not 
captured in the existing cost of trading, and in any case, are not fully borne 
by trading parties. The CTT would offer a disincentive to engage in short-term 
speculative transactions, and estimates of the impact on trading of a modest 
tax are on the order of –0.43 per cent.15 That is, a 1 per cent increase in a tax 
on currency trades would result in less than a 0.5 per cent decline in trades 
(Schmidt, 2007). Rich countries would generate the bulk of the tax revenues, 
and more generally, the tax would be highly progressive. A CTT also makes 
tax avoidance legal and socially useful. That is, currency speculators can avoid 
the tax by reducing their transactions, a response that would have socially 
benefi cial effects on macroeconomies.

Tax revenues generated from a global CTT could be pooled and earmarked 
for a variety of developmental purposes, including public investments in 
water and sanitation, a global insurance fund to respond to developing coun-
try budgetary constraints in times of economic crisis, and the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). The project of establishing a CTT will require 
international cooperation, and it should be a top priority for developed coun-
tries as a means to fund social insurance, enhance macroeconomic stability, 
and discourage unproductive speculative fi nancial activity by shifting the cost 
of the insurance to those who create systemic risk.

A global CTT could be a useful source of revenue for policies that aim to 
promote gender equality. Proposals for CTT rates vary, from 0.005 per cent 
to 0.25 per cent, generating between US$35 and US$300 billion in revenues 
a year. Grown et al. (2006) estimate the cost of MDG3-specifi c and gender-
mainstreaming interventions in low-income countries at US$47 billion per 
year, with an expenditure stream extending for fi ve years. That amount could 
easily be funded with a CTT, with remaining funds used for a global insurance 
fund and other agreed-upon investments in physical and social infrastructure 
in developing countries.

Other taxes 

In all cases, addressing the demand-side problems with tax cuts for business 
and high-income households should be avoided. This approach will not result 
in signifi cant increases in spending or job creation. The tax cuts instead are 
likely to be used to retire debt or will be saved with little impact on the macro-
economy except to worsen budget defi cits. An argument can be made, instead, 
for raising income taxes on wealthy households to help fund and strengthen 
existing automatic stabilizers – that is, social safety net programmes. Raising 
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income taxes on this group can be justifi ed on grounds of more evenly and 
fairly spreading the cost of the economic crisis, which currently is dispropor-
tionately borne by women, ethnic minorities, and more generally, the poor.

Credit policy 

Governments have an opportunity to re-think laissez-faire attitudes16 towards 
business investment. Instead of a hands-off policy approach that leaves busi-
ness activities unregulated, governments should consider revising incentives 
in order to discourage speculative fi nancial activities, and instead support busi-
nesses to make long-term investments that promote economic stability and 
productivity growth. A key to changing the incentive structure is to reform 
the role of central banks. 

Reformulated role for central banks 

The current crisis provides an opportunity to reconsider the role of central 
banks. Historically, monetary policy addressed two key policy goals, full 
employment and price stability. Central banks were willing to avail them-
selves of a wide variety of policy instruments to achieve those goals, including 
credit allocation techniques to fund social sectors of the economy and develop 
dynamic industries, and capital management to control infl ows and outfl ows 
of international capital. In recent years, however, central banks have not used 
these instruments. They have instead narrowed the scope of their functions to 
focus almost exclusively on keeping infl ation low; in the process, their actions 
have become delinked from – and often contradictory to – government policy 
goals.

Constraints of infl ation targeting 

Lack of policy coordination between governments and central banks has made 
it diffi cult for countries to stimulate investment in key sectors of the economy 
and address such problems as women’s unequal access to credit.

The focus of central banks on infl ation targeting (that is, keeping infl a-
tion low and close to zero by keeping interest rates high) has two fl aws. The 
fi rst of these is that infl ation targeting inhibits job creation, and thus poverty 
reduction. That is because high interest rates used to fi ght infl ation raise the 
cost of borrowing. That results in reduced spending by businesses and con-
sumers. When buying decreases, producers cannot sell all of their goods, and 
employment falls. The second fl aw is that many of the problems of infl ation in 
developing countries in particular are because of supply-side bottlenecks (that 
is, problems which raise the costs of production such as poor transportation 
networks and high labour costs owing to pervasive poor health). These are prob-
lems that can be best addressed by public investment, not raising interest rates. 
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Moreover, evidence shows that infl ation rates below 15–20 per cent do not 
have harmful effects on economic growth (Epstein, 2006). Infl ation targeting 
has not only been unnecessary in some cases; it has also been socially costly. 
There is mounting evidence that women and ethnic minorities have suffered 
disproportionate job losses because of infl ation targeting in developing coun-
tries and in the USA (Braunstein and Heintz, 2008; Heintz and Seguino, 2010).

Infl ationary pressures are in any case receding, owing to the decline in global 
demand, with infl ation in advanced countries predicted to fall to 0.25 per cent 
this year and in developing countries, from 9 to 5 per cent (IMF, 2009). It is 
thus an ideal moment to re-think the role of central banks.17

Central banks as engines of employment growth 

A reformulated role for central banks should be focused on job creation. In 
order to expand employment opportunities, central banks could use expan-
sionary monetary policy (that is, lowering interest rates in order to stimulate 
investment), development banking, and credit subsidies. To undertake this 
effort, governments would have to begin by outlining national goals for invest-
ment. For example, a comprehensive national investment strategy in high 
unemployment countries that focuses on job expansion might include subsi-
dized credit to small-scale agriculture, small and medium-sized businesses, and 
large-scale businesses that can demonstrate their ability to promote signifi cant 
increases in employment relative to their total spending. Women’s enterprises 
and cooperatives could be targeted for such subsidies. The burden on the public 
budget will likely be limited, given women’s strong track record for loan repay-
ment. All of this implies that the set of goals outlined by the government would 
be linked to – and indeed, shape – the central bank’s credit policy.

An example of credit policy tools that could be employed to attain the coun-
try’s development goals is the combination of government loan guarantees 
with asset portfolio requirements – requiring banks to direct a certain percent-
age of their loans to targeted activities.18 The loan guarantees would induce 
banks to lower their interest rates because the government had agreed to absorb 
some of the risk of the loans. The lower interest rate would make credit more 
accessible to some borrowers. Social benefi ts would result from directing credit 
to activities that stimulate job creation and raise productivity.

Capital management techniques 

Central banks could also potentially help stabilize their economies through the 
use of capital controls (that is, policies that govern international private capital 
fl ows in and out of countries). Capital controls help reduce variability of fi nan-
cial fl ows, especially short-term speculative fl ows. A good example of a country 
that has reaped the benefi ts of applying capital controls is Malaysia, which was, 
as a result, one of the fi rst countries to recover from the Asian fi nancial crisis.
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Financial liberalization is the root cause of volatility. Developing countries 
have been forced, as a consequence, to hold high levels of foreign reserves in 
order to self-insure against a fi nancial crisis.19 Reserves drain the economy by 
restricting the ability of governments to spend aid and loan money on physical 
infrastructure (such as roads and communications) and social infrastructure 
(that is, on investments in humans, such as spending on education and health) 
needed to boost the domestic economy, create jobs, and fund policies that aim 
to alleviate women’s care burden. Capital controls help to alleviate this leakage 
of needed resources from the economy.

Conclusion 

Many policymakers and academic economists have made the mistake of 
believing that unregulated markets – fi nancial, trade, and business investment 
– could identify the most profi table investments, and assumed these would also 
be the most socially benefi cial. This has not been the case. It is clearer than 
ever that economies require state regulation to provide incentives for private 
investors to align their own goals of making a profi t with the social goal of 
creating economic and social well-being that is broadly shared across society.

A central goal of policymaking should be to shift from simply a focus on 
liberalizing trade, investment, and fi nancial markets, and protection of intel-
lectual property rights. These goals are not ends in themselves. Rather, the 
yardstick by which we measure the usefulness of economic policies should be 
their ability to generate broadly shared capabilities expansion and well-being. 
However, it is also clear that there is no ‘one size fi ts all’ solution to the eco-
nomic crisis or development plans for long-term growth. Indeed, a major fl aw 
of IMF and World Bank policies in recent decades has been the assumption that 
what is good for developed economies is also good for developing economies.

Reviving the global economy will require policies that focus heavily on job 
creation, putting money into the hands of low- and middle-income house-
holds. As that income is spent, rising sales will give businesses the incentive to 
hire workers and expand output further.

However, policies should also take a longer view. This crisis provides the 
opportunity to rethink the role of government and central banks in the eco-
nomy. Key to effective government policy will be efforts to direct resources 
towards productive activity and away from speculation. Also important are 
measures to alleviate the downward pressure on wages that contributed to this 
crisis. Raising minimum wages is one strategy, though there are others.

Creating jobs will help. As unemployment drops, workers are in a better 
position to bargain for higher wages and more benefi ts, thereby generating the 
income to buy the goods and services that are produced. The largest share of 
low-wage workers is made up of women and ethnic minorities, so gender and 
racial/ethnic equality is likely to improve with this approach. For agricultural 
countries, the immediate needs are to raise productivity of farmers, especially 
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women farmers, and fi nance public services such as health care and education, 
with targeted investments that are gender-sensitive.

This is, in many ways, a transformative moment in history, providing a 
window of opportunity to challenge the restrictions on economic growth and 
development that had been imposed by developed countries and the inter-
national fi nancial institutions. It is an opportune moment to reconsider the 
view that developing countries should rely heavily on exports as a stimulus to 
growth. The economic contraction in rich countries, leading to a sharp decline 
in export demand will, in any case, force a greater reliance on developing coun-
tries’ domestic demand. The policy space that has been narrowed by World 
Trade Organization regulations and conditionalities of IMF and World Bank 
loans should be revisited, and industrial policy that helps developing countries 
stimulate the expansion of productive capacity should be resurrected. 

Addressing the economic crisis also requires a direct focus on women’s well-
being. Women are likely to be targeted fi rst for job lay-offs, but typically have 
fewer reserves than men with which to shield themselves and their children from 
the drop in income. Channelling public sector spending to activities that employ 
women benefi ts not only women themselves, but also their children. It is also an 
investment in long-term growth. The danger in the current crisis is that govern-
ments will overlook the needs of women when deciding how to allocate funding 
in stimulus packages and external aid, or in making cuts. To avoid this, it is more 
imperative than ever that women have equal representation in decision-making 
on public spending, both within governments and in advisory bodies.

Notes

 1. Sub-prime lending is the extension of consumer loans to risky categories 
of borrowers who may possess any or all of the following characteristics: 
low credit scores, high ratio of debt to income, or high ratio of loan to col-
lateral. Typically the interest charged on sub-prime loans is signifi cantly 
higher than the average loan rate to compensate lenders for the increased 
risk of default.

 2. It is notable that a disproportionate share of sub-prime loans went to 
groups that have faced discrimination and other barriers to livelihood 
generation, suggesting their low income and vulnerability make them tar-
gets of predatory lending practices. See, for example, Squires et al. (2009).

 3. By implication, I also include here policies that lead to expansion of liveli-
hoods in economies where labour markets are not the primary vehicle for 
income generation. Such policies could include credit expansion to small 
businesses and farmers. 

 4. The Overseas Development Institute (2009) has produced a synthesis 
report of 10 country studies on the impact of the crisis, and cites evidence 
of a decline in remittances to a number of developing countries. See also 
Ratha et al. (2008).
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 5. Author’s calculations from the World Values Survey, Wave 5, www.world
valuesurvey.org. (last accessed 22 February 2009).

 6. A recent Pew survey in the USA found that among Hispanic immigrants 
who sent remittances in the last two years, 71 per cent say they sent less 
in the past year than in the prior year. For more details, see Lopez et al. 
(2008). Thus far, however, the global evidence is of a slowdown on the 
rate of growth of remittances rather than absolute decline.

 7. Author’s calculations from World Values Survey data. See Note 5.
 8. ‘Vulnerable employment’ is a newly defi ned measure of persons who are 

employed in jobs that are not waged or salaried, and thus work under 
precarious circumstances. This category captures work in jobs without 
benefi ts or social protection programmes. This group of workers is more 
‘at risk’ than others during economic downturns.

 9. India’s National Rural Employment Guarantee Act was passed in 2005, and 
guarantees employment to every rural household for at least 100 days in 
every fi nancial year. This is a type of employer-of-last-resort programme.

 10. International reserve holdings as a percentage of gross national income 
have risen dramatically from the 1960s to the 1990s owing to fi nancial 
liberalization (Baker and Walentin, 2001). That ratio rose from 4.7 per cent 
in 1976 to 27.1 per cent in 2007 (World Bank, 2008). Baker and Walentin 
(2001) estimate that the increase in reserve holdings has imposed an 
annual cost of 1 per cent of GDP on developing countries. This is because 
reserve holdings are invested in low interest bearing instruments such 
as US Treasury bonds, rather than in social and physical infrastructure 
investment or other higher yielding fi nancial instruments.

 11. For more details on this body of research, see Blackden and Bhanu (1999).
 12. Commodity price stabilization funds are akin to ‘rainy day’ funds. These 

funds are used to stabilize the prices of internationally traded commodi-
ties whose prices exhibit a high degree of instability. The funds are used to 
smooth the income in the face of commodity price variability. The goal is 
to achieve more stable income for producers and more stable production.

 13. It should be noted that the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions has 
been critical of this approach, arguing that the crisis is a pretext for cut-
ting wages of regular full-time employees.

 14. The CTT is now widely discussed as an option for stabilising international 
fi nancial fl ows. The UK’s then Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, publicly 
announced his support of a fi nancial transactions tax at the G-20 meeting 
in November 2009. More recently, a campaign for a Robin Hood tax on 
banks has gained traction. For more information on CTT campaigns, see 
www.cttcampaigns.info/ 

 15. Some have argued, however, that a very low tax is unlikely to substan-
tially reduce currency speculation and other measures, such as capital 
management techniques, would be required to achieve this goal. See, for 
example, Grabel (2003). 
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 16. Laissez-faire is an economic doctrine founded on a view that free markets 
and free trade are optimal, and that government regulation of economic 
activity should be limited because it leads to ineffi ciencies and thus 
waste.

 17. For more on this topic, see Epstein (2003).
 18. See Pollin et al. (2006) for an application of this approach to the case of 

South Africa.
 19. Some countries such as China, however, appear to hold high levels of 

reserves to prevent an appreciation of their currency. This refl ects their 
strategy of relying on exports as a vent for surplus. There are other options 
to export reliance. One would be to permit the currency to appreciate, 
and then allow domestic wages and public sector spending to increase, 
thereby generating the domestic demand to replace lost export sales 
from the currency appreciation. Women would benefi t substantially 
from this strategy. They had been very negatively affected by the gov-
ernment retrenchments in previous years, absorbing a large share of the 
lay-offs.
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CHAPTER 3

Gender and the global economic crisis 
in developing countries: a framework for 
analysis

Diane Elson

This chapter fi rst appeared in Gender & Development 18(2), pp. 201–212, July 
2010.

This chapter sets out a framework for thinking about the gender dimensions of the 
economic crisis. It considers the likely impact of the crisis, as well as the responses 
to it, on the part of both individuals and collectivities, in three spheres of the 
economy: fi nance; production; and reproduction. It identifi es the kinds of ‘gender 
numbers’ that we need; sex-disaggregated statistics of various kinds. It also argues 
that we need to pay attention to gender norms – the social practices and ideas 
that shape the behaviour of people and institutions. The norms may be reinforced 
in times of crisis; but they may also start to decompose as individuals transgress 
norms under the pressures of crisis. In addition, there may be opportunities for the 
transformation of norms, through collective action to institute new, more egalitar-
ian, social practices and ideas. 

Introduction 

A multidimensional crisis has swept over developing countries since 2007, 
beginning with dramatic rises in the prices of food and oil in 2007; continuing 
with the effects of the ‘Made in Wall Street’ fi nancial crisis in 2008. This has led, 
in 2009, to rising unemployment, falling wages, and a slowdown in growth in 
some countries and an outright fall in national income in others. The form that 
the crisis has taken, and the government responses to it, have varied between 
different countries. Some had little turbulence in their fi nances, were able to 
respond with a fi scal stimulus,1 and their growth recovered quickly. Other 
countries were hard hit, were unable to respond with fi scal stimulus, and had 
to turn to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to borrow money in order 
to sustain their international debt repayments and imports. Some countries 
are now facing a second wave of the crisis, as falls in infl ows in private fi nance 
(such as migrants’ remittances and loans from international commercial banks) 



38  GENDER AND THE ECONOMIC CRISIS

are accompanied by cutbacks in public expenditure, aimed at cutting budget 
defi cits. In those countries where growth has recovered, food prices are rising 
again.2 

These crises are gendered, in the sense that they have arisen out of gendered 
economic processes, in which women were virtually absent from key sites 
of decision-making in the fi nancial sector; and in which neither private nor 
public fi nance was equitably distributed, and failed adequately to address the 
requirements of women as producers and as carers. The impact of these crises 
is gendered, too. This article presents a framework for analysis of the gender 
dimensions of the fi nancial crisis in developing countries, for examining the 
impacts on, and responses of, different groups of women and men, in the con-
text of impact on national economies, and the responses of governments. It 
identifi es the kinds of questions it would be useful to ask, but does not aim to 
provide a comprehensive set of answers. The answers will, in any case, differ 
from country to country, varying according to the way in which a country 
has been exposed to the crisis, the different features of its economic, social, 
and political systems, and the forms that gender relations take in the country.

A gendered matrix of transmission, impacts and responses 

The matrix in Figure 3.1 has three columns and three rows.3 The columns rep-
resent economic processes, and the rows represent economic spheres. 

The fi rst column represents the processes through which the fi nancial crisis 
was transmitted to developing countries. Unlike previous fi nancial crises, such 
as the Latin American crisis of the early 1980s and the Asian crisis of 1997, 
this fi nancial crisis originated in the ‘North’, principally in Wall Street and 
the City of London, with contributions from all the leading fi nancial centres 
in the North. It arose out of dysfunctional fi nancial innovations, which were 
immensely profi table in the short-run but created more and more risk in the 
long-run.

The second column represents the immediate impact of the crisis, following 
its transmission; and the third column represents the responses of govern-
ments, fi rms, and people.

The rows represent different spheres of the economy: the fi rst is the fi nancial 
sphere including profi t-oriented banks, insurance companies, hedge funds, etc 
and their regulators, including central banks and Ministries of Finance. It also 
includes socially useful banking, such as mutual or co-operative savings and 
loans funds, subsidized micro-fi nance and state banks; and informal money 
lending by pawnshops, kerb-side dealers, and landlords and merchants.

The second row refers to the sphere of production, in which goods and 
services are produced for sale, through activities such as farming, mining, con-
struction, manufacturing, wholesaling, retailing, and supply of leisure services, 
etc. This sphere includes both formal and informal paid work.4 
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Figure 3.1  Matrix for analysis of gender dimensions of the fi nancial crisis in developing 
countries

The third row refers to the sphere of reproduction. I defi ne this sphere as a 
non-market sphere of social provisioning, supplying services directly concerned 
with the daily and intergenerational reproduction of people as human beings, 
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especially through their care, socialization, and education. It includes unpaid 
work in families and communities, organized unpaid volunteer work, and paid 
(but non-market) work in public services like health and education.5

Of course, in the processes of social reproduction of the whole economic 
and social system, all three spheres play a role.

In each sphere, I distinguish between quantitative and qualitative aspects 
of gender: ‘gender numbers’, and ‘gender norms’. By ‘gender numbers’, I mean 
the numbers of men and women carrying out different activities, as measured 
by sex-disaggregated statistics.

By ‘gender norms’, I mean the social norms that constrain the choices of men 
and women, and their associated social sanctions, encouraging forms of beha-
viour that conform to the norms, and discouraging behaviour that does not.

Some of the gender numbers and norms are very similar across all countries, 
while some differ considerably between countries. While men and women 
work in all three sectors, women’s work time is disproportionately concentrated 
in the sphere of reproduction across all countries. In production, women and 
men tend to be concentrated in different occupations in different industries, 
but the occupations and activities seen as ‘women’s work’ and ‘men’s work’ 
vary considerably, depending on the context. For instance, in most countries, 
employment in construction is seen as ‘men’s work’ and the jobs in this sector 
do go mostly to men; but not in India, where it is normal for women to work in 
construction and the industry is a major employer of women. Norms of ‘male 
breadwinners’ (or ‘rice-winners’) and ‘female carers’ tend to be strong in many 
countries, even if in practice women’s earnings are vital to keeping families out 
of poverty. The responsibility to try to ensure families get enough to eat tends 
to be a female one in most countries, and women try to ensure that they can 
do this, using whatever means possible.

However, gender norms are not set in stone. In a crisis, existing gender 
norms may be reinforced; or they may decompose, with individual men tak-
ing on roles normally associated with women, and vice versa; or they may be 
transformed through deliberate collective action, by civil society groups, or by 
governments.

The fi nancial sphere 

The fi nancial crisis in the global North has been transmitted to developing 
countries, through international markets for fi nance and goods. In the sphere 
of fi nance, possible transmission channels include the exposure of local banks 
and other fi nancial institutions to the crisis in the North through inter-linked 
transactions, and participation in derivatives markets;6 capital fl ight, as inves-
tors, both local and international, withdraw their capital and look for less 
risky investments; falls in incoming direct investment, as new investments 
are postponed. The currency may also be devalued if foreign currency dealers 
lose confi dence in the currency. Those making the decisions leading to these 
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transmission processes are likely to be overwhelmingly male – there are not 
many women in high fi nance (Young and Schuberth, 2010). The gender norms 
in the City of London and Wall Street are also overwhelmingly macho, encour-
aging competitive risk-taking, long days in the offi ce, and after-hours drinking 
and visits to lap-dancing clubs (Sunderland, 2009; Kristof, 2009).

The impact is likely to include falls in investment, and in asset prices, and 
a credit squeeze in the formal commercial banking system, making it diffi cult 
to obtain loans for production. Gender norms will shape how this affects men 
and women. There may be a perception on the part of commercial banks that 
women are more risky borrowers, who do not provide convincing business 
plans. The evidence from micro-fi nance schemes that women tend to be better 
than men at repaying loans made on the basis of lending to groups of people 
is probably not considered relevant by commercial banks that make loans to 
individual businesses.

There may even be legal obstacles to women obtaining loans from com-
mercial banks in their own right. Women-owned businesses are likely to be 
in a minority as holders of existing loans from commercial banks. If there is 
a shortage of credit, women may fi nd it even harder than men to ‘roll over’ 
existing loans, or to obtain new loans. Thus, existing gender norms may be 
strengthened in commercial banking.

We must also ask how far the credit squeeze also impacts on the ‘socially 
useful’ banks and fi nancial institutions, that do not seek to make a profi ts for 
shareholders, but to improve the lives of their users (for example, the Grameen 
Bank in India). Women have much greater presence as borrowers and deposi-
tors in these types of banks, particularly in micro-fi nance. Insofar as these 
institutions are not yet affected by the credit squeeze, women borrowers may be 
somewhat more protected than men; but the downturn or recession in growth 
will make it harder to market.

It is not clear how far the crisis will affect the supply of informal credit, but 
insofar as the crisis leads to a greater demand for informal credit, the implicit 
or explicit interest rates are likely to rise.

The response of governments to events in the fi nancial sphere is likely to 
vary, depending on the type of regulations in place, and the extent to which 
there is a state banking sector. If there is any sign of a banking crisis, gov-
ernments are likely to act fast, and be supported by International Financial 
Institutions (IFIs). But this may simply bail out the banks, without addressing 
the credit squeeze. The benefi ts of this strategy will go disproportionately to 
men, if most bankers and holders of bank deposits are men. If governments 
have instruments in place to infl uence the distribution of credit, then the issue 
is to secure a fair distribution between women-owned and men-owned busi-
nesses. Governments may be able to draw on loans from the IFIs to cover rising 
balance of trade and budget defi cits,7 and here the issue still remains one of the 
conditions attached to loans, and their gender implications. There is no evi-
dence to suggest that the IMF seriously considers what impact the policies that 
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it promotes have for women, men and gender equality (Elson and Warnecke, 
forthcoming), though the World Bank may have improved on this point, as 
suggested by its latest annual monitoring report on gender mainstreaming in 
the Bank (World Bank, 2009).

Men and women themselves may reduce their attempts to borrow, or change 
the reasons for which they borrow. Gender norms may infl uence borrowing 
behaviour. For instance, women may be tend to be more risk-averse than men 
in their borrowing for production (Elson, 2002). Such risk-aversion may be 
related to women’s primary responsibility for ensuring the welfare of their 
children. An economic crisis may deepen that risk aversion. Both poor women 
and men may increase their demand for loans from informal fi nancial institu-
tions in order to fi nance consumption, to buy food, to pay health service fees, 
and so on. In doing so, they take on debt that will be an onerous burden in the 
future. Insofar as care for children is a disproportionately female responsibility, 
women may seek loans which they intend to use for consumption more than 
men do. Governments could prevent this by ensuring that women have access 
to other sources of funds (such as cash transfers). 

The productive sphere 

The fi nancial crisis in the North is transmitted directly to production in 
developing countries via falling demand for exports (resulting from the crisis-
induced recession in the North). This leads to falling output, employment and 
earnings in the export sectors, and, quite likely, to a deterioration in labour 
rights in formal employment. This in turn leads to falling demand for products 
intended for the domestic market, and a further loss of employment, earnings 
and rights. Both formal and informal employment will be affected.

The implications for women, men and gender relations depend largely on 
whether the export sector depends heavily on female employment (as it would 
if garment production was signifi cant), or whether mostly men are employed 
(as would be the case in mining). In the former case, the fi rst wave of loss of 
jobs, earnings and rights will affect women more than men; in the latter case, 
the fi rst wave of loss of jobs, earnings and rights will affect men more than 
women. In occupations in which both men and women are employed doing 
similar kinds of jobs, such as some service occupations, then women may 
have greater losses than men, because of the prevalence of ‘male breadwinner 
norms’, which lead employers (and trades unions) to consider that men have 
more right to retain their jobs than do women. There is some evidence that 
this happened in the wake of the Asian fi nancial crisis in 1997 (Elson, 2002). 
This reaction strengthens existing gender norms, but may be challenged by 
women’s organizations. In South Korea, women brought unfair dismissal cases 
against some corporations that had pressured married women into leaving 
their jobs, in some cases with threats against their husbands’ jobs with the 
same company (Lee, 2010).
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However, unemployment statistics may not in themselves be a good guide 
to the relative impact on women’s and men’s employment. Women who lose 
their jobs may disappear altogether from the labour-force statistics, which 
often just include formal sector jobs, if – as in some countries – they have no 
rights to unemployment insurance (and thus do not register as unemployed), 
or because they do not go looking for another (formal sector) job because they 
do not expect any to be available (and thus do not count as unemployed in 
labour-force surveys). This does not necessarily mean, of course, that women 
become idle. Instead, they may take up informal employment – either home-
based or street-based – of a kind that does not get captured by the labour-force 
statistics. In Korea after the 1997 fi nancial crisis, offi cial unemployment rates 
were higher for men than for women, even though the rate of job loss was 
higher for women (Lee, 2010).

Many governments have been able to respond to the impact of the eco-
nomic crisis on their economies with a fi scal stimulus (i.e. an expansion of 
public expenditure and/or cut in taxes) that directly impacts on production via 
subsidies, tax breaks, and government contracts. The gender implications of 
this vary according to the industries favoured by the stimulus. If the favoured 
industries are cars and large-scale construction (for example, the construction 
of major roads), then in most countries, this will do more to preserve men’s jobs 
than women’s jobs. This may be appropriate, if men have disproportionately 
lost their jobs. But if the opposite is true, or if rate of job losses for women 
and men has been more or less similar, then a more balanced fi scal stimulus is 
called for. This could be one that targets small fi rms as well as large ones (insofar 
as small fi rms employ relatively more women than large fi rms), or one that 
supports the expansion of social infrastructure (such as health and education 
services, that we are here treating as part of the sphere of social reproduction, 
insofar as these services tend to employ relatively large numbers of women).

The sphere of reproduction 

The direct mechanism of transmission of the crisis from the global North to the 
sphere of reproduction in developing countries is likely to be via a fall in remit-
tances sent home by international migrants, and possibly a return of migrants 
to their families. The implications of this for women, men and gender relations 
will depend on the sectors in which migrants are employed overseas; and how 
the crisis is affecting these sectors. As in the previous analysis, if employment in 
traditional male-dominated industries – for example, construction – is affected 
more than the employment of female-dominated occupations – for example, 
domestic work as maids and nannies – then male migrants will tend to be worse 
affected than female migrants.

In addition, though, there will also be an impact on the sphere of reproduc-
tion via a knock-on from the impact on the spheres of fi nance and production. 
As a result, many households will face a loss of income. In poor families, 
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children may become malnourished and drop out of school. This may even-
tually show up in statistics, but with a long time-lag. If the gender norm in a 
particular context is one of strong preference for educating sons, then it is likely 
that girls will be worse affected than boys. Gender norms of male breadwinners 
tend to mean that the loss of employment is particularly demoralizing for men, 
who lose not just a job but their sense of self-worth. In the 1997 crisis in South 
Korea, the government responded to this demoralization with a campaign ask-
ing women to ‘Get your husband energized’ (Elson, 2002). Men may respond 
by becoming depressed; abusing drugs and alcohol; and becoming violent, both 
at home and in the community.

Gender norms are also likely to suggest that it is women who must take the 
main responsibility for survival of household members, through increasing 
their unpaid work as an alternative to purchasing household goods (‘make do 
and mend’), and through taking on casual paid work at very low rates of return. 
Neither the extra unpaid work nor the extra paid work undertaken by women 
is likely to show up in statistics; it is only revealed by small-scale qualitative 
research at the grassroots. In this way, even when men have disproportionately 
lost their jobs, it may actually end up being women who bear more of the 
burden of trying to provide an ultimate social safety net.

However, the loss of male employment may also lead to some decomposi-
tion of gender norms. Some men who have lost their jobs may take on more 
of the unpaid work of caring for children and elderly parents, especially if their 
wives have not also lost their jobs. There have been a few newspaper reports 
of this happening in the USA and UK (Qureshi, 2009; Rampell, 2009; Wylie, 
2009). This phenomenon may also be occurring in some developing countries, 
especially middle-income countries, where both husband and wife may have 
formal sector jobs, and no live-in servants.

