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This report prepared by the ILO and UNDP seeks to address one of the greatest challenges 
of our time: the reconciliation between work and family. Focused on Latin america and 
the Caribbean; the region with the world’s highest levels of inequality, the report argues 
that it is necessary to advance toward reconciliation of these two spheres through social 
co-responsibility: redistributing care responsibilities between men and women, as well as 
among the family, the State, the market and society as a whole. This is a fundamental aspect 
for promoting equality in the world of work and reducing poverty. It is also an essential 
condition for making progress towards gender equality, particularly for the achievements 
of the goals of the Decent work Hemispheric agenda launched by the ILO in 2006. 

The report – which also aims at contributing to new policy proposals – discusses and shows 
that this transformational agenda is not only socially indispensable for the promotion 
of decent work and exercise of human rights, but that it will also have positive results in 
terms of labour, economic and productive issues. This is why the agenda of reconciliation 
with social co-responsibility not only is necessary, but is also a viable agenda. Moreover, 
the current global economic crisis, and the demographic changes that the region is 
experimenting, increment the needs to address this issue. On the other hand, this context 
increases the opportunities that care be part of nations’ response regarding job creation 
and economic reactivation, contributing, at the same time, to fulfill two of the fundamental 
rights of the people: to care and be cared for.  

acknowledging the magnitude of the task at hand, the report combines high technical 
standards in the analysis of the current situation with a value framework that together 
permit progress towards the desired outcome. what is proposed is a set of concrete 
public policy measures which, together, may help in moving forward from the present 
to a different future, hand-in-hand with an active role of the State, but also of employers’ 
and workers’ organizations, people and society in general.

The necessary public policies will require action from governments, but also social dialogue 
and broader citizen participation. The aim of this report is to constitute a useful input for 
the actions of the various actors involved.

although there is a lot to de done in the region to achieve reconciliation with social 
co-responsibility, this does not mean having to start from scratch. There already exists a 
dense academic and technical work on the matter, without which this report’s focus on 
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reconciliation from the perspective of workers with family responsibilities would not have 
been possible. The report draws inspiration from the work of dozens of people who have 
reflected on and documented the problems regarding gender relations and reconciliation 
between work and family life in the Latin america and the Caribbean.    

In the regional context, the pioneering work on this issue by eCLaC, UNFPa and UNIFeM 
deserves a special mention. Similarly, the ILO and UNDP are grateful to the experts who 
provided inputs and have contributed to the research conducted for the purposes of 
this report, on such diverse subjects as legislation and public policy, social security, costs 
associated with investment on reconciliation, job creation, and others.

we would also like to thank, without compromising them with this report in any way, the 
outstanding contribution regarding points of view, experiences and recommendations 
made by representatives of governments, business organizations, unions and civil society 
of the Southern Cone, Central america and the andean Region. 

This report was coordinated by María elena Valenzuela, ILO Senior Gender Specialist for 
Latin america and the Caribbean, and Juliana Martínez Franzoni, UNDP consultant. The 
drafting of this report was done with the participation of Irma arriagada, anna Salmivaara 
and Marcela Ramos, with the contribution of Laís abramo, Solange Sanches, Manuela 
Tomei,  Laura addati, Naomi Cassirer, Daniela Bertino and María José Chamorro from ILO 
and Marcela Ríos, Neus Bernabeu, Rosalía Camacho, Rosibel Gómez, alejandra Iervolino, 
María Rosa Renzí, Olimpia Torres and Virginia Varela from UNDP.

we also thank the contributions received from the ILO technical departments in Geneva 
of TRaVaIL and International Migration, the Bureau for Gender equality, the ILO project 
SIaLC based in Panama, and the field Offices of both ILO and UNDP in the region, as well 
as the involvement of ILO Deputy Regional Director for Policies and Programs, Guillermo 
Miranda.

Finally, this report being a joint effort by the ILO and the UNDP, it reflects a strong 
conviction: as all major undertaking, it requires that perspectives and capacities are 
added and synthesized. This report is a contribution in that direction. we hope that it 
may contribute towards generating further reflection, discussion and action regarding 
an issue that certainly deserves a relevant position on the regional agenda.    

ReBeCa GRyNSPaN JeaN MaNINaT
Regional Director for  Regional Director for 
Latin america and the Caribbean Latin america and the Caribbean
PNUD OIT
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Introduction

Overcoming all forms of discrimination and promoting the kind of growth necessary 
to foster human development and decent work are crucial to reducing poverty, 
improving women’s autonomy, strengthening democracy and achieving the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDG). 

as a region, Latin america and the Caribbean face a paradigm change, a result of  
the growing diversity of family organizations, the transformation of gender roles 
and the increasing proportion of women joining the labour market. For most of 
the 20th century, productive and reproductive work were organized according to 
rigid gender roles that have become inappropriate in today’s world. as a result, 
the interplay between work and family – both central to people’s lives – has also 
changed, radically. This has brought enormous tension, pulled even tauter by how 
work is presently organised. 

This tension entails a high cost not only to women and those to whom they provide 
care (children, the elderly, and the handicapped), but also in terms of economic 
growth, the proper functioning of the labour market, and companies’ productivity. 
It reinforces socio-economic and gender inequalities: those with the most have 
more access to support services and quality care, and, as a result, enjoy better 
development opportunities. we cannot confront social exclusion, inequality and 
poverty without at the same time and with the same energy dealing with women’s 
overload of work and their limited employment opportunities. 

Prepared jointly by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), this report addresses the challenges 
posed by social inclusion and makes policy recommendations regarding how to 
advance toward more decent work, from a human rights perspective. The current 
global economic crisis, combined with demographic changes throughout the 
region, have broadened the scope of this challenge. However, care activities and 
work-family reconciliation can become part of governments’ response, within the 
framework of social dialogue and widespread citizen participation.

In Latin america and the Caribbean, the number of women active in the labour 
market rose from 32% in 1990 to 53% in 2008. Today, more than 100 million women 

The interplay between 

work and family – both 

central to people’s 

lives – has changed, 

radically. 



12

WORK AND FAMILY: NEW CALL FOR PUBLIC POLICIES OF RECONCILIATION WITH SOCIAL CO-RESPONSIBILITY

throughout the region work, an unprecedented number. This massive influx of 
women into the labour market has significantly improved countries’ ability to 
generate wealth, enhanced the wellbeing of households, and reduced poverty. It 
has coincided with profound changes in how work and production are organized. 
The growing integration of global markets involving trade, finance and information 
has brought with it opportunities for development, broadened the frontiers for 
the exchange of goods and services, and improved companies’ competitiveness. 
The effects on human development, however, have been less than satisfactory, 
and very uneven among and within countries. Social exclusion has worsened and 
the gap between the formal global economy and informal local economies has 
widened. The precarious nature of work, labour mobility and a shortage of decent 
work have marked this process. In this context, women have won access to more, 
but not better, jobs. This is particularly true among those with lower incomes, who 
may be the object of double or even triple discrimination: because they are female, 
poor and of indigenous or african descent.

Changes in the organization of labour and production have increased the 
tension between work and family life. Men and women feel less confident they 
will earn enough to support themselves and their families, for many reasons. 
In the past 20 years, job turnover has risen, along with work-related demands. 
Social security coverage has fallen and there is less control over working hours. 
The percentage of the labour force protected by labour laws has also dropped, 
while seasonal jobs, short-term work, self-employment, underemployment, 
sub-contracting and informal employment have soared. Indeed, what was 
once considered “atypical” work, without normal job benefits, has become 
increasingly typical. 

aside from these changes throughout the region profound socio-demographic 
transformations have modified the way families are organized and shifted the 
delicate balance between the supply of and demand for care. average families are 
smaller and traditional models have given way to alternatives, particularly dual-
earner families and female-headed households. at the same time as the number 
of children declines, the presence of the elderly is increasing sharply. 

There has been no significant shift, however, in the dominant view of social 
reproduction as a woman’s responsibility, rather than a societal need. 

Today, women and men both work, but there has been no similar process of change 
toward a redistribution of domestic workload. Nor have the public services that 
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support such duties improved significantly and there has been little change in 
how social life is organized.

Labour and social security legislation together with suitable policies can all 
contribute to reconciling work and family life. However, the region’s existing legal 
frameworks are deficient in this regard. For one thing, implicitly or explicitly they 
tend to focus on very specific needs, mostly involving pregnancy and maternity, 
without considering family responsibilities of both mothers and fathers. Secondly, 
generally speaking, access to some measures and benefits (such as maternity leave) 
depends on the employer-employee relationship, thus making these programmes 
available only to women employed in the formal sector. This leads to widespread 
exclusion: of men in general, and of women in informal jobs, despite the fact that 
in many countries this is where most women work. Often these are also the poorest 
and those most in need of support. Thirdly, both evasion and lack of enforcement 
mean that existing laws are often not respected. 

altogether, these conditions have plunged traditional mechanisms for reconciling 
work and family into crises, with women bearing the brunt. This overload in terms 
of family responsibilities is at the root of much of the discrimination and limitations 
they experience in labour market, among them:

• More barriers to their entering the labour force, expressed in lower 
participation rates and higher unemployment rates;

• Fewer opportunities, as a result of segregation: women have access to 
a limited range of jobs and often face real restrictions on the likelihood 
of promotion;

• Lower income, the result of wage discrimination and women’s work 
being undervalued;

• Higher levels of informality, expressed in women’s disproportionate 
presence in the informal economy and in jobs offering no social 
protection. 

The unequal distribution of reproductive work and the fact that women are, as a 
result, overloaded with caregiving responsibilities and domestic work also hurts 
families, as they find it harder to provide children, the elderly, and the sick with 
suitable care. Men are deprived of playing an active role in raising their children 
and caring for family members, thus reducing their emotional bonds and integral 
development, while children lack male role models as part of their everyday lives, 
thus hampering their development too. 

Today, women and men 
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Furthermore, this waste of a significant part of the work force also hurts labour 
markets, business productivity and, ultimate, countries’ economic development.

In the context of the current world economic crisis, women may emerge very 
seriously hurt. estimates suggest that worldwide, 22 million women may lose 
their jobs. The crisis thus threatens progress achieved to date and could worsen 
gender inequality, unless the relevant policies take this situation into account. In 
other words, if creating a balance between work and family life was already central 
to decent work, in the context of today’s crisis, whose full magnitude remains 
unknown, this challenge has become even more acute. Not only are tensions 
between family and work likely to worsen, but also the strategies to resolve these 
tensions can and must form part of measures applied to overcome the crisis. 

The idea of a more proactive State ensuring people’s welfare has recently gained 
strength. This is a good starting point for developing the policies necessary to 
reconcile work and family life, which, together with legislation, have a common 
objective: to make both spaces interact more freely. 

Linking job creation to an increase in the supply of care offers several benefits. 
aside from providing jobs and services needed by the community, this approach 
proposes a cultural transformation based on the idea that, far from being a family’s 
or a woman’s problem, caring for children, adolescents and the elderly is a social 
responsibility. Thus, the crisis can actually contribute to removing a major barrier 
to women’s access to the labour market, providing more opportunities, capacity 
and freedom.

what we are proposing is that reconciling work, family and personal life by sharing 
responsibility for caregiving among men and women, and between States, markets 
and society, should mainstream government policies and social programs. The 
State must exercise more leadership in this sense, generating the institutions 
necessary to ensure that these public policies last. The short-term creation of 
decent employment should therefore be linked to medium-term effects on human 
development and gender equality. 

Policies to reconcile work and family life, then, can follow traditional formats, in 
which the family’s welfare is considered the domain of women, or can rise to the 
challenge of encompassing the reality of today’s Latin american and Caribbean 
families, favouring a more seamless interface between work, family and domestic 
activities. To be more democratic and consistent with the principles of decent 
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work requires changing current sexual division of labour, which sustains the 
assignment of rigid gender roles and is based on inequalities between men and 
women. This sexual division of labour is widespread and, while it may be expressed 
differently from one country to the next (indeed, one society’s “men’s work” may be 
“women’s” in another), the basic principle is the same: men’s work is worth more 
than women’s.

achieving equality between men and women in the labour market and sustainable 
human development requires that both share domestic, as well as production-
related work, and that society recognize the equal value of both to the general 
good. New, shared roles benefit men and women, as well as society overall. State 
initiatives and how companies’ manage labour and working time of both male 
and female workers are central to policies that promote reconciliation and social 
co-responsibility for caregiving.

It is important, therefore, to push for more equity and democratization of tasks, 
when designing and implementing measures to reconcile work and family. 
Societies must guarantee both men’s and women’s right to paid employment 
without having to sacrifice their family life. an agenda in this sense, which seeks 
to achieve reconciliation with social co-responsibility, must also ensure that 
men and women have more freedom to choose how their will combine work 
and family life. 

This report is, then, a reference point for reversing one of the major inequalities 
of our time, the fact that women’s contribution to society receives no equivalent 
retribution. This study from Latin america and the Caribbean analyzes the problem 
and presents a set of measures that altogether can offer some solutions and 
radically transform our region’s reality in a way that is crucial to individual lives, in 
the delicate balance between work and family obligations.

The report starts by discussing the idea of decent work. Chapter 1 examines the 
international framework of guidelines and principles reflected in ILO standards, 
the Convention on the elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against women 
(CeDaw) and the Millennium Development Goals. It also discusses the role of 
the State, employers’ and workers’ organizations, and civil society organizations 
in this regard.

In Chapter 2 we analyze the sweeping transformations that have brought a growing 
imbalance between work and family life. we also look at how women’s rising labour 
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force participation and changes in the organization of work, family structures and 
social values have placed new demands on caregiving activities. By examining 
the time use of men and women and cultural constructions regarding women’s 
paid work, we demonstrate the profound contradictions and tensions that have 
arisen from these transformations, and how they especially affect women and 
low-income families. Strategies to reconcile work and family life fall within the 
private domain: they remain the responsibility of families and, within them, of 
women. as one example of extreme tension in this regard, we examine the case 
of the families of migrant workers. 

In Chapter 3, we look at how governments in Latin american and the Caribbean 
are grappling with these tensions. we discuss the legal and policy frameworks 
governing the interaction between family and work and identify important gaps 
and institutional weaknesses, whose social and economic costs are high. we also 
consider how social security systems can address these tensions between work 
and family.

The last section of this report provides public policy proposals and recommen-
dations for how different social actors can respond to promote a better balance 
between work and family life, incorporating a gender perspective. as discussed, 
no single intervention will, on its own, be sufficient. Only by combining a wide 
range of measures will Latin america and the Caribbean be able to achieve 
co-responsibility for caregiving and through it, the full exercise of social and 
economic rights by both men and women, on equal terms.

Societies must guarantee 

both men’s and women’s 

right to paid employment 

without having to 

sacrifice their family life. 



Decent work and 
family responsibilities

C H A P T E R  I



18

WORK AND FAMILY: NEW CALL FOR PUBLIC POLICIES OF RECONCILIATION WITH SOCIAL CO-RESPONSIBILITY

Decent work has become widely recognized as a broad goal that offers a practical 
approach to achieving economic growth, social progress and environmental 
protection at the same time as it allows all men and women to participate in 
production in conditions of freedom, equity, security and dignity. It seeks, therefore, 
to find a balance between society’s democratic aspirations, the State’s regulatory 
role, the market’s contribution to innovation and production, and the needs and 
aspirations of people, families and their communities.

This chapter examines the regulations and certain milestones that have marked 
the international labour and human development agenda in the last decades. 
International labour standards reflect the international consensus on how labour 
disputes should be settled and they arise from the identification of problems 
associated with the world of work that require regulatory intervention at the 
international level. These regulations, then, enshrine universally accepted principles 
and values, establish the accepted minimums and express people’s aspirations 
regarding the quality of both work and life itself. 

International labour standards include conventions (international treaties that, 
once ratified, are legally binding) and recommendations (non-binding guidelines). 
Some of them deal specifically with the main issue of this report: the relationship 
between work and family life. Indeed, this chapter refers to ILO Maternity Protection 
Convention (No. 183) and its complementary Recommendation No. 191, and the 
workers with Family Responsibilities Convention, No. 156 and Recommendation 
No. 165. The other core conventions relevant to gender equality are the equal 
Remuneration Convention (No. 100) and the Discrimination (employment and 
Occupation) Convention (No. 111).

Progress toward decent work comes not only from within the world of work, but 
also from value-based and/or regulatory frameworks that recognize and guarantee 
gender equality. The Convention on the elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
against women (CeDaw), drawn up in 1979 and ratified by 32 countries in Latin 
america and the Caribbean, has been a crucial milestone in this sense.

By accepting these guidelines, States commit themselves to promote certain 
policies and directions. These guidelines also attempt to create the framework 
necessary to support efforts by other actors, such as trade unions, employers’ and 
civil society organizations. Ultimately, the main purpose of decent work, improving 
the quality of life of men and women in any given society depends on everyone.
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Decent work 
and ILO conventions

The Decent work agenda is organized around four complementary strategic goals: 
quality employment, social protection, labour rights and better representation of 
all those who work. The goal of employment is important as a means to obtain 
an income and earn a decent livelihood. Social security offers those who are 
employed the peace of mind they need to do their jobs well and gives those who 
are unemployed or cannot work the protection necessary to maintain a decent 
life. Labour rights improve working conditions and reduce discrimination, thereby 
increasing the possibility of achieving work for all. Dialogue is important in its own 
right and as an instrument for dealing with additional challenges (Box 1). 

The ILO considers social justice essential to universal and lasting peace, and it sees 
economic growth as essential but not sufficient to ensure equity, social progress 
and the eradication of poverty. It also stresses the need to promote strong social 
policies that ensure these four basic rights:

a) freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to 
collective bargaining; 

b) the elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labour; 
c) the effective abolition of child labour; and 
d) the elimination of discrimination in the context of employment, 

occupation and salary.

Simply by belonging to the ILO, member states are required to respect, to promote 
and to realize, in good faith and in accordance with the Constitution, the principles 
concerning the fundamental rights which are the subject of those Conventions 
(whether or not they have ratified the relevant Conventions).1 

The goal of promoting gender equality and women’s autonomy has been expressly 
included in the ILO’s work, and, as stated in the Hemispheric agenda for Decent 
work in the americas 2006-2015,2 it constitutes one of the main challenges faced 
by the region in its efforts to achieve decent work. 

The ILO considers social 
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1  ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at work and its follow-up: http://www.ilo.org/
declaration/thedeclaration/textdeclaration/lang--en/index.htm. 

2   http://www.oit.org.pe/wDMS/bib/publ/memorias_dg/informe_dg_xvi-2006_eng.pdf.
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Since 1919, the International Labour Organization (ILO) has adopted 188 conventions 
and 199 recommendations covering an extensive list of topics applicable to both 
men and women. at first, the inclusion of gender issues in international conventions 
aimed to protect women in terms of their reproductive role and safeguard them 
from conditions considered inappropriate (e.g. working in mines). The next 
phase, however, was marked by the concept of “equal opportunities and non-
discrimination”. Proponents emphasized equality before the law, but also real and 
equal opportunities, conditions and results. a third stage, which introduced the 
idea of “men and women workers with family responsibilities” reflected recognition 
of the need to look at how both productive and reproductive work is organized 
and distributed throughout society. 