Communities may respond to the crisis through an increase in organized 
volunteer work, for both self-help, and to help those hardest hit. In past crises 
in Latin America, there have been examples of women getting together to 
create community kitchens, supported by aid organizations. This support may 
take the form of donations of food, money for small stipends, and access to 
premises. The crisis may reduce the provision of such support, at a time when 
the demand for support is growing.

Volunteer work is itself shaped by gender norms – there is a dearth of sto-
ries of men in Latin America forming community kitchens. Although men 
as well as women played a part in the creation of community barter markets 
following the 1995 crisis in Argentina, the community barter markets were 
predominantly a women’s realm (Pereyra, 2006).

Governments can alleviate the adverse impact on communities by devot-
ing some of the fi scal stimulus to social protection measures, such as the 
provision of employment or cash to poor women and men; food distribution 
programmes, such as school meals; waiving user charges for public services; and 
so on. However, it is a concern that the way in which some social protection 
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measures are delivered reinforces, or builds on, existing gender norms. For 
example, cash transfers paid to mothers, on the condition that their children 
attend school and report to clinics for inoculations and health check-ups, have 
been criticized for reinforcing existing norms that make the care of children 
the responsibility of mothers, not fathers (Molyneux, 2007).8 This could be 
avoided by removing the conditions attached to the transfers. Another exam-
ple is public employment programmes that pay less than the minimum wage, 
such as the Jefes programme in Argentina, which was introduced in 2002, 
paying three-quarters of the minimum monthly wage to its benefi ciaries, less 
than the cost of the basic subsistence basket for one person (Alperin, 2009). 
Seventy-one per cent of the benefi ciaries are women, whose pressing responsi-
bility to feed their children may lead them to accept lower pay than men are 
willing to accept (especially if there is any stigma attached to working for a 
public employment programme) (Kostzer, 2008). Women would benefi t more 
from higher-quality programmes that pay the minimum wage, and offer some 
training opportunities. 

Governments may also intensify the adverse impact of the economic crisis 
in the sphere of reproduction by cutting expenditure on services like health 
and education. This may happen in a secondary phase of the crisis, in which 
recession leads to a fall in tax revenues and an increase in budget defi cits and 
government borrowing.9 When this happens, it is likely to lead to an increase 
in the burdens on poor women, since gender norms make them primarily 
responsible for family well-being. This will be particularly important if health 
spending is cut. Expenditure cuts are much more likely if aid fl ows fall; and if 
the IMF and the fi nancial markets prioritize a swift reduction of budget defi cits 
and government borrowing over safeguarding the health and education of the 
people.

Transformation of gender norms 

The crisis has opened up new spaces for changing norms about the kinds of 
economic policies that should be pursued. It may also open up new spaces 
for changing gender norms. So far, I have noted ways in which gender norms 
may be reinforced by responses to the economic crisis; and also ways in which 
they might start to decompose, owing to the individual responses of men and 
women. But the crisis may also provide opportunities to challenge and trans-
form gender norms, through collective action by civil society or governments.

In the fi nancial sphere, there is an opportunity to change gender norms in 
the distribution of credit to small and medium enterprises. In micro-fi nance, 
women are already major recipients of credit. Some developing country gov-
ernments already play a role in determining the distribution of credit, through 
issuing directions to state banks, and regulations for commercial banks, which 
identify priority sectors for loans. Neoliberal orthodoxy frowns on the idea of 
directing credit providers to lend to particular kinds of clients, but the failures 
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of market-led fi nance have created a more favourable climate for government 
and we are likely to see more of it. This provides us with an opportunity to 
raise questions about gendered patterns of the distribution of fi nance, which 
refl ect existing gender norms about the role of women and men in society, 
and to persuade governments to take a pro-active role in ensuring fair shares 
for women. In India, direction of credit is already possible through the state 
banking system, which is regulated by the Reserve Bank of India (India’s central 
bank). In December 2009, the Reserve Bank held a meeting to discuss gender 
issues in the allocation of credit by the formal banking system, and changes in 
regulations and training of offi cials were considered (Benita Sharma, personal 
email communication, 25 December 2009).

Stimulus packages provide another opportunity for changing gender norms. 
States could require particular industries to open up particular occupations to 
women, as a condition of receiving fi nance. These occupations could be ones 
in which women are currently under-represented. Measures could include the 
provision of training opportunities, policies to make workplaces more women-
friendly, and targets for increasing the employment of women. As yet, no 
stimulus package appears to have taken this opportunity.

Volunteer organizations could take steps to mobilize more men for the kind 
of care work that is currently done mainly by women. This had begun prior to 
the crisis, in some volunteer programmes in Africa that provide care for people 
living with HIV. In many cases, the volunteers are given small stipends, which 
are not wages set at market rates, but a money allowance that covers some of 
the expenses of volunteering, and provides tangible community recognition of 
care as valuable work. One study, in South Africa, found that the stipends are 
important in attracting male volunteers, and concluded that: ‘An increase in 
the stipends may help enhance recruitment of males to care-giving’ (Kgware, 
2006: 12). This merits further investigation as a way of changing gender norms.

Conclusion 

The purpose of this article was to suggest a framework for thinking about the 
gender dimensions of the economic crisis. The framework that I have suggested 
enables us to examine the impact of the crisis, as well as the responses to it, 
on the part of both individuals and collectivities, in three spheres of the eco-
nomy: fi nance, production, and reproduction. It identifi es the kinds of ‘gender 
numbers’ that we need: sex-disaggregated statistics of various kinds, and data 
which enable us to plug existing gaps in our knowledge, since the data the 
governments regularly produce still continue to leave out women’s unpaid 
work and much of their informal paid work. The article has also argued that 
we need to pay attention to gender norms – the social practices and ideas that 
shape the behaviour of people and institutions. The norms may be reinforced 
in times of crisis, but they may also start to decompose as individuals transgress 
norms under the pressures of crisis. In addition, there may be opportunities for 
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the transformation of norms, through collective action to institute new social 
practices and ideas.

As the fi rst wave of the fi nancial crisis recedes in many parts of the world, 
the other dimensions of the crisis, especially shortages of affordable food and 
fuel, will come to the fore. A similar framework, with appropriate modifi ca-
tions, may prove useful in considering the gender dimensions of these crises. 

Notes 

 1. Fiscal stimulus refers to a policy of stimulating the economy by compen-
sating, in whole or in part, for a fall in expenditure by households and 
businesses, by an increase in public expenditure and/or a reduction in 
taxes.

 2. In countries in which economic growth has recovered food prices have 
risen again because of the fact that demand has risen but the underlying 
constraints on the supply of food have not been addressed.

 3. The matrix in Figure 3.1 draws on my presentation to the Oxfam Gender 
and Economic Crisis Workshop, Oxford, in September 2009, modifi ed 
slightly in light of subsequent discussions. I particularly thank Ruth 
Pearson for her comments. The changes that I have made differ some-
what from those made by King and Sweetman (2010), who also present a 
modifi ed version of my framework.

 4. Unlike King and Sweetman (2010), I do not include informal paid work 
in the sphere of reproduction, even though some of it may be home-
based. Since it is paid and produces products that are sold on the market, I 
include it as part of production. Through sub-contracting, some informal 
work contributes to the products of large-scale producers, including those 
that produce for export.

 5. Some authors adopt a narrower defi nition of reproduction, which includes 
only the unpaid activities undertaken within households. However, I 
consider that provision of public services is ‘non-market work’, because 
public services are not produced for the market, even when there is a 
service charge for users. This is because user charges for public services 
are taxes, rather than prices; they are not set by interaction of supply and 
demand in a market, or by an enterprise based on what will maximize 
profi ts.

 6. Derivatives are complex fi nancial instruments which are derived from 
some other instrument, such as loan to a person to buy house, or to a 
business to buy equipment, or to a government to build a bridge. They are 
traded between fi nancial institutions and their values become divorced 
from the value of the underlying investments.

 7. Balance of trade refers to the gap between the value of imports and 
exports. If the value of imports is greater than the value of exports, then 
there is a trade defi cit.
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 8. Such programmes had been widely adopted in Latin America prior to the 
crisis.

 9. Since I consider expenditure cuts a response to the crisis, I do not place 
them in the matrix in the column for transmission of the crisis. Here I 
differ from King and Sweetman (2010).
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CHAPTER 4

Critical times: gendered implications of the 
economic crisis for migrant workers from 
Burma/Myanmar in Thailand

Jackie Pollock and Soe Lin Aung

This chapter fi rst appeared in Gender & Development 18(2), pp. 213–227, July 
2010.

This chapter draws on the grassroots experiences and research of MAP Foundation 
to examine the gendered impacts of the economic downturn on migrants from 
Burma/Myanmar1 who are working in Thailand. The chapter looks through a 
gender lens at the wages, working conditions, family relations and safety and 
security issues. It fi nds that migrant women have experienced decreases in wages, 
lay-offs, increased restrictions on reproductive rights and increased risks of harass-
ment and extortion as a result of the economic downturn. It also fi nds that the 
usually resilient Burmese migrant communities are being stretched beyond their 
limits, and need urgent protection.

Introduction 

On December 18, 2008, the International Labour Organization (ILO) released 
a statement marking International Migrants Day. In it, Juan Somavia, Director 
General of the ILO, spoke of the global economic crisis, in relation to migrant 
workers: 

The current global fi nancial and economic crises have serious implications 
for migrant workers worldwide. Past experience makes us painfully aware 
that migrant workers, especially women workers and those in irregular sta-
tus, are among the hardest hit and most vulnerable during crisis situations. 
While the full impact of the crisis on migrant workers is yet to unfold, there 
are reports of direct layoffs, worsening working conditions including wage 
cuts, increasing returns, and reductions in immigration intakes. 
(Somavia, 2008)

At that time, the economic crisis was just a few months old. Only con-
siderably later would the United Nations (UN) General Assembly call it, ‘the 
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worst fi nancial and economic crisis since the Great Depression’.2 Yet, even at 
this early point, Juan Somavia already saw fi t to draw special attention to the 
situation of migrants in the economic crisis, and the situation of women and 
irregular migrants3 in particular. 

In Thailand, the heavily export-oriented economy left the country inordi-
nately exposed to adverse macroeconomic impacts. With exports accounting 
for more than 65 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP), it can be little sur-
prise that by the fi rst quarter of 2009, the Thai economy had already contracted 
7.1 per cent since the previous year. This was particularly signifi cant for migrant 
workers, who are employed in large numbers in the garment manufacturing 
industries, the seafood export industry, and the vast orchards and plantations 
that are the source of fruit, rubber, vegetables for many countries around the 
world.

This chapter draws on the grassroots experiences and knowledge of the MAP 
Foundation, a Thai non-government organization (NGO) that was founded in 
1996. MAP Foundation aims to improve the rights of migrant workers from 
Burma/Myanmar who are working in Thailand. It focuses particularly on the 
labour rights of domestic workers, factory workers, construction and agricul-
tural workers.

The chapter draws on research published as a report, entitled Critical 
Times (Aung and Aung, 2009), which explored the gendered implications of 
the economic crisis on migrant workers in Thailand. The research involved 
374 migrants from Burma/Myanmar who are working in Mae Sot. Most are 
employed in sectors of the economy which produce goods for export, and are 
dependent on foreign direct investment.

Our research aimed to fi nd out about the impact so far of the economic 
crisis on migrant workers and their families. In particular, we were interested 
in how its effects differ for women and men. The analysis here focuses on these 
concerns, and in particular explores how they are playing out in Mae Sot, Tak 
province. Mae Sot is an increasingly industrialized district, on the Thai-Burma 
border. It provides a good case study for this article, owing to the profusion of 
export-oriented garment and textile factories, with a mainly female workforce 
and because MAP Foundation works closely with the migrants in this area to 
support the formation of migrant workers associations which can address the 
pervasive exploitative conditions, to provide legal assistance for migrants pur-
suing complaints of exploitation by their employers and to advocate for full 
protection of rights of migrants. The research involved a combination of quali-
tative and quantitative research methods: four focus group discussions (with a 
total of 28 migrants); 15 in-depth interviews; and a survey with 331 migrants 
which took place between June and August 2009. To protect the confi dentiality 
of the migrants who took part in our research, we have not used their names 
in this chapter.
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The context: Burmese migrant workers in Thailand 

The 2009 UN Development Programme (UNDP) report ‘Overcoming Barriers: 
Human Mobility and Development’ explains the pull for migrants from Burma/
Myanmar stating that: ‘Someone born in Thailand can expect to live seven 
more years, to have almost three times as many years of education, and save 
almost eight times as much as someone born in Myanmar [Burma]’ (UNDP, 
2009: 9). Most estimates suggest that there are between two and three million 
migrants from Burma/Myanmar, Cambodia and Lao PDR working in Thailand, 
over 80 per cent are from Burma/Myanmar. Only fi gures for migrants who 
register once they are in Thailand and apply for the temporary work permits 
are available. The number of migrants applying for these work permits has 
fl uctuated, from 300,000 in 1996, to 1.28 million in 2004, decreasing over the 
following years and increasing to 1.3 million in 2009.4 These numbers refl ect 
the accessibility of the registration policies rather than the actual number of 
migrants.

The vast majority of migrants from Burma/Myanmar arrive in Thailand 
without any form of documentation. Thailand fi rst responded to this situation 
in 1992 (World Bank, 2006; Huguet and Punpuing, 2005) with policies which 
allow Burmese migrants already in the country to register to work for a year at 
a time. These policies are intended for ‘migrants who entered the country ille-
gally’ to register to work for one year ‘while awaiting deportation’ (translations 
of the wording in the Royal Thai Government Cabinet Resolution, 25 June 
1996). Despite the temporary nature of the policies, workers have been able to 
renew them annually for nearly two decades.

In 2003, the Burmese regime signed a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MOU) with Thailand to regularize migration. However, it took the next six 
years for the two countries to come to an agreement on how to implement 
this MOU. In 2009, the Burmese regime set up offi ces in three locations along 
the border, in Tachilek, Myawaddy and Kawthuang to interview migrants who 
had been working in Thailand to verify their nationality and issue temporary 
passports.

In looking at the various effects of the global fi nancial and economic crisis 
on migrants and their communities, we not only have to understand that these 
are different for women and men, but we also need to recognize how global 
capital actually perpetuates and causes inequality between women and men 
by the ways in which it shapes the lives and work of migrants: 

Perhaps the most notable feature of female migration is the extent to which 
it is founded upon the continual reproduction and exploitation of gender 
inequalities by global capitalism. For the most part, female labor migrants 
perform ‘women’s work’ as nannies, maids, and sex workers – the worst 
possible occupational niches in terms of remuneration, working condi-
tions, legal protections and social recognition. In this way, gender acts as a 
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basic organizing principle of labor markets in destination countries, repro-
ducing and reinforcing pre-existing gender patterns that oppress women.
(UN International Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of 
Women [UN-INSTRAW], 2007: 3–4)

Migrant women who meet monthly to share experiences in 11 different 
locations along the Thai-Burma/Myanmar border in the Women Exchange 
programme organized by MAP Foundation, say that Thailand offers them a 
mix of opportunities and threats. The opportunities include paid work, access 
to healthcare, the possibility of offi cial protection under the labour laws, and 
exercising other rights. The threats, on the other hand, include poor occu-
pational health and safety conditions, which may result in death or injury; 
the constant fear of arrest and deportation; debt-bonds to employers, and 
dependency on informal brokers. The migrant women also relate their feeling 
of being deliberately isolated, whether it be as a domestic worker with no legal 
protection guaranteeing days off to meet their friends, or as factory workers 
housed in dormitories behind the closed gates of the factory, or as construc-
tion site workers living in shacks on the site. These arrangements are, in their 
understanding, condoned by the authorities. 

In the next section, we explore in greater detail migrant women’s experi-
ences of working in Mae Sot during the economic crisis.

Mae Sot and women’s work experience there 

Mae Sot is a district on the Thai-Burma/Myanmar border in Thailand’s Tak 
Province. Owing to its geographic proximity to Burma/Myanmar, Mae Sot has 
long been a major destination for migrants leaving the country to work in 
Thailand. Numbers of migrants in Mae Sot increased in the mid-1990s when 
the town became a production centre for garment factories (Macan-Markar, 
2003). The combination of rapid industrialization and the presence of a highly 
mobile labour reserve has not had a positive effect on local employment condi-
tions. Indeed, the large pool of non-unionized labour to be found in Mae Sot 
appears to be an attraction to both the local and foreign companies.

Thailand continued to develop economic corridors based on Greater Mekong 
Subregion and ACMECS5 schemes. According to the Economic Cooperation 
Strategy (ECS) initiated in 2003, Mae Sot belongs to the East West Economic 
Corridor (EWEC) which promotes trade and investment with Burma/Myanmar. 
On 19 October 2004, the Thai cabinet decided to create a border economic zone 
in Tak province, covering three districts of Mae Sot, Phop Phra and Mae Ramat. 
On 6 October 2009, the Cabinet approved the Ministry of Commerce’s project 
to develop the special economic zone, which also consists of a one-stop service 
centre and logistics park (Government Public Relations Department, 2009). The 
Tak Chamber of Commerce has called for incentives to attract industries such 
as garments, textiles, ceramics and furniture. There are currently an estimated 
300 factories in Mae Sot, which it is speculated may be expected to relocate to 
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the proposed industrial estate (Tsuneishi, 2007). Each of the factories employs 
between 100 and 1,000 workers, while about another 200 unregistered ‘home 
factories’ would employ between 5 and 20 workers (Kusakabe and Pearson, 
2007).

For Thailand, this economic co-operation is tied to its own internal regional 
development. By shifting agriculture and labour-intensive manufacturing to 
border economic zones along the corridors, Thai industries can benefi t from 
cheap labour and resources from neighbouring countries, while the neighbour-
ing countries can benefi t from job creation and the development of consumer 
markets. 

The history of the industrialization process here is also a history of the con-
tinued suppression of labour rights. In a press interview, Phil Robertson, head 
of the Thai offi ce of the American Center for International Labor Solidarity, a 
Washington, DC-based international NGO, judged Mae Sot to be ‘the cesspool 
of labour rights of Thailand. All labor laws are violated … You fi nd the most 
systemic oppression of workers in Thailand’ (Macan-Markar, 2003). Other 
observers for example, Pongsawat (2007) and Sang Kook (2007), see the sup-
pression of labour rights in Mae Sot as part of an active campaign on the part 
of public and private actors to encourage and consolidate investment in the 
area. According to Arnold and Hewison (2006), employer organizations such as 
the Chambers of Commerce or the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI) actively 
constrain the action of workers, particularly by limiting freedom of association 
and colluding to maintain low wages.

These local conditions combine with national restrictions on migrant 
workers, which include severe restrictions on the right to travel, or change 
employers, and the restrictions in the Thai Labour Relations Act B.E. 2518 
(AD 1975) on non-Thais holding any official position in a union. Thus, 
migrants are effectively banned from forming their own unions or travelling 
to meet and join Thai unions. Since 2007, the Action Network for Migrants 
(Thailand) has been working with the Thai Labour Solidarity Committee (TLSC) 
initially to introduce Thai workers to migrant workers issues, and more recently 
to facilitate migrant workers joining Thai unions.

Apart from labour law violations, migrant workers’ lives are also made insec-
ure and precarious by laws and policies which make it much easier and simpler 
for a migrant to lose their legal status than to gain it. MAP Foundation facilitates 
monthly meetings of workers, at these labour exchanges, workers report how 
employers confi scate their work permits, which exposes all migrants to extortion 
by the police and for women migrants also exposes them to sexual harassment 
from immigration and police offi cers when they cannot produce their docu-
mentation. As noted previously, with the economic downturn migrants have 
to move more frequently to fi nd work, but since migrants are not allowed to 
travel, this situation again increases their risk of arrest and deportation.

Since the fi rst landmark case of migrant workers of the Nut Knitting Factory 
in Mae Sot winning compensation of around £1,000 each in 2004 (MAP 
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Foundation, 2006), MAP Foundation has provided paralegal assistance to over 
1,000 migrants each year in Mae Sot for unpaid wages and exploitative working 
conditions. Seventy per cent of these workers are women and face particular 
harassment when they fi rst start to make a complaint. During the legal pro-
cesses, MAP Foundation, together with our local partner, the Yaung Chi Oo 
Workers Association, have been called on to respond to situations where the 
women workers leaders have been abducted and threatened, thugs have been 
sent into their dormitories at night and they have been arrested and deported. 
According to information provided to MAP Foundation’s grassroots pro-
grammes with women workers, general campaigns of intimidation are waged 
against women workers who dare to organize and demand their labour rights.

In the next section, migrant women talk about how they experienced the 
economic downturn in Mae Sot and how it impacted on their lives.

Gendered impacts of the economic downturn 

Given the high concentration of export-oriented industries in Mae Sot, it can 
be little surprise that the current economic downturn has produced severe 
negative impacts for Mae Sot’s factories, and in particular for the migrants and 
their families, whose livelihoods depend on them. Knitwear factories, which 
produce warm clothing largely for very hard-hit US and European markets, 
are said to be struggling disproportionately, with demand dropping steeply 
alongside Thailand’s broader 26.5 per cent year-on-year contraction in export 
earnings (Moe Swe, Yaung Chi Oo Workers’ Association, interview, 14 August 
2009). In Mae Sot’s factories overall, orders have dropped across the board. The 
local chapter of the FTI claims that orders have dropped by 12 per cent (The 
Economist, 2009).

Wages 

In Mae Sot, in general single men and women work in factories, while family 
units work in agricultural areas and on construction sites. A few factories have 
special dormitories for couples and even fewer say they provide facilities to 
families. According to reports from workers in Mae Sot, these latter factories are 
often the most exploitative because the families have so few choices. In agricul-
tural and construction sites, women workers are paid much less than the men 
workers; while in the sectors where the majority of workers are women, such 
as textile factories or domestic work, the wages are kept low. Thailand has a 
legal minimum wage, which employers must pay all workers, regardless of their 
immigration status. Thailand’s Constitution also lays out anti-discrimination 
policies between men and women. Nevertheless, migrant women are receiving 
less than the minimum wage and less than men for the same job; this was the 
reality before the economic downturn and will very likely outlast it. This helps 
explain the way in which the downturn appears to have aggravated gender 
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inequalities in pay-scales within Mae Sot’s migrant communities. At the launch 
of the report, Critical Times, (Foreign Correspondents Club Thailand, September 
2009), one of the panellists, Tim De Meyer, labour standards specialist in the 
ILO, said that: ‘All too often migrant workers in poorly visible categories of 
work tend to be the shock absorbers during an economic downturn’, and that 
the ILO had the female migrant workers from Myanmar in mind when it said 
earlier that year that the current economic meltdown had a ‘woman’s face’ 
since women labourers are affected more severely, and differently, compared 
with their male counterparts.6 

Our research shows that the economic downturn has worsened wages for 
workers. According to MAP Foundation’s research, only slightly more respond-
ents – 43.8 per cent – reported a year-on-year decrease in income, compared 
with 42.7 per cent who reported no change to their income. However, com-
pared with this, a full 85 per cent of respondents reported fi nding themselves 
in diffi culty owing to being unable to afford goods which are rising in price. 
Migrants reported explicitly that year-on-year wages had fallen signifi cantly in 
real terms. High-season earnings in 2008 for a knitting factory employee would 
have been around US$180 per month, and US$90 per month for garment fact-
ory workers. A year later, all factory workers were reporting an average of about 
US$75 per month. 

In many different parts of our research – through surveys, written statements, 
focus-group discussions, and in-depth interviews – migrants consistently drew 
attention to a growing gap between wages and goods prices when describing 
their economic diffi culties. Even an income that has not changed will be associ-
ated with increased daily struggle, while an outright decline in income spells 
a serious and increasing threat. 

Analysing our research fi ndings by gender and employment sector revealed 
signifi cant difference in the situation of women and men. Women are consid-
erably more likely than men to report falling income – 47 per cent of women, 
and 39.1 per cent of men, reported declines. Factory work has seen negative 
changes in wages, with 57 per cent of factory workers reporting an outright 
decline in income:

At this time wages are so low. I just get 30 to 90 baht [US$0.9–2.7] per day. 
And spending costs have increased, so I cannot save money right now. 
(Knitting factory employee [female]; Aung and Aung, 2009: 26) 

Households, and extended families in Thailand and Burma/Myanmar, 
who depend on female wages are struggling most to make ends meet in the 
face of the crisis In other income-related fi ndings, a majority of respondents 
– 67 per cent – reported that they were fi nding it increasingly diffi cult to save 
money, and even more – 72.2 per cent – were fi nding it increasingly diffi cult 
to support their families. Women were more likely than men to report sav-
ings diffi culties, as were factory workers compared with workers in all other 
sectors. 
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The economic crisis is creating conditions in which women workers, who 
are already are relatively undervalued and underpaid because of gender stereo-
types about the sectors in which they are employed, fi nd that wages are being 
affected worse than those of men in other ‘masculine’ employment sectors. 
Sector-specifi c economic effects of the crisis – on export-dependent textile 
factories especially – map onto gender-specifi c impacts with troubling clarity. 
In Mae Sot, the suffering of certain industries can hardly be separated from 
the suffering of the women migrants who disproportionately work in them.

With fewer savings, migrants reported a drop in the levels of remittances 
to their relatives inside Burma/Myanmar. This has also been compounded 
by an unfavourable increase in the exchange rate of the kyat Burmese cur-
rency against the baht Thai currency. Migrants reported that usually they sent 
remittances home quarterly or yearly, and thus the hardships which migrants 
experience immediately when their wages fall and purchasing power decreases 
are not immediately passed on to the communities back home; rather, the 
hardships will ripple down over the following year: 

Over 30 people have come to work in Thailand from my village. There are 
six people in my village that are depending on the money I remit home. Ear-
lier I could remit money four times a year; now I can only send twice a year. 
(Ms Deng Lungiong, 26-year-old Shan domestic worker speaking on the 
panel at the launch of the Critical Times report at the Foreign Correspon-
dents Club Thailand, September 2009) 

I can’t support my parents because I’m not in a good job situation. My 
brother and sisters are also not OK – they also can’t support with any mon-
ey. Sometimes, we argue with each other. 
(Survey 2, ID 6, carpenter [male]; Aung and Aung, 2009: 27) 

If I cannot send money to parents, they have to face health problems and 
social problems, and they have diffi culty with daily costs. 
(Survey ID 68, knitting factory employee [male]; Aung and Aung, 2009: 29)

Unable to support their families and barely able to support themselves, 
migrants in Mae Sot have to make diffi cult decisions regarding their future. 
The vast majority of those workers interviewed for this research – 95.4 per cent 
– reported that they would rather stay in Mae Sot during the economic crisis 
than return to Burma/Myanmar: 

I have been living in Mae Sot for four years. My economic situation is not 
okay now. Income and spending are not balanced. Therefore, even if I want 
to go back to Burma, I cannot go back. So I am very depressed. 
(Survey 2, ID 14, female factory worker)

During one of the initial discussions about the research with a group of 
migrants in Mae Sot, they reported that some women who had been dismissed 
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from factories had returned to Burma/Myanmar with a broker who was organ-
izing for them to travel to Jordan for work in factories. Later, 500 of these 
women who were working in a Chinese factory in Irbid, Jordan contacted MAP 
Foundation when there was a labour dispute.7

Working conditions 

The suppression of labour rights in Mae Sot discussed earlier is important in under-
standing the impact of the economic downturn on migrant workers in Mae Sot; 
the conditions are already so poor that there is very little scope for deterioration.

The question of working hours is quite complicated, owing mostly to 
distinctions between workers, who are categorized by employers into those 
workers whose skills are valued (referred to as ‘skilled’), and those whose skills 
are not perceived and hence unvalued (referred to as ‘unskilled’). Women’s jobs 
are more likely than men’s to be classed as unskilled or semi-skilled. In a textile 
factory, the machine work on the shop fl oor is considered unskilled work, while 
the workers who make the samples for orders, who make designs or work on 
complex designs and the foremen are called skilled workers.

According to MAP Foundation’s research, the impact of the economic crisis 
was complex. Working hours for the ‘unskilled’ declined year-on-year during 
the middle quarters of 2009. It was these workers who were most likely to be 
dismissed because of worsening economic conditions. As orders declined, the 
numbers of workers needed on the shop fl oor decreased and the workers are 
immediately dismissed. Should orders increase, the factory has a large pool 
of workers in Mae Sot looking for jobs that they can employ and dismiss as 
needed. In contrast, factories prefer to keep their skilled workers on the pay-
roll than dismiss them and risk them using their skills (for example, in design 
or sampling) in another competing factory. While waiting for new contracts, 
skilled workers work on the shop fl oor to fi ll the shortages created by the dis-
missal of the supposedly ‘unskilled’ workers. Low-skilled workers in Mae Sot, 
as we have seen, are both more likely to be women, and more vulnerable to 
retrenchment when economic conditions threaten the fi nancial security of 
their employers. Because they are disproportionately numbered among the 
workers considered low- or unskilled, women were more likely than men to 
fi nd their working hours decreased, including overtime hours. Working long 
hours is essential if migrants are to be able to save.

Interestingly, a different dynamic was reported by some skilled workers who 
said their working hours had increased, rather than decreased, as a result of 
the economic crisis.

Despite reportedly steep declines in production, the fact that there were 
now fewer employees resulted in those who remained gaining more hours on 
the factory fl oor.

Interestingly, migrants in Mae Sot were not convinced that either the low-
ering of wages or the laying-off of workers was always directly linked to the 



60  GENDER AND THE ECONOMIC CRISIS

economic downturn. This is supported by the history of suppressing labour 
rights, referred to earlier. It had been no surprise for the workers in Mae Sot 
to fi nd that notices declaring that the factory was closing because of the eco-
nomic crisis were posted at factories where workers were making complaints 
about decreasing wages or deteriorating working conditions. The workers’ 
scepticism is well-founded; in more than one instance, a business which had 
apparently crashed fi nancially, re-opened just down the road under a new name 
and of course, with a new, unversed in labour rights, set of migrant workers 
(discussions between workers and MAP Foundation and Yaung Chi Oo Workers 
Association volunteers, August 2009).

In Thailand, the Labour Laws are said to protect all workers, regardless of 
their immigration status. These laws specify severance pay packages for workers 
who are laid off in such circumstances. Nevertheless, no migrant worker has 
yet received an offi cial redundancy package. The vast majority were notifi ed 
of the loss of their jobs on the day they were required to leave, and were sent 
away without even the wages owed to them. 

They told us to pack up and leave. I heard someone ask for their wages 
and the foremen shouted that he was ready to call immigration if anyone 
wanted to make a complaint. We all hurried to pack up our things. 
(Discussions between MAP Foundation staff and female factory workers in 
Mae Sot, August 2009)

The study’s results for working conditions were among the least conclusive 
fi ndings generated. Intuitively, the decline in factory earnings in Mae Sot would 
lead to a deterioration in working conditions. However, this is not refl ected in 
our fi ndings. Of the respondents, 71.9 per cent in fact reported no change from 
the previous year in general working conditions, and the remaining 28 per cent 
who did report changes were roughly split between reports of deteriorating 
conditions, and improved conditions, again this is a statement on the general 
working conditions that are the norm in Mae Sot. 

Impact of the economic downturn on family dynamics 

Our research exposed little noticeable change in family dynamics that could 
be linked to the economic situation. However, it is signifi cant was that only 
67 per cent of those surveyed chose to respond to this question. This may, 
however, be because of shortcomings in our research methods: migrants may 
well have been reluctant to get into discussions about family relationships and 
sensitive issues including domestic violence in mixed-sex groups and formal 
research settings, including interviews and focus groups. Several organizations 
in Mae Sot offer support and refuge to survivors of domestic violence, but it 
is diffi cult to see any changes in reported violence which can be linked to the 
economic crisis.
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The economic crisis has, however, visibly put further strain on migrant 
families who have children in school. While the implementation of the UN 
Education for All policy in Thailand permits all migrant children to attend 
free state schools, there are costs involved for the parents, including paying for 
transport to the schools, school uniform, books, and so on. Migrant families 
on agricultural and construction sites reported to the Rights for All project of 
MAP Foundation that, with decreases in salaries, they were only able to keep 
one child at school. When the families had one son and one daughter, they 
reported that they were more likely to take the daughter out of school, reason-
ing that she could help the family at home. These families also reported that 
their mobility had increased as a result of the economic downturn, as they had 
to move more often to fi nd work, increasing instability for the family, and often 
resulting in the children not being able to attend school regularly: 

All our community had wanted was for our children to go to school. We 
asked MAP to help organize that to happen a couple of years ago, and we 
were so excited when they went to school. But now, many families are tak-
ing the children out of school. Our community lives far from the school 
and we are always a little scared when the truck comes to pick up the chil-
dren, now we either don’t have the money or are even more afraid that the 
children won’t be returned at the end of the day. 
(Discussion between MAP Foundation staff and agricultural workers on 
Mae Sot-Phop Phra road, August 2009)

With decreased incomes, migrant couples are faced with dilemmas regard-
ing planning their families. Many migrant women from Burma/Myanmar have 
been or will be in Thailand for the best part of their reproductive life. It is only 
in recent years that the babies of migrants could obtain a birth certifi cate, and 
registered migrant women have been entitled to general health care, including 
limited reproductive health care such as contraception. 

Nevertheless, when women are pregnant and cannot work, they immediately 
lose their jobs and their housing, which is, as mentioned earlier, linked to their 
work. Such restrictions mean that women have few options and may result in 
unsafe abortions,8 excessive use of the emergency pill, unemployment and lack 
of livelihood for mothers. They are also likely to breed resentment among the 
migrant community, whose members require recognition not just as workers, 
but as families, as mothers, and as young people with potential and dreams.

Impact on security and stability 

Throughout 2009, migrants had lived with multiple levels of insecurity and 
instability.

They had to deal with job (and therefore livelihood) insecurities as a result 
of the global economic crisis, but also had to deal with the threats of mass 
deportations in February 2010, according to the Cabinet Resolution of 2008 
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on Migrant Workers, which allowed migrants to register for work for the fi nal 
time in Thailand, with the fi nal date being 28 February 2010. During 2009, 
levels of stress increased as migrants were pressured into entering a process to 
engage with the Burmese regime to have their nationality verifi ed. As 2009 
drew to a close, the tensions and hardships of the year bubbled near the sur-
face. In December, 2,000 female migrant workers at the Top Form Brassiere 
factory in Mae Sot went on strike over an assault on two of the employees’ 
relatives by four security offi cers. The workers’ anger could not be quelled even 
by the show of armed force by the Thai authorities. Soldiers armed with rifl es 
faced off the angry workers.9 The workers demanded that the factory owner 
re-hire the workers who had been sacked and provide the welfare benefi ts they 
were due.

The future 

Migrants from Burma/Myanmar have faced the economic downturn with 
resilience, but it is taking its toll, and situations like the one at the Top Form 
Brassiere factory may well fl are up if migrants are further marginalized by the 
impact of the economic downturn and are excluded from recovery packages 
and from policy discussions which affect their lives.

The restrictions on migrants forming unions in Thailand has left migrants 
stranded in this time of economic crisis with few options available to ameli-
orate the situation. As a signifi cant section of the labour force in Thailand, 
migrants must be able to have a voice and a standing to ensure that all work 
places provide decent work in Thailand.

Migrant workers are actively trying to improve their working conditions 
and to address the insecurity and exploitation they face. Migrant workers 
have formed their own labour associations, are educating themselves about 
Thai unions and discussing with union leaders the possibilities of joining Thai 
unions. They are co-ordinating with other sectors of the host population, a 
strategy that is particularly important for migrant women, who do well in lead-
ing and organizing workers informally, but who do not currently take the lead 
in more formal structures like associations. Migrant women have connected 
with Thai and regional women’s movements to improve not only their working 
conditions, but also their safety and security in the household and in daily life 
and to strengthen their role as advocates for justice.

If migrants are ignored in these critical times, their social safety nets will 
continue to wear thin, and community structures may break down. Policies 
of exclusion, and tolerance of exploitation of certain sectors of society, harm 
the fabric of society, creating antagonism and anger. Therefore, the building 
of social cohesion and the integration of migrant workers and their families 
into Thai society is of particular importance now. Integration can be facilitated 
in the workplace, at educational facilities and in social and religious activi-
ties. Women migrant workers will be leading players, and are already leading 
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the way with their connections of sisterhood and solidarity nationally and 
regionally.
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Notes 

 1. In June 1989, the ruling military regime changed the name of the country 
from Burma to Myanmar. The UK, the USA and democracy activists con-
tinue to use the name Burma.

 2. From the outcome document (p. 1) of the UN conference on the world 
fi nancial and economic crisis and its impact on development, i.e. the UNGA 
Resolution adopted on 13 July 2009, numbered 63/303, www.un.org/ga/
search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/63/303&Lang=E (last accessed 6 April 
2010).

 3. The term ‘irregular or undocumented migrants’ refers to people who 
migrate in search of employment in violation of laws and regulation 
governing migration. A much less acceptable term is ‘illegal migrants’, 
unacceptable because it suggests the migrant is illegal rather than that 
their actions are illegal.

 4. Figures published by the Department of Employment, Ministry of Labour, 
reproduced on the MAP Foundation website, www.mapfoundationcm.org 

 5. The Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy 
(ACMECS) is a co-operation framework amongst Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam to utilize member countries’ diverse 
strengths and to promote development in the sub-region. Prime Minister 
Thaksin Shinawatra of Thailand initiated the establishment of this co-
operation framework in April 2003.

 6. Ministry of Labour analysis suggests that there were 300,000 children 
aged 15–17 years legally employed in registered establishments in 2005 
(60 per cent male and 40 per cent female) (ILO, 2008; Seangpassa, 2009).

 7. These workers later contacted MAP Foundation from Jordan when they 
were being threatened with deportation after arguments erupted between 
Burmese and Bangladeshi migrant workers. See also Pi Pi (2010).
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 8. Discussions in recent Women Exchange meetings. Also noted in Belton 
and Maung (2004).

 9. Evidence from eye-witness accounts by MAP Foundation volunteers and a 
report in The Nation (2009).
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CHAPTER 5

Feminized recession: impact of the global 
fi nancial crisis on women garment workers 
in the Philippines

Kristina Gaerlan, Marion Cabrera, Patricia Samia 
and Ed L. Santoalla

This chapter fi rst appeared in Gender & Development 18(2), pp. 229–240, July 
2010.

This chapter discusses the fi ndings of Oxfam-commissioned research into the 
impact of the economic crisis on women garment workers in the Philippines. It 
provides policy recommendations aiming to ensure that measures put in place by 
the government and international bodies support the women workers who have 
seen their jobs lost or their working conditions worsen, and ensure that recovery 
measures support the goal of gender equality rather than working against this. 

Introduction 

Financial crises are nothing new in South-East Asia. The region was celebrated 
during the early part of the 1990s for its ‘tiger economies’, and was one of the 
main magnets of portfolio investments – often referred to as ‘hot money’ – 
fl owing in from the developed nations of the West. The countries of the region 
were among the fi rst to fall into the Asian economic crisis of 1997. The crisis 
began in Thailand, when portfolio investors withdrew their funds at the fi rst 
signs of a property bubble bursting in that country. The lessons learned by 
South-East Asian economies since then are said to have made them stronger 
– enough for them to withstand the initial effects of the still unfolding global 
fi nancial meltdown that originated in the USA last year.

A case in point is the Philippines, whose government, early on in the current 
crisis, has stated that fi nancial and banking reforms instituted since 1997 have 
offered a bit of protection from the US sub-prime fallout. This, however, is not 
to say that the Philippines is totally insulated; the highly publicized closure of 
big companies making products for major US and European industries early 
this year has already provided a foretaste of things to come.

According to the Semiconductor and Electronics Industries in the Philippines, 
Inc. (SEIPI), the industry suffered an 8 per cent decline in 2008. It will remain 
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in the red until end 2009, largely due to the effects of the global fi nancial crisis. 
Worldwide, revenues of the semiconductor industry in 2009 are estimated to 
reach only US$198 billion, as against US$255 billion in 2008 (Semiconductor 
Industry Association, 2009).

Textile and garments are the country’s second largest export industry after 
the chip and electronics makers, employing an estimated workforce of 150,000. 
However, the industry has long been edged out by lower-cost producers in 
China, Indonesia, Vietnam, India, Morocco, and Turkey. The crisis has made 
companies in the US and Europe even more cost-conscious, especially in terms 
of labour costs vis-à-vis productivity.

This research was conducted to fi nd out the specifi c impact of the global eco-
nomic crisis on Filipino women workers. It is part of a study being conducted 
by Oxfam GB in East Asia on the impact of the economic crisis on women in 
fi ve countries of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN): Vietnam, 
Cambodia, Philippines, Indonesia, and Thailand. This research was conducted 
in the context of the hypothesis that Filipino women are more vulnerable to 
the impact of the crisis than men in the same social and economic groups, and 
hence they have been disproportionately affected by the crisis.

The research context 

The geographical focus of this study is the Calabarzon area, where many crisis-
triggered company closures, retrenchments, and lay-offs have been occurring. 
The Philippine Senate, citing projections by the labour group Pagkakaisa ng 
Manggagawa sa Timog Katagalugan-Kilusang Mayo Uno (Union of Workers in 
Southern Tagalog May 1 Movement), has said that more than 40,000 workers 
in the Calabarzon area are set to lose their jobs by the fi rst half of the present 
year. Of these, they estimate that 35,000 will be from electronics and auto-
motive parts factories inside the Laguna Technopark.

This crisis comes on top of a pre-existing high level of unemployment. 
The highest unemployment rate among women was reported in the National 
Capital Region, where 11.7 per cent of the region’s labour force is unemployed. 
Calabarzon and Central Luzon follow with 9.0 per cent and is the second largest 
contributor to total unemployed women in the Philippines with 18.7 per cent, 
with the National Capital Region (Metro Manila) coming in first with 
24.8 per cent (National Statistics Offi ce Gender and Development Committee, 
2009).

There are no available gender-disaggregated data on local retrenchments 
and lay-offs that have occurred since the onset of the global fi nancial crisis. It 
is safe to say, however, that formally employed women in the electronics, semi-
conductors, telecommunications, and garments industries, as well as the other 
industries engaged in production for export, have been the hardest hit by the 
crisis. As also pointed out earlier, women comprise the majority of workforces 
in these largely export-oriented industries.
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Research objectives and methodology 

The research was conducted for the purpose of: 

• assessing the impact of the fi nancial crisis on women in the Philippines; 
• analysing the gendered nature of government responses to the crisis and 

their impact on women workers so far; and 
• developing a set of recommendations for consideration by the Philippine 

government and by regional institutions and donors. 

The study covered women workers in both the formal and the informal 
economies. We focused on women in several industries: cable television and 
telecommunications, garments, semiconductors, and electronics. These are 
industries that employ women workers and thus have women in the majority 
of the workforce that have been retrenched or laid off due to crisis-triggered 
company closures. The study also looked into the situation of women in the 
informal sector, as represented by mothers engaged in the manufacture of rags, 
socks, and other items made from scrap textiles.

The authors conducted three focus-group discussions (FGDs), involving a 
total of 28 participants ranging in age from 18 to 70. Of these, 18 were women. 
The fi rst FGD was held in Mandaluyong City, with retrenched workers from 
the cable television, telecommunications, and semiconductor industries. The 
second was held with retrenched workers from various companies located in 
the Cavite Export Processing Zone found in the coastal town of Rosario, Cavite. 
The participants came mostly from the semiconductors and garments indus-
tries. The third group consisted of home-based workers making rags and socks 
in the Metro Manila town of Pateros and city of Taguig.

From the focus groups, the authors identifi ed two participants and invited 
them to more intimate, one-to-one conversations, so that their stories could be 
used as case studies. In addition, two key informants were interviewed as well. 
The fi rst was an offi cer of the Business Processing Association of the Philippines, 
who spoke at length on industry’s defi ance of recessionary trends, as well as 
growth prospects. The second key informant was the corporate affairs man-
ager of Intel Philippines Corporation, which had been the fi rst big company 
to announce that it was ceasing operations in the Philippines, in the wake 
of the global fi nancial crisis. The Intel representative discussed the compre-
hensive retrenchment and closure plan to be followed by the management 
team. 

Because there are no large disparities in the trends and practices of the 
affected industries across regions, the women’s stories provided a compre-
hensive picture of the impact of the crisis on low- and middle-income Filipino 
women as a whole.
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Findings 

Continuing job insecurity through ‘casualization’ 

FGD participants from special economic zones or export processing zones said 
that job losses were frequent and regular, and entirely independent of eco-
nomic recession. Often, job losses occurred as soon as employees’ six-month 
probation contracts were fi nished. Women would prepare for this by searching 
for jobs with other companies based within the export-processing zone. Each 
time, this process would entail yet another round of police and security clear-
ances as well as fi t-to-work medical check-ups, easily costing the individual at 
least US$44. Months would be spent processing and following up applications. 
After being hired, the worker would have to go through the same cycle again 
when the next six-month contract had run its course.

Heightened poverty and hunger 

The loss of their jobs owing to retrenchment and lay-offs had clearly pushed 
women workers of crisis-affected companies deeper into poverty. This was 
especially true for FGD participants from the garments sector, where it has been 
estimated that 90 per cent of those holding new jobs that are under threat of 
disappearing because of the crisis are women living in poverty (Van der Gaag, 
2009).

The clearest expression of poverty is the inability of large numbers of 
Filipinos to meet the most basic of needs for subsistence. Traditionally, food 
is the biggest expense of the poor Filipino household. Over the years, food 
accounted for almost 60 per cent of expenses by the bottom 30 per cent of the 
income group. But the focus group participants’ experience showed that job 
loss, coupled with the steady rise in prices of basic commodities, has down-
graded food consumption in terms of both quantity and quality. National 
Statistical Coordination Board (NSCB) data in 2003 showed that more than 
11 million Filipinos were considered food-poor or living below subsistence 
level. The Food and Agricultural Organisation reported in 2005 that there were 
more than 17 million undernourished Filipinos.

One woman participant told us that the price of canned milk (as distinct 
from infant formula milk) that she was using to feed her baby had doubled. 
This was the same woman that, with her eyes welling up, admitted that she 
and her husband skipped meals to ensure the baby had milk. ‘Sumasala din’, 
she said, referring to how the couple has had to forgo some meals. As a people, 
Filipinos are known for their fondness for eating, evident in the numerous food 
stands, establishments and vendors at any given time in any given place. In 
between the three main meals are the midday and afternoon snacks. Religious 
rituals, community festivities and family gatherings are planned around the 
food to be served and shared within the occasion. Loosely translated, the word 
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‘sumasala’ means ‘to lapse’. The use of the word ‘sumasala’ to refer to being 
forced to skip a meal thus suggests an unacceptable lapse or default.

A second participant said that after her daughter had been laid off from 
work, she had not been able to fi nd the money to feed her child. The particip-
ant had found a solution: she fed the child a chocolate-fl avoured drink rather 
than the usual canned milk. This chocolate powder drink came in single-serve 
packs and was more affordable than the milk. Another said she sometimes 
needed to sacrifi ce midday and mid-afternoon snacks, so that the money could 
be used instead for the children’s transportation to school. One home-based 
woman worker said her household has not given up snacks, but these had 
become no more than one piece of pan de sal with a cup of coffee.

Another said she now uses a different variety of rice as a cost-cutting meas-
ure, whereas she used to buy government-procured rice. One elderly participant 
said: ‘Sometimes, we don’t buy rice anymore, we depend on the free rice dis-
tributed to the Grade One students in public schools’.

Lifestyle changes: letting go of non-essentials 

Another specifi c effect of the global fi nancial crisis on women workers that 
surfaced during the FGDs was the reduction of spending on leisure and recrea-
tion. A male participant said: ‘Before, I could give my wife a weekly shopping 
allowance. Without fail, she would be at the mall every weekend. But it’s been 
two years now since we last entered a mall’. For the lower-income households, 
one of the most obvious effects of the crisis was giving up the fast-food meals, 
the equivalent of ‘splurging’ when there is extra money.

One participant described the middle-class ‘belt-tightening’ of foregoing a 
spa or hair treatment, or a new piece of clothing. ‘My lifestyle really changed. 
In the past, every month, I would be at the salon. I could afford to take care of 
myself’, one participant said.

In terms of other expenses, many participants also experienced interrup-
tions in their electricity supply, due to failure to settle their bills promptly. The 
monthly electricity bill occupied the number two slot in the majority of the 
participants’ lists of important expenditure, next to food. This was consistent 
with the fi ndings of the 2006 Family Income and Expenditure Survey of fuel, 
light, and water as among the household’s highest expenses at 6 per cent to 
7 per cent of total income.

Asked by the profi le sheet to rank the other household expenses by impor-
tance, most ticked off food and education (the transportation fare and recess 
money of the children), and left items such as health and medicines as blank, 
belying the Filipinos’ common disregard for health care as a concern and an 
investment. It should be noted, moreover, that basic education is free. For 
72 per cent of poor households, the highest educational attainment was pri-
mary school education, which explains the minimal spending on education 
(Philippine Children’s Foundation, 2005).
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The implication of this insight from the FGDs is that spending on health 
care is a low priority among poor Filipino households. This, however, does not 
diminish the fact that poor Filipinos still spend more on health for the simple 
reason that government is not able to do so much for them in this regard. By 
government’s own admission, its target to depend less on out-of-pocket pay-
ments and provide more social health insurance is still far from being realized 
as the share of out-of-pocket payments even increased to 49 per cent while the 
share of social insurance payments increased only slightly to 11 per cent in 
2005. Based on the Health Sector Reform Agenda (HSRA), the target for out-of-
pocket expenses is 20 per cent while the target for social insurance is 30 per cent. 
Meanwhile, the share of government on health expenditure declined to 
29 per cent, which is also below the HSRA target of 40 per cent (NSCB, 2005).

Resilience and creativity built by old and new poverty 

It has been said that the Asian fi nancial crisis of 1997 prepared Filipinos for the 
global fi nancial crisis of 2007. Despite the diffi culties making up the everyday 
reality facing Filipinos, their resilience is notable and fascinating. This is often 
expressed in an inimitable brand of humour, which can make light of the most 
serious problems of daily survival. This Filipino grit can be explained by their 
phenomenal success in evolving strategies to cushion the blow of poverty, the 
form of second jobs, or ‘sidelines’ – alternative income sources to bridge the 
family from one day to the next.

Paguntalan (2002) often mentioned the term diskarte. This is often used in 
a number of contexts, including courtship, negotiation, and lastly, work. The 
word speaks of a woman’s ability to transcend a situation or limitation. Women 
describe this as the attempt to solve the problems or courage in dealing with 
the problems encountered. The context within which women speak of diskarte 
ranges from being able to survive (makaraos) to transcendence (malagpasan ang 
pagsubok). Diskarte also employs certain strategies such as lakas ng loob (guts) 
and kusang-loob (initiative). Diskarte is very much evident in the stories of the 
women who participated in the FGDs.

1. The informal economy as refuge. The informal economy makes available 
these other means of earning a living. Women’s ingenuity in balanc-
ing the household budget against expenses is best seen in the solutions 
found by the home-based workers of Rizal. One home-based worker 
said: ‘I keep a small retail store. I also do the laundry, which means an 
extra $5.62. I’m also a trimmer, though the earnings from this are paltry, 
only 10 centavos or 0.002 US cents per rag’.
 Her companion, on the other hand, said that she uses a sewing machine 
for occasional dress repair and alteration jobs when it is not being used 
in the fabrication of rags and foot socks. However, the machine is best 
optimized in the run-up to the town fi esta, when neighbours want new 
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curtains and cushion and bed covers. Another member of this group said 
she works three half-days a week as a janitor at a privately run nursery 
school: ‘I clean the classrooms of a private school, for which I earn only 
monthly. But the work is only for half the day’, she said.
 Another strategy is to fi nd sources of credit. Standard practice among 
the poor, particularly those who are engaged either as workers or entre-
preneurs in the informal economy, is to rely on informal lenders. There 
are ethnic Filipinos who are into this type of business, but the iconic 
image of the moneylender in our cultural context is that of the ‘Bombay’, 
the local name for persons of South Asian (Indian) descent, who come 
to the Philippines and engage in a money-lending practice called ‘5–6’. 
Under this practice, one borrows Php5 and pays the lender back Php6, 
which represents an interest rate of 20 per cent per quarter, or 80 per cent 
per annum, as against the average bank rate of 4 per cent per quarter, or 
16 per cent per annum. This is the most common form of usury practised 
in the Philippines and in the main it is the poor who are the victims, 
because 5–6 is the only credit resource available to them in the informal 
economy. You can see the ‘Bombays’ doing the rounds of wet markets1 
and neighbourhood sari-sari (variety) stores every day, collecting pay-
ments from their clients.
 As for savings, we found during the research that to pose a question 
on this subject, particularly in a time of crisis when people are jobless, 
and have nothing in their pockets, the sarcastic response that one tends 
to receive is: ‘what savings are you talking about?’.

2. Using the support system of family and friends. Although almost perma-
nent, the poverty of many Filipinos goes through ebbs and fl ows, peaks 
and troughs. As the Asian Development Bank (ADB) puts it, poverty in 
the Philippines is a dynamic phenomenon, where people move in and 
out of poverty over time. A fi rst attempt to gauge chronic and tran-
sient poverty found that, over a three-year period, about one-fi fth of the 
surveyed households were chronically poor, whereas nearly one-third 
shifted into and out of poverty during the period. Almost always, how-
ever, it is up to the woman to ensure that there is food on the table and 
that the most immediate needs of the household – water and health 
care – are met. For this, she has come up with ingenious ways of fi nding 
money (Schelzig, 2005).
 The role of the extended Filipino family as a source of economic secu-
rity, especially for poor families, and most especially in hard times, was 
clear in our research. In the focus groups, several participants had moved 
back in with their parents or parents-in-law, to save on rental in the face 
of job retrenchment.
 Although one worker laid off from her job in a garments factory in the 
Cavite Export Processing Zone still had the husband’s income to depend 
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on for the family’s sustenance, the loss of one income meant the family 
needed to move in with their parents as a temporary cost-saving solution. 
When one middle-class respondent was laid off, she was compelled to 
give up her fl at, for which she was paying $202 in rent, and together with 
her son, transfer to her brother’s house. Housing typically represents the 
second largest expense in the family budget, ranging from 8.8 per cent 
in 2003 to 9 per cent in the latest 2006 income and expenditure survey. 
Thus, any savings on the monthly rental considerably eases up the bur-
den brought about by the crisis.
 One participant was already one year behind in paying the rent on his 
apartment, but he chose not to be weighed down by this problem. For 
one, he explained, the landlady seemed to understand as it appeared that 
several of his co-tenants in a 12-door apartment row were also on rental 
arrears. Beyond that, however, the landlady seemed to understand their 
plight and all she was asking of her tenants was that they settle their light 
bills promptly, so that the meter would not be removed by the power 
company.
 Not surprisingly, the participants who owned, and not rented, their 
houses were faring better in making the household budget suffi ce, despite 
the income squeeze across the board. These homeowners, who tended 
to be among the older respondents with ages ranging from 50 to 60, 
spoke of their diffi culties, on the other hand, of earning for an entire 
household of children and grandchildren. Even though they were past 
their reproductive years, they looked at the burden of providing for the 
multiple-family household as primarily their own. ‘What can you do?’ 
one of the women asked, ‘You cannot turn them out’.
 One participant narrated how everyone in the household was contrib-
uting to meeting the expenses: 

My daughter [whose family lives with her] also helps in preparing the 
materials and assembling the parts of a rag. The pay that she gets is 
what we spend on food as she and her husband stay with me. 

 One woman trapped in the ‘casualization’ cycle at the export process-
ing zone relied on a distant relative for loans for her daily subsistence 
when she was out of work: ‘I just keep on borrowing money and when 
I’m able to fi nd work, that’s when I pay’.
 These stories of family solidarity in hard times challenge the value 
modern society has come to assign to the Western requisites of fi nancial 
independence and physical space by the age of 18.

Discussion 

The results of this study validate the premises by which it was conducted, to 
wit: 
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• that women are over-represented in sectors where the crisis has caused 
huge job cuts (e.g. export manufacturing, garments industry, electronics, 
and services); 

• that women tend to be employed in precarious jobs where they are more 
likely to be fi red fi rst or experience aggravated working conditions (e.g. 
as migrant workers and in the garments industry); and 

• that women tend to be responsible for family welfare, and so will be 
adversely affected by cuts in public spending on safety nets and reduction 
in remittance income. 

The crisis, though, is testifying once again to the ability of Filipino women 
to come up with creative and ingenious ways of coping and surviving. The 
informal economy continues to provide women with alternative platforms for 
income generation and/or supplementation, and the extended family (consist-
ent with Filipino norms and values), remains a reliable source of psycho-social 
and material support during times of crises. Such refuge and support, however, 
cannot be enough.

Recommendations 

The fi rst set of recommendations that we advanced to policymakers in the wake 
of our research were as follows. The fi rst set focus on advocacy for sustainable 
macroeconomic development.

• To develop and implement the bailout plan being proposed by economists 
and labour groups that will put money into the hands of retrenched, laid 
off, and otherwise jobless workers to allow them to address immediate 
family and economic needs; 

• to spur agricultural development to create jobs in the countryside; 
• to push for macroeconomic policy that enables the country not only to 

compete effectively in the world market, but more importantly, to pro-
vide fi rst for the needs of its own people. The policy should stipulate the 
maintenance of public budgets for social spending to ensure employment 
security, universal income, public health and education, and housing, 
particularly during emergencies arising from developments such as the 
global fi nancial crisis; 

• to revive/re-intensify the freedom from debt campaign, specifi cally, 
call for suspension of the payment of public debt in order for resources 
earmarked for the servicing of such debt to be used instead in funding 
national efforts to recover from the effects of the global fi nancial crisis. 
This may also be an opportune time – given the ‘double whammy’ of 
the fi nancial and climate change crises (which is putting fi nancial invest-
ments by developed countries in developing ones) – to renegotiate the 
terms of payment for such debt away from structural impositions by 
multilaterals such as the International Monetary Fund–World Bank and 
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ADB that have, in the fi rst place, made the country export-oriented and 
vulnerable to international economic shocks. 

The second set of recommendations from our research concern advocacy 
for the protection of workers’ rights, particularly women employed in export 
industries, in foreign markets, and in the informal economy. We need to ensure 
that the following is achieved: 

• Protection of the rights of migrant workers in the event of job losses, 
ensuring their safe return to, and reintegration in, their home countries. 
For those who cannot return, there should be no forced return, their 
security should be guaranteed, and they should be provided with employ-
ment and a basic minimum income. 

• Protection of women workers in particular from vulnerabilities they con-
tinue to be exposed to in the globalized working environment, including 
economic and human rights abuses committed in foreign labour markets 
where they are employed mostly as domestic helpers; protect women 
workers from casualization, reduced working hours, and fl exible working 
arrangements that companies are implementing to cope with the fi nan-
cial crisis’ impact on the local economy. For social protection of women, 
additional provisioning must be done to provide livelihood and training, 
especially to those situated in diffi cult circumstances, such as loss of jobs 
in the face of the global fi nancial crisis. 

• Review of government programmes that train Overseas Filipino Workers 
(OFWs) and members of their families in fi nance and business manage-
ment skills to prepare them for re-entry into the mainstream national 
economy at the end of their work contracts. Details of such training 
programmes should be published so that returning OFWs, many of 
whom come from the provinces will know about and will be able to 
access them. 

• Review of the Overseas Workers’ Welfare Fund, which was established 
from proceeds of OFW contributions, to provide fi nancial and material 
support for whenever members or their dependents are in need, such as 
during times of emergencies or to pay off debts incurred by OFWs during 
their search for job placements. The Fund should include components 
specifi cally addressing the needs of women OFWs not only as breadwin-
ners, but also as important economic actors in context, particularly of 
the fact that they are fast becoming a major source of dollar earnings for 
the national economy. 

• Review of the Philippine Labor Code – already weak in the fi rst place 
owing to provisions that allow contractualization, violations of mini-
mum wage and labour standards (including proper wage, leaves, and 
social insurance benefi ts) in the guise of cost-cutting and cost manage-
ment, and worst, violations of the human rights of protesting workers – is 
also in order to put a stop to new potentially anti-labour practices that 
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have arisen under conditions of globalization and the global fi nancial 
crisis. 

• Institutionalization of standards for the valuation of women’s labour 
(home-based/home-bound) and other workers in the informal economy 
through the enactment of the proposed Magna Carta of Workers in the 
Informal Economy. 

• Active engagement in the process of formulating the implementing rules 
and regulations (IRR) of the recently enacted Philippine Magna Carta of 
Women to ensure inclusion of the provisions mandating protection of 
the political, economic, human, and gender rights of women, particularly 
those in the workplace. 