Since its founding, then, the ILO has shown ongoing concern for protecting 
maternity and working mothers. at its inaugural session in 1919, the International 
Labour Conference adopted the Maternity Protection Convention (No. 3). This 
convention was revised in 1952, and Convention 103 was approved, together with 

BOX 1

t h e co n c e P t o F D e c e n t w o r k

The International Labor Organization (ILO) introduced the concept of decent work in 1999, to sum up the 
aspirations of all men and women to enjoy equal access to work that is productive, in conditions of freedom, 
equality, security and dignity. It comprises both working and non-working spheres and bridges between work 
and society. Its main goal is to improve the living conditions for everyone in society. 

• Opportunities for work that is productive refers to people’s need to find employment 
that is productive and delivers a fair income, which ensures they and their families enjoy a 
decent quality of life. 

• Conditions of freedom underlines the fact that people should freely choose their work and 
that participation in union activities is a right. 

• Conditions of equity refers to the fact that workers should be treated in a fair and equal 
manner without discrimination, and that they must be able to reconcile work and family 
responsibilities.

• Conditions of security refers to the need to protect workers’ health and provide them with 
pensions and appropriate social protection.

• Conditions of human dignity requires that all workers be treated with respect and be 
allowed to participate in decision-making about their working conditions.

each of these elements within the concept of decent work has been subject of ILO recommendations and 
mandates since its foundation nine decades ago. The novelty of this concept lies in how it manages to 
encapsulate all the different dimensions of work within a single framework. This is, of course, a universal concept 
applicable to all workers.

Source: ILO (1999).
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the Recommendation 95. This Convention provides legal protection to mothers and 
extends protection to all women working in manufacturing, non-manufacturing 
and agricultural occupations, as well as women wage earners working at home.

In the late 1990s, the Convention was revised again, to update it in a context 
of economic globalization, high unemployment and labour agreements not 
always favourable to workers, with Maternity Protection Convention 183 and 
Recommendation 191 passed in 2000. This new convention extended rights to 
all employed women, including those who perform atypical forms of dependent 
work. The convention has a double objective: to safeguard the health of women 
and their children during pregnancy and breastfeeding and protect mothers from 
job discrimination arising from their role as mothers, and thereby guarantee equal 
opportunities and treatment for male and female workers (Box 2). 
 
The idea of “family responsibilities” is present in several ILO documents, but it 
became a specific concern as women moved into the labour market in the 1960s. 
In 1965, member states approved Recommendation 123 on the employment of 
women with Family Responsibilities. although it focused on the problems they 
faced in attempting to reconcile family and work responsibilities, it did not question 
their greater workload at home, so focused mainly on supporting mechanisms. 

In 1981, ILO members once again took up the issue and, as women had become 
increasingly active in the labour market, approved Convention No. 156 and 
Recommendation No. 165 (Box 3). Debate at this stage focused on: i) the multiple 
roles that women were performing, and ii) the need to address the specific problems 
of women workers within general efforts to improve working conditions. They also 
wanted to underline the right to work in a discrimination-free environment. 

The debate emphasized that guaranteeing women equality of opportunity and 
treatment at work required changes in men’s traditional roles, so women’s growing 
presence in the workforce had to come with greater participation by men in family 
life and at home. 

Convention 156 reflected the United Nations Decade for women (1975-1985), 
encouraging policies that would help men and women achieve a more equal 
distribution of family responsibilities. Thus, measures for reconciling work and 
family had to be available to both men and women, thereby guaranteeing them 
the right to work, without their family responsibilities becoming an obstacle or a 
source of discrimination. 
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BOX 2

i Lo m at e r n i t Y P r ot e c t i o n co n V e n t i o n ( n o. 183) a n D r e co m m e n Dat i o n ( n o. 191)

Convention No. 183 includes a set of international provisions to ensure equality of opportunity and 
treatment for men and women workers. It considers protecting pregnancy a responsibility to be shared 
responsibility by government and society and includes five main components: maternity leave, employment 
protection, cash and medical benefits, health protection (from work that could be bad for mother or child’s 
health) and breastfeeding. 

The convention establishes that maternity leave should last at least 14 weeks and calls for six weeks of postnatal 
leave. It also establishes the right to additional leave in the event of illness or complications as a consequence 
of pregnancy or childbirth. Furthermore, it states that financial benefits during the leave shall not be less 
than two-thirds of the woman’s previous earnings and should be financed through obligatory social security 
arrangements or through public funds. 

The Convention prohibits the dismissal of pregnant women, those on maternity leave or those returning to 
work, except for reasons unrelated to pregnancy. It further guarantees the right to return to the same position 
or an equivalent position with the same pay. Furthermore, it prohibits discrimination due to maternity, including 
any attempt to require pregnancy tests as part of employment. The right to breaks for breastfeeding or a cut to 
total daily hours of work must be guaranteed. 

Recommendation No. 191 proposes extending maternity leave to at least 18 weeks, its extension in the event of 
multiple childbirths, and access to the same rights and guarantees in cases of adoption. additionally, in the case 
of the death of the mother, leave should accrue to the father. Moreover, either the mother or the father should 
be able to enjoy parental leave once maternity leave has ended. 

Source: Convention 182 and Recommendation 191 in www.ilo.org

attaining this goal is essential to eliminating the barriers that women face in 
entering and remaining in the labour market, since the burden of domestic 
work and family responsibilities limits their ability to work and their career path, 
particularly in the case of women from low-income households.

It is important to note how good intentions in this area can, in practice, reinforce 
the traditional distribution of family responsibilities and/or the discrimination 
against women in the labour market. Measures that exclude men from benefits 
associated with family responsibilities reinforce women’s domestic role and the 
expectation that men will not to take up family responsibilities. Thus, Convention 
156 encourages that benefits be available to both. 
 
International regulations are adopted in a tripartite manner (government, employers 
and workers). The countries that ratify a convention are required to include its 
provisions in national legislation and practice. Ratification is the first step toward 
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BOX 3

co n V e n t i o n ( n o. 156) o n w o r k e r S w i t h Fa m i LY r e S P o n S i b i L i t i e S, 1981, 
a n D r e co m m e n Dat i o n ( n o. 165 )

Convention 156 defines equal opportunities and conditions for men and women workers. It acknowledges 
the special needs and problems that workers with family responsibilities face, defining these as men and 
women responsible for dependent children and other family members, who clearly need their care or support 
“where such responsibilities restrict their possibilities of preparing for, entering, participating in or advancing in 
economic activity”. 

This convention establishes each Member State’s obligation to include among its national policy aims the 
goal of enabling people with family responsibilities to exercise their right to work, without being subject 
to discrimination and, to the extent possible, without conflict between their employment and family 
responsibilities. Moreover, it requires measures that guarantee free choice of employment and access to 
training, allowing these workers to enter and remain in the labour force, and to re-enter it after leave taken to 
assume family responsibilities. It establishes the need for local and regional planning measures that consider 
the needs of this group of workers, and develop community services, both public and private, to assist infants 
and their families. 

Finally, it clearly states that family responsibilities do not constitute cause for termination of employment. This 
especially favours women, since they usually face greater work-related difficulties and insecurity due to the 
burden of domestic work and family responsibilities. 

Recommendation 165 specifies support measures to enable workers with family responsibilities to become 
and remain integrated in the labour force, as well as re-enter after an absence due to those responsibilities. It 
recommends measures to improve work conditions and quality of life, such as shorter hours of work and more 
flexible hours. It also suggests more flexible arrangements for working schedules, that take into account the 
needs of part-time, temporary and homeworkers.

It also recommends expanding child-care and family services, according to statistics and surveys to identify 
the needs and preferences of workers with family responsibilities. Plans should be developed systematically 
to facilitate the organization of suitable means and services, available free of charge or at a reasonable cost, in 
response to the needs of workers and their dependants.

This recommendation assumes that both men and women are responsible for their children and 
therefore proposes that both have the right to parental leave once post-natal leave ends. I t also 
establishes that either men or women should have leave in the case of the illness of a child or another 
direct family member.

 Source: Convention 183 and Recommendation 191 in www.ilo.org

applying the principles covered by a specific regulation in the daily life of workers 
and their families. Political actors and social organizations play a central role in 
this process, both to achieve ratification and to promote its full implementation 
through complementary strategies, which typically involve:
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BOX 4

S o c i a L Pa rt i c i Pat i o n i n r at i F Y i n G co n V e n t i o n n o. 156 
i n Pa r aG UaY

Just eight months after members received the draft law, Paraguay’s national parliament approved Convention 
No.156, thanks to active advocacy from a wide range of social actors. a Tripartite Commission for equality 
of Opportunities (Comisión Tripartita de Igualdad de Oportunidades) led the process, providing technical 
assistance while the bill was being drafted and developing a highly effective lobby strategy. The Commission 
also ran an information and awareness-raising campaign aimed at business and trade union leaders, public 
opinion and the media, to build support and commitment. Representatives of government, employers and 
workers, all commission members, worked together, partnering across the whole political spectrum, and 
closely monitoring parliamentary debate, during the ratification process. The Senate held a public hearing, 
during which representatives of worker, employer and civil society organizations debated the importance 
of ratifying the convention to advance gender equality with members of parliament and government 
authorities. The result was a unanimous vote for ratification, followed by the Vice Minister for employment 
starting implementation through several different initiatives.