Conclusion 

There is a need for policy changes to make existing poverty-mitigation pro-
grammes more effective. There is also a need to address squarely the issue of 
casualization and other abuses of workers’ economic and political rights that 
are being perpetrated and tolerated in the name of business survival. This has 
placed Filipino workers in general and women workers in particular in a state 
of indignity and insecurity that, in a way, could also be interpreted, albeit 
negatively, as a source of their ‘resilience’; that is, becoming used to constant 
diffi culties and coasting along without complaining until the next job open-
ing and until the loans fall due, and recourse to desperate and risky measures 
becomes inevitable.
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Note

 1. ‘Wet markets’ are where informal vendors sell fresh meat, fi sh and other 
farm produce. Compared with supermarkets or groceries, wet markets 
don’t have refrigeration, and vendors rely on blocks of ice to keep their 
goods from spoiling. This keeps the pavilions in which vendor stalls are 
situated in a state of constant ‘wetness’, hence the term. 
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CHAPTER 6

Securing the fruits of their labours: the 
effect of the crisis on women farm workers 
in Peru’s Ica valley

Reineira Arguello

This chapter fi rst appeared in Gender & Development 18(2), pp. 241–247, July 
2010.

Despite immediate promises of economic recovery by some Latin American gov-
ernments, women in some regions of the continent are feeling the aftermath of 
the crisis deeply. This is because of both the interconnectedness of their regions to 
the export market, and pre-existing economic policies and social factors, includ-
ing gender inequality that strengthens inequalities. These factors are intensifying 
the impact of the crisis on women’s lives. This chapter draws on Womankind 
Worldwide research into the case of women farm workers in Peru’s Ica valley. 
It discusses how the economic crisis is increasing women’s unemployment, and 
worsening women’s poverty. An analysis of the role of a women’s rights organiza-
tion in responding to the crisis reveals that solutions to the problems brought by 
the crisis must go beyond macroeconomic responses.

Introduction 

For Latin American countries, the effects of the economic crisis in the global 
North have been mainly felt in three areas: trade, remittances, and fi nancial 
credit (Winograd and Molina, 2009). However, the crisis has affected countries 
in the Latin American continent to different degrees, and in different ways. 
Previous economic measures, involving accumulating mechanisms for a ‘rainy 
day’, have allowed countries such as Chile to achieve some economic growth, 
despite the crisis (ibid.). Brazil, which launched the ‘PAC’ (Accelerated Growth 
Programme), has managed to come out quite well from the global fi nancial 
crisis.1 However, other Latin American countries are not in the same position, 
and the crisis aftermath is seriously affecting the lives of inhabitants of regions 
and localities, in particular in countries that are heavily dependent on export-
oriented markets.

In the case of Peru, spokespeople for the government initially denied 
that the effects of the crisis could reach the country: Alan Garcia’s defi ant 
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declarations to the media suggested that Peru had especial protection from 
the crisis.2 However, for around 100,000 women who work in agribusiness 
(Maranon and Moreyra, 2009), and represent two thirds of the workforce of 
that sector, it did not take long to realize that for them, the effects of the crisis 
were not a remote threat. Employers in the Peruvian regions of La Libertad 
and Ica (respectively, homes to 52 per cent and 42 per cent of the agribusiness 
production in the country)3 have blamed the crisis as a reason for cancelling 
many job contracts. Our research, on which this chapter is based, showed that 
many workers who have retained their jobs have experienced a signifi cant 
reduction in wages, and some have been forced to work longer hours without 
additional pay.

Although men and women have both been affected by the crisis, this article 
primarily focuses on the effect of the crisis on women’s employment in agri-
business. It shows how pre-existing gender inequalities have worsened women’s 
situation in the labour market during the crisis. Households that are solely, or 
mainly, dependent on women’s wages are more likely to have been economic-
ally poor to start with. Women and their dependents are, therefore, likely to 
experience unemployment as a disaster which plunges them into very harsh 
living conditions, and may cause them to cross the line into acute poverty.

Gender-sensitive policies to enable communities and households to sur-
vive are urgently required. The state cannot and should not confi ne its role to 
designing (apparently gender-neutral) macroeconomic measures. It needs 
to create an enabling environment for women in particular, to enable them to 
meet their gender-specifi c needs and enable them to support the families who 
depend on their income, by evolving policies that will help families survive the 
crisis. An understanding of the survival strategies of families and households, 
where the needs of women are often missed or misunderstood by policymakers, 
is vital to tackling endemic inequalities that maintain women in a structurally 
disadvantaged position, and places the bitterest burden of the crisis on women 
and their dependents.

This article draws on the experience of The Women’s Federation of Ica 
(FEPROMU), a non-government organization that has worked with women 
who endured different forms of violence since 1994. FEPROMU is currently 
working with Womankind Worldwide (www.womankind.org), a UK-based 
international development organization. Womankind Worldwide works in 
partnership in Peru with FEPROMU and other women’s rights organizations, 
such as the Association Aurora Vivar, on different projects to eliminate viol-
ence against women, and increase women’s civil and political participation. 
Womankind Worldwide works with its partners to support women in Peru to 
have a voice in important government reforms that may offer women equal 
grounds to fi ght discrimination and exclusion. Womankind Worldwide is also 
currently working with FEPROMU on a project on sexual and reproductive 
rights for adolescents in the region, many of which are siblings of women who 
work in agro-industry. 
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In 2009, FEPROMU decided to systematically collect testimonies of women 
workers affected by the crisis. The research included in-depth interviews, focus 
groups, testimonies and structured interviews, and focused on women workers 
in agro-industry and their dependants.

The crisis and its impact on women workers in Ica 

The labour of women workers in the Ica valley has contributed to the boom of 
agribusiness in Peru – which was worth US$1,500 million in 2007, nearly dou-
ble that from 2004. Many agricultural products, including asparagus, oranges, 
paprika, lemon, avocadoes and grapes (including the famous Peruvian Pisco) 
are grown in Ica by women farm-hands. The agricultural production from Ica 
represents 42 per cent of the total agricultural exports from the country. In 2009, 
Peru faced a 16 per cent reduction in exports of agricultural products, which 
according to the Ministry of Agriculture was because of the economic stagnation 
of Peru’s primary trade partners, the USA and the EU. This reduction represented 
a drop of 30 per cent in the demand for labour in the agribusiness sector.4 

It is clear that in the Ica region, the crisis has impacted negatively on 
women’s lives, increasing levels of vulnerability, marginalization and poverty. 
However, a pervasive environment of discrimination, together with ingrained 
labour rights violations and gender inequalities, means that focusing attention 
solely on the impact of the crisis hides the persistent dynamics of exploitation 
that weaken women’s position in the labour market.

Women in Peru make up a large percentage of workers in the production of 
agricultural export, where the crisis has been felt most strongly. This has deeply 
affected women in the sector, where agribusiness employers have reduced 
labour costs and ignored rules on reasonable female employment, adequate 
salaries and the freedom to unionize. In 2000, the Peruvian parliament passed 
the Law that Approves the Norms for the Promotion of the Agrarian Sector 
(Law 27360), which lessened protection for the rights of workers in this sector. 
The crisis has worsened the already harsh labour conditions.

Women workers who were about to gain permanent positions after fi ve years 
of work have been laid off, and employers have justifi ed this by saying it is a 
result of the crisis. A 25-year-old worker who has been living in Ica for nearly 
four years, and is the single mother of two children, told us: 

They fi red me arguing that the demand on the product is very low; this is 
not true as they are hiring new people. I have been working for nearly four 
years in this company and they are just fi ring old employees … I do not 
know what to do with my two children on my own.5 

This speaker’s children had been previously attending in a nursery opened 
by FEPROMU to help the children of women who work in agro-industry. 

Some seasonal workers we spoke to had had their contracts cancelled before 
the end. Workers also report increased levels of sexual harassment towards 



82  GENDER AND THE ECONOMIC CRISIS

women, who work in farms which are mainly supervised by men; this is because 
women are unable to argue owing to increased desperation to keep their jobs: 

… supervisors felt they have the right to touch us; they do it knowing that 
we cannot complain because we need the job to feed our families.6 

FEPROMU’s research revealed that women who lose their jobs are adopting 
survival dynamics, where new roles and responsibilities are given to family 
members. Looking for work in other areas of the informal sector becomes a 
task for women heads of the household; eldest boys and girls are forced to 
migrate to cities such as Lima, searching for work and exposing them to abuse 
and exploitation; younger girl members of the family have to take care of the 
household in the absence of the mother, which results in falling school attend-
ance. Ana, aged 13, was part of FEPROMU’S project with adolescents, working 
as a social promoter. She said: ‘I have to leave the project work, I cannot be a 
promoter any longer, as I have to look after my mum, by looking for a job …’7 

Furthermore, in recent months an increase in the number of girls traffi cked 
and in prostitution has been noticed by FEPROMU in the area of Ica.

Even if women have been able to keep their jobs, the crisis has weakened 
their bargaining position with employers. In a region where 40 per cent of 
people live under the poverty threshold (according to the 2005 census), even 
before the crisis, there was no shortage of women desperate to fi nd work. 
Labour in the agribusiness sector is made up primarily of temporary workers – 
the vast majority of whom are women – who only obtain permanent contracts 
after fi ve years of continuous work in the farm (Centro Peruano de Estudios 
Sociales, 2009). Young women from all over Peru have been attracted to Ica by 
the promise of steady work and decent wages. Most of them have been brought 
by enganchadores (‘catchers’), who, for a percentage pay by the companies, 
travel to faraway areas in Peru located mainly in the Andes, promising women, 
often with children, a new life through a job that will drive them to the larger 
farms across the region.

Research respondents pointed out that once in Ica, migrant workers fi nd liv-
ing conditions very diffi cult. Commonly, the new arrivals have built improvised 
huts owned by the company, which typically lack running water, electricity and 
sanitation. These housing conditions are similar to many of the families already 
living in Ica, who lost their homes in an earthquake in 2007, and are still living 
in huts made of cardboard and wood, or tents donated by international aid 
agencies. FEPROMU has visited the places where women live; interviews of 
women give accounts of similar living conditions for most of the workers in 
the agribusiness sector in the region of Ica.

According to information collected from women workers by FEPROMU, 
the work itself was punishing, even before the crisis. For the majority of these 
women, the day started around 03:00, when they did the housework and 
cooked, before a two-hour ride to the farms. Some women said that they had 
to stand or crouch all day picking, while others were continuously exposed 
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to toxic pesticides. Most of these women had children; it is common to have 
children young, and teen pregnancy is widespread. Children often stayed in 
the hut while their mothers were working, and were looked after by brothers 
and sisters who were often just a few years older. These children tended to be 
malnourished and this, along with the lack of basic sanitation, made them 
prone to diseases, some of which may prevent them from developing normally.

It was common before the crisis for both male and female workers to be 
expected to work over 12 hours per day (instead of the legal 8 working hours), 
without being paid any overtime. In some cases, workers reported being forced 
to do piecework – for instance, they will be told to pick a number of vines, 
regardless of how long it may take them to do so. Health and safety is a further 
area of concern. Transport conditions are cramped, with workers frequently 
piled up in small lorries and vans with little or no concern for their safety. The 
physical demands of the job also pose a threat to the health and physical integ-
rity of workers, and legal regulations in this respect are routinely overlooked.

In our research we found that since the economic crisis took hold, women 
workers have been forced to work longer hours without extra pay, and they 
have consequently had less time to rest and complete extra activities in the 
household. This results in less time to take care of other members of the house-
hold, including preparing food and other essential caring activities. This makes 
everyone more vulnerable to ill-health and disease, and diminishes their ability 
to cope. Carmen, aged 21, told FEPROMU: 

Every day my quota of asparagus to pick is increased by my supervisor. I 
have to work longer hours to fi nish it otherwise they won’t pay me. I am 
tired and I feel depressed. I can no longer cook or look after my children 
after work. I work more than 11 hours a day, but I cannot complain.8 

FEPROMU’s response to the crisis 

While the Peruvian state focuses on both development of macroeconomic pol-
icies and economic packages that maintain competitiveness in the agribusiness 
sector as a way to reduce the impact of the crisis, FEPROMU is advocating for a 
social protection policy that is able to tackle women’s growing poverty.

Womankind and FEPROMU believe that structures and practices that 
enforce poverty and discrimination against women diminish women’s likeli-
hood of attaining coping strategies that allow a decent recovery from shocks 
such as the loss of income caused by the crisis. Women’s denial of basic human 
rights in the workplace, such as freedom of association and bargaining power, 
condemns women to endemic poverty and marginalization and enables their 
exploitation and exclusion. 

At the local level, FEPROMU has identifi ed how women’s vulnerability has 
increased and some elements of the crisis’ aftermath for women and their famil-
ies, and is trying to prevent and address the different dimensions of the crisis 
in the lives of the poor women and men. At the regional level, FEPROMU is 
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engaged in an ongoing struggle for a government review on the gender impact 
of the crisis and gender policies. They believe that an understanding of house-
hold dynamics, and how these are being affected in crisis time, is needed in 
order to inform the government on effective service provision that tackles dif-
ferent dimensions of the crisis’ aftermath among household members.

FEPROMU is working continuously with women farm workers, informing 
and supporting them to organize and defend their rights. Lobbying the gov-
ernment to ensure that regular and reliable inspections in farming areas take 
place is, according to FEPROMU, a way to tackle the often reckless attitude 
of agribusiness owners towards enforcing labour rights that are enshrined in 
Peruvian legislation. Although the crisis has exposed some the effects of the loss 
of income on women in the supply side of the export market, other dynamics 
that maintain women in poverty and subordination should be challenged, in 
order to prevent a more severe feminization of poverty. This has been high-
lighted in the advocacy campaign of this organization, which believes that 
women workers’ rights, and workers’ rights in general, are fundamental to the 
ability of women to develop coping strategies in the crisis and should be part 
of a global policy response from states at national and international level that 
benefi t from these women’s labour.

Womankind Worldwide and FEPROMU have collaborated on offering 
women training in leadership and support to increase self-esteem and confi -
dence to women who work in the agribusiness sector, and has contributed to 
the formation of unions that advocate the improvement of women workers’ 
conditions and rights in the areas of Ica, La Libertad, Cajamarca, Amazonas 
and San Martin.

Womankind Worldwide believes that that the impact of the crisis is more 
acute for women owing to historical conditions that deepen women’s poverty 
and marginalization. Although in the case of Peru it is clear that the immedi-
ate impact of the crisis is on women who are part of the export market, there 
are other silent effects of the crisis that need to be understood by governments 
in order to offer adequate social protection to meet women’s needs. Childcare 
assistance and specifi c protection to pregnant women and to women heads 
of households should be offered to reduce the impact of the crisis on women 
and families.

We consider that it is fundamental that governments promote women’s 
participation in the labour market through a framework that protects women 
from further exploitation. Therefore, Womankind Worldwide is calling on all 
governments to create enforcement mechanisms that enable the implemen-
tation of the notion of decent work, which allows for women in the formal 
economy and unregulated wageworkers, the self-employed and home workers, 
to enjoy safety at work and healthy working conditions.
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Notes 

 1. Lionel Barber, editor of the Financial Times, and Jonathan Wheatley, 
Brazil correspondent, interviewed President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva in 
London on 9 November 2009, www.ft.com/cms/s/0/e0357680-cbbf-11de-
924d-00144feabdc0.html (accessed 8 November 2009).

 2. Taken from the Editorial of El Comercio, Saturday 13 December 2008.
 3. See ‘Estudio de rentabilidad de los cultivos en los calles de la costa’, CEPES-

MINAG-FAO 2001, cited in Maranon and Moreyra (2009).
 4. ‘Direccion de Agronegocios of Ministry of Agricultural’, www.peru.com/...

/2009/4/1/DetalleDocumento_543353.asp (accessed November 2009).
 5. This is part of an interview with FEPROMU in 2009.
 6. Data collected through a focus group held by FEPROMU in March 2009.
 7. Ana was interviewed by Rosa Asencio, Project Coordinator of the Young 

People Project. Fepromu, ICA February 2009.
 8. Testimony collected by FEPROMU in 2009.
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CHAPTER 7

Cheap and disposable? The impact of 
the global economic crisis on the 
migration of Ethiopian women domestic 
workers to the Gulf

Bina Fernandez

This chapter fi rst appeared in Gender & Development 18(2), pp. 249–262, July 
2010.

This chapter investigates the impact of the global economic crisis on the migration 
of Ethiopian women domestic workers to the Gulf. It argues that migration as a 
strategy to cope with existing crises in Ethiopia will be severely constrained by 
post-downturn policy shifts, which have already produced a signifi cant decline in 
numbers of recorded migrants and remittances. Evidence suggests the consequence 
will be an increase in the fl ows of unrecorded migrants. The conclusion discusses 
policy responses to mitigate some of the negative consequences of the global eco-
nomic crisis on the migration of Ethiopian domestic workers.

Introduction 

Offi cial estimates suggest that Ethiopians working abroad (both permanent and 
temporary) number between 800,000 and 1 million (National Bank of Ethiopia, 
2006). In 2008, the recorded infl ow of remittances from migrants was worth 
over US$800 million (National Bank of Ethiopia, 2008). Unoffi cial estimates 
suggest that the fi gures of unrecorded migrants and informal remittances are 
at least equivalent, if not higher.

Migrant remittances are crucial to the Ethiopian economy. The recorded 
remittances in 2007, of US$359 million surpassed the foreign direct investment 
(FDI) of US$223 million (World Bank, 2009). If fl ows through unoffi cial chan-
nels are accounted for, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimates that 
remittances contribute between 10 and 20 per cent of Ethiopia’s US$13 billion 
annual gross domestic product (GDP) (Yau and Assefa, 2007; cited in Campbell, 
2009: 19). The devaluation of the currency in late 2008 was a government 
measure to address infl ation and a declining balance of payments, and also 
ensure the continued fl ow of remittances by making it more attractive for 
migrants to send money. 
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This chapter presents a case study of the impact of the economic crisis on 
the migration of Ethiopian women domestic workers to countries in the Middle 
East. In Ethiopia, migration has become an important strategy to cope with 
the multiple crises of recurrent famines, confl icts with neighbouring states, 
political represssion, and high unemployment that many Ethiopians have 
experienced over the past few decades.

The money sent by migrants working abroad makes a signifi cant contribu-
tion to the ability of migrants’ families and dependents to survive economic 
crises. It also contributes to the overall resilience of the national economy. 
How will the global economic crisis that began in September 2008 affect this? 
This chapter considers the possible answers to this question. The fi rst section 
describes how Ethiopian women domestic workers end up working in the 
Middle East, discussing the channels and routes of migration. The second 
section discusses their experience of work, focusing on the two primary des-
tinations of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait; the primary factors that ‘pull’ women 
domestic workers to these destinations; and the working conditions women 
experience there. The third section looks at the likely short- and long-term 
consequences of the economic crisis for this means of making a living. The fi nal 
part of the chapter looks at the various responses to the crisis which are possible 
to protect migrant domestic workers from the potential negative consequences 
of the downturn, and emphasizes the importance of monitoring policy changes 
in the wake of the crisis in both Ethiopia and destinations in the Middle East.

An analysis of the impact of the global recession on the stocks and fl ows 
of Ethiopian emigrants and their remittances would require disaggregation 
by migrant destination countries, types of workers (legal or irregular, short- 
or long-term, male or female, skilled or unskilled) and sector of work being 
examined.

The chapter draws on primary research in Addis Ababa in two phases (April 
and July–August 2009). The objective of the research was to examine a migra-
tion trajectory that has received relatively little attention, and was prompted 
by my own observation of this phenomenon during my visits to Ethiopia. 
The research design included 15 semi-structured interviews conducted with 
return migrant women. These interviewees had all migrated for work already, 
at least once, and were now heading out on their second or third employment 
contracts. I found women to interview by three methods. First, employing a 
snowballing technique, women were contacted through personal networks. 
Second, contact was established with women via private employment agen-
cies. Third, links were made with women who attended the pre-departure 
orientation sessions organized by the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs 
(MOLSA). Informal group discussions with some of these women led to in-
depth interviews with those who were willing. Additionally, 15 key interviews 
were conducted with the owners or managers of employment agencies and 
with government and non-government representatives. 
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Ethiopian women’s migration to the Middle East

The initial surge of Ethiopian women’s migration as domestic workers began 
to Lebanon, as early as 1989 (Beydoun, 2006). In 2008–2009, Saudi Arabia and 
Kuwait emerged as the top destination countries, absorbing 61 per cent and 
33 per cent respectively of recorded Ethiopian migrant domestic workers. Most 
women migrants are employed in the service sector (primarily as domestic 
workers), and are from Asia (the Philippines, Indonesia and Sri Lanka). A grow-
ing number of migrant domestic workers in the Gulf Co-operation Council 
(GCC) are from Ethiopia, Eritrea, Sudan and Egypt (Sabban, 2002: 10), refl ect-
ing a shift to cheaper sources of labour.

The demand for migrant domestic workers can be explained fi rst by the 
‘social compact’ (Baldwin-Edwards, 2005: 27) between the Gulf monarchies 
and their populations, whereby the latter acquiesced in regime legitimacy as 
long as revenues from oil sales were used to subsidize state welfare systems since 
the 1970s (Nonneman, 2008: 6). The Gulf countries sanctioned the import of 
migrant labour for the ‘dirty work’ that nationals did not want – construction 
work and service sector work. Migrant domestic workers can thus be seen 
as part of an ‘unspoken “bargain” between the state and the emerging civil 
society, by which the state provides a leisured life in exchange for complete 
political control’ (Sabban, 2002: 11). Foreign domestic workers are a status 
symbol of this life of luxury, and are ordered in a racialized hierarchy, with 
Filipina women at the top signalling the highest status and commanding the 
highest salaries, followed by Indonesian and Sri Lankan women, and African 
women at the bottom.

The second contributory factor to the growth of the demand for migrant 
domestic workers is the Khafala system of short-term, contract migrant labour 
recruitment that is unique to the GCC countries. The Khafala is the sponsor-
employer of migrants, without whom they are unable to obtain a work visa. 
Workers’ legal presence in the country is tied to the Khafala, who invariably 
confi scates their passports in order to control them better, and they are unable 
to change employer. This leaves domestic workers particularly vulnerable, as 
they are isolated within homes. Despite the reported abuses, and calls for its 
abolition, the Khafala system fl ourishes because it is a lucrative business oppor-
tunity for ordinary citizens who engage in the business of selling sponsorships 
(Baldwin-Edwards, 2005), even if they are not direct employers, as well as for 
the migrant workers who enter the country under the system.

Routes of migration 

There are three channels of migration to the Middle East. The fi rst is ‘public’ 
migration, a misleading offi cial label that is in contrast to the typical under-
standing of ‘public’ migration as government organization of migrant labour 
contracts with destination countries. Public migration in Ethiopia occurs when 
individuals are offi cially registered as migrant workers with MOLSA, but secure 
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work contracts abroad through their personal contacts. The second channel 
is through one of the 110 legally registered ‘private employment agencies’ 
(PEAs). The PEAs secure contracts for domestic workers with employers in the 
Middle East, either directly or indirectly through recruiting agencies in the des-
tination countries. Many PEAs unoffi cially charge women between 2,000 and 
8,000 Ethiopian Birr (US$200–800) for their services, even though the cost of a 
return ticket, visa and insurance are supposed to be borne by the employer, and 
women are only supposed to pay for their passports and medical examination.

Together, the public and PEA channels constitute recorded migration 
from Ethiopia, as these migrant workers are required to register their employ-
ment contracts with MOLSA (personal communication from MOLSA, 2009). 
Currently, over 30,000 women annually pass through these two channels, 
accounting for 96 per cent of recorded labour migrants (MOLSA, 2009). 
Unoffi cial estimates by MOLSA offi cials during interviews indicate that an 
equivalent 30,000 migrants (at least) pass through the third channel of migra-
tion, using the services of illegal brokers. These illegal brokers may be individual 
operators, or legally registered companies that illegally provide employment 
brokerage services to migrants.

Both the PEA owners and illegal brokers are predominantly Muslims. Many 
of them are also traders involved in the (legal and illegal) import and export 
of commodities, travel and tourism, and informal fi nancial services (hawala). 
They have used their trading networks to facilitate contacts with labour recruit-
ing agencies in the Middle East, and thus diversify into the trade in people. 
These trade networks are based on trust, and the ‘social capital’ of personal, 
kin, language- and religion-based relationships (Little, 2005).

The importance of having prior trading links in the region is illustrated by the 
Ethiopian woman owner of Sabrine PEA (one of the oldest and largest agencies), 
who capitalized on the trade contacts of her Yemeni husband in the Middle East. 
As her husband stated: ‘I am in the business of exporting cattle from Ethiopia, 
while my wife exports women – and let me tell you, it is easier to export cattle 
[because there are fewer government regulations to comply with]’ (interview, 
April 2009, Addis Ababa). The importance of Muslim social networks was evid-
ent when an illegal broker interviewed said that although he was Christian, he 
went by the name Mohammed, and adopted Muslim greetings and behaviour 
when dealing with his contacts (interview, April 2009, Addis Ababa).

The legal migration route requires all women to register with MOLSA and 
provide proof of an employment contract, a work permit for the destination 
country, a medical examination certifi cate, and insurance. It is also possible 
for women legally to exit Ethiopia on tourist visas, or on Haj and Umrah visas 
to Saudi Arabia. They overstay their visa period, and either fi nd an employer 
who will regularize their status in the destination country, or live and work 
illegally under the continuous threat of deportation. The majority of other 
undocumented migrants exit the country overland, via Dire Dawa and Hargesa 
in the south-east of Ethiopia, across to Bossasso on the coast of Somalia, and 
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then overseas to Yemen (Endeshaw et al., 2006). Saudi Arabia is the intended 
destination of most of these undocumented migrants. However, the illegal bro-
kers operating along this route are brutally exploitative, stripping prospective 
migrants of all their money and often abandoning them in the desert before 
they even reach the coast of Somalia. Large numbers of prospective migrants do 
not make it across to Yemen, and are deported back to Ethiopia before board-
ing the boats at Bossaso (ibid.). Many women who do manage to reach Yemen 
are marooned there, neither able to return to Ethiopia because of the exit fi ne 
payable to the Yemeni government because of their illegal migrant status in the 
country, nor able to undertake the even more dangerous and expensive next 
stage of the journey overland to Saudi Arabia (de Regt, 2007).

Who are the migrants, and why do they go? 

A statistical profi le of documented women migrant domestic workers from 
Ethiopia in 2008–2009 (MOLSA, 2009) reveals that: 

• 91 per cent of the women were single 
• 83 per cent were in the 20–30 age group 
• 63 per cent had some secondary education, 26 per cent were illiterate 
• 71 per cent were Muslim 
• 93 per cent earned US$100–150 per month. 

The profi le of the typical migrant that emerges from offi cial migration data 
is of young, unmarried Muslim women with some secondary education. All 
the women I interviewed said that seeing how friends and neighbours had 
benefi ted economically from migration provided strong motivation for them 
initially to embark on the journey. In Ethiopia, most of the population is occu-
pied with earning a living in the informal economy, and there are very low 
employment prospects within the public sector for young women with second-
ary education. This, allied to the greater social acceptability for young Muslim 
women of employment within the private sphere of the household, and the 
lack of lucrative income-generating activities in the informal sector in Ethiopia 
leads many young Muslim women with secondary education to see migration 
as domestic workers as the best available economic opportunity. The network 
of Muslim agencies and brokers engaged in the trade in migrant labour plays 
a key role in facilitating the migration of these young women. 

However, while the interviews and group discussions confi rmed that most 
migrants were indeed young, unmarried Muslim women, I found that the total 
picture was more complex and nuanced. Orthodox Christian women were 
also seeking work as domestic workers. Some of them pretended to be Muslim 
while in employment, and one woman stated she was forcibly converted to 
Islam by her employer. I also interviewed two married Muslim women, who 
said they were going to Saudi Arabia to join their husbands, who were already 
working there.
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A majority of the interviewees stated that they sent all, or nearly all, of their 
salary home, to support their ageing parents, siblings, and other family mem-
bers. Their migration can thus be viewed as a family livelihood diversifi cation 
strategy to cope with crisis. There is a strong cultural expectation that these 
young women should shoulder this responsibility. Some of the young women 
I interviewed had decided that since the fi rst round of remittances had gone to 
their families, they would in future aim to keep some savings for themselves, 
to invest in a business on their return. Only three of the women had already 
made investments from their earnings – two had built houses that were rented 
out, while the third had opened a small shop. A couple of the interviewees, who 
appeared to be from better-off families, were free to spend their salaries as they 
wished, on clothes and gifts. The degree to which earning money as migrants 
was empowering for these women was, of course, mediated by their individual 
experiences of working conditions in the destination countries.

Destination Middle East: working conditions for domestic workers 

Notwithstanding the stipulations of the work contract that ostensibly protect 
their rights as workers, the working conditions of Ethiopian women are similar 
to those of other migrant domestic workers in the Middle East (Human Rights 
Watch, 2008; Essim and Smith, 2004; Jureidini, 2003; Abou-Habib, 1998) 
and can be considered a form of ‘contract slavery’ (Bales, 2004; Jureidini and 
Moukarbel, 2004).

As live-in domestic workers, women reported, in the interviews I conducted 
in Addis Ababa, being on-call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, and working bet-
ween 10 and 20 hours daily. Some interviewees reported doing double duty 
– that is, cleaning or doing laundry for a second household, usually a relative of 
their employer. While some are fortunate to get half a day or a day off a week, 
many women get only one day off a month, or no break at all. Recounting her 
experience, one woman spoke of how her complete physical exhaustion from 
the lack of any break after four years working for a household in Dubai led to 
a mental breakdown, in which she was totally disoriented and could not tell 
what day of the week it was, or what time it was (interview, July 2009, Addis 
Ababa).

Verbal abuse by employers is commonplace, and several interviewees expe-
rienced racial insults and discriminatory behaviour (such as separate food and 
dishes for them) (interviews, April and July 2009, Addis Ababa). While physical 
abuse was not reported by any of the interviewees, they all asserted that other 
Ethiopians they knew had experienced physical and sexual abuse. Similarly, 
although none of the interviewees in this study reported wage exploitation, 
other studies document the non-payment or under-payment of wages to 
migrant domestic workers (Essim and Smith, 2004; Kebede, 2001).