• Including the relevant regulations in national legislation, through new 
laws or amendments to existing ones, or by harmonizing national 
legislation with the convention’s main principles, if these are broad and 
relevant to multiple aspects of labour legislation;

• applying these standards in national policy reviews, and the design and 
implementation of new policies;

• ensuring that the judicial system and specific institutions involved in 
resolving labour disputes apply these standards and principles;

• Including these considerations within labour inspection and mediation 
mechanisms, to promote and monitor application of new legal requi-
rements in the workplace;

• Collective bargaining, which plays an important role in ensuring 
the law is actively applied, by supporting its provisions, reinforcing 
implementation, and promoting agreements on issues still to be covered 
by law, thus opening the way for new legislation; 

• Companies’ voluntarily apply principles and standards that have yet to 
be incorporated into national legislation.
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BOX 5

L at i n a m e r i c a a n D t h e c a r i b b e a n: r at i F i c at i o n S tat U S -  co n V e n t i o n S 103, 183 & 156
 

Convention 103 
on maternity protection, 

1952

Convention 183 
on maternity protection, 

2000

Convention 156 
on workers with family 

responsabilities, 
1981

antigua and Barbuda No No No

argentina No No yes (1988)

Bahamas yes (2001) No No

Barbados No No No

Belize yes (2000, denounced) yes (2005) yes (1999)

Bolivia yes (/1973) No yes (1998)

Brazil yes (1965) No No

Chile yes (1994) No yes (1994)

Colombia No No No

Costa Rica No No No

Cuba yes (1954, denounced) yes (2004) No

Dominica No No No

Dominican Republic No No No

ecuador yes (1962) No No

el Salvador No No yes (2000)

Grenada No No No

Guatemala yes (1989) No yes (1994)

Guyana No No No

Haiti No No No

Honduras No No No

Jamaica No No No

Mexico No No No

Nicaragua No No No

Panama No No No

Paraguay No No yes (2007)

Peru No No yes (1986)

St. kitts and Nevis No No No

St. Lucia No No No

St. Vincent and the Grenadines No No No

Surinam No No No

Trinidad and Tobago No No No

Uruguay yes (1954) No yes (1989)

Bolivarian Rep. of Venezuela yes (1982, denounced) No yes (1984)
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The global agenda for 
gender equality

Progress toward decent work comes from efforts in the world of work, but also 
thanks to value and regulatory frameworks that acknowledge and guarantee 
gender equality.

International commitments on gender equality became binding on national laws 
in 1979, with the approval of the Convention on the elimination of all forms of 
Discrimination against women (CeDaw). Ratified by 32 countries in Latin america 
and the Caribbean, CeDaw includes specific measures to eliminate employment 
discrimination. article 11 describes initiatives to make the right to work an inalie-
nable human right and outlining equal employment opportunities, which include 
the right to training, equality in selection criteria, and the whole range of rights 
associated with decent work in general.

CeDaw also considers the concept of “family responsibilities”, calling for the 
provision of social services to help parents combine family obligations with work 
responsibilities and participation in public life. This notion is spelt out later in 
ILO Convention 156. Furthermore, it underlines the importance of preventing 
discrimination against women over marriage or maternity, and guarantees their 
right to work. as a result, it requires measures that prevent dismissal for reasons 
deriving from pregnancy, maternity leave or marital status. The Convention also 
requires paid maternity leave and special protection for pregnant workers in jobs 
that may be hazardous to them or their babies. Moreover, it proposes that service 
networks should ensure that childcare is provided.

CeDaw kicked off a series of international conferences on women’s rights. On the 
global scale, three landmark events of particular relevance to reaching the goal 
of gender equality included:

1)  The world Conference on women, held in Copenhagen in 1980, during 
the United Nations Decade for women, underlined the importance of 
women’s role in both production and reproduction. 

2)  The world Conference to Review and appraise the achievements of the 
United Nations Decade for women: equality, Development and Peace, 
held in Nairobi in 1985, approved concrete recommendations on how 

Ensuring the supply 

of care – and 

assistance – oriented 

services is an essential 

task within human 

development.
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to advance toward greater equity between men and women, amidst 
widespread recognition that women’s equality, far from an isolated issue, 
touches on all spheres of human activity.

3) The Beijing Declaration and Platform for action, passed by the Fourth 
world Conference on women (1995) highlighted the importance of 
tackling the unequal distribution of paid and unpaid work between men 
and women, as an essential step toward achieving gender equality (see 
Box 6).

as early as 1995, the UNDP Human Development Report, “The Revolution for Gender 
equality,” addressed the importance of women’s work as an economic contribution 
to their families and communities. The Report noted the fact that women bear 
a greater total workload (paid or unpaid), but this has not brought equivalent 
remuneration or social recognition (UNDP, 1995). Four years later, the 1999 Human 
Development Report examined the role of care and caring labour within the global 
economy, noting that ensuring the supply of care – and assistance – oriented 
services to families, the community, the State and the market is an essential task 
within human development, and one that requires an equitable and egalitarian 
distribution among men and women, to understand the workload and expenses 
associated with caregiving (UNDP, 1999). This report called for society as a whole 
to create alternatives able to meet needs for care, capable of balancing individual 
rights and the social responsibilities inherent in care and nurturing. 

The Millennium Declaration signed by 189 countries in September of 2000, also 
examines the issue of gender equality. It defines eight Millennium Development 
Goals (MDG) within a global development program that calls for a major, qualitative 
change in the living conditions of millions of people through genuine commitment, 
by 2015. Gender equality is not only an objective in its own right, but also essential 
to achieving the other seven MDGs. Thus, paragraph 20 explicitly states countries’ 
commitment before the United Nations to “To promote gender equality and the 
empowerment of women as effective ways to combat poverty, hunger and disease 
and to stimulate development that is truly sustainable.”

The way this goal is enunciated recognizes that only inasmuch as the special needs 
and realities of men and women are taken into account, will progress toward 
reducing alarming levels of inequality become possible, making this an essential 
condition for policy effectiveness. without effective policies for infrastructure and 
caregiving support that involve men, the State and private companies with equal 
responsibilities, women’s autonomy will remain purely theoretical.
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BOX 6

t h e b e i J i n G P L at F o r m F o r ac t i o n o n h o w to r e co n c i L e w o r k a n D 
Fa m i LY r e S P o n S i b i L i t i e S 

Strategic objective F.6 in the Beijing Platform for action calls on governments to promote harmonization of work 
and family responsibilities for women and men. For this purpose, governments should:

a) adopt policies to ensure the appropriate protection of labour laws and social security benefits 
for part-time, temporary, seasonal and home-based workers; promote career development 
based on work conditions that harmonize work and family responsibilities;

b) ensure that women and men can freely choose between full- and part-time work on an 
equal basis, and consider appropriate protection for atypical workers in terms of access to 
employment, working conditions, and social security;

c) ensure, through legislation, incentives and/or encouragement, opportunities for women 
and men to take job-protected parental leave and to have parental benefits. Promote the 
equal sharing of responsibilities for the family by men and women, including, through 
appropriate legislation, incentives and/or encouragement, the facilitation of breastfeeding 
for working mothers;

d) Develop policies, inter alia, in education to change attitudes that reinforce the division of 
labour based on gender in order to promote the concept of shared family responsibility 
for work in the home, particularly in relation to children and elder care;

e) Improve the development of, and access to, technologies that facilitate occupational as well 
as domestic work, encourage self-support, generate income, transform gender-prescribed 
roles within the productive process and enable women to move out of low-paying jobs;

f ) examine a range of policies and programmes, including social security legislation and 
taxation systems, in accordance with national priorities and policies, to determine how 
to promote gender equality and flexibility in the way people divide their time between 
and derive benefits from education and training, paid employment, family responsibilities, 
volunteer and other activities and to promote the benefits from these activities.

Likewise, the action platform calls for the private sector, non-governmental organizations and unions to apply 
measures regarding temporary leave, changes in hours of work, educational and informational campaigns, and 
the provision of services such as child care at the workplace and flexible working hours.

Source: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/economy.htm#object6

The Ministerial Declaration on the creation of employment and decent jobs, 
approved by the economic and Social Council (eCOSOC) in 2006, also notes 
the importance of gender equality to the achievement of all of the Millennium 
Development Goals. Since ILO standards already included non-discrimination 
among principles and fundamental rights, this statement reinforced the importance 
of gender equality in the workplace, particularly as it relates to coordinating 
productive and reproductive obligations, under Convention 156.
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On the regional level, the Tenth Regional Conference on Latin american and 
Caribbean women (quito, 2007) was a landmark event. There, delegates addressed 
issues fundamental to gender equality, particularly women’s contribution to the 
economy and social protection, and especially their unpaid work. In the quito 
Consensus, governments committed to adopt measures of co-responsibility for 
work and family life, applying equally to women and men, and to recognize the 
value of unpaid work and its contribution to the family welfare and countries’ 
economic development. They acknowledged the need for States to assume 
responsibility for social reproduction, care giving and the population’s welfare as 
an economic goal and an inalienable public duty (eCLaC, 2007a).

In the Quito Consensus, 
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Responsibility of the State 
and society

Progress toward decent work has been based on social dialogue. The greater the 
tensions faced, the more important dialogue becomes. In the world of work, this 
directly involves the State, employers organizations and trade unions. Furthermore, 
under certain conditions and for specific goals, it can also involve other civil society 
organizations such as women’s groups.