Escaping from exploitative and abusive working conditions, some Ethiopian 
women become ‘runaways’. They fi nd shelter with other women, who live 
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together in small rented rooms, and take on jobs as ‘freelancers’ – working as 
live-out domestic workers, brewing and selling illicit liquor, or engaging in sex 
work. Their lack of legal status makes them vulnerable to greater exploitation 
if they are detected, as they risk blackmail, imprisonment, and/or deportation. 
If they wish to leave voluntarily, they often have to pay high fi nes for exit 
visas. Notwithstanding these risks, they can often earn more, and have greater 
freedom of movement. However, the term ‘runaway’ was used in a pejorative 
sense by one Ethiopian government offi cial and several of the PEA representa-
tives during interviews, to describe these women as delinquents who abandon 
their contractual responsibilities because they do not want to work hard, and 
want an easy life.

In a signifi cant policy move after several years of deliberation, in July 2009 
the Shura Council of Saudi Arabia passed a bill that ‘would require employers to 
give domestic workers at least nine hours of rest every day, suitable accommo-
dation, and rest breaks’ (Human Rights Watch, 2009). While this is a welcome 
initiative to protect the labour rights of migrant domestic workers, there are 
still concerns about ambiguous provisions of the bill such as the ‘duty to obey 
employers’ orders’ and a prohibition against leaving the place of employment 
without a ‘legitimate reason’ (ibid.). In Kuwait too, after years of revisions, a 
proposed law introduced in December 2009 would be the fi rst major update 
of Kuwait’s 1964 Private Sector Labor Law. It heralds the abolishment of the 
Khafala sponsorship system and the establishment of a new agency to man-
age recruitment of migrant workers; although unfortunately, the legislation 
does not recognize domestic workers (Human Rights Watch, 2009). Future 
developments of these legislative initiatives in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait need 
to be closely monitored and analysed for their potential impact on Ethiopian 
migrant domestic workers.

The impact of the global downturn 

Initially, the impact of the global downturn on the GCC countries was uncer-
tain and mixed (Martin, 2009; Fix et al., 2009). However, the collapse of oil 
prices, and the contraction of international credit markets and global demand 
has led to a revision of the IMF growth projection for GCC countries, from 
3.5 per cent in February 2009, to 1.3 per cent, with an expected shrinkage of the 
Saudi and Kuwait economies by 0.9 and 1.1 per cent respectively (Billing, 2009).

The global crisis has exacerbated an existing situation of high youth unem-
ployment in the GCC countries, and a growing demand for nationalization 
of the workforce through the reduction of migration (Pakkiasamy, 2004). This 
has led to tightened control over the entry of migrant workers, particularly in 
Saudi Arabia, which has produced a drop in the numbers of Ethiopian women 
migrants since June 2009 (see Figure 7.1). In Saudi Arabia, the move towards 
‘Saudization’ of the work force has led to the recruitment of Saudi women 
for the fi rst time, as domestic workers (BBC News, 2009). However, though 
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pressures for nationalization of the workforce might result in the tightening of 
borders to migrant workers in the short term, it is likely that over the long term, 
the demand for migrant domestic workers in the service sector would remain 
‘recession-proof’. Unlike the situation in the global North, this continued 

Figure 7.1 Documented Ethiopian migrant workers
Source: Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs

Figure 7.2 Private remittance transfers 2008–2009
Source: National Bank of Ethiopia
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demand will currently be driven by the ‘social compact’ in GCC countries, 
rather than demographic changes, in particular because domestic work is 
considered shameful by citizens (ibid.), and there is a continuously expanding 
frontier of cheap labour from developing countries.

As argued earlier, migrant remittances are crucial to the Ethiopian economy. 
With the onset of the global recession, there has been a 20 per cent decline 
in recorded remittances from US$812 million in 2008, to US$645 million in 
2009 according to data held by the National Bank of Ethiopia (see Figure 7.2).

The recorded remittances in 2007, of US$359 million, surpassed the FDI of 
US$223 million (World Bank, 2009). If fl ows through unoffi cial channels are 
accounted for, the IMF estimates that remittances contribute between 10 and 
20 per cent of Ethiopia’s US$13 billion annual GDP (Yau and Assefa, 2007; cited 
in Campbell, 2009: 19). The devaluation of the currency in late 2008 was a 
government measure to address infl ation and a declining balance of payments, 
and also ensure the continued fl ow of remittances by making it more attractive 
for migrants to send money.

A decline in remittances is not only a concern for Ethiopia’s national 
accounts. At the household level, remittances in Ethiopia are used as a ‘risk-
sharing mechanism for self-insurance against shocks of various kinds’ (Aredo, 
2005; cited in Reinert, 2007: 78). Remittances are assuming greater signifi cance 
during the global recession, as they provide a buffer for family survival at a 
time when soaring infl ation has once again assailed the Ethiopian economy, 
particularly affecting food and fuel prices in the past year. This may partially 
account for the rise in the numbers of migrant workers in the initial months 
after the downturn (see Figure 7.1), as increasing numbers of women may have 
turned to migration as an alternative.

Now, more than ever, the regulation of migration and remittances – par-
ticularly unrecorded remittances – is fi rmly on the agenda of the Ethiopian 
government. In July 2009, the government introduced major amendments to 
the Private Employment Agency Proclamation of 1998, stating that its objective 
was to improve protection for migrant workers, in particular women.

However, the Ethiopian government lacks negotiating power with the 
governments of destination countries, and also lacks the ability to control 
illegal brokers. Hence, the measures for improved protection largely relate to 
increased regulation of the PEAs. In an interview, the manager of the Ethiopian 
Association of PEAs described the revised legislation as ‘over-regulation’, as it 
not only makes PEA owners pay a larger security deposit of between US$30,000 
and US$50,0001 in cash, but also makes them legally liable as employers for 
the women they recruit. He predicted that as a result of this squeeze on legal 
PEAs, it is likely that more of the trade in migrants will be driven underground: 
‘Almost three-fourths of the existing agencies cannot deposit this sum of 
money, so they would go underground and become illegal, rather than work as 
a legal agent’ (interview, July 2009). Indications of the rise in the illegal border 
crossings are the recent UNHCR fi gures, documenting a 50 per cent increase 
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in the numbers of people crossing the Gulf of Aden to Yemen. Over 74,000 
people risked their lives to enter Yemen en route to Saudi Arabia in 2009, of 
which 42,000 were Ethiopians (Fortune, 2009).

A crackdown on illegal money exchangers is another recently introduced 
measure to ‘capture’ hawala transfers.

As a result of these dynamics, there is likely to be a future increase in the 
numbers of unrecorded migrants. First, rising prices in Ethiopia post-global 
downturn will make it likely that more women will seek migrant jobs, as 
this is a coping strategy undertaken by families to manage conditions of 
multiple internal crises (rising prices, unemployment, famine, political instab-
ility). Second, however, the recent legislative squeeze on legal PEAs and the 
post-downturn slowdown of legal migration to Saudi Arabia will produce a 
constriction in the legal channels of migration. This will produce a rise in the 
numbers of attempted migration through illegal routes, as there has been no 
signifi cant amelioration of the conditions that generate the outfl ows of people.

Conclusion 

The consequences may be that international migration can no longer be relied 
on as a buffer strategy to cope with existing crises of different kinds. The 
combined impact of rising prices and a substantial decline in remittances will 
mean that family survival will be under considerable pressure. Clearly, women 
in households will increasingly become the last resort buffers under these con-
ditions. More women might seek employment in the informal sector, which 
may have a ‘crowding out’ effect of driving down the already low wages and 
remuneration in this sector. Within households, there may be deterioration in 
the nutritional and health status of women and girls, and a de-prioritisation 
of girls’ education.

However, on the positive side, despite the fall in the numbers of migrant 
domestic workers to Saudi Arabia indicating that Ethiopian domestic workers 
might be more ‘disposable’ during the downturn, the ‘social compact’ in the 
Gulf countries suggests that this might be a short-term reversal. The demand 
for domestic workers, particularly Ethiopian ones, is likely to continue in the 
long-term, as they are ‘cheaper’ and perceived as more compliant than domes-
tic workers from the Philippines and Indonesia.

Policy responses to mitigate some of the negative consequences of the global 
economic crisis on the migration of domestic workers need to be considered 
in both Ethiopia and the destination countries. Ethiopia fi rst needs to focus 
on enhancing social protection measures such as direct assistance (through 
cash and asset transfers, school fee waivers) and insurance (health and unem-
ployment) that would enhance the buffer capacity of families to withstand 
crises. While such measures might be limited owing to resource constraints of 
the Ethiopian government, low investment, small-win proposals could build 
on existing initiatives. Currently, MOLSA has a compulsory, pre-departure 
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orientation programme for all registered migrant workers, and awareness-
raising campaigns by the police and the Ministry of Women’s Affairs inform 
prospective migrant domestic workers of the dangers of seeking employment 
abroad through illegal agents. Both programmes could be expanded and the 
co-ordination between these different government departments strengthened. 
Other proposals include support for an Ethiopian migrant women workers 
organization that would have branches in the destination countries, encour-
aging banks to make it easy for migrant women to open savings accounts and to 
transfer money to them, and strengthening the co-ordination between MOLSA 
and embassies in destination countries.

In the longer term, the Ethiopian government needs to consider whether to 
step up its role as a ‘labour brokerage state’ (Rodriguez, 2008), along the lines 
of the Philippines’ Overseas Employment Administration Agency (POEA). In 
order to secure the interests of 1.5 million Filipino workers in over 190 coun-
tries, President Arroyo directed the POEA to adopt a strong proactive role and 
‘execute a paradigm shift by refocusing its functions from regulation to full-
blast market development efforts’ (POEA Annual Report; cited in Fix et al., 
2009: 43–4). The establishment of an equivalent agency in Ethiopia, to invest in 
skills training of Ethiopian women and promote their employment in different 
countries, would strengthen the bargaining position of these women abroad.

Improving the employment conditions of Ethiopian migrant domestic 
workers in the Middle East assumes greater signifi cance during an economic 
downturn, as the downturn may deepen the disregard for migrant women’s 
rights as workers and human beings. The results may be a deterioration in 
working conditions, and an intensifi cation of exploitative practices, such as 
being forced to work for two households for the same pay, or being denied 
wages. More women may also over-stay their visas and work permits in these 
countries, for fear of not being able to return legally, swelling the ranks of ‘runa-
ways’ or undocumented workers. These women will be particularly at risk of 
deportation and abuse, particularly if there is a post-downturn intensifi cation 
of xenophobia against foreign workers.

In GCC countries, the content of policies that would improve the working 
conditions of Ethiopian migrant domestic workers are the recognition and pro-
tection of the rights of domestic workers under labour and human rights law, 
reform of the Khafala system to allow for untied labour contracts, the decrimi-
nalization of ‘runaways’ and improved co-ordination with sending countries. 
These reforms are the minimal demands of advocates of policy change in the 
Gulf (Essim and Smith, 2004; Human Rights Watch, 2008), which must be 
vigorously re-emphasized at this juncture to prevent back-sliding during the 
downturn.

Whether the downward shift in fl ows of migration and remittances along 
this particular trajectory is short-term and cyclical, or long-term and struc-
tural, will depend largely on the combination of policies put in place in both 
sending and receiving countries. In either case, it is essential to monitor the 
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policies introduced, and do a gender analysis of their potential consequences, 
to ensure migrant women workers do not disproportionately bear the negative 
consequences of the downturn.

Note 

 1. The bond is a fi nancial guarantee that the PEA is expected to provide 
to the government, as an insurance against any costs of repatriation of 
workers that the government might have to bear. In the old legislation, it 
was possible to furnish this bond or guarantee from the fi nancial institu-
tions or insurance companies by mortgaging property (house or vehicle). 
According to the new draft, PEAs have to deposit the cash in the bank.
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CHAPTER 8

The effects of the global economic crisis 
on women in the informal economy: 
research fi ndings from WIEGO and the 
Inclusive Cities partners

Zoe Elena Horn

This chapter fi rst appeared in Gender & Development 18(2), pp. 263–276, July 
2010.

Findings from a recent study on the impact of the economic crisis on informal 
workers in Asia, Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa reveal that transmission 
of the crisis to the informal economy is hitting poor women hard. Women con-
stitute the majority of the informal workforce in most developing countries, and 
predominate its poorest and most vulnerable ranks. Evidence from four informal 
sectors suggests that income and employment trends during the crisis – decreas-
ing demand and wages aggravated by rising competition – are strongest in the 
poorest-paying and lowest barrier-to-entry informal sectors and sub-sectors where 
women are concentrated. The crisis is compounding women’s paid and unpaid 
informal work burden. As a result, the relative socio-economic vulnerability of 
poor working women and their families is deteriorating during the crisis.

Introduction 

More than a year has passed since Wall Street’s astonishing collapse, and inter-
national attention is now taken up by emerging signs of recovery in the world’s 
wealthiest nations. Receiving relatively little attention, however, are new signs 
that the cost of the crisis is now being borne by those that can least afford it.

Like more than half of all women working today, Samuben Makwana, of 
Ahmedabad, India, is employed in the informal economy. The informal econ-
omy includes all economic units that are not recognized or regulated by the 
state, and all economically active persons who do not receive social protection 
through their work (International Labour Organization [ILO], 2002).1 Samuben 
began working with mud at the age of 14. For the past 43 years, she has made 
her living mixing sand, water and cement, hauling brick and stone, and digging 
ditches, at construction sites across Ahmedabad, India. In good times, contrac-
tors paid Samuben US$3.10 a day for her labour. Today, the ailing economy 
in Ahmedabad has caused construction projects to grind to a halt, and there 
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are virtually no new jobs in this sector. Samuben, the primary provider for her 
family, has no recourse in these desperate times.

There is a signifi cant overlap between being a woman, working in the 
informal sector, and being poor (Chen, 2001). Over the past several decades, 
employment in the informal economy has risen rapidly across the developing 
world. The trend is for relations between employers and employees to become 
increasingly informal and casual, in terms of contracts and conditions of work. 
This trend has been closely linked to another: women are increasingly fi nding 
that they are the main or chief breadwinners in families where men cannot 
fi nd work which conforms to social stereotypes of ‘men’s work’. The informal 
economy is the primary source of employment for women in most developing 
countries, and most women are concentrated in the most temporary, low-
paying, and insecure jobs within it. Informally employed women frequently 
work under extremely precarious circumstances for very low wages, and with-
out benefi ts or social protection.

The ILO estimates that employment in the informal economy comprises 
over half of all employment in Latin America, over 70 per cent in sub-Saharan 
Africa, and 65 per cent of non-agricultural employment in Asia. Other estimates 
have put the proportion closer to 80 per cent (ILO, 2002).

The already very high percentage of informally employed women is expected 
to rise during the current downturn. Evidence from past crises suggests the 
ranks of the informally employed swell during economic crises, because many 
retrenched workers and formal wage earners take up informal activities to 
compensate for the loss or decline of wages and purchasing power (Lee, 1998; 
Tokman, 1992). This income from informal work is particularly critical for 
poor working women, who, even at the best of times, have the most insecure 
employment and the slimmest margins for survival.

Yet, despite the size and signifi cance of the informal economy, and the fact 
that it is particularly important to women workers, global media attention and 
policy responses have largely focused on the impact – in its various different 
forms – of the economic, fi nancial and employment crises in male-dominated 
formal sectors. There has been little attention paid to the impact of the current 
downturn on the informal economy, or its female workforce.

Contrary to common assumptions, the informal economy does not serve as 
a safety net or ‘cushion’ for its formal counterpart during economic downturns; 
and informal workers, lacking social and economic protections, have no cush-
ion of their own. While the number of informally employed women, as well 
as men, may rise during the crisis, this does not necessarily mean that either 
traditional, long-term informal workers, or new entrants, are thriving. Rather, 
as this article argues, the current global economic crisis is actually driving 
informally employed women and their families further into impoverishment. 
The article uses recent evidence from four informal occupational sectors – con-
struction work, home-based work, street-vending and waste-picking – across 
Africa, Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa.
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The article looks at the ways in which the crisis has been transmitted to 
poor women and their households in developing countries, and explores poor 
women’s relative economic and social vulnerability during the crisis. It traces 
the different effects of the crisis on women living in poverty and their depend-
ents, referring to these as fi rst- and second-round effects. First-round effects are 
changes to women’s share of informal occupations, in comparison to that of 
men, and changes to the status of this work. Second-round effects are the effects 
that fi rst-round changes have on workers’ households. Here, the loss of women’s 
income during crisis plays out with long-term negative implications for the 
welfare of poor families, both because of women’s contribution to household 
income and their ‘preference’ to invest scarce resources on child well-being and, 
therefore, on future development (Buvinic, 2009). Finally, in order to address 
the effects of the economic crisis on informally employed women, this article 
provides policy recommendations aimed at local, national, and international 
actors positioned to provide assistance to informal workers and their families.

The research 

This chapter is based on fi ndings from an ongoing global study2 conducted by the 
Inclusive Cities project, and coordinated by Women in Informal Employment 
Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO). The study aimed to fi ll the current gap 
in information about the impact of the crisis on informally employed workers 
in three regions – Asia and Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa.

Study research was conducted between July and September 2009, by local 
and regional member-based organizations of informal workers, as well as sev-
eral technical support organizations that work directly with the working poor. 
Data were gathered through focus-group discussions, one-on-one interviews 
with workers, and key informant interviews. Key informant interviews were 
conducted with informal sector specialists as well as organizers and coordina-
tors directly involved with informal workers’ member-based organizations.

This chapter draws on data from 16 focus groups, whose participants were 
each interviewed individually. In total, 219 informal workers were interviewed 
from 4 occupational sectors: 12 construction workers, 102 home-based work-
ers, 52 street vendors, and 53 waste-pickers. In all sectors, the majority of 
participants are women, who represented 82 per cent of the total number of 
research participants. 

The fi ndings 

First-round effects: income and employment trends for women in four informal 
sectors 

Over the past few decades, much of the process of informalization and femi-
nization3 of the labour forces in developing countries (Charmes, 2001) has 
been related to the growth of home-based work and export manufacturing.4 
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Recently, demand has decreased for home-based workers’ products. Labour-
intensive export products such as toys, textiles and garments, footwear and 
leather products, electronics and auto parts have been severely affected 
(Dejardin and Owens, 2009). Between September 2008 and February 2009, 
exports fell at an annualized rate of about 70 per cent in emerging Asia (that 
is, China, India, Hong Kong SAR, Korea, Singapore, Taiwan Province of China, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Viet Nam) (International 
Monetary Fund [IMF], 2009). This has particularly affected many who have 
been working under sub-contracting arrangements. Sixty per cent of sub-
contracted participants reported that they had received smaller and more 
infrequent contracts from middlemen5 in the previous six months. Decreased 
production and fewer hours of work left 64 per cent of sub-contracted workers 
reporting diminished incomes (IMF, 2009).

Reduced demand for exports has also weakened the market for the recy-
clables used in the production and packaging of export goods, particularly 
those from China. This began to infl uence international pricing dynamics 
as early as October 2008. Waste-pickers are, consequently, highly vulnerable 
during economic crises, as losses are often transferred disproportionately to 
those – including waste-pickers – at the bottom of local and global supply 
chains. Indeed, the waste-pickers in this study reported the sharpest decline 
in demand and selling prices among the investigated sectors. Between January 
and June 2009, reported prices for waste materials had, on average, dropped 
between 5 and 7 per cent for those picking waste in Pune, India, while the 
prices dropped by as much as 42 per cent and 50 per cent in Bogotá, Colombia, 
and Santiago, Chile, respectively. Although waste-pickers in Pune, India, regis-
tered less-dramatic price drops, 77 per cent of them reported a decline in their 
income during the period of investigation. Participants reported that reduced 
consumption locally, owing to tough economic times, was leaving less waste for 
pickers to collect. The co-operative scrap shop where these workers sold their 
material registered an almost 50 per cent drop in the total volume of material 
they brought for sale.6 

In many developing countries, a clear majority of waste-pickers on streets 
and dumps are women and children. Women waste-pickers scavenge for waste 
materials that have a resale value, while men are more likely to be involved 
in the processing and selling of this recovered material, and are more likely to 
be middlemen and managers (Furedy, 1990). Waste-pickers typically receive a 
very small percentage of the price that industry pays for the materials – those 
in Indian cities receive as little as 5 per cent (Medina, 2005). Women are often 
paid less than men for the waste materials they sell, and receive less by way of 
advances or loans from middlemen (Muller and Scheinberg, 2003).

As workers’ wages fall in developing countries, retrenched and under-
employed workers are curbing their consumption, even when it comes to 
cheaper goods. Of the street vendors participating in the study, 62 per cent 
reported that their volume of trade had dropped since January 2009. 
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A combination of fewer customers and higher business costs has taken a toll 
on street vendors. Of the participants in the study, 77 per cent reported that 
their weekly profi t had decreased between January and June 2009.

Many traders also reported rising business costs, such as the price of raw 
materials, or the cost of ready-made goods, transportation, utilities, and market 
fees.7 While 83 per cent of street vendors reported increased business costs since 
January 2009, only 58 per cent reported increasing the prices of their goods 
over the same period to offset their losses. Instead, many traders feared losing 
additional customers and, instead of raising prices, opted for reducing costs, 
by keeping less stock, lowering the quality of their goods, and/or limiting the 
variety of their products. Such strategies add risk and uncertainty to trade, and 
may heighten economic vulnerability over the long term. This state of affairs 
is particularly worrying for female street vendors, who are already more likely 
than men to operate in insecure or illegal spaces, to trade in less profi table 
goods, to generate a lower volume of trade, and to work as commission agents 
or employees of other vendors.

Declining income among customers in local markets is also having an 
impact on those who make their own products for sale at home, through family 
businesses or own-account operations. Eighty-four per cent of self-employed 
home-based workers reported that their monthly incomes had fallen during 
the fi rst half of 2009. Unlike sub-contracted home-based workers, these workers 
have no middlemen to provide them with work orders. Instead, self-employed 
home-based workers, particularly those involved in food production, often 
sell their goods directly to their customers, through market stalls or from their 
home. Of the self-employed home-based workers participating in the study, 
75 per cent reported that the volume of their trade had decreased in the pre-
ceding six months. However, lower demand or a decreased volume of sales did 
not translate into decreased work hours among the self-employed. Rather, one-
third (34 per cent) were working longer hours to maintain their profi t margins.

Women’s employment is often more precarious than men’s employment in 
both the formal and informal economy, and this leads to greater vulnerability 
and lower earnings in times of crisis. Compared with the male informal work-
force, women are more likely to be own-account workers and sub-contracted 
workers, and are less likely to be owner-operators or paid employees of informal 
enterprises. When employment opportunities are scarce, women tend to be 
more willing than men to accept lower-paying, more irregular and more inse-
cure work (Dejardin and Owens, 2009). Thus, women are often concentrated 
in informal sectors where barriers to entry are often low. During crises, these 
are the sectors which become swollen by newly retrenched and underemployed 
workers.

Most women involved in the study reported that new entrants in their sector 
were mostly other women. The vast majority – 85 per cent – of street vendors 
reported more competition, in already over-crowded vending areas, between 
January and July 2009. Over one-third of self-employed and sub-contracted 
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home-based workers also reported increased numbers of workers in their sec-
tors during the previous six months (34 per cent and 36 per cent respectively). 
Nearly half reported that the price they receive for their products (paid at 
‘piece rate’ – that is, per unit) had fallen in the previous six months. In these 
conditions, piece-rates (the normal form of payment for these workers) can be 
driven very low, even though they are often highly skilled.

Women are also disproportionately concentrated in unskilled sub-sectors of 
work, which often decreases their competitiveness against new male entrants. 
This can potentially crowd out women, pushing them into more poorly paid 
jobs, or unpaid market work (Dejardin and Owens, 2009). Displaced male work-
ers from the formal economy have start-up capital from severance pay and/
or savings; this poses a threat. Women are also particularly under threat from 
new male entrants in physically demanding occupations. These effects were 
evident among women construction workers from Ahmedabad, India, where 
the activist organization, the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) 
estimates the decline of key industries such as diamond polishing during the 
crisis resulted in a 25 per cent surge in those seeking informal construction 
work (SEWA, 2009). Many of these new entrants, both men and women, are 
competing for work in unskilled construction work, as the barriers to entry are 
lower. This disproportionately affects women, who are already concentrated in 
unskilled construction work, such as hauling cement, or staining and sanding. 
Men, on the other hand, are more likely to be skilled in areas such as masonry, 
plumbing, and tile work.

New male entrants in construction not only possess physical advantages 
over their female counterparts, but they also have the advantage of being 
able to devote increased time and attention to their work, free from the many 
unpaid care and work obligations experienced by their female competitors in 
the labour market.

To examine the case of construction workers in Ahmedabad in more detail: 
with fewer household duties, men seeking construction work are generally 
able to arrive earlier at the recruitment corners (kadiya naka), where most 
construction workers gather each day to compete for construction jobs. New 
female construction workers are less likely to have the necessary training to 
compete for skilled construction jobs, and because of cultural norms, men 
are more likely to be selected for any on-site training. Unfortunately, neither 
new entrants nor traditional construction workers have promising prospects 
in Ahmedabad. The economic downturn and the high cost of building mate-
rials have curbed local construction, and construction workers reported that 
their monthly work days had fallen from 10–15 days to 5–6 days of work a 
month. Daily earnings, however, have fallen disproportionately for unskilled 
workers. In February 2009, unskilled workers received 100–150 rupees a day 
for their labour, but at the time of their interviews in August 2009 were receiv-
ing 70–80 rupees per day. Skilled workers received 200–250 rupees a day, in 
both February and August 2009. Consequently, the crisis is intensifying the 
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movement of women into both unskilled and lower-paying work, forcing them 
further to the margins of their sector.

Second-round effects: increasing vulnerability of informally employed women 
and their households 

The vulnerability of households to the effects of an economic crisis depends on 
the assets that they can call on. In order to achieve and maintain a solid asset 
base, it is essential to have a stable fl ow of income from a variety of sources. 
Research participants had an average of two income earners in their house-
holds, to support six family members. Nearly 40 per cent of female respondents 
were the primary income earner in their household, and in other households 
women’s incomes were critical to sustaining their household income levels.

During the crisis, this income-earning burden for women may be intensi-
fying. In families with multiple earners, the income from additional earners 
often came from the same parts of the informal economy as the respondent’s 
income. Thus, the effects of the economic crisis on income and employment 
were compounded for these families. In addition, 20 per cent of respondents 
reported the recent retrenchment of a household member during the previous 
six months, and twice as many (40 per cent) reported a dramatic decrease in 
the income provided of one or more household members over the same period. 
Increasing numbers of informally employed women are now caring for entire 
families on less income.

During non-crisis times, women’s earnings from paid work are a critical 
source of subsistence to themselves and their families, as spending on food, 
childcare and other household needs are often managed entirely by women. 
Yet, these women are also disadvantaged by social security schemes linked to 
their labour market status (Cichon and Hegemejer, 2007). Without access to 
these safety nets during the crisis, poor women substitute their own paid and 
unpaid informal work in order to maintain their families’ living standards dur-
ing a downturn (Moser, 1996). Despite the absence of opportunities, informal 
women reported increasing their work effort during the period of investiga-
tion out of concern for the well-being of their families, and their children in 
particular.

Coping strategies are often risky, and some have a long-term impact on 
human development, which reminds us of the role of women as gatekeepers 
in the inter-generational transfer of poverty (Knowles et al., 1999). Women 
commonly balanced budgets by cutting back on spending on personal and 
household needs. In poor families, food is typically allocated a large share 
of the household budget. During the crisis, respondents reported reducing 
both the quantity and quality of food served to their families; fewer meals 
are being served, while ‘luxury’ items such as milk and meat are being cut. 
Compounding income short-falls, staple food prices in many developing 
countries have remained higher even as world prices have fallen, and in many 
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cases, are higher than a year ago when world prices were at their peak (WFP, 
2009). While the origin of these price increases precedes the economic crisis, 
the ongoing impacts of the food and fuel crises are contributing to the pressure 
on household incomes.8 

During crises, women struggle more to feed their families, while still hav-
ing to maintain unpaid care and domestic chores (ILO, 2009a). Among female 
home-based workers, 27 per cent of respondents reported that they were the 
primary earner in their household, and the majority of these workers carried 
out childcare duties alongside their home-based production. Women partici-
pating in the study also carried out a disproportionate amount of domestic 
work in their households, such as preparing family meals, cleaning the house, 
washing clothes, and providing hospitality to guests. Sadly, decreased incomes 
have meant that some women cannot afford the few conveniences that would 
lighten their load. A woman in Thailand reported that she could no longer 
buy prepared meals for her family, which had saved her time and energy in 
the past. Consequently, her unpaid domestic work has further constrained this 
woman’s options for paid work. Some respondents also reported cutting back 
on educational and medical expenses.

Three-quarters of respondents had children aged under 16 years in their 
households, with an average of two children in these households. While 
respondents reported having diffi culty in paying for school fees and other 
educational expenses, few respondents reported removing their children from 
school altogether. Arguably, limited school drop-out rates refl ect the fact that 
families are trying to protect what is perhaps the most important type of invest-
ment they can make – namely, their children. However, the length and severity 
of the economic crisis may push some families to the brink of desperation, and 
in this case, evidence from past crises show that female children are likely to 
be withdrawn from school fi rst.

Although health services are generally considered a luxury at the best of 
times, many informal workers have physically demanding and health-com-
promising work environments. Some home-based workers in Pakistan, who 
regularly injure their hands during their work, reported foregoing prescription 
medicines for cheaper and less effective treatments. They expressed concern 
that these home remedies would affect their long-term earnings, because their 
fi ngers are the tools of their trade.

Despite their strategies to balance budgets, some workers resorted to bor-
rowing from neighbourhood storekeepers, or local moneylenders. Some 
waste-pickers borrowed from scrap-shop owners, while home-based workers 
in Thailand reported borrowing from moneylenders to pay the debts piling up 
from other moneylenders. In these informal credit markets, workers were being 
charged upwards of 30 per cent a month in interest. These interest payments 
increase fi nancial pressure on informal workers, and reduce their earnings 
over the long term. The enormous pressure being exerted on informal workers 
was taking a toll on respondents’ emotional resources. Participants reported 
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feeling depressed and exhausted. Much of the depression was linked to feelings 
of failure and disappointment in providing for their children. Workers were 
also sensitive to rising levels of insecurity and depression among their family 
members, which increased their sense of guilt.