WoRk- And FAmIly-oRIEnTEd PublIC PolICIEs 

States are responsible for protecting and promoting the rights of all citizens. In 
the region, the list of problems that cry out for solutions includes the need to 
overcome the hurdles women face in the labour market, to improve the quality 
of jobs for those working in the informal economy, and to successfully resolve 
the crisis apparent in social protection systems. Central to all this is making the 
necessary infrastructure for care available to all, regardless of the kind of work 
they do, as part of making social policies truly universal. State intervention cannot 
be limited to implementing specific policies for reconciling these different needs. 
Success requires a broader approach that works through the social protection 
system, the tax structure and the way public agencies structure their services 
to citizens. 

The need to safeguard citizens’ right to daily interaction with their families, which 
must not be sacrificed due to an excessive work schedule, has become increasingly 
obvious. Similarly, the right of mothers to enter and remain in the labour force, of 
father’s to participate in family life and care giving, of children to receive care and 
education, and of adults and other dependents to remain within the family if they 
so desire, all require protection and guarantees. The private sector alone cannot 
resolve these issues. The new interface between productive and reproductive work 
includes needs for which the State should provide a solution, either through the 
direct provision of services, or through systems to guarantee their provision by 
the private sector.

The State is responsible for ensuring that society functions as it should and that 
citizens can fully exercise their rights. It plays a significant role when it comes to 
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distributing tasks throughout society, since public policies, institutions and the 
State’s symbolic production reproduce specific ways of distributing productive and 
reproductive work among men and women. Initiatives to evaluate the undesirable 
effects of State intervention on the distribution of reproductive work and to support 
the reconciliation of work and family help women participate more fully in the 
work force, improve their performance in paid jobs, and contribute to productive 
development. 

what the exact role of the State should be when it comes to work and family is 
often the subject of debate. Opinions range widely, from those who believe it is 
the main entity responsible for regulating and providing support services, through 
those who consider this a private affair to be handled solely by families, with some 
support from the market and minimal State intervention. 

Those who argue the State’s role should be minimal speak of the burden of 
high costs associated with such services. They also fear that this would reduce 
competition, because it would involve additional expenses for private firms. They 
also assume that supportive family networks can best resolve issues associated 
with the care of children and others in need. This view, however, is unsustainable, 
as non-intervention on the part of governments involves high costs to society 
and tends to perpetuate inequalities (Hein, 2005). Moreover, the minimalist 
approach assumes the State is neutral, another belief that has proven erroneous. 
It is therefore essential for economic, social and anti-poverty policies to change 
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BOX 7

t h e h U m a n r i G h tS a P P r oac h

The “human rights approach” uses human rights as its conceptual framework, applying it to development 
policies in terms of defining the State’s obligations, specifically what it must do to achieve the full realization 
of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights (often abbreviated to DeSC in Spanish). In this approach, 
human rights are defined and applied to guide and inform state-level public policies.

The human rights approach starts by recognizing that to empower the excluded, society must recognize they 
have rights that the State must uphold. This shifts the focus of policy creation processes away from “the needy”, 
toward recognition of people as subjects with the right to demand specific services and conduct. actions, then, 
become more than the mere fulfilment of moral or political obligations, but rather essential to full compliance 
with human rights treaties, in their legal, moral and obligatory dimensions. 

Source: abramovich (2006), abramovich and Pautassi (2006)
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to encourage co-responsibility in reconciling family and work, and promoting 
women’s autonomy. 

Policy design for this purpose faces a double challenge: it questions traditional 
social views on how reproductive tasks and caring activities should be distributed 
across the labour force and families, the market and the State, and at the same time 
it challenges the traditional distribution of family responsibilities and domestic 
work among men and women. This means that for policies in this area to last, they 
must be based on co-responsibility. 

nEW PERsPECTIVEs FRom PRIVATE sECToR

Internationally, employer organizations have made a solid contribution to improving 
gender equality in the workplace. In a context of growing commitment to gender 
equality, employers can make major contributions and obtain substantial benefits, 
especially if they adopt a proactive focus (ILO, 2008b). Voluntary adoption of principles 
and measures (for example, codes of best practices) has become widespread, with 
good results. when employers also act through their organizations, they often 
influence reforms in ways beneficial to themselves and society at large. 

In this sense, the ILO Bureau for employers’ activities (aCT/eMP) has developed 
several initiatives in response to members’ needs, to provide information on their 
legal obligations and assist in compliance. as described in the report, “equality at 
work: Tackling the Challenges” (ILO, 2007a), a growing number of employers has 
developed guidelines and toolkits to help member companies develop plans for 
ensuring equal opportunities. The International Organisation of employers (IOe), 
in turn, stresses the importance of supporting the inclusion of women in the 
workplace through “family friendly” policies (IOe, 2008). 

Measures applied in the workplace can be critical for workers to reconcile work 
and family responsibilities. worldwide, people are watching how companies may 
outperform basic legal requirements to improve attitudes to work and thus boost 
productivity. These kinds of measures help to retain talented employees, improving 
continuity and motivation. In Latin america, companies are just starting to pay 
attention, and several multinationals have pioneered the use of measures that 
go beyond current laws. while all production levels face these challenges, large 
enterprises have outperformed the small and medium-sized businesses most 
common throughout the region.



33

CHAPTER I

Business organizations’ attitudes vary widely. while in some countries they are 
deeply committed, in others they are just getting started. Many difficulties persist, 
particularly the generalized view that these measures involve costly new benefits. 
Because there is little awareness of the benefits accruing to companies themselves, 
these are not perceived as investments. Nor has this been a priority within the 
demands from workers to date, so even if the policies exist to handle problems 
associated with harmonizing work and family responsibilities, workers themselves 
may not be aware that these can be resolved at the company level.

Despite the diverse opinions on reconciling work and family, there is some common 
ground in terms of: i) awareness of the importance of human resources to the solid 
functioning of companies; ii) awareness of the importance of family in itself, without 
linking it to productivity, although more in terms of its value when it supports the 
company; iii) the perception that these measures provide good results, based not 
on specific studies of production impacts, but more as the logical outcome of 
these sorts of measures. 

Currently, however, the measures that companies are applying in this region do 
not follow a unique model of reconciling work and family life. Rather they reflect 
practices based on different origins and characteristics, including the drive to make 
scheduling and vacations more flexible, or to provide family leave for emergencies. 
where childcare is not required by law, for example, it remains uncommon. 

In any event, more and more companies believe these issues cannot be left solely 
to the private domain (between men and women), but require some collective 
responsibility and that companies can play a role that in the long run will benefit 
them. 

unIons, RIgHTs And WoRk-FAmIly REConCIlIATIon

The purpose of labour organizations is to protect and improve workers’ economic 
and social conditions, through collective action. They must ensure that equal 
opportunities and conditions are both respected and promoted. as with employers’ 
organizations, unions are responsible for identifying discriminatory practices and 
dealing with them, starting with their own organizations (ILO, 2008a).

as women’s participation in paid employment has grown, women and gender 
equality agendas have become more present in unions. Therefore, the issues 
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involved in reconciling work and family life are relevant to unions not only on 
their own, but also because of the rise in the number of families with two working 
parents (Hein 2005). 

ILO Bureau for workers’ activities (aCTRaV ) has supported the region’s union 
organizations to include gender equality in their ongoing strategies and actions. 
Despite the challenges to collective bargaining processes in several countries, more 
concern for women workers and the promotion of gender equality has been the 
overall trend. For unions, ILO conventions have become a key reference, since they 
are based on instruments that reaffirm the legitimacy of collective bargaining.

There has been significant progress: working women’s units have become part 
of many union structures and the movement has created training opportunities, 
hosted debates and run programs and projects with a gender focus. Unions have 
also reformed their own statutes, to create quotas to ensure women’s participation 
in decision-making and union representation, and they have set up women’s 
commissions and committees that appoint representatives to the executives and 
boards of unions themselves (Rodriguez, 2006) 

workers organizations play an active role in reconciling work and family life, which 
also reinforces these kinds of policies and their support among working people. 

THE ConTRIbuTIon FRom CollECTIVE bARgAInIng

Collective bargaining has proven itself a crucial tool for reinforcing legal rights, 
advancing toward gender equality and reconciling work and family life. although 
gender issues are relatively new, they are highly relevant to working life, a six-
country ILO report for the region (abramo and Rangel, 2005) reveals. Indeed, 
collective bargaining process is a tool for moving beyond the rights and benefits 
already guaranteed by law. 

at present, the legal frameworks in most Latin american countries comply with core 
standards in ILO conventions for maternity protection, and collective bargaining 
has been a powerful instrument in achieving these gains. as the abramo and 
Rangel report shows, almost 91% of gender specific clauses deal with protecting 
maternity and/or family responsibilities. Just over half (55%) go beyond minimum 
legal requirements, while the remaining 45% simply specify rights already covered 
by law. 
 

Despite the challenges 

to collective bargaining 

processes in several 

countries, more concern 

for women workers and 

the promotion of gender 

equality has been the 

overall trend. 
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Several factors have hindered further progress. They include the general weakening 
of collective bargaining in the region during the 1990s, problems in applying 
and enforcing labour laws, women’s underrepresentation in negotiations, and 
the low proportion of women among union leaders and on other negotiating 
bodies.3 In other words, women still have to deal with what is called “the glass 
ceiling”, referring to, mechanisms that hinder their presence and participation 
on equal terms with men.

One remaining challenge is to ensure that the solutions developed are available to 
both men and women, since these are often still considered the sole responsibility 
of women. 

soCIETy’s EssEnTIAl RolE

Civil society and its many organizations, especially women’s organizations, have 
played an important role in eliminating discrimination and moving toward full 

BOX 8

U n i o n S’ r o L e i n r e co n c i L i n G w o r k a n D Fa m i LY L i F e i n t h e c a r i b b e a n

Unions in the Caribbean have reached agreements that go beyond legal requirements, in terms of lengthening 
maternity leave. In Trinidad and Tobago, for instance, the Banking, Insurance and General worker’s Union 
(BIGwU), which represents primarily women workers from over 60 companies, has negotiated a 14-week leave 
in about 75% of collective agreements (one week more than required by law); and in the case of one insurance 
company, 16 weeks.

In the english-speaking Caribbean, there are no laws regarding paternity leave, but several unions have 
nonetheless achieved leaves of this kind, ranging from two days to two weeks, in some companies in both 
antigua and Barbuda. In Barbados, collective agreements have achieved five-day paternity leaves in about 
15 cases. again, Trinidad and Tobago’s BIGwU has won a three-day paternity leave in 75% of its collective 
agreements, five days in 25% of cases. among BIGwU’s other achievements is the provision for one day off per 
child per year, for school visits, available to men and women workers.

This progress reflects unions’ concern about the difficulties men and women workers endure every day, due to 
the conflict between the work and family life. They use ILO conventions 156 and 183 as key negotiating tools.
    

Source: Gaietry Pargass Study made for this report.

Collective bargaining has 

proven itself a crucial 

tool for reinforcing legal 

rights, advancing toward 

gender equality and 

reconciling work and 

family life. 

3 For example, during the last round of collective bargaining in Uruguay, women participated in just eight of 
21 groups, with 13 (15.6%) of a total 84 delegates.
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citizenship for women. Increasingly, they also lead efforts to ensure that the issues 
involved in work-family reconciliation and social co-responsibility is present in 
public debate. This was evident in the role that civil society organizations played 
during the Tenth Regional women’s Conference (quito, 2007).

Several factors have stimulated concern for these issues. Many organizations have 
contributed both analysis and recommendations on how to reconcile work and 
family life, at the same time as several pioneering studies have been published in 
the region, by the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPa), the UN Development 
Fund for women (UNIFeM) and the Spanish agency for international cooperation 
(aeCI).

BOX 9

co L L e c t i V e b a r G a i n i n G P r o G r e S S i n m at e r n i t Y P r ot e c t i o n a n D Fa m i LY r e S P o n S i b i L i t i e S 
(1996-2001)

a. Pregnancy
• extension of the period during which pregnant women cannot be dismissed (Brazil)
• Shorter working hours for pregnant women (Brazil)
• Prenatal leave (Brazil)
• Leave and protection from dismissal in the event of spontaneous abortion (Brazil).

b. Maternity leave
• Payment of a complementary wage (Paraguay) and guaranteed full wages during maternity leave 

(Uruguay)
• Maternity leave extended for up to 36 days beyond the legal minimum (Paraguay)
• Maternity leave in case of still-born child (argentina)
• Longer maternity leave in the event of multiple births or children born with disabilities (argentina). 

c. Breastfeeding
• Longer hours for breastfeeding during the working day (argentina, Paraguay, Uruguay) 
• Longer hours for breastfeeding (Brazil, Uruguay). 

d. Childcare
• Leave to be with children due to health or educational issues (Brazil)
• Leave of up to four hours per day in the event of illness of an infant (less than 12 months old, Chile)
• Duration of child care services extended  (Brazil and Paraguay).

e. Paternity
• Paternity leave legally recognized (Uruguay, Venezuela)
• Paternity leave lengthened (Brazil, Chile, Paraguay)
• Fathers protected from dismissal related to a child’s birth (Brazil)
• Fathers have the right to child care (Brazil).

f. Adoption
• Rights extended to cover adopting parents (Brazil, Paraguay)

g. Family responsibilities
• Leave provided in the event of serious illness of a close relative (Chile, Paraguay)

    

Source: abramo and Rangel, 2005.



37

CHAPTER I

It is women’s organizations however, that must lead efforts to take reconciling 
work and family life through social co-responsibility off the agenda and into the 
real world, as a crucial goal of public policy. They can bring it into the public eye, 
by placing it high on their own and others’ agendas, putting forth proposals that 
support gender equality. They also have a role to play in finding solutions that are 
more collective in nature and not only private. Their involvement in this process 
will help to connect actions and interests and build alliances with government, 
private firms and unions.

aside from women’s organizations, Latin america and the Caribbean have solid 
social networks that care for infants, the elderly, and the disabled, and in general, 
promote human development for different groups within society. One challenge is 
to connect the efforts of different agents and organizations to both underline the 
importance of this issue in the public agenda and demand and monitor compliance 
with policies and conventions. above all, government-sponsored agreements 
on decent work and gender equality offer tools that society as a whole can use. 
Ultimately, every one depends on employment directly or indirectly, and suffers 
the consequences of living with enormous inequalities.

Women’s organizations 

must lead efforts to take 

reconciling work and 

family life through social 

co-responsibility a crucial 

goal of public policy. 





Tension and change: 
Work and family in 

the 21st century
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For most of the 20th century, work and family life were organized around a 
traditional family model, in which men headed the household, working for a family 
wage to support the whole family group, while women ran the household and 
cared for children, receiving no pay.

This structure was founded on a series of assumptions: that men would work 
full-time throughout their lives and that women would spend most of their time 
in the home, focusing on family care. when women worked outside the home, 
their labour was considered secondary and their income a mere supplement to 
the husband’s wages. 

This kind of household also assumed a two-parent family with a lasting marriage, 
for which women gave up any idea of financial independence. To a large degree, 
their sustenance and social protection depended on the rights accruing to their 
husbands.

This model no longer holds for family or social life in Latin america and the 
Caribbean. In recent decades, both have undergone profound social and economic 
changes, which have also reshaped both families and work. 

So what happened? Family structures changed. The extended family, in which 
numerous members including parents and grandparents lived together, began to 
fade, while the number of single-parent families rose, leaving many households 
with no one available to work fulltime on caring and other reproductive duties. 
Demographic changes have also become evident as the population ages, placing 
new demands on care. The labour market changed too, offering less job security 
and becoming more informal, leaving workers with less control over the intensity 
and duration of their working hours. Finally, society itself and the forces that drive 
it also changed: women now have more education and value their independence, 
while young men’s expectations are different from those of their fathers and 
grandfathers, particularly when it comes to their role in the family. 

The pressures on all workers from the collision between these two worlds are 
already enormous, but for women they are particularly complex, as women do 
most of the housework and at the same time, for a variety of reasons, are poorly 
paid and employed in precarious jobs. 

as mentioned, both families and their source of income have changed, but another 
significant process is missing: cultural transformation. Time management surveys 
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report that despite the fact that more women have paid jobs, they still do most of 
the housework. This reveals that men have not picked up the slack. 

This cultural problem is not solely about men. How society works in general, with 
its unwritten rules, institutions and schedules, continues to assume that someone 
is still working fulltime on family care. This affects women in particular – they see 
limited work possibilities and face extenuating working hours, while it is women 
from the lowest income segments who spend the most time on housework. Thus, 
how people use their time reproduces the socio-economic and gender inequalities 
typical of this region. 

The last section of this chapter discusses women’s migration. This issue provides 
what is probably the most eloquent example of the enormous challenges facing the 
region’s governments when they try to support efforts by families and workers to 
deal with multiple demands, such as the need to earn more, obtain more education 
for their children and care for the elderly.

Migration flows from Latin america and the Caribbean are in an increasing 
proportion constituted by women. Their migration brings into being endless chains 
of caring activities handled by mothers, sisters and grandmothers who remain in 
the country of origin. These women fill huge vacuums both in the countries to 
which they move to and in their home countries, subsidizing the economy through 
their work, at an enormous cost to themselves and their families. 
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women’s participation, autonomy 
and welfare in Latin america and 
the Caribbean

More than one hundred 

million women are active 

in the labour market.

The increase in women’s economic participation was one of the most significant 
changes in the 20th century. aside from the importance of the right to work as 
a source of self-sufficiency and personal fulfilment, one of the main reasons for 
this shift was the growing significance of women’s income to family sustenance. 
Their contribution has become essential to covering basic needs and reducing or 
avoiding poverty.

moRE WomEn In THE lAbouR mARkET

In Latin america and the Caribbean, more than one hundred million women are 
active in the labour market (eCLaC, 2008). On average, this comes to five out of 
every ten women of working age. For women from 20 to 40 years of age, that is, 
those of childbearing age, this rises to seven out of ten (70%, Figure 1).

womenMen average, women (Latin america)
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L at i n a m e r i c a a n D t h e c a r i b b e a n: e m P Lo Ym e n t r at e bY S e x, 2007

Bo
liv

ia

Pe
ru

Br
az

il

Pa
ra

gu
ay

ec
ua

do
r

U
ru

gu
ay

C
ol

om
bi

a

a
rg

en
tin

a

D
om

in
ic

an
 R

.

Ve
ne

zu
el

a

M
ex

ic
o

G
ua

te
m

al
a

Pa
na

m
a

C
os

ta
 R

ic
a

el
 S

al
va

do
r

N
ic

ar
ag

ua

C
hi

le

H
on

du
ra

s

Source: eCLaC (2008a).