Policy implications 

Informal workers need assistance now. Global and national policymakers have 
invested tremendous resources into interventions that have helped stem the 
effects of the crisis on some of the world’s most powerful economic actors, but 
top-down solutions will not be suffi cient to help those struggling at the bottom 
of the global economic pyramid right now.

In addition, the worst may also still lie ahead for many informal workers. 
In the wake of the crisis, potential future cuts to national budgets and interna-
tional aid will adversely affect the poor, and women will be particularly strained 
by cuts to public spending in areas related to family welfare (United Nations 
Development Fund for Women [UNIFEM], 2009). Women tend to be the least 
visible and most vulnerable in the informal economy, and, yet, are often the 
most powerful economic and social agents in their households and communi-
ties. Women can play a particularly important role as agents of change in this 
respect. For this reason, governments in developing countries must act now 
to prioritize expenditures in order to support pro-poor, gender-sensitive poli-
cies that will, at their core, promote the livelihoods of the majority of their 
workforce.

In their efforts to address the ongoing impact of the economic crisis, gov-
ernment authorities and international specialists must develop public policies 
through a participatory process that engages poor women and informal work-
ers in the design and implementation of these measures. With their input, 
sector-specifi c bailouts should be developed to help informal workers maintain 
existing employment opportunities during the crisis, or secure new employ-
ment opportunities once it has ended. These policies would be more responsive 
to the specifi c needs in each sector, and will more effectively mitigate the 
effects of the crisis. This does not necessarily require additional spending, but 
reallocation of spending and adjustment of policies. In order to be effective, 
these crisis-response policies must also be informed by the short-, medium-, 
and long-term view. While responses will be context-specifi c, it is possible to 
make a number of broad recommendations with these issues in mind.

Emergency relief measures to break the crippling cycle of personal and 
household debt, aggravated by the crisis, should be a priority. Expanding eco-
nomic opportunities for poor women should be a core theme of public works 
and other safety nets, including incentives and skills development for women. 
One example is the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act in India, passed 
in 2005, which guarantees employment to adult members of every rural house-
hold in India for at least 100 days in every fi nancial year.9 Similar schemes could 
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be implemented on a short-term emergency basis, targeted at specifi c sectors of 
informal workers, and the working poor in hard-hit areas. Also, cash transfer 
programmes targeted at specifi c informal sectors should be accompanied by 
existing cash transfer programmes speeding up dispersal of their funds, with-
out conditions being attached. Micro-fi nance institutions should also focus on 
offering credit and other fi nancial services to poor borrowers, the majority of 
whom are women (Sabarwal et al., 2009).

In both the short and medium term, barriers to informal activities should 
be reduced under the principle of ‘do no harm’. Laws, rules, and regulations 
undermining the livelihoods of informal workers, particularly women and 
working mothers, should be suspended, at least temporarily. Informal work-
ers who have no income-earning alternatives must be permitted to make a 
living and support their families through the crisis. For home-based workers, 
this could involve suspension of policy biases that favour formal fi rms and 
workers over informal fi rms, and workers in access to government contracts 
for such items as school uniforms and hospital linens. For construction work-
ers and informal waste-pickers, this could include cessation of harassment by 
authorities. Appropriate government agencies should also ensure that existing 
labour laws are applied fairly to women workers, and guard against exploita-
tion during the crisis.

Social safety nets help mitigate the adverse effects of the crisis by reliev-
ing the burden of unpaid care work on women and girls. Even in non-crisis 
times, spending on social safety nets in developing countries is insuffi cient 
to meet needs (World Bank, 2009). Where public services exist, governments 
must ensure the continued fi nancing of essential services like access to health 
and education. In the longer term, sustaining support for workers necessitates 
expanding and improving social protection programmes that better serve 
the needs of informal workers and their dependents. This could be achieved 
through specially designed social insurance schemes, as well as the extension 
and reform of formal sector social insurance.

The crisis also presents an opportunity for governments and other actors to 
re-think economic models and policies, and institute long-term, meaningful 
policy reform toward the informal economy. In particular, the mainstreaming 
– or ‘formalization’ – of the informal workforce should be reframed as a pro-
cess aimed at increasing earnings and reducing risks for the working poor, not 
simply registration and taxation of informal enterprises. The working poor in 
the informal economy need to be visible in economic statistics and policies, 
have a voice in economic decision-making, and be seen as having validity, or 
legitimacy, as economic agents and targets of economic policies.

Conclusion 

The idea of the informal economy as a safety net is an illusion. Global recession 
undermines the precarious livelihoods of the traditional informal workforce 
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and the ability of new entrants to fi nd shelter in the informal economy (Grant, 
2006). Transmission of the downturn to informal sectors is hitting poor women 
particularly hard. Women constitute the majority of the informal workforce in 
most developing countries, and predominate its poorest and most vulnerable 
ranks. Trends of decreasing demand and wages, aggravated by rising competi-
tion, are strongest in the poorest-paying parts of the informal economy, which 
have the lowest barriers to entry, and where women are concentrated.

Informal workers have no cushion of economic and social protection to fall 
back on. Instead, poor workers – and in particular women – are substituting 
their own paid and unpaid labour, to maintain their families’ living standards. 
As a result, women’s economic, physical and emotional burdens are being 
compounded during the crisis, and the relative socio-economic vulnerability of 
poor working women and their families is worsening. This reality is particularly 
grim given that, in the formal sector, recovery from unemployment is expected 
to lag that of growth, and the ILO’s bleakest employment predictions may yet 
become reality: an estimated worldwide rise of 51 million people between 2007 
and the end of 2009 (ILO, 2009b), with 22 million of these newly-unemployed 
workers being women (ILO, 2009c).

On the long road to sustainable economic recovery from this crisis, support-
ing the livelihoods of poor working women and mobilising their leadership will 
ultimately be critical to improving the lives of the poorest, most vulnerable and 
hardest-hit women, men and children in the developing world.

Notes 

 1. In this chapter, employment in the informal economy includes all paid 
work inside and outside informal enterprises – both self-employment and 
wage employment – that is not recognized, regulated, or protected by 
existing legal or regulatory frameworks, as well as unpaid work in income-
producing enterprises.

 2. The Inclusive Cities project was launched in late 2008, with the aim of 
improving the livelihoods of the urban working poor, most of whom 
are employed in the informal economy. Inclusive Cities addresses urban 
poverty through providing support to, and building capacity of, mem-
bership-based organizations (MBOs) of the working poor in the urban 
informal economy. Inclusive Cities aims to strengthen MBOs in the areas 
of organizing, policy analysis, and advocacy, in order to ensure that urban 
informal workers have the tools necessary to make themselves heard within 
urban planning processes. Inclusive Cities is a global collaborative proj-
ect with the following partners: Asiye eTafuleni, AVINA, Homenet South 
Asia, Homenet South-East Asia, KKPKP, the Latin America Network of 
Wastepickers (Recicladores Sin Fronteras), SEWA, StreetNet International 
and WIEGO. More information is available on the project website at 
www.inclusivecities.org.
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 3. The ‘feminization’ of the labour market refers to shifting patterns of 
women’s labour participation – associated with globalization – that mark 
not only a rise of women’s participation in the labour market, but also 
an increased segmentation of the labour market by gender. Women are 
increasingly participating in paid work but these women are, in turn, 
increasingly concentrated in precarious and low-paying sectors and sub-
sectors of the economy.

 4. For a review of this evidence, also see Chen et al. (1999).
 5. The term ‘middlemen’ can be applied to individuals or fi rms, often them-

selves informal, who operate further up the value chain from informal 
workers or enterprises and who act as points of access (and barrier) for 
entry of their goods to international, regional or local markets.

 6. Pune waste-pickers who collect waste from Infosys sell their material to 
a cooperative scrap store run by their own organization, KKPKP. Those 
who service Pune University Campus are under a formal contract between 
KKPKP and the University, and earn a salary, apart from the money they 
receive through sale of scrap. Scrap is usually accumulated for a week and 
then sold collectively by the group and the profi ts are shared equally after 
deducting expenses.

 7. While fee hikes by authorities and private market operators may not have 
the deliberate intention of intensifying the crisis, these actions are none-
theless making business more expensive for vendors when they can least 
afford it.

 8. According to the World Food Program, in 78 percent of the countries 
covered by their price monitoring bulletin, the cost of a basic food basket 
during April–June 2009 was higher than the same period in 2008 (UN 
Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO], 2009).

 9. For more information on the NREGA, please see MacAuslan (2008).
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CHAPTER 9

How the global economic crisis reaches 
marginalized workers: the case of street 
traders in Johannesburg, South Africa

Jennifer Cohen

This chapter fi rst appeared in Gender & Development 18(2), pp. 277–289, July 
2010.

This chapter explores the effects of liberal macroeconomic policies and the eco-
nomic crisis on informal street traders. Street traders are linked to fi nancial 
markets and the crisis primarily though demand conditions: slower growth and 
over-trading translate into lower profi ts. Field research indicates that female trad-
ers’ households rely signifi cantly more than male traders’ households on income 
generated by trading.

Introduction 

Traders in the informal economy are often perceived by policymakers as exist-
ing on the margins of national economies, and thus not affected, or minimally 
affected, by macroeconomic policy decisions. However, research suggests that 
demand for traders’ products fl uctuates depending upon macroeconomic 
dynamics, and that traders’ livelihoods are directly linked to global value 
chains, albeit typically at the least profi table end (Velia et al., 2006; Webster 
et al., 2008). Studies also indicate that ‘coping strategies’ which are, in real-
ity, unsustainable desperation measures, for dealing with a changing trading 
environment are very limited, rendering traders among the most vulnerable 
workers.

This chapter examines the case of informal street traders in Johannesburg, 
South Africa, who sell new clothing. Some economists and policymakers have 
claimed that the South African informal economy is structurally disconnected 
from the formal economy and is largely unaffected by formal economy phe-
nomena (Mbeki, 2003; Reynolds and van Zyl, 2006). In fact, the research on 
which this article draws shows that South African street traders are directly 
affected by the country’s macroeconomic policies of liberalization, and the 
economic crisis which began in the USA.
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Informal activity constitutes one-half to three-quarters of non-agricultural 
work in underdeveloped countries (Chen, 2007). Hart (1976) coined the term 
‘informal economy’ to describe his observations of urban employment in 
Ghana. The informal economy refers to a diverse set of economic activities, 
ranging from insecure, sub-contracted piecework done at home and domestic 
labour to more entrepreneurial-type self-employment (Peterson, 2003). Skinner 
(2005) notes that although different criteria are emphasized by different 
authors, the common understanding that they share of informal economic 
activity is that it tends to be relatively small scale and ‘elude[s] certain govern-
ment requirements such as registration, tax and social security obligations and 
health and safety regulations for workers’.

South Africa has a relatively small informal economy, given the scale of 
unemployment identifi ed by the South African labour force surveys (LFS). 
According to the 16th LFS,1 conducted in September 2007, South Africa’s offi cial 
unemployment rate is 23 per cent.2 An expanded defi nition of unemployment 
that includes discouraged work-seekers raises the unemployment statistic to 
35.8 per cent.3 The survey estimates formal employment at 42.6 per cent of 
the labour force and informal employment at 10.3 per cent of the labour 
force. According to most studies, the majority of workers in the informal 
economy are men, but women predominate in certain sectors, like street trad-
ing in fruits and vegetables (Skinner, 2005; World Bank, 2002). Between 50 
and 70 per cent of informal employment in South Africa is in wholesale or 
retail trade (Statistics South Africa, 2007). Retail trading includes businesses 
selling food, clothing, cigarettes, compact discs, mobile phone accessories, 
and so on.

The global economic crisis and Bree Street traders 

According to orthodox economists, South Africa’s macroeconomic policies 
have been good; its ‘sophisticated fi nancial system is fundamentally sound’ 
as of August 2008, according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
(2008: 3). These economists have historically advocated fi nancial liberaliza-
tion, reasoning that supposedly effi cient capital markets provide discipline, 
‘rewarding good policies and penalizing bad’ (Fisher, 1998: 3). South Africa 
adopted ‘good’, orthodox, policies in the 1990s, and liberalized its capital 
account, but its reward for these efforts has been integration into the ‘New 
Financial Architecture’ and the detrimental impacts of the global economic 
crisis (Crotty, 2009).

While countries with banks not holding toxic debt may have escaped the 
immediate fallout, they are subject to signifi cantly slower global growth in the 
wake of the economic crisis, and slower growth translates into weaker demand 
for exports. Countries like South Africa that attracted short-term fi nancial 
infl ows are seeing these infl ows fall off, as investors react to potential risk. 
South Africa used these infl ows to fi nance consumption, and is now burdened 
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with a large current account defi cit that could trigger a currency crisis. It is 
clear that the macroeconomic liberalization policies implemented in the post-
apartheid era have exposed the country to unstable global fi nancial fl ows and 
built dependence on credit-driven consumption (Mail & Guardian, 2008). In the 
face of reduced capital infl ows and slowed global growth, the size of the South 
African current account defi cit is a threat to economic stability. 

Many of the jobs that were created in South Africa are currently being lost, 
as consumption slows. Under crisis conditions – slowed growth, increasing 
unemployment, lower demand for exports, less foreign capital, lower consump-
tion – one would expect that more workers will be pushed into street trading 
in the informal economy. Most traders working in the informal economy are 
there primarily because formal jobs are not available (Skinner, 2005). Fewer 
formal opportunities will likely mean more informal enterprises, but fewer 
customers.

This article is based on research carried out by the author, with 31 street 
traders in and around Johannesburg.4 The research focused on street traders 
currently operating businesses, aiming to gain an understanding of the bar-
riers they had encountered when going into trading, and challenges they 
were experiencing while trying to sustain their business in the face of the 
crisis. The fi eld research was conducted in August 2008, at the start of the 
decline in retail sales as the crisis was being recognized. It used semi-structured 
interviews.

Of the 31 traders involved in the research, 12 were women and 19 were 
men (see Table 9.1). None of the trading businesses were registered to pay 
taxes. All were involved in selling new clothing. The motivation for selecting 
this particular group was, in part, that the sale of new clothing was likely to 
be more sensitive to changes in demand than trade in staple goods such as 
food. In addition, much of the clothing that traders sell is imported, and they 
therefore represent the distribution end of an international value chain that is 
serviced by the formal economy. 

The 31 traders interviewed in my research had businesses ranging in age 
from less than one year to over 20 years. The average time of trading was eight 
years. It should be emphasized that this research was undertaken too early to 
capture the likely rise in informal trading as unemployed workers seek to sur-
vive. Anecdotal evidence suggests that this is happening (Timse, 2009).

Table 9.1 Trader demographics

Immigrants (%) South Africans (%) Total (row %) 

Male 14 (73.68) 5 (26.32) 19 (100.00)

Female 3 (25.00) 9 (75.00) 12 (100.00)

Total 17 (54.84) 14 (45.16) 31 (100.00)
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Informal traders’ motivations, start-up, and connections to the formal 
sector 

In South Africa, lack of demand for labour by the formal economy has created a 
pool of unemployed people, some of whom see themselves as having no choice 
but to start a business in order to generate the income required to survive. One 
22-year-old South African male trader said that he saw himself and other young 
people who are unemployed as having a choice only between starting a busi-
ness and becoming criminals. He chose to start a business because the potential 
consequences of crime outweighed the appeal of immediate pay-off. Sixty per 
cent of all traders interviewed stated that they started their business primarily 
because of unemployment, and 40 per cent started primarily because they saw 
trading as a profi table opportunity. Men were more likely to report starting 
their businesses because they saw a profi table opportunity, while women were 
more likely to say they were motivated by unemployment.

It is important to note that all of the traders who identifi ed unemploy-
ment as the primary reason for starting the business also saw it as a profi table 
opportunity. However, many of them qualifi ed seeing a profi table opportunity 
with statements such as, ‘it is more profi table than being unemployed’. When 
asked the question, ‘What were your reasons for starting this business?’, 17 
of the 31 traders said they were unemployed, and several concluded their 
responses with statements like: ‘it’s better than nothing’, ‘I had no other 
choice’, ‘I couldn’t fi nd another job’, ‘Poverty’ or ‘There was no choice, my 
family was suffering in poverty’.

Most businesses were started with very little capital (the start-up cost for a 
trader selling new clothing ranged between R70 (US$25 at the 1991 exchange 
rate) and R6,000 for a business started in 2007 (US$851 at the 2007 exchange 
rate); the median was a little over US$100 in terms of the start-up years’ 
exchange rates. Most had borrowed start-up money from family or friends, or 
used their own savings. Many people had begun by selling only a few things, 
or had started with low-cost items like cigarettes and sweets before moving 
into higher-profi t items, such as shoes and clothing. When asked if he ever 
considered taking out a loan, one trader said yes, but that he had needed a bank 
account with money in it in order to get a loan – but if he had a bank account 
with money in it, then he wouldn’t need a loan.5 

Nearly all of the traders said they got supplies in bulk, but in small quanti-
ties, from formal shops that target traders as evidenced by painted signs stating 
‘hawkers welcome’. Another potential interaction with formal shops is through 
competition. Competition with formal shops was rarely cited as a challenge for 
traders when they were starting the business, but about 37 per cent now say 
that competition from formal shops is a problem. Traders who have businesses 
aged under three years are more likely to see formal shops as competition. 
Owners of businesses that are older are divided into half who say formal com-
petition is a problem currently, and half who say it is not. I would speculate 
new shopping venues are the main reason, in addition to which it is probable 
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that formal shops have become more of ‘the norm’ for some customers. This 
is fi ne. Women traders were more likely than men to see formal competition 
as a problem. It appears that female traders are more sensitive to changes in 
customers’ behaviour and demand.

The next section discusses the impact of the crisis in terms of limited and 
falling consumer demand. 

Demand-based constraints on street traders’ businesses 

Because the informal economy is intimately linked to the formal economy and 
macroeconomic conditions, when growth slows and unemployment increases, 
traders may see a decline in demand for their goods and services, and greater 
competition, leading to falling profi ts. Traders’ own accounts suggest that this 

Insufficient sales/too few customers

Insufficient sales/too few customers

Low profits/profitability

Customers look but do not buy

Customers look but do not buy

Large variation in sales over time

Large variation in sales over time

Too many competitors (informal competition)

Too many competitors (informal competition)

Too many formal stores (formal competition)

9.1(a)

9.1(b)

Too many formal stores (formal competition)
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Low profits/profitability
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–100 –50 50 1000

Figure 9.1 Current demand constraints (a) upon entry and (b) currently
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is happening. The interview data suggest that female traders may be more 
sensitive to degraded demand conditions.

Seventy-fi ve per cent of female traders, and 65 per cent of male traders, 
reported having made more money a year before the time of the research, 
which echoes a drop in consumer demand for retail goods (Statistics South 
Africa, 2009). The reason for fewer sales may be either lower demand by con-
sumers, more competition from new traders, or a combination of both. As the 
number of traders increases, the number of customers would need to increase 
faster to keep profi ts from falling. While there was broad agreement among my 
research participants that sales are relatively slow, it is not possible defi nitively 
to separate the impact of a drop in market-wide consumption demand from 
the impact of competition.

Major problems most commonly identifi ed by traders were low profi ts, too 
much competition, large variation in sales over time, and customers looking 
but not buying. In the next sections, I look more closely at each of these.

Profi tability 

Low profi ts may be the outcome of factors ranging from fewer customers, 
increased real or perceived competition, or additional pressure for income from 
growing households. Overall, about 80 per cent of respondents reported that 
low profi ts are a problem for maintaining the business, while 35 per cent said 
low profi ts were a problem when they started the business. When the responses 
are disaggregated by gender, the change in identifying low profi ts as a problem 
is especially pronounced for women compared with men. The same propor-
tion, about 40 per cent of men reported low profi ts having been both a major 
problem at the time of start-up, and at the time of the research. In contrast, no 
women saw low profi ts as a major problem at start-up, yet nearly 85 per cent 
believed low profi ts were now a threat to their businesses.

One trader, a 32-year-old woman from Harare, Zimbabwe, said she had 
moved to South Africa to look for work, but started trading when she realized 
there were ‘no jobs’. She has had her business for eight years, but is concerned 
that the business is earning too little money for her to keep it going.

Male
38.9

Major problem at start up Major problem currently

38.9

84.6

0
Female

Figure 9.2 Percentage of traders identifying ‘low profi ts’ as a major problem
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In general, the problem of low profi ts may refl ect overtrading or market 
over-saturation. The more traders there are in the market, the lower demand 
is for each individual trader’s goods. The data indicate that women’s businesses 
tend to be more profi table than men’s businesses.6 Therefore, the gendered 
discrepancy between viewing low profi ts as a major problem does not refl ect 
actual lower profi ts for women, but may instead refl ect a greater sensitivity to 
low profi ts. This is explored in more detail in the following section.

Variable levels of trade 

A second challenge is the fact that trade is not constant. There are specifi c times 
when sales are slow, and a few of the traders said they sometimes are unable 
to buy stock. While 25 per cent of respondents said that variable sales were a 
problem when they started their business, 75 per cent reported that unpredict-
able sales are a problem for maintaining the business now. Variable sales could 
become easier to contend with over time, as a trader learns the market patterns. 

There was a gendered difference in traders reporting variable sales as a major 
problem, just as there had been regarding low profi ts.

The fact that variable levels of trade were reported as a major problem facing 
many of the traders – and in particular the female traders – may be due to the 
fact that nearly all of the traders interviewed are earning relatively low incomes 
all month or all year, and face a challenge to maintain their households. Even 
in relatively good times, making a living can be diffi cult if income is very low. 
During lulls, including those that are expected, hardship may result because 
saving income to smooth consumption is diffi cult or impossible when the 
business earnings tend to be low even when the business is relatively busy. As 
it is highly unlikely that female traders confront a more variable market than 
male traders, the data again indicate that female traders and their businesses 
may be more sensitive to variability. Several traders linked variability to infl a-
tion, which limits their customers spending on ‘extras’ like new sneakers or 
book-bags.

Male
33.3

Major problem at start up Major problem currently

38.9

76.9

0
Female

Figure 9.3 Percentage of traders identifying ‘variable sales’ as a major problem
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Competition and over-trading 

A third constraint is the ratio of buyers to sellers. Several traders pointed out 
that there are fewer customers because people are unemployed and are spend-
ing money only on necessities such as food and transportation. A rising number 
appear to be looking, but not ultimately buying.

While both male and female traders reported that there were fewer custom-
ers, female traders were far more likely to report that fewer customers, and 
customers looking but not buying, constitute major barriers to the sustain-
ability of their businesses.

During the interviews, some of the traders suggested that an increase in the 
number of traders was responsible for a reduction in the number of customers 
per trader. Competition in the market is the single demand-based variable iden-
tifi ed by both male and female traders far more frequently as a major problem 
currently than when they started the business.

A small proportion – 8 per cent of women and 6 per cent of men – reported 
that too many competitors posed them a major problem when they started 
trading. In comparison, over 75 per cent of women and 44 per cent of 
men now see too much competition as a major problem. Over 90 per cent 

Male
27.8

27.8

Major problem at start up Major problem currently

76.9

15.4
Female

Figure 9.4  Percentage of traders identifying ‘customers looking but not buying’ as a major 
problem

Male
5.6

44.4

Major problem at start up Major problem currently

76.9

7.7
Female

Figure 9.5 Percentage of traders identifying ‘too many traders’ as a major problem
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of the traders interviewed said there are more traders now than there were one 
year ago.

Given that traders are setting prices and buying the same stock from the 
same suppliers, the perception of a highly competitive street trading environ-
ment seems to come from the insuffi cient number of customers and low profi ts. 
Competition manifests itself in a sense of insecurity and vulnerability shared by 
most of the traders, both male and female, but again, female traders are more 
likely to consider competition a major problem for their business.

Discussion of the fi ndings 

The survey data indicate that traders, particularly female traders, are sensit-
ive to changes in demand and overtrading. Higher unemployment and lower 
demand, driven by the economic crisis, may constitute a disproportionate 
threat to the sustainability of women’s trading businesses.

While demand and business income are perceived by the majority of trad-
ers of both genders to be lower than the year before, female traders are more 
likely to identify demand-based barriers such as low profi ts, customers looking 
but not buying and variable sales as major barriers to the sustainability of the 
business.

The fi nding that female traders are far more likely to view the demand bar-
riers as major problems that they currently confront may be driven by several 
factors. The fi rst and perhaps most important issue is that female traders’ 
households appear to rely more heavily on income from the business than 
male traders’ households.7 The research fi ndings suggest that female traders 
have lower household incomes than men, but slightly higher incomes from 
their businesses.

The reason that men report overall higher household incomes is because 
men are more likely to live in households with multiple income-earners. Sixty 
per cent of the women interviewed are the sole earner in their household, while 
this is true for only 32 per cent of men.

61.5

31.6

Single income household Multi-income household

38.5

68.4
Female Male

Figure 9.6  Percentage of female and male traders living in single- and multi-income households
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The median household size of four does not vary by gender, but female trad-
ers’ households are far more likely to be single-income households with more 
children. The eight female traders who were the single-income earner for their 
household supported 22 children in total, while of the six male single-income 
earners, fi ve were supporting no children and one supported two children.

It seems likely, therefore, that female traders may be more sensitive to the 
constraints on customer demand for their goods, because their households 
rely more heavily on income from trading. The profi t margin is so low that 
even predictable fl uctuations in demand (and hence income) may prove prob-
lematic for women; particularly those who are sole income earners for their 
households.

A secondary, linked reason for traders to perceive business as comparatively 
unprofi table at the moment may be infl ation. For most South Africans, the 
cost of basics such as food and transportation has risen, and households may 
have an increasingly diffi cult time making ends meet. However, more research 
would be needed, with a larger sample, and questions focusing specifi cally on 
household vulnerability, in order to draw more concrete conclusions about the 
gendered perception of demand-based constraints.

Conclusions 

The people who are currently losing their jobs in the formal sector, as well 
as others who work informally, for example as cleaners, are street traders’ 
customers. The informal economy, and trading in particular, may act at fi rst 
as a fall-back income-generating option for the unemployed, but this means 
more competition. Before the economic crisis, there was very high unemploy-
ment, and the informal economy was already crowded relative to the level of 
customer demand for the products and services on offer. The informal sector 
is unlikely to be able to absorb more workers, be they newly retrenched or 
new entrants into the labour force. Slower growth, fewer jobs, less disposable 
income, and more competition all result in lower income for traders, already 
a vulnerable group.

For the traders that I interviewed, the primary effects of the economic 
crisis are lower profi ts and greater competition. All traders are vulnerable, but 
female traders are especially insecure; most are already earning incomes that 
are insuffi cient for supporting a household, reinvesting in their business or 
saving money. Many traders were barely able to eke out a subsistence living for 
themselves and their families. One woman was supporting her four children 
on her income from trading and Child Support Grants of R460 (US$46 at the 
time) per month and her situation was not unusual. The income generated by 
trading has not been high in the past, but the current crisis is exacerbating the 
problem. Traders have few coping strategies; they cannot increase their hours 
due to safety concerns, or lower their prices. When their earnings decrease 
because of external forces, they have no business-based way to respond. Female 



HOW THE GLOBAL ECONOMIC CRISIS REACHES MARGINALIZED WORKERS  125

traders and their households seem to suffer the most, because their households 
are more reliant on income from trading.

The Bree Street traders in my research have had no involvement in the 
construction of the New Financial Architecture; and they have been largely 
excluded from the social groups worldwide who have benefited from it. 
However, they are one of many marginalized groups who will bear the dam-
age of its collapse.

Notes 

 1. There are some known problems with the LFS data, which may result in 
under-counting informal activity (see Devey et al., [2003] and Webster 
et al., [2008] for more information on problems with the LFS). However, 
these data are the best available at a national level.

 2. The offi cial unemployment rate includes 3,945,000 ‘[p]ersons aged 15–65 
who did not have a job or business in the seven days prior to the survey 
interview but had looked for work or taken steps to start a business in 
the four weeks prior to the interview and were available to take up work 
within two weeks of the interview’ (Statistics South Africa, 2007: 210).

 3. The expanded defi nition here includes those classifi ed as offi cially unem-
ployed, and 3,425,000 ‘discouraged work-seekers’, defi ned as ‘[p]ersons 
who want to work and are available to work but who say that they are not 
actively looking for work’ (Statistics South Africa, 2007: 210).

 4. The research was carried out by the author under the Corporate Strategy 
and Industrial Development Research Programme (CSID) at the University 
of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa. The Offi ce of the South 
African Presidency provided the funding for the fi eld research discussed 
in this article, through its Second Economy Strategies Project, adminis-
tered by the Trade and Industrial Policy Strategies (TIPS). The project is 
part of the author’s dissertation research for a PhD in the Department of 
Economics at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst, MA, USA.

 5. Most traders were unwilling to take loans from banks, in part because 
they felt that their businesses are vulnerable and loans were too risky. See 
also Cichello (2005).

 6. The median monthly business income for a female trader was R1,200 
(US$120 at the time of the interview), while for male traders the median 
was R1,000 (US$100 at the time of the interview).

 7. The income data are to be treated with caution, as some traders were 
unable or unwilling to disclose earnings.
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CHAPTER 10

Crisis, care and childhood: the impact 
of economic crisis on care work in poor 
households in the developing world

Jessica Espey, Caroline Harper and Nicola Jones

This chapter fi rst appeared in Gender & Development 18(2), pp. 291–307, July 
2010.

Caring for children and other dependents is crucial to human well-being, and 
to social and economic development. Yet, most national and international poli-
cymakers appear persistently blind to this fact, as has been highlighted by the 
recent global economic crisis. They need to recognize and value care work if they 
are to support vulnerable families from the effects of economic downturn. The 
2008–2009 global economic crisis has served to underscore the potential effects 
of inadequate attention to care economy dynamics, with serious risks to children’s 
education, development, health and protection already evident. Nevertheless, eco-
nomic recovery measures continue to provide little space or funding for protective 
or remedial measures. We argue that gender and care-sensitive social protection 
measures are a good means by which to support the position of carers and to 
create better visibility within policy circles, while also demonstrating consider-
able returns for human well-being and broader long-term economic development. 
These returns are evident in pre-existing social protection programmes, from 
which it will be vital to learn lessons. Including care-sensitive social protection in 
economic recovery packages also has the potential to improve the visibility and 
importance of care in a transformative and sustainable way. 