80

60

40

20

0

100



43

CHAPTER II

women have steadily joined the labour market over the past 20 years. as women’s 
participation in economic life rose, men’s fell slightly, pushing down the gap 
between the two sexes. Nonetheless, although women today have more education 
than men, fewer women than men work, with the average gap for the region 
standing at 25 percentage points (see Figure 2).

One reason for this is that once the education cycle has been completed, men 
enter labour market and remain active until retirement, whereas women’s 
employment depends on other factors. The presence of children or elderly 
persons in the household as well as marriage are factors that tend to keep women 
out of the labour force. Indeed, fewer married women work compared to those 
single, divorced or widowed. Several studies have shown that although getting 
married and starting a family pushes men’s participation in the labour force up, 
the reverse holds true for women (CONaMU, 2006; Uribe-echeverría, 2008). In 
short, for women, family responsibilities hamper or even block their participation 
in the labour force. 

THE ImPoRTAnCE oF WomEn’s WoRk To THEm And THEIR FAmIlIEs

Today, income from both partners (and, in the case of the poorest groups, their 
children) is essential to guarantee families’ welfare. Insufficient income reflects 
several factors: higher unemployment among men, more informal and vulnerable 
employment, and the resulting loss in purchasing power. Sometimes employment 
of both partners reflects changing patterns of consumption and lifestyles that 
create new needs. 

Family responsibilities 

hamper or even block 

women’s participation in 

the labour force.

Source: eCLaC, and ILO based on special tabulations of 
household surveys in each country.
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In Latin america and the Caribbean, income from working women clearly reduces 
poverty, as statistics show: in households where spouses do not have their own 
income, poverty is higher (Figure 3). according to estimates from the United 
Nations economic Commission for Latin america and the Caribbean (eCLaC),1 
wives’ contribution to household income significantly reduced poverty. without 
their contribution, urban poverty would rise by ten and rural poverty by seven 
percentage points.

One factor that has increased this rise in women’s participation rates has been the 
growing number of families headed by women. around one-third of the region’s 
households depend on a woman’s income to survive, without help from a partner. 
woman’s paid employment is even more important after separation, if the man 
neglects his family responsibilities.

economic growth and globalisation have also influenced women’s participation 
rates. In recent decades, opportunities in the sectors where women typically 
predominate, such as sales and services, have risen.

Source: eCLaC, Gender affairs Department, using special tables from 
countries’ household surveys.

F I G U R E 3 
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1 Data from national household surveys, processed by the eCLaC Gender affairs Department.
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work is not just a financial issue; it also provides an opportunity to meet social 
needs, develop self-esteem, and create personal space. Thus, the rise in women’s 
labour force participation and the resulting personal income also benefit women 
directly, making them more independent, more satisfied with their lives, and better 
able to negotiate their interests within the family. Cultural elements, such as more 
widespread recognition of women’s rights and stronger presence of women in 
public life, their higher level of education and expectations in terms of personal 
development, also fuel this rise. Indeed, more younger women than older women 
participate in the labour force: in the 24-34 year age group, 60% of the region’s 
women work (figure 4). along with having more education, their identity patterns 
give professional careers a more central role.

The massive groundswell 

of women in the labour 

force is irreversible.

Source: eCLaC (2008a). Percentage
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For all these reasons, this massive groundswell of women in the labour force is 
considered irreversible. In fact, it is expected to go on rising, with conservative 
estimates suggesting that by the end of this decade, women’s participation 
in the labour force should reach 53.5%, and rise to 60% over the next 20 years 
(Figure 5).



47

The rising integration of global markets in trade, finance and information has 
significantly changed the region, opening up opportunities, expanding international 
markets and, at the same time, improving competitiveness. 

Social outcomes, however, have not been as positive. a report by the world 
Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalization, created by the ILO in 2001, 
concluded that the current process of globalisation has produced very mixed results 
both among and inside countries and that “These global imbalances are morally 
unacceptable and politically unsustainable” (ILO, 2004). The report lists the negative 
consequences of globalization, including increased social exclusion and widening 
of the gap between the informal local economy and the formal global one. 

In Latin america and the Caribbean these changes have reinforced a productive 
structure that is highly informal, small in scale and with low productivity. The 
precariousness of jobs, high turnover, and the lack of decent work are typical of 
this process. In this context, women have more jobs, but earn low wages, and lack 
social protection, job security and full recognition of their labour rights.

Jobs InCREAsIngly ATyPICAl

The issue of precarious employment affects both men and women. Today, both are 
unsure they will be able to provide for their families, given the following changes 
in the nature of employment (Standing, 1999):

• Higher turnover and less job security;
• employment is less regular and so is control over hours of work;
• Payment systems have changed, increasing the pace of work;
• Social security coverage has fallen;
• New kinds of jobs have appeared, among them seasonal, fixed term, 

self-employment, underemployment and subcontracting. 

In short, atypical work, which does not provide the benefits of a regular job, such as 
vacation, maternity or sick leave, and retirement, has become increasingly typical. 

The new employment 
scenario

In this context, women 

have more jobs, but 

earn low wages, and 

lack social protection, 

job security and full 

recognition of their 

labour rights.
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The percentage of the labour force protected by labour laws has fallen, hurting 
men and women alike. 

Hours of work have also changed. The once routine organization of the working 
day, with its predictable start and finish times, has given way to new kinds of shifts, 
split shifts, flexi-time and new ways of organizing days off (Díaz, 2004).

Moreover, hours of work now typically include work on weekends and holidays. 
a faster pace of work closely matches changes in wage structure, which currently 
include a strong variable component, often linked to meeting specific targets. This 
requires longer working hours at a faster pace, to earn often minimal wages.

These changes leave workers more tired, with fewer hours for rest, family, social 
and personal life, all of which ultimately increases the tensions between paid work 
and family responsibilities.

yáñez (2004) notes that more “typical” jobs and continuous career paths have 
become a male domain while all too often “inactivity” or employment in “atypical” 
conditions are all that’s available to women. If “typical” employment already meant 
paying little attention to family responsibilities, atypical jobs aggravate the tensions 
between work and family life even more, for the reasons discussed above.

This tendency to make women’s work more flexible reflects the sexual division 
of labour. To balance family and working life, which is seen as a women’s issue, 
working hours and salaries tend to be more flexible, and women’s work is treated 
as if it were complementary, rather than central to their activities. 

Changes in several predominantly female occupations reflect this phenomenon. 
In commerce and large retail, for example, shift systems mean that work and rest 
days are constantly changing, and start and finish times cannot be predicted. In 
telecommunications, operators work moving shifts that respond to company and 
customers’ needs. among smaller retailers and supermarkets, employees typically 
work a split shift, taking a long, unpaid lunch break and then returning to cover their 
posts during evening peak hours, with no overtime paid. This makes the work day 
much longer, as travel times still make it impossible to go home between shifts. 

These kinds of jobs have proliferated, causing the number of women working 
extremely long (over 48) or extremely short (under 20) hours per week to soar. 
Figures suggest that one of every five women in the informal sector works very 
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short hours, while one of four works extremely long hours. Under these conditions 
it is hard for anyone to assume family responsibilities. 

New technologies have also contributed relevant changes, allowing people to work out 
of the office. More women than men are employed in own-account or subcontracted, 
homebased work, often by choice, because this makes it easier for them to balance 
their paid work with their family responsibilities. In these setups, however, payment is 
often by the piece, causing workers to stretch the working day to earn more.

InFoRmAlITy And lACk oF PRoTECTIon

The informal economy has always been very important in Latin america and the 
Caribbean. In the 1990s, most new jobs created were in the informal sector and in 
2006, 44.9% of the urban employed held this type of job (eCLaC, 2008b). 

Recently, new groups have entered this sector, among them more educated 
workers and those providing inputs for formal sector companies (Tokman, 2004). 
Before the current economic crisis, some countries had begun to stop or reverse 
this trend, but current conditions could bring more growth in informal jobs. This 
is a complex issue. More precarious jobs and lack of decent work are concentrated 
in the informal economy. 

Moreover, another characteristic of the informal sector is the high prevalence of 
women. More than half of this region’s women workers are employed in this sector. In 
2006, 50.7% of working women were employed in the informal sector, versus 40.5% of 
working men (eCLaC 2008b). For women of indigenous or african ancestry, these rates 
were even higher. In Brazil, for example, 71% of black women work in informal jobs, 
compared to 65% of black men, 61% of white women, and 48% of white men (abramo, 
2007). In Guatemala, the situation is similar: only 11% of indigenous people had formal 
jobs (2000), compared to 31% of non-indigenous workers2  (Sauma, 2004).

even in the informal economy, the quality of women’s jobs is worse than men’s: their 
incomes are lower, they have less social security coverage, and they are the majority 
in the most precarious segments, such as domestic labour and unpaid family jobs. 
In 2006, in the urban areas of Latin america and the Caribbean, 36% of women were 

There is a high prevalence 

of women in the informal 

sector.

2 Moreover, the indigenous population also suffers more from extreme poverty (20.1%), four times higher than 
that of the non-indigenous population.
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self-employed or working as unpaid relatives, compared to 32% of men. In Bolivia, 
ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras and Peru this figure rises to over 50% (eCLaC, 2008b).

This presence of women in the informal sector reflects barriers to accessing formal 
employment, but also its adaptability to accommodate their family responsibilities. The 
lack of fixed hours and places of work allows women to work for money and continue to 
look after family responsibilities and domestic chores. The result of this choice, however, 
is far from optimal. The responsibilities that force women into the informal economy 
leave them at a dead end, in low-quality jobs with no social protection.