Introduction 

Currently, many developing countries are experiencing the impact of the 
global economic crisis. Its effects include mass unemployment, with workers 
being laid off from formal work within sectors which are directly linked to 
global markets, declining remittance fl ows, and a reduction in government 
spending on social services, owing to fi scal constraints. These effects are having 
an impact on family life, as breadwinners have to work longer days or take 
on additional employment to earn suffi cient for survival. This leads to them 
having less time to care for their families. Older children are being withdrawn 



130  GENDER AND THE ECONOMIC CRISIS

from school to save fees, or pulled out of school to provide substitute care for 
younger siblings; there is less food to eat and it is lower quality, and spending 
on other household necessities is also reduced. Families and individuals are 
fi nding themselves increasingly dependent on (often-depleted) community 
resources. As this article argues, all of these effects have considerable ramifi ca-
tions for the well-being of children and their carers (Harper et al., forthcoming).

This chapter starts by providing a brief overview of how academic and 
advocacy work has treated the issue of domestic care (focusing predominantly 
upon unpaid childcare). Turning then to the economic crisis, we examine 
the ways in which the economic crisis is affecting care for children in poor 
households. Drawing on evidence from past crises also, we aim to highlight 
the ways in which households are responding to the crisis and to identify the 
extent to which their coping efforts are supported by the state and their com-
munities through formal and informal methods. Such safety net measures 
are often referred to as ‘social protection’. In the fi nal section, we discuss the 
implications for policymakers facing the current crisis that emerge from lessons 
learned in past crises.

The economics of care 

Over the past four decades, many feminist economists have highlighted the 
importance of investing in childcare, for economic dynamism and growth. The 
United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) and United Nations 
Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD), in particular, have high-
lighted women’s care-related contribution to the economy – through time-use 
studies, and by costing the impact and contribution of unpaid care work to 
gross domestic product (Budlender, 2007). An understanding of the importance 
of the ‘care economy’ is gradually being adopted by mainstream economists. 
Recent work by the Nobel Prize-winning economist James Heckman has studied 
and argued for the positive economic returns of investments in childcare. James 
Heckman argues that there may be costly state-funded interventions required 
in later life, if a child’s physical or mental health is impaired (Heckman, 2006). 
Children deprived of good care are more likely to become involved in crime as 
adults, and to earn less, than children who have received good care (Heckman 
and Masterov, 2007). Heckman’s argument that governments which invest in 
and support early childhood development reap the benefi ts through increased 
productivity later in the life cycle is also advanced by economic institutions, 
including the World Bank (Hanushek and Wobmann, 2007). These views sup-
port a growing consensus that investments in different dimensions of child 
well-being, (aiming to improve cognitive skills, behaviour, and health), are 
interlinked in important ways, and mutually reinforcing.

Given the steadily increasing recognition of the importance of care work 
within development policy arenas, one might expect policy responses to 
the current global economic crisis to be sensitive to the fact that many poor 
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households struggle to meet the needs of children for care – referred to in policy 
circles as the ‘burden of care’. Yet, for the most part, these issues have been 
largely absent from policy agendas.

Studies examining household time-use and the differences in women’s and 
men’s household responsibilities, and paid and unpaid employment, have 
shown how urgent it is for policy and programming to improve with regard 
to childcare. Time-use studies such as that by ECLAC (2007) in Latin America 
have demonstrated that men and women have very different levels of input 
into care work in the home. In Brazil, 90 per cent of women spend an average 
of 20 hours per week on unpaid domestic chores, while only 45 per cent of 
men do such work, averaging just seven hours per week.

In South Africa, a study by Kizilirmak and Memis (2009) has gone fur-
ther, demonstrating not only women’s disproportionate burden of care for 
dependents within the home, but also the correlation between household 
responsibilities and poverty. They found that for women, household respon-
sibilities and care burdens intensify in accordance with the depth of their 
poverty. In contrast, for the men in their sample, growing poverty did not 
mean that men spent more time doing unpaid work. In fact, poverty had no 
direct correlation to the amount of time that men in this study spent doing 
unpaid work.

These surveys have reinforced the argument that policymakers need to 
recognize the essential nature of the social (and economic) services provided 
by women; the lack of support within their communities and from the state; 
and the necessity for better recognition of the correlation between gendered 
experiences of poverty, and women’s disproportionate responsibility to provide 
care for dependents.

Jody Heymann, in her seminal work Forgotten Families (Heymann, 2008), 
highlights the ways in which policymakers fail to consider the nature and 
importance of the care economy. Specifi cally, she identifi es the strong correla-
tion between the global economic system and the position of unpaid carers in 
the developing world. Processes of industrialization and urbanization in the 
emerging and developing world are resulting in a steady increase in demand 
for a large, inexpensive labour-force, and the tendency for nuclear families to 
migrate in search of new job opportunities tied to global industrial markets, 
leaving their extended family – and the support it gave them to care for their 
dependents – far behind. These new job opportunities seldom offer any form of 
support for care of children (and other dependents), rarely have adequate social 
legislation or benefi ts, and in the developing world are often compounded by 
being informal, subject to long hours and poor pay.

Heymann cites evidence from a study of working families in countries 
undergoing major socioeconomic transitions, such as Botswana, Mexico and 
Viet Nam. In half of the families in Botswana, over one-third of the families 
in Mexico, and one-fi fth of the families in Viet Nam, children are left home 
alone on a regular or occasional basis. Moreover, 52 per cent of families leaving 
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children home alone relied on other children to help with childcare. Jody 
Heymann and her co-author Monica Ruis-Casares conclude that: ‘poverty, 
social integration, local norms, and child development frame parents’ deci-
sions regarding care. Insuffi cient societal support to working families frequently 
resulted in unsafe childcare arrangements and limited parental involvement 
in child education and health care’ (Ruiz-Casares and Heymann, 2009: 312). 
The conclusions emphasize that such problems cannot be dismissed simply as 
problems of parental neglect; they are also problems of communal and societal 
neglect by policymakers who need to widen their frame of vision.

The impact of the economic crisis upon care 

The relationship between the global economy, employment opportunities 
in the developing world, and the impact of this employment upon childcare 
has become much more evident with the onset of the global economic crisis. 
Recent research by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) for the United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has sought to investigate household coping 
strategies in the face of complex economic crises, the effects upon children and 
women living in or with the potential to descend into poverty, and the extent 
to which different economic and social measures have mitigated the effects. 
This body of work has identifi ed the considerable impact upon the care and 
well-being of children, confi rming the connections between the household 
and the global economy (Harper et al., forthcoming).

Connections between the crisis and household care 

For some developing countries, the impact of the recent global economic crisis 
is mostly being felt through declining remittance fl ows, while for others, 
levels of trade or exchange rates have been volatile. In still other countries, 
the crisis may be most potently felt through declines in international aid. 
Importantly, though, for many poor households, the implications of these 
negative macroeconomic effects on the lives of real women and men – for 
example on their employment, household income, public service availability, 
household responsibilities and ability to provide adequate care for dependents 
– are similar.

Figure 10.1 shows the macroeconomic dimensions of the crisis: reduced 
fi nancial fl ows, remittances, trade and prices, and aid, and their effects at 
country level. These effects vary according to local contexts and conditions. 
The second tier presents potential meso-level effects which may include 
declining investment in public services, higher unemployment, diminished 
consumption capacity, and reduced access to credit. The third tier then depicts 
the ways in which governmental policy responses shape households’ ability 
to function, which in turn may translate into children’s experiences of mul-
tidimensional poverty. Identifying the scale and duration of these potential 
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effects at each level is clearly important. Experience from previous crises indi-
cates a range of possible effects on children and caregivers, which are often 
interlinked.

A range of studies recently undertaken by ODI have investigated the effects 
of different past economic shocks, and the ways in which women and men in 
poor households have attempted to cope with these.1 Effects on individuals 
and families include poorer nutrition, declining attendance at school, longer 
working hours, and increased strains on adults trying to meet their responsi-
bilities for family care. These effects were discernible across continents, and 
fundamentally stem from lower household income, and less access to public 
services (Marcus, 2009; Jones and Marsden, 2009). Other effects on children 
and caregivers in some contexts included increases in child mortality and mor-
bidity, increased child labour (with the potential for children to be engaged in 
hazardous forms of employment), and violence against children and women, 
alongside declines in the quality of nurture, care and emotional well-being. 
Many of these effects could have long-term implications, over the lifetime of 
individuals, and may even impact upon the next generation.

Impact on households, responses and the implications for the 
care of children 

Many poor women and men in the developing world are feeling the economic 
crisis most potently through its impact on their ability to earn income, and 
increasing prices, which together can result in considerable household stress. 
Unemployment and an inability to afford necessities may require that house-
hold members take on more time-consuming and often poorer-paid work 
opportunities and that they have to be even leaner with what little resources 
they have, thereby cutting back on essentials. These coping strategies may 
ensure short-term survival, but ultimately may compromise the long-term wel-
fare of all household members. This focus on the short-term is nowhere more 
evident than in relation to the care of children, which is often considerably 
compromised.

The characteristics of unemployment vary, but are commonly strongly 
patterned by age, gender, ethnicity and location (Harper et al., forthcoming). 
The evidence suggests that women are often disproportionately affected by 
crisis-induced unemployment due to their reproductive work, and the nature 
of their paid work, which is more likely than men’s to be fl exible and casual, 
rendering women more vulnerable (Truong, 2000). Emerging evidence from the 
current crisis suggests that women are especially vulnerable owing to their high 
concentration in the majority of temporary, casual, contracted and seasonal 
work, where signifi cant cutbacks are being made, as well as their responsibili-
ties in the household.2 

Demands on women’s time tend to increase under conditions of eco-
nomic crisis, heightened unemployment, and deepening household poverty 
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(Antonopoulos, 2008). For example, in Argentina, where employment of 
women increased from 2002 during the Convertibility Crisis, there remained 
little change in women’s domestic responsibilities (MacDonald et al., 2005), 
ultimately decreasing the time they could spend on care and nurture. If parents 
in this position cannot call on formal social services, elderly people or older 
children may have to fi ll the gap, which can often result in compromises in 
older children’s schooling (United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 
2009). If these options are unavailable, children may have to be left at home 
alone. Although quantitative evidence relating to hours of care is hard to come 
by, Ruiz-Casares and Heymann’s (2009) study of child neglect in Botswana, 
Mexico and Viet Nam has highlighted that the problem of insuffi cient childcare 
is most acute in countries with limited support networks, an inability to afford 
childcare and intensifying labour hours.

Households facing crisis are also often forced to cut back on spending – fi rst 
on non-essentials and then on essentials. This is clearly a short-term unsus-
tainable strategy with serious impact on health and well-being. In this current 
crisis, there is already evidence of poorer quantity and quality of food intake 
among poor families in Bangladesh, Indonesia, Jamaica, Kenya and Zambia 
(Hossain et al., 2009), owing to lower household income, local currency 
depreciations and/or food price hikes. Women often act as ‘shock absorbers’ of 
household food insecurity, reducing their own consumption despite increased 
maternal wasting and anaemia, and effects on infant health (Block et al., 2004; 
Quisumbing et al., 2008, cited in Holmes et al., 2009).

Families may well be forced to cut back on visiting health facilities, with 
impact on children’s health. For instance, in East Asia, during the 1997–1998 
fi nancial crisis, there was a decline in the use of child health services (for 
example, by 10 per cent in Indonesia, and 8.5 per cent in Korea), with 
the exception of Thailand, where private service usage resulted in a sig-
nifi cant shift towards poorer-quality public services (Jones and Marsden, 
forthcoming).3 

People’s mental health and well-being suffers as a result of stress. In 
Indonesia, Thailand and South Korea, following the 1997 East Asian fi nancial 
crisis, there were reported increases in psychological distress among both male 
and female adults, owing to unemployment and fi nancial instability (Friedman 
and Thomas 2007). This is not only an issue for adults, but also for the children 
who depend on them (Conger et al., 1992; Kahn et al., 2004).4 Violence may 
increase in the household too. In Thailand, during 1997/1998 (Knowles et al., 
1999), for instance, domestic violence increased, and in itself was found to be 
a common cause of stress among women (Lotrakul, 2006). Similar reports of 
increased domestic violence have also come from Indonesia (Suharto, 2007), 
Malaysia (Knowles et al., 1999), and Korea (ibid.). Violence of this nature, and 
particularly that infl icted upon children, is in general poorly reported and 
what information there is tends not to be captured in national data, but rather 
elicited through qualitative research. However, the decline in the quality of 
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nurture, care and protection owing to psychological ill-health has widespread 
consequences for children’s development (Harper et al., forthcoming). 

Community-level responses and the importance of social networks 

Communities can work together to help families and individuals weather hard 
times, and can be pivotal for the care of children. Social networks – of family, 
neighbours and friends – represent a crucial asset. However, these are also 
susceptible to the effects of crisis. When people are consistently subject to a 
certain level of acute poverty, fostering relationships which depend on recip-
rocal giving can become very diffi cult.

In Latin America, during a period of austerity brought on by economic 
structural adjustment policies implemented in the 1980s and early 1990s, 
community soup kitchens helped families secure enough food, and shored up 
community support (Burt, 1997). In Lima’s barriadas (suburban squatter set-
tlements), the ‘glass of milk’ programmes sought to encourage the formation 
of grassroots groups (ibid.). These initiatives not only enabled families to stave 
off severe malnutrition, but also brought people together in the midst of acute 
economic strain, thereby fostering social networks and community participa-
tion as well as providing some persons with administrative skills.

Nevertheless, as the period of economic structural adjustment crisis con-
tinued into the 1990s, many organizations – particularly the Peruvian soup 
kitchens – became increasingly dependent upon external donors, and contri-
butions from their membership. Many poor families were no longer able to 
participate, since they could not afford even a small membership contribu-
tion.5 Similarly the strains of administering these community mechanisms 
became evident in heightened corruption, confl ict over the way resources 
were administrated, and power struggles (Delpino, 1991, cited in Burt, 1997). 
In Kyrgyzstan, during the economic crisis induced by transition, it was noted 
that while poor people rely heavily on their social networks, these have tended 
to become more ‘horizontal’ (that is, mostly consisting of other poor people) 
as the lives of poor and better-off people have diverged. As a result, the help 
these networks can provide is limited – mostly food and second-hand clothes 
(Ablezova et al., 2004), with poor households becoming increasingly isolated 
(Harper et al., forthcoming).

Mitigating the impact: counter-cyclical spending and transformative 
social protection 

There is widespread acknowledgement that one way in which countries can 
mitigate the impact of the economic crisis is through ‘counter-cyclical spend-
ing’ (that is, by increasing investment in social services and social protection 
during a downturn, to cushion vulnerable population groups from the effects 
of negative economic cycles). The wisdom is that this will not only support 
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those made most vulnerable by the crisis, but will, in the long term, give the 
best economic and social returns (Sánchez and Vos 2009). However, in develop-
ing countries there is widespread debate about how to manage this. Such an 
approach requires innovative fi nancing (possibly supported by international 
transfers) to balance budgets, yet manage the threat of becoming dependent 
on aid in the long term.6 

Economic stimulus packages (ESPs) are fi nancial investments intended 
to create jobs and promote investment and consumer spending during an 
economic downturn or recession. They are going some way to ensure that 
recovery efforts not only support fi nancial markets, but also provide social 
services and social investments. According to a study by UNIFEM (2009), the 
majority of Asian ESPs, such as those in Korea, Malaysia and the Philippines, 
include investments in basic services such as health care, education, and san-
itation. These investments will allow the poor continued access to essential 
services.

ESPs and wider policy responses to the economic crisis can mitigate the 
impact upon households in a potentially gender and care-sensitive manner, 
through a variety of social protection measures. Social protection can be 
defi ned as public actions which are designed to reduce poverty, vulnerability 
and risk throughout the lifecycle. Such actions seek to provide protection from 
adversity (for example, from loss of employment or natural disasters), to pre-
vent harmful coping responses (such as selling assets, or resorting to the use of 
child labour), to promote ways out of poverty and vulnerability by encouraging 
investments in people’s knowledge or skills, supporting new income-generating 
opportunities, and transforming social relations through anti-discrimination 
measures.

The policies and programmes included in social protection involve four 
major kinds of activities: social insurance programmes (for example, pen-
sions, or publicly provided health insurance); social assistance (for example, 
school feeding programmes, which enable children to keep attending school 
during economic shocks, ‘food for work’ schemes, cash or in-kind transfers); 
social welfare services (services for people who need special care, for instance, 
people living with disabilities, orphans, refugees); and social equity measures 
(for example, anti-discrimination legislation, or family violence prevention 
legislation) (Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler, 2004). Recent reviews suggest 
that the effi cacy of such programmes has been limited by poor attention to 
issues of gender and age inequalities (Kabeer, 2008), but there are a variety of 
cost-effective measures which can be adopted to help strengthen the role that 
social protection plays in supporting the maintenance of the care economy in 
times of crisis (Holmes and Jones, 2009b).

Nonetheless, to date, crisis-specifi c social protection responses have been 
relatively limited (McCord and Vandermootele, 2009) and there are still 
considerable limitations with the coverage and infrastructure of pre-existing 
systems. For instance, many people are employed in informal labour markets 
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and, therefore, it is hard to identify those households out of work (Harper 
et al., forthcoming). Nevertheless there remains momentum and opportunity 
for transformative action, as demonstrated at the London Summit 2009 where 
the G20 pledged not only to stabilize the global fi nancial system, but to provide 
US$50 billion to support social protection, boost trade and safeguard develop-
ment in low income countries (The London Summit, 2009).

There is much that can be learned across countries and from past social pro-
tection programmes to ensure that responses to the current economic crisis are 
sensitive to both gender and care dynamics, and take into account children’s 
longer-term development and well-being. In developed countries, attempts 
to implement child-sensitive social protection measures have tended to focus 
upon forms of caregivers’ allowances or citizens’ wages, taxation allowances, 
different types of paid and unpaid leave from employment, social security cred-
its and social services. In developing countries, with newly emerging or scanty 
welfare systems, these mechanisms tend to be bundled into broader discussions 
around promoting food security, agricultural productivity, supporting income 
generation activities and enhancing human capital, but with little attention 
to gender and care (Holmes and Jones, 2009a). However, this is not to say that 
there are not transferable lessons and replicable strategies.

A key hindrance to the effective consideration of care dynamics is the focus 
of ESP resources on infrastructure and public works. Although these may have 
benefi ts for women and their dependents by providing a practical response to 
families facing a short-term drop in income or by tiding them over potentially 
‘hungry’ periods of the year, the primary benefi ciaries are likely to be men, who 
typically do not shoulder domestic and care work responsibilities and are often 
more physically suited to the hard physical labour that many public works 
schemes require. Moreover, although there are few assessments of both the gen-
der and care sensitivity of most public works programmes, what analysis there 
is suggests that only a limited number incorporate care-sensitive considera-
tions into their design (Quisumbing et al., 2008). In general, few mechanisms 
are provided for women to participate on a fl exible basis: the actual labour 
undertaken often imposes heavier time and effort costs on poor women, who 
are typically already overworked, than on poor men (Devereux, 2002); women 
may be pressured by men not to compete for traditionally male dominated 
jobs; and fi nally the design of many public works programmes suffer from the 
absence of women in decision-making structures (Holmes and Jones, 2009a).

Some schemes have, however, benefi ted from efforts to demonstrate gender-
sensitivity, in some instances making explicit provisos for the care of children; 
for example, in Botswana’s Labour-Intensive Rural Public Works Programme 
and Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP), women are given time 
off for pregnancy and for breast-feeding. Both the PSNP in Ethiopia and India’s 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) have specifi cally 
included the provision of childcare facilities or crèches in their programme 
design. The PSNP also allows for fl exibility in terms of women’s working hours, 
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so they can balance domestic responsibilities including the care of children 
(Holmes and Jones, 2009a). Positive consideration could also be given to the 
expansion of public works programmes to include social sector activities that 
not only use more labour and fewer machines, or tools, but are also well-suited 
to ‘unskilled’ women workers, who are already carrying out such work on an 
unpaid basis in their homes (Antonpolous, 2007).

Alternatively, a form of social protection which arguably better supports a 
child’s long-term development is to provide fi nancial recognition for childcare. 
This not only frees up pressures on care time, but additionally provides a source 
of income. Caregiver allowances, such as the child grant in South Africa7 have 
demonstrated considerable success as they not only recognize the economic 
value of household care work but may incentivize families to provide better 
care. In South Africa the child support grant is a means-tested grant awarded 
to the primary caregivers of poor children under the age of seven (Lund, 
2002). It has demonstrated effective range and depth of coverage, and has 
had noticeably positive effects upon children’s care; in particular, improving 
child health.

For older or school-age children, social protection can be oriented around 
the educational setting, maintaining and improving attendance even in the 
context of economic crisis. School feeding programmes can provide a relatively 
large proportion of daily calorie, protein and other nutrient requirements. In 
some countries, eligibility is universal. The Brazilian Constitution of 1988, for 
example, specifi cally states that school feeding is a universal right of all school-
age children. However, in other countries, for example Bangladesh, geographic 
or other targeting of schools or individuals is undertaken (FAO, 2001). Chile’s 
school feeding programme successfully targets the lowest-income quintiles, 
and provides a strong incentive for parents to send their children to school: 
58 per cent of the children in rural areas completed primary education in 1990, 
compared with only 40 per cent in 1986 (FAO, 2001; Kain, 2002).

If social welfare services aiming to protect children are co-ordinated with 
broader social protection systems (Jones, 2009), this can respond to the prob-
lem of domestic violence and child neglect. In a recent study of West African 
social protection mechanisms (Jones, 2009), a number of strategies were identi-
fi ed which can achieve this. These include, for example, building the capacity 
of government ministries which manage social protection transfers and core 
social services (including protective services for children), to enhance the 
effi ciency of cross-referrals, and to develop common data systems to monitor 
better the well-being of vulnerable children. Another strategy identifi ed was to 
strengthen legislation to support children’s protection from abuse and neglect.

Most important is building comprehensive systems for monitoring and 
evaluation into social protection, so that commitments made to provide care 
services or to take into account gender dynamics and ensure equal opportuni-
ties are upheld and executed effectively. It is also vital that a transformative 
approach is taken in the design of social protection programmes. Indeed, as 
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Antonopoulos (2007) has highlighted in her critique of public works, it is not 
enough to consider the practical limitations, like a lack of crèche facilities, if 
there is still no recognition of the value of, nor any attempt to redistribute the 
costs of, intra-household care.

Conclusion 

Economic crises past and present underscore the way in which childcare 
(largely unpaid, and performed by women), is the bedrock of a functioning 
economy, and an integral part of human well-being. Compromising the level 
or quality of care that a child receives can have considerable implications for 
long-term development and economic productivity. Adequate consideration 
of these dynamics and effective mechanisms to support women’s productive 
employment, without compromising the care of their children, is therefore 
essential.

Social protection that adequately captures both economic and social risks, 
and pays heed to the value of childcare (enabling women and men to earn 
income while also enabling them to care for, nurture and protect children), 
is a viable and durable means of integrating a care-sensitive approach within 
social safety nets and national welfare systems. Sharing past lessons, like those 
described herein will be vital for the improvement and greater effi cacy of social 
protection systems. If integrated into economic crisis policy responses these 
measures may help to safeguard against future shocks and to also improve 
pre-existing childcare and gender-related vulnerabilities. Implementing 
gender- and care-sensitive social protection also presents an opportunity to 
demonstrate a considerable shift in both our perceptions and appreciation of 
the care economy.

Notes 

 1. The 2009/2010 ODI/UNICEF study consisted of four papers examining 
a wide variety of past macroeconomic shocks and their impacts upon 
households and children. The regional papers focused upon Latin America 
(the Mexican Peso Crises of 2002 and the Argentinean convertibility cri-
sis); the impact of transition upon post Soviet states (with a focus upon 
Kyrgyzstan); the East Asian fi nancial crisis of 1997; and the impact of 
commodity price fl uctuations within Africa since the 1990s. A summary 
synthesis paper was prepared for a conference on Children and Crisis in 
November 2009 (held at UNICEF London); see Harper et al. (forthcoming).

 2. See Dejardin and Owens (2009) and Sirimanne (2009) on this and for 
policy options for engendering macroeconomic and social protection 
responses.

 3. During the East Asian fi nancial crisis the proportion of household income 
spent on food rose disproportionately (particularly in urban areas). In 
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Indonesia the proportion of households spending more than 65 per cent 
of total expenditure on food more than doubled in urban areas between 
February 1997 and February 1999, from 18 per cent to 39 per cent 
(Dhanani and Islam, 2002).

 4. Kahn et al. (2004) found that the impacts of mental health symptoms 
among parents on the emotional and behavioural well-being of their chil-
dren included ‘external’ indicators, such as: sudden changes in mood or 
feeling; disobedience; nervousness; trouble getting along with other chil-
dren; restless or over-active behaviour, and ‘internal’ indicators, including: 
feelings of worthlessness and inferiority; unhappiness and sadness; 
fearfulness and anxiousness; and being easily confused. These impacts 
intensifi ed if a child had two parents with psychological problems.

 5. As with the soup kitchens in Latin America, in Kyrgyzstan, evidence from 
the late 1990s found poor people increasingly unable to afford even the 
modest cash contributions needed to participate in rotational savings 
clubs (Kuehnast and Dudwick, 2002).

 6. A detailed discussion on the appropriateness of counter-cyclical invest-
ments within low-income countries was recently aired at the 2009 
PEGnet conference (Policies for Reducing Inequality in the Developing 
World) at the Hague. See www.pegnet.ifw-kiel.de/.

 7. South Africa has been a beacon in its recognition and value of care, not 
only implementing a caregiver allowance, but additionally implement-
ing a comprehensive national-level capacity development programme: 
the Early Child Development Programme (part of the Expanded Public 
Works Programme, set up in 2004). The ambitions of this programme are 
to improve national childcare systems, to provide employment opportu-
nities for women and promote the professional development of women 
working in the childcare fi eld. The programme ‘can free parents and other 
adult carers to take up opportunities for education and employment’ 
(Department of Social Development, 2006; 12 quoted in Lund, [2009]).
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‘Gender perspectives on the global economic crisis’ (2010), Richard King and 
Caroline Sweetman, Oxfam International Discussion Paper, www.oxfam.org.
uk/resources/policy/economic_crisis/gender-perspectives-economic-crisis.
html, 18 pp.
This paper summarizes the issues raised during a workshop of development and 
gender practitioners and academics, convened in September 2009, by Gender & 
Development. How the effects of the economic crisis are experienced depends, to 
a large extent, on women’s and men’s relationships with the people and institu-
tions with whom they interact. These relationships are profoundly different for 
women and men. Unemployment hits poor families hard, regardless of whether 
it is a man or woman who is laid off. However, the chances of a family recover-
ing from this setback is shaped by the different levels of bargaining power that 
women and men have in the labour market, and their different responsibili-
ties at home. The gender inequalities and power imbalances that predate the 
current crisis have resulted in its additional affl ictions falling disproportion-
ately on those who are already structurally disempowered and marginalized. 
Although often labelled ‘coping strategies’, the means women fi nd to respond 
to crises are frequently unsustainable, and are more appropriately conceived 
of as ‘desperation measures’. Pre-existing inequalities, which include under-
representation of women at all levels of economic decision-making and their 
over-representation in informal, vulnerable, and casual employment, are often 
more signifi cant than gender inequalities arising specifi cally from the crisis. 
The paper includes sections on ‘Conceptualizing the crisis’, ‘Assessing the cri-
sis’, and ‘Pro-poor, gender-sensitive policy responses’.

‘The current economic and fi nancial crisis: a gender perspective’ (2009), Rania 
Antonopoulos, Working Paper No. 562, The Levy Economics Institute of Bard 
College, www.levy.org/vdoc.aspx?docid=1145, 43 pp.
In this paper, Rania Antonopoulos, after outlining the current crisis and the 
need for a gender perspective to be central to any analysis and response, 
explores the recent (as of spring 2009) and likely effects of the crisis in various 
sectors – what she terms the ‘visible and invisible gendered paths of transmis-
sion [of the crisis] in the world of work’. She provides an extremely useful 
discussion of the crisis and gender in relation to: paid work in the export sectors 
of textiles, agriculture, and tourism; informal work and vulnerable workers; 
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unpaid work and ‘invisible’ vulnerabilities; remittances; and food security. She 
then moves on to discuss what gendered policy responses would look like in 
the areas of: the fi nancial sector – for example, the protection of microcredit 
lending to women and the importance of gender-aware fi scal stimulation poli-
cies (such as state-sponsored job creation schemes targeting women, including 
some successful examples of this); food and nutrition (where access to land 
rights, extension services, and production links to the mainstream economy 
are vital for women); and aid fl ows (highlighting the importance to women 
in developing countries of the honouring by donor countries of their overseas 
development aid commitments in health and education).

Taking Stock: The Financial Crisis and Development from a Feminist Perspective 
(January 2010), Ursula Dullnig, Brita Neuhold, Traude Novy, Kathrin Pelzer, 
Edith Schnitzer, Barbara Schöllenberger, and Claudia Thallmayer, WIDE’s 
position paper on the global social, economic and environmental crisis,  
http://62.149.193.10/wide/download/TakingStock_WIDEaustriaEN.pdf?id=
1110, 41 pp.
In this paper, Women in Development Europe (WIDE) presents a feminist 
analysis of the global economic crisis, making the point that there are fun-
damental connections between the fi nancial crisis and both the care crisis 
and the environmental/climate change crisis. The paper’s essential premise is 
that – in a context in which ‘the small window of opportunity that the crisis 
opened for fundamental [fi nancial] reform seems to be closing again’ – a much 
broader view of economics needs to be adopted, one in which the free play 
of market forces, cut loose from any social and ecological considerations is 
abandoned, and the paradigm of unlimited growth is replaced by one in which 
the economy is defi ned as ‘the sphere of social activities which are related to 
the provision of the goods and services which can maintain life and support 
its output’. The paper outlines the background to the current crisis – the end 
of fi xed exchange rates, deregulation of fi nancial markets, globalization, and 
the ‘detonator’ of the crisis, sub-prime mortgages in the US – the bailing out 
of the banks, and who is paying for the crisis, the gender-specifi c outcomes of 
the interrelated crises, and the effects on funding for international develop-
ment. The fi nal section of the paper provides a checklist of proposals for ways 
forward for national governments and the EU, headed by the steps necessary 
for bringing about a ‘radical change of mentality’.

‘The world economic and fi nancial crisis: what will it mean for gender equal-
ity?’ (2009), speech given by Ines Alberdi, Executive Director, UNIFEM, www.
unifem.org/news_events/story_detail.php?StoryID=901, 6 pp.
This speech by the Executive Director of UNIFEM – the United Nations 
Development Fund for Women – focuses on the gendered impact of the crisis 
on employment, and provides a useful overview of the subject. For Ms Alberdi, 
with up to 22 million women possibly losing their jobs, gender equality gains 
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both at home and at work are being jeopardized. Her speech includes examples 
of gendered job losses in the export processing sector in Asia/Pacifi c, Africa, 
and Central America and touches on the informal economy; migrant labour; 
the increased risk of gender-based violence; and girl child mortality. She goes 
on to discuss the need for a gendered analysis of crisis response packages, the 
importance of sex-disaggregated data collection and reporting, and the impor-
tance of overseas development aid. In conclusion, Ms Alberdi outlines some 
opportunities presented by the crisis; not least, the chance for policymakers 
to rethink the fundamental economic assumption of the ‘male breadwinner’. 
These include a growth in the ‘green economy’, with an opportunity for coun-
tries to provide training and information to women to enable them to compete 
on a level playing fi eld, and the invention of a new kind of ‘green revolution’, 
this time focusing on women small farmers, who constitute the majority of 
food-staple producers, in order to break out of dependency on international 
commodity markets and food imports.

Emerging Issue: The Gender Perspectives of the Financial Crisis (2009), Commission 
on the Status of Women, UN Division for the Advancement of Women, www.
un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/53sess.htm#themes 
Through a series of different documents, this website reports on a panel at 
the Commission on the Status of Women, 2009, on the gender perspectives 
of the global economic crisis. Some of the points made were: economic reces-
sions put a disproportionate burden on women, who are more likely to be 
made redundant than men (as men are traditionally considered to be the 
main ‘breadwinners’), and have unequal access to and control over economic 
and fi nancial resources; increasing unemployment and decreasing household 
incomes means that women and girls often need to take on unpaid work, 
including caregiving. Women may also be forced into informal employment, 
where they have few rights and restricted social protection and benefi ts; cuts 
in public spending in the light of economic crises, for example in the areas of 
health and education, can reduce women’s and girls’ access to basic services; 
girls may be withdrawn from schools to help with household work during times 
of economic crisis, reinforcing gender gaps in education.

The panel’s recommendations included: governments, international organi-
zations and civil society, including the private sector, should play an active 
role in ensuring that fi nancial and economic crises do not have a dispropor-
tionate negative impact on women and girls; policy responses to fi nancial 
crises should be people-centred and focus on employment, sustainability and 
gender equality, and they should aim to enhance productivity, in particular 
in agriculture, a critical sector for women in developing countries; women’s 
entrepreneurial capacity should be strengthened; gender-responsive budgeting 
should be conducted as a strategy for responding to the different priorities and 
needs of women and men; and public funds should be invested in care ser-
vices that reduce women’s unpaid domestic and care work and design policies 
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that promote equal sharing of responsibilities between men and women. 
The website hosts an issues paper, a report of the panel meeting (in English, 
French, Spanish, Arabic, Chinese and Russian), and the papers presented by 
the panellists.

The Global Financial Crisis: Assessing Vulnerability for Women and Children (2009), 
Shwetlena Sabarwal, Nistha Sinha and Mayra Buvinic, The World Bank, www.world
bank.org/financialcrisis/pdf/Women-Children-Vulnerability-March09.pdf, 
4 pp.
Arguing that the current global economic crisis (on top of recent food price 
increases) will have serious, gender-specifi c consequences for women and chil-
dren in poor countries, the authors of this concise paper set out seven ‘main 
messages’ regarding gender and the crisis, which include discussion of: the 
‘added worker’ effect, which sees more women entering the workforce, taking 
up jobs in an attempt to boost family income (something witnessed during 
the Latin American crisis of the mid-1990s and the East Asian crisis at the end 
of the same decade); the fact that girls in poor countries with pre-existing low 
female schooling rates are highly vulnerable to being pulled out of school as 
households cope with declining income; and the loss of women’s income hav-
ing long-term negative implications for the welfare of poor households (which 
may be greater than a similar loss in men’s income) because of both the con-
tributions women make to current household income, and their ‘preference’ 
for investing scare resources on child well-being. The fi nal ‘message’ outlines 
the 2009 response to the crisis of The World Bank Group Gender Action Plan.

Global Employment Trends for Women (2009), International Labour Organization, 
www.ilo.org/global/What_we_do/Publications/lang--en/docName--WCMS_
103456/index.htm, 78 pp.
This issue of the Global Employment Trends for Women series looks at the gender 
aspects of the impact of the fi nancial crisis and slowdown in world economic 
growth on jobs, and updates indicators on the situation of women in labour 
markets around the world.

‘Paying the price for the economic crisis’ (2009), Bethan Emmett, Oxfam 
International Discussion Paper, www.oxfam.org.uk/resources/policy/
economic_crisis/downloads/impact_economic_crisis_women.pdf, 15 pp.
This paper presents the fi ndings of research undertaken by Oxfam International 
in February 2009, in which women working in global supply chains in 10 
countries across Asia and Latin America were interviewed about how the eco-
nomic crisis was affecting their lives and families. The research suggests that 
global markets are pushing the costs of the crisis onto women and children in 
developing countries. As supply chains are squeezed by falling global demand, 
women in export manufacturing are often the fi rst to be laid off, with employ-
ers leaving pay outstanding and evading legal obligations to give notice and 
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pay compensation, and governments turning a blind eye. The lives of women 
who were already vulnerable and exploited have become even more precarious.

‘Tracking the impact of the global economic crisis – ten things women’s groups 
can investigate’ (2010), Diane Elson, Gender & Development 18(1): 143–5, avail-
able at www.genderanddevelopment.org 
Highlighting the lack of information available on the human impact of the cri-
sis and its gendered effects, in this short piece feminist economist Diane Elson 
suggests 10 areas which researchers could focus their attention on, such as jobs 
in wage or salary employment, cutbacks in public expenditure, and migrants’ 
remittances, setting out questions designed to elicit from respondents the sort 
of data currently lacking from many analyses of the crisis.

Impact of the Crisis on Women’s Rights: Sub Regional Perspectives (2009), 
Association for Women’s Rights in Development Brief Series, www.awid.org/
eng/About-AWID/AWID-News/Brief-Series-Impact-of-the-crisis-on-women-
sub-regional-perspectives 
In this extremely helpful set of briefi ngs commissioned by the Association for 
Women’s Rights in Development (AWID), the authors report on the impact 
of the crisis in eight different regions: Latin America, the Caribbean, Asia, 
the Pacifi c Islands, Central Asia, Western Africa, Western Europe, and Eastern 
Europe, with briefi ngs coming soon from Eastern, Southern and Central Africa, 
the Middle East and North Africa, the USA, plus a cross-regional analysis. In 
their briefi ngs, the authors explore answers to a number of questions posed by 
AWID, including: whether there have been any identifi able concrete actions or 
initiatives in response to the crisis which have either negatively or positively 
affected women’s lives, and what the potential future impacts of a global reces-
sion are on women in each region.

Women’s Poverty and Social Exclusion in the European Union at a time of Recession: 
An Invisible Crisis? (2010), Oxfam International/European Women’s Lobby, 
www.oxfam.org.uk/resources/policy/economic_crisis/economic-crisis-women-
poverty-exclusion-eu.html, 38 pp.
All over the world, women remain poor in relation to men. This also is true in 
every member state of the European Union (EU). The persistence of poverty 
in such a rich region of the world is shocking, even before the impact of reces-
sion has been considered. In October 2009, Oxfam and the European Women’s 
Lobby, commissioned research to explore and analyse the hidden impact of 
the current economic recession on women’s poverty in the EU, and this sub-
sequent report documents evidence from across the continent of: precarious 
working conditions; increasing discrimination in the labour market with a 
subsequent shift to informal work; rising levels of poverty; reduced access to 
services; and rising levels of domestic violence, accompanied by cuts in vital 
support services.
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The evidence clearly indicates that the recession is already having a signifi cant 
negative effect on the lives of women, not only in relation to the labour market, 
but also, crucially, outside it. However, the impact of the recession on women 
remains largely invisible and further in-depth analysis is urgently required. The 
paper ends with a set of policy recommendations.

‘Women paying the price: the impact of the global fi nancial crisis on women 
in Southeast Asia’ (2010), Yada Praparpun, Oxfam GB research report, www.
oxfam.org.uk/resources/policy/economic_crisis/economic-crisis-impact-on-
southeast-asia.html, 51 pp.
Drawing on evidence from country case studies from Thailand, Philippines, 
Cambodia, Vietnam, and Indonesia, this report seeks to identify how the 
fi nancial crisis has affected women, in order test whether Southeast Asian 
governments are doing enough to support the most vulnerable. The individual 
country reports found that the female employment situation in the export 
manufacturing and service sectors, for example, textiles, electronics, and tour-
ism has been seriously affected, with large numbers of women either losing 
their jobs, or being forced to accept reduced working hours for less income. 
Remittances from migrants, either internal or external, have also been nega-
tively affected, with many women who migrated to the cities for work, rather 
than serving as fi nancial support for their families in the countryside, now 
becoming dependent on their rural families for support. The report concludes 
with recommended short- and long-term policy responses.

‘Rural women earning income in Indonesian factories: the impact on gender 
relations’ (2001), Peter Hancock, Gender & Development 9(1): 18–24, www.
genderanddevelopment.org 
In 1997 and 1998, the international economic crisis widely known as the ‘Asian 
crisis’ caused massive infl ation and currency devaluation in Indonesia. This 
paper highlights the effects of the economic crisis on rural Indonesian women 
and their families. After the crisis, young women who were employed in facto-
ries began to contribute a signifi cantly greater amount of their wages to family 
budgets. This cash contribution seems not only to have altered the nature of 
household livelihood strategies, but also to have raised young women’s status 
within the household.

‘In times of crisis, women can be agents of change’ (2009), interview with 
Otaviano Canuto, Vice President and Head of the Poverty Reduction and 
Economic Management Network, The World Bank, in Gender Equality as Smart 
Economics, World Bank, http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTGENDER/
Resources/336003-1205954955184/OtavianoCauto.pdf, 2 pp.
In this short interview, Otaviano Canuto discusses the vulnerability of women 
and girls in developing countries in economic crises – particularly in countries, 
mostly in Africa, that are affected by both low female schooling and high 
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infant and child deaths – arguing that many more girls than boys die when 
there are negative economic shocks, and not jus t in regions that have histori-
cally demonstrated a ‘boy preference’. Maternal health is also put at risk, as is 
women’s income, as a result of employment losses in export-oriented indus-
tries, tightening micro-fi nance lending, and slowing remittances. Mr Canuto, 
however, stresses that although women and girls are vulnerable to the crisis, 
The World Bank believes that if they are given the opportunity, they can be 
powerful agents of change. With women usually reinvesting a much higher 
part of their earnings in their families and communities than men, they spread 
wealth and create a positive impact on future development. Crisis response 
programmes, which he outlines, must be made to work for women – ‘it is good 
economics to do so’.

Lessons not Learned? Gender, Employment and Social Protection in Asia’s Crisis-
affected Export Sectors (2009), Samantha Hung, Asian Development Bank, www.
adb.org/Documents/Events/2009/Poverty-Social-Development/P3-gender-
impact-crisis-Hung-paper.pdf, 24 pp.
This clearly written paper argues that more than 10 years on from the Asian 
economic crisis, in the Asian export sector, women continue to be a part of the 
similarly gender-segregated and gender-inequitable industry patterns which 
saw them disproportionately affected in 1997–98. For the author, a failure to 
respond to the gendered effects of a decline in the Asian export industry means 
setting back gender equality gains, and rising poverty for huge numbers of 
women and their families. The paper presents the results of six country fi eld 
studies which investigated the impacts of the current crisis on selected export 
industries, providing evidence of the effects the crisis is having, and outlines 
the kind of gendered policy responses which should be implemented. These 
would include economic stimulus packages aimed at the particular export sec-
tors in which women workers predominate, rather than as traditionally, sectors 
such as construction and physical infrastructure; the rebalancing of labour mar-
kets, redesigning education and training so as to expand occupational choices 
for women and to redress male breadwinner bias; ‘pro-women’ infrastructure 
investment by governments, such as clinics and hospitals; the strengthening 
of gender-responsive social protection and social services; and gender main-
streaming in any economic stimulus, including monitoring and evaluation. 

Gender and Social Protection in Asia: What does the Crisis Change? (2009), 
Nicola Jones and Rebecca Holmes, Overseas Development Institute, www.adb.
org/documents/events/2009/Poverty-Social-Development/P3-gender-social-
protection-ODI-paper.pdf, 32 pp.
This paper examines social protection responses to the current global economic 
crisis and seeks to assess the extent to which they are responding adequately 
to the gendered experiences of poverty and vulnerability in four country 
case studies – Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, and Viet Nam. The authors draw 
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on an extensive desk review and preliminary fi eldwork fi ndings from the 
larger Gender and Social Protection Effectiveness project funded by the UK 
Department for International Development and the Australian Agency for 
International Development, in order to highlight areas in which gender-
responsive social protection policy and programme interventions could be 
strengthened, both to cushion women, men, and children from the worst 
effects of the crisis in the short term, and also to develop a stronger social policy 
infrastructure to support poor and vulnerable citizens more effectively in the 
case of future global economic crises.

The Possible Impact of the Global Slowdown on Maternal, Newborn and Child 
Health in Asia (2009), Ian Anderson and Basil Rodriques, www.adb.org/
documents/events/2009/Poverty-Social-Development/impact-on-mother-and-
child-health-Anderson-Rodriques-paper.pdf, 14 pp.
For the authors of this paper, the current economic crisis presents both risks 
and opportunities. They argue that despite Asia having been the fastest grow-
ing region in the world for decades, the region accounted for nearly 34 per 
cent of global deaths of children under fi ve, more than 40 per cent of mater-
nal deaths, and 60 per cent of newborn deaths worldwide. For the authors, 
the level and pattern of health expenditure in Asia helps, in part, to explain 
not just these poor health outcomes for women and children, but levels of 
poverty and inequity as well; nutrition and health care costs for families can 
quickly become ‘catastrophic’, driving households below the poverty line and 
threatening their long-term health. The risk is that the economic crisis will 
only serve to exacerbate these existing problems. However, the authors also 
believe that the current crisis offers opportunities, and a spur, to improve the 
effectiveness, effi ciency, and equity of health expenditure. Tight budgets and 
fi scal stringency means governments have even greater need to make health 
budgets more effi cient, effective, and equitable. They suggest that an initiative 
such as well-targeted conditional cash transfers can, simultaneously, improve 
health and nutrition outcomes; protect the poor from impoverishment; and 
be a counter-cyclical stimulus to the economy. They caution, however, that 
broader, health-strengthening reforms are also needed.

‘Leading by example – protecting the most vulnerable during the economic 
crisis’ (2009), The Global Campaign for the Health Millennium Development 
Goals, www.ausaid.gov.au/publications/pdf/lead_by_example.pdf, 59 pp.
This progress report published by the Global Campaign for the Health 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), on behalf of the Network of Global 
Leaders, focuses on MDGs 4 and 5, which relate specifi cally to child and 
maternal health. Based on the lessons of previous economic crises, the report 
recommends urgent measures to get MDGs 4 and 5 ‘back on track’, so as to 
meet the 2015 targets, despite the current crisis. Country members of the 
Network, and other key stakeholders, for example, United Nations agencies and 
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civil society organizations, set out the specifi c actions they are taking to ensure 
the MDGs are met and the effects of the global economic crisis are mitigated, 
and outline the ‘Maternal, Newborn, and Child Health Consensus’, a plan of 
action which the authors believe is all the more crucial to adhere to given the 
threat posed by the global economic crisis.

‘Recovering from economic and fi nancial crisis: food security and safety nets’ 
(2010), Joint Meeting of the Executive boards of UNDP/UNFPA, UNICEF and 
WFP, UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF, and WFP, www.unicef.org/about/execboard/
fi les/B-9371E-JMB_10_WFP_coordinated_paper_-_12_Jan_10_version.pdf, 9 pp.
Arguing that hunger and food insecurity retard growth and development, this 
short paper, with a focus on food security and safety nets and related social pro-
tection interventions, outlines national and international efforts to address and 
recover from the impacts of the economic crisis. Examples of how the United 
Nations Development Programme, United Nations Population Fund, United 
Nations Children’s Fund, and World Food Programme are working to support 
and strengthen these efforts are provided, and priorities for promoting food 
security and reducing vulnerability during the recovery are discussed, with their 
implications for the four United Nations agencies outlined. The paper men-
tions ‘the poor’, ‘poor consumers’ and ‘households’, and ‘families’, but does 
not discuss any gender differences which may operate within these categories, 
although it recognizes that ‘girls are more likely affected than boys’ with regard 
to a possible increase in already high infant mortality rates, and that the impact 
of ‘increased violence, especially against girls and women, sexual traffi cking, 
and other negative outcomes’, caused by a prolonged period of high domestic 
food prices, could be signifi cant.

‘Reclaiming institutional and policy space amidst crisis’ (2009), Marina Durano, 
Gigi Francisco and Gita Sen, Development 52(3): 334–7, www.dawnnet.org/
uploads/documents/PAPER_Amidst%20Crisis_Durano,%20Francisco,%20
Sen_2009_DEV%20TS7%2052_PEG.pdf, 4 pp.
In this paper, the authors, representing Development Alternatives with Women 
for a New Era, argue that with regard to the economic crisis, the critical ques-
tion now is not only policies to overcome it, but also which global institutions 
should play what roles. They argue that in this time of unprecedented crisis, 
the United Nations (UN), in order to play a renewed and vigorous role needs 
women as much as women have historically needed the UN.

‘Promoting gender equality through stimulus packages and public job creation: 
lessons learned from South Africa’s Expanded Public Works Programme’ (2009), 
Public policy brief No. 101, Rania Antonopoulos, The Levy Economics Institute 
of Bard College, www.levyinstitute.org/publications/?docid=1154, 12 pp.
Joblessness – increased levels of which are a feature of the economic crisis – is 
associated with greater levels of poverty, marginalization, and social exclusion. 
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In this paper, the author proposes an extension to the existing Expanded 
Public Works Programme (EPWP) in South Africa – a job creation initiative 
introduced in 2004 – which would see a new sector for social service delivery 
in health and education being created. With current EPWP projects focused 
on labour-intensive infrastructure, the author argues that jobs created in the 
areas of early childhood development and community-based care would not 
only meet policy objectives of income and job generation, the provisioning 
of communities’ unmet needs, skill enhancement for a new group of workers, 
but also promote gender equality by addressing the overtaxed time of women, 
who are predominantly those who undertake unpaid caring work for children 
and the sick. A four-page summary of the paper is also available at www.levy-
institute.org/pubs/hili_101a.pdf 

Vision for a Better World: From Economic Crisis to Equality (2010), Devaki Jain and 
Diane Elson, in collaboration with the Casablanca Dreamers, United Nations 
Development Programme, www.casablanca-dream.net/literature/index.html, 
31 pp.
This well-considered and well-written paper manages to cover a lot of ground, 
without overwhelming the reader. Challenging the idea that the desirable out-
come of policy responses to the current set of crises is a return to ‘normal’, and 
drawing on the feminist political economy conception of economic activity 
as a system of provisioning, guided by social norms, and structured by social 
interests, the authors argue for alternatives that not only offer an effective 
response, but which facilitate a transition towards the creation of more just 
and inclusive economies. The paper is divided into four sections.

Section One focuses on the gender dimensions of the recent and ongoing 
crises of not only fi nance and employment, but also deprivation of food, water, 
energy, fuel, and care; and of environmental devastation. Section Two presents 
illustrations of the uneven progress in implementing the Beijing Platform for 
Action (BpfA), noting that much recent ‘progress’ is built on forms of devel-
opment that are environmentally and socially unsustainable, and generate 
inequality. Section Three discusses the challenges and opportunities facing 
feminism and women’s movements in their struggle for a better, more equal 
world, and Section Four sets out some ideas on economic policies that would 
support a more equal, just, peaceful, and democratic world, in which the BPfA 
is fully realized for all women and men.

Bringing Human Rights to Bear in Times of Crisis: A Human Rights Analysis of 
Government Responses to the Economic Crisis (2010), Aldo Caliari, Sally-Anne 
Way, Natalie Raaber, Anne Schoenstein, Radhika Baladrishnan, and Nicolas 
Lusiani, AWID, Center of Concern, Center for Economic and Social Rights, 
Centre for Women’s Global Leadership, ESCR-Net, www.escr-net.org/usr_doc/
HRResponsestoEconCrisis_Final.pdf, 24 pp.
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Prepared for the thirteenth Session of the United Nations (UN) Human Rights 
Council and its High Level Segment on the impact of the global economic and 
fi nancial crises to the realization of all human rights, this paper seeks to analyse 
government responses to the crisis from a human rights perspective, examining 
how governments’ actions worldwide have lived up to or let down their human 
rights obligations. Arguing that states, as primary duty-bearers of human rights 
obligations, must use the maximum of available resources to create the condi-
tions under which all people living under their jurisdiction can exercise their 
full range of economic and social rights, the authors examine governments’ 
responses, such as stimulus packages, social protection, and support to the 
fi nancial sector through a human rights lens, and look at how trade, debt, and 
aid act as international constraints to effecting a human rights response. The 
paper concludes with a set of recommendations for national governments, the 
international community, and the UN Human Rights Council

‘Unlocking the development box: markers along the way towards a gender 
sensitive development agenda’ (2009), Mariama Williams, a preliminary issue 
paper, International Gender and Trade Network, www.web.igtn.org/home/
index.php?option=com_docman&task=cat_view&gid=118&ItemId=6, 77 pp.
In this thoughtful paper, the author discusses issues, especially as they relate to 
trade and fi nance, which are of critical importance to economic development 
in the global South, within the current context of the global economic crisis, 
the food crisis, the HIV/AIDS pandemic, the global war on terror, and climate 
change. The fi rst part of the paper includes a discussion on globalization and 
the economic crisis, a critique of the neoliberal approach to development, 
and heterodox and feminist views on the macroeconomics of development, 
and goes on to examine the question of economic development in the global 
South; what is it, who is it for, and how best to secure it; and the fi nal section 
looks at the debates around alternatives. The appendices provide some helpful 
explanations and defi nitions of some of the economic terminology and ideas 
included in the main body of the paper.

‘Gender biases in fi nance’ (2001), Irene van Staveren, Gender & Development 
9(1): 9–17, www.genderanddevelopment.org 
This paper discusses some of the relationships between gender relations and 
fi nance, particularly at the meso- and macro-levels of fi nancial transactions 
and trends. The author focuses on gender-based inequalities in fi nance, and the 
gender-based ineffi ciencies in fi nance that are created as a result, arguing that 
these gender biases in fi nance perpetuate both inequalities between women 
and men, and poverty.

‘Let women tame the macho excess’ (1 December 2008), Management Today, 
www.managementtoday.co.uk/search/article/865053/let-women-tame-macho-
excess/ 
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Amidst the huge amount of coverage devoted to the causes of the fi nancial 
and economic crisis in the media in the North, were suggestions that the crisis 
was literally ‘man’-made, and that had more women been employed in the 
traditionally competitive, risk-taking, macho fi nance sector, the crisis might 
have been averted. This piece provides an interesting example of the discus-
sions in the media on this issue, centring on the appointment of two women 
to run newly nationalized banks in Iceland, as the country sought to recover 
from its fi nancial meltdown.

Meltdown: The End of the Age of Greed (2009), Paul Mason, Verso, website: www.
versobooks.com, ISBN: 978-1844673964, 198 pp.

Fool’s Gold: How Unrestrained Greed Corrupted A Dream, Shattered Global Markets 
And Unleashed a Catastrophe (2009), Gillian Tett, Little, Brown, website: www.
littlebrown.co.uk/home, ISBN: 978-1408701676, 301 pp. 

Chasing Alpha: How Reckless Growth and Unchecked Ambition Ruined the City’s 
Golden Decade (2009), Philip Augar, Bodley Head, website: www.bodley
head.co.uk, ISBN 978-1847920362, 272 pp.
For readers interested in understanding how the worst global economic down-
turn since the Depression of the 1930s was brought about, these three titles 
describe, from a UK/US perspective, how fi nancial practices in the North pre-
cipitated a global crisis. In Meltdown, BBC journalist Paul Mason describes the 
destruction of Northern investment banks that brought the global economy 
to the brink of collapse, and examines the consequences, which may include 
a much more tightly regulated fi nancial sector. Gillian Tett, Assistant Editor 
of the Financial Times, in her book, Fool’s Gold, looks at the crisis through the 
experience of the investment bank J.P. Morgan, where many of the complex 
derivatives that helped bring down the system, were developed. In Chasing 
Alpha, Philip Augar charts the 10 years in which the UK ‘tried to reinvent itself 
as a hedge fund crossed with an offshore tax haven’, only to see the failure of 
one bank after another in 2007, with the government taking controlling stakes 
in the banking sector, and the reputation of the City in ruins.

Organizations 

Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID), 215 Spadina 
Ave, Suite 150, Toronto, Ontario, M5T 2C7, Canada, tel: +1 416 594 3773, email: 
contact@awid.org, website: www.awid.org/eng/About-AWID/AWID-Initiatives/
IDeA/Systemic-Crisis 

The AWID website’s section, ‘The global crisis: feminist analysis and informa-
tion’, features a wide range of information on gender and the economic crisis, 
with news, analysis, and interviews on the impact of the crisis, information 
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on how global institutions, civil society organizations, and women’s rights 
organizations and movements are responding, along with a section on taking 
action, featuring opportunities for participation, events listings, and links to 
other organizations working on the crisis.

Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN), 
c/o Women and Gender Institute, Miriam College, Katipunan Road, Loyola 
Heights, QC 1108, NCR, Philippines, tel: +63 2 434 6440, email: info@dawnnet.
org, website: www.dawnnet.org/research-analyses.php?theme_1 

DAWN has long been engaged in research and analysis on economics and 
gender, and its work on the current economic crisis can be found in its ‘Research 
and analyses’ section, on the ‘Political economy of globalization’ pages.

Institute for Development Studies (IDS), University of Sussex, IDS at 
the University of Sussex, Brighton, BN1 9RE, tel: +44 (0)1273 606261, email: 
ids@ids.ac.uk, website: www.ids.ac.uk/go/research-teams/vulnerability-and-
poverty-reduction-team/centrefor-social-protection/crisis-watch 

The ‘Crisis watch’ pages on the IDS website bring together IDS research on the 
impact of the crisis, including crisis research tools, and information on projects 
exploring the impact of past and present crises. There are also links to other 
organizations working on the crisis, and a list of publications on the crisis, to 
which visitors to the site can suggest additions.

International Labour Organization (ILO), 4 route des Morillons, 
CH-1211 Geneva 22, Switzerland, tel: +41 (0) 22 799 6111, email: ilo@ilo.org, 
website: www.ilo.org/pls/apex/f?p=109:3:4005908237074235::NO::P3_
SUBJECT:GENDER 

The ILO’s ‘Global Jobs Crisis Observatory’ pages on their website feature a 
gender section, which provides ILO ‘tools and good practices’ relating to gen-
der, and relevant to discussions on the economic crisis and recovery, and also 
resources on gender and the crisis from a variety of sources, presented under 
the headings: gender dimension, employment, and migration.

Oxfam GB, Oxfam House, John Smith Drive, Oxford, OX4 2JY, UK, tel: +44 
(0)1865 473727, website: www.oxfam.org.uk/economiccrisis 

The issue of gender has been central to Oxfam’s research on the economic 
crisis. On the economic crisis section of Oxfam GB’s website can be found 
links to all the organization’s research reports on the crisis, including those 
with a specifi c focus on gender, plus statistics on the crisis, and an outline of 
Oxfam’s response.

United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), 304 East 
45th Street 15th Floor, New York, NY 10017, USA, tel: +1 212 906-6400, email: 
via website, website: www.unifem.org 
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While the UNIFEM website has no specifi c section dedicated to the economic 
crisis, UNIFEM resources on and activities around the crisis can be found on 
the site, and a search brings up a comprehensive list of relevant content.

UN Non Governmental Liaison Service (UN- NGLS), Geneva Offi ce: Palais 
des Nations, 1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland, tel. +41 22 917 2076, email: ngls@
unctad.org, New York Offi ce: Room DC1-1106, United Nations, New York NY 
10017, USA, tel: +1 212 963 3125, email: ngls@un.org, website: www.un-ngls.
org/spip.php?page=infocus&id_mot=8 

The UN-NGLS was created in 1975 by several agencies of the UN system to 
serve as a bridge between the UN and civil society organizations. Its website 
provides information on UN/CSO engagement and resources on various issues, 
including the economic crisis.

Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing 
(WIEGO), website:www.wiego.org 

WIEGO is a global research policy network that seeks to improve the status 
of the working poor, especially women, in the informal economy. Its website 
publishes research and resources on the subject, including the economic crisis. 

WomenWatch, Inter-Agency Network on Women and Gender Equality, 
2 United Nations Plaza, 12th fl oor, New York, NY 10017, USA, email: womenwatch@
un.org, website: www.un.org/womenwatch/feature/fi nancialcrisis 

The United Nations (UN)’s interagency WomenWatch website brings together 
information and resources on gender equality issues from across the UN. Its 
section, ‘The gender perspectives of the fi nancial crisis’, provides access to relev-
ant content from UN agencies, including: UN Development Fund for Women 
(UNIFEM), UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacifi c 
(UNESCAP), UN Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
and UN International Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of 
Women (UN-INSTRAW).

The World Bank, Gender and Development Group, Poverty Reduction and 
Economic Management, World Bank, 1818 H Street, Washington DC 20433, 
USA, tel: +1 202 473 0205, email: pic@worldbank.org, website: www.worldbank.
org/fi nancialcrisis, www.worldbank.org/gender 

The fi nancial crisis section of the World Bank’s website brings together informa-
tion on the Bank’s work on the crisis, including links to research reports, news 
releases, and blogs, although at the time of this journal going to press, there 
appeared to be very little, if any, content focusing on gender and the crisis. 
The Bank’s work on gender appears on the ‘Gender and development’ area of 
the website and includes a description of The World Bank Group’s four-year 
Gender Action Plan; although, once again, there seemed to be, at the time of 
going to press, scarcely anything relating to gender and the crisis.
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