Indeed, this booming informal sector has depressed the percentage of workers 
protected by social security. Thus, fewer are eligible for pensions, health care, sick 
leave or maternity benefits. at present, in Latin america and the Caribbean, 44% 
of the working urban population and 37% of the total employed population are 
affiliated and contributing to the different social security system, a figure that 
has not changed since 2002. These averages hide enormous differences among 
countries. when we look at coverage of total working-age-population, moreover, 
results are even more disappointing: a mere 15% of women and 25% of men aged 
15-65 are affiliated to a social security system (eCLaC, 2008b).

This means that there is not only insufficient coverage but also a significant gender 
gap. Figure 6 shows, for example, that the percentage of employed women covered 
by welfare is very low, only rising above 50% in Costa Rica, Chile and Uruguay, and 

Even in the informal 

economy, the quality of 

women’s jobs is worse 

than men’s.

Source: Rofman, Lucchetti and Ourens (2008).
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barely 10% in Peru and Bolivia. This clearly reflects the barriers to accessing the 
benefits and guarantees afforded by social security.

This lack of coverage exacerbates the problems of poverty and inequality when 
workers reach retirement age and need to replace their work income with social 
security. Most women over 65 years have no pension whatsoever, because they 
have worked their whole lives on household and family chores. In the case of 
working women, their work history tends to have experienced more interruptions 
and involved lower wages than men, which also affects the size of their pension.

THE EConomIC CRIsIs WoRsEns TEnsIons

The worldwide economic crisis is seriously hurting employment. although it is 
not possible to fully gauge its magnitude, estimates have become increasingly 
pessimistic. In October 2008, the ILO’s Global employment Trends report warned 
that 20 million jobs would be lost because of the crisis and in January 2009 this 
was corrected upward to 50 million, some 22 million of which are women. 

Changes in the labour market that were observed during previous crises have 
already become evident. Data for the region from the last quarter of 2008 shows 
that women’s participation in the labour force has continued to rise, but more 
slowly than during the previous period.

Men’s unemployment rose faster than women’s in the last quarter of 2008. extensive 
job loss in male-dominated sectors, such as construction and some branches of 
manufacturing, was the main cause. In the service sector and particularly the 
wholesale and retail trade, where women hold most jobs, changes were expected 
to become more evident in 2009. 

The effects of the crisis on women are heavily influenced by cultural factors and 
gender bias. a global economic downturn may also unravel the gains made in terms of 
gender equity, worsening inequality, unless the policies designed to address the crisis 
explicitly address this challenge. In this sense, three hazards have been identified:

i) That the crisis hurts women’s employment opportunities, with prejudices 
about women being a “secondary” labour force making them targets for early 
lay off, or governments designing job creation programs for traditional, male-
dominated sectors, on the assumption that men need the income more; 

A mere 15% of women 

and 25% of men aged 

15-65 are affiliated to a 

social security system.
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ii)  That unpaid duties in the home increase and with them the tensions 
women experience between work and family life. Based on past crises, 
any decline in household income boosts women’s domestic chores, as 
families replace purchased goods and services with their home-produced 
equivalents. Similarly, any cut to social benefits, such as health and 
education, will also overload women;

iii)  That the gender income gap increases, due to three factors: first, 
because the earnings of those working in informal employment (over 
half of working women), are more likely to fall because of the weakness 
of the labour institutions that protect their rights; second, cultural bias 
assuming women are less important to the family’s financial sustenance, 
compounded by their reduced presence in union organizations and in 
sectors involved in collective bargaining, will push down real wages, 
making them suffer disproportionately from the costs of the crisis; third, 
faced with the need to tackle rising unemployment, mechanisms for 
controlling wage discrimination may lose priority.

A global economic 

downturn may also 

unravel the gains made 

in gender equality, in the 

world of work.

BOX 10

a c r i S e S r e S P o n S e t h at i n co r P o r at e S G e n D e r 

Brazil’s Special Secretariat for women’s Policies (SPM), which reports directly to the Presidency, created a technical 
group to monitor the impact of the international crisis on women (Crise Internacional e os Impactos sobre as Mulheres) 
as an ad hoc team working under the Brazilian Observatory for gender equality, coordinated by the SPM. The group 
is composed of the ILO, Brazil’s national statistics bureau (IBGe, Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística), its applied 
economics institute (IPea, Instituto de Pesquisa Econômica Aplicada), the Ministry of Labour and employment, and 
an inter-union body for statistics and socio-economic studies (DIeeSe, Departamento Intersindical de Estatística e 
Estudos Sócio Econômicos), along with visiting professors and specialists. Its purpose is to monitor the impact of the 
international economic crisis on women’s lives, through studies, distributing information from a gender perspective to 
improve decision making and policy development to revert and offset the crisis’ effects. 

In Chile, employment policies applied in response to the crisis have included some measures to promote 
women’s employment. as part of the government’s general stimulus plan (Plan de Estímulo Fiscal), a youth 
employment subsidy was created, set at 30% of the monthly wage. women from 18 to 24 can extend this 
subsidy for every child born alive, by a period equal to the pre and post-natal leave. 

In every region, employment committees (Comités Regionales de Empleo) are working to mitigate the impacts from the 
international economic crisis. In the lakes district (Región de los Lagos), for example, the collapse of the salmon industry 
could push women’s unemployment as high as 60%. In response, several programs are underway, including a 10-billion 
peso local investment in the work force. Through a technical agency, Sercotec, and a program called “Capital Semilla”, the 
authorities are trying to create some 1,000 jobs for women in small businesses. Moreover, child care centres are being set 
up, which could generate another 900 jobs. This would also help mothers to enter the labour force. 

Source: http://www.prensapresidencia.cl



�3

In recent decades, profound socio-demographic transformations have changed 
Latin american and Caribbean families and their ties with the economy and labour 
markets. This has also created a new balance between supply and demand of care 
within the home.

THE ImPoRTAnCE oF WomAn HousEHold HEAds In THE REgIon

The first major shift is away from the traditional family and toward a diversity of 
family forms (Figure 7). Thirty years ago, the classic nuclear, male-breadwinner 
family predominated around the region. This model has faded along with the 
extended family, in which grandparents typically belonged to the household too. 
Two-income families are much more common today, as are one-person and single-
parent households, in which only one adult works to sustain the family.

The second major change is that average family size has decreased, for three main 
reasons: partners formalize their union later in life, the number of children has 
fallen, and the wait between each child has increased, particularly among urban 
women in middle and high-income sectors (arriagada, 2004a).

The new families

Source: arriagada (2007).
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2006/2007

1990

Source: eCLaC (2008a).
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a third important shift has been the substantial increase in households headed by 
one adult only, almost always a woman. Indeed, approximately 30% of households 
in the region are currently headed by women, and in countries such as Nicaragua, 
this rises to almost 40%3 (Figure 8).

Single-parent households headed by women face enormous difficulties in 
combining domestic and caring activities with paid work. This is apparent in 
two seemingly contradictory sets of data. The first is that most (from 52 to 77%) 
female household heads work (Figure 9). However, these households tend to be 
poor: in 11 out of 18 countries, extreme poverty is higher for these families than 
for other family structures (eCLaC, 2008b). This is mainly associated with these 
women’s lower wages, due to pay discrimination, and the difficulties inherent 
in reconciling paid work and family responsibilities without the help of other 
adults. Faced with insufficient supply and coverage of preschool services, these 
women have to make choices that jeopardize either their children’s care or the 
quality of job they can obtain.

nEW CARE REquIREmEnTs duE To An AgEIng PoPulATIon 

The major demographic shift in Latin america and the Caribbean has been a decline 
in population growth rates and a rapid ageing of the population. 

although population ageing is happening all over the world, its’ rate in this region 
nonetheless stands out. as early as 2002, 20.8% of urban households included at 
least one elderly member, and 5.1% more than two (arriagada, 2004b). Today, an 
estimated 9% of the population is elderly and within five years this figure will rise 
to 13%, bringing with it a significant rise in demand for specialized care. In 2050, 
senior citizens (60 years or more), will make up 23.4% of the total population, that 
is, almost one in four people (Figure 10).

The second significant demographic shift is the decline of fertility, from an 
estimated rate of 2.4 for the region (2005-2010) to 2.1 (2015-2020). By 2020, demand 
for child care should be down, while demand for elderly care will have risen. There 
are significant differences, however, between countries, which are at various stages 
of demographic transition. 

3 Recently, there has been a slight increase in single-parent households headed by men, that is, fathers living 
with their children. In some countries, this reflects women’s migration and implies specific needs for care.

30% of households in 

the region are currently 

headed by women.
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Like europe, declining fertility and the delay in families’ having their first child may 
reflect hardships women face in reconciling maternity with paid work, due to lack 
of child care. In Latin america and the Caribbean, however, general trends mask 
remarkable differences. Geographic area, socio-economic sector and education are 
all decisive factors when it comes to family size and composition, and therefore 
how work is reconciled with personal life. 

Fertility rates have fallen more in urban than rural areas. More educated women tend 
to have fewer children and to have them later in life than less educated women. 
Fertility rates are higher for indigenous than non-indigenous women in both urban 
and rural areas. In Panama, for example, indigenous women average 6.6 children, 
compared to 2.9 for non-indigenous women (eCLaC, 2007c).

Reconciling the two spheres is particularly complex at the lowest income levels, 
where families must provide care for a larger number of children. For example, if 
we compare the 20% of urban households with the lowest income to the 20% with 
the highest, we find that the poorest households in argentina, Bolivia, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, Paraguay and Uruguay include two additional members (eCLaC, 
2008a).

BOX 11

a D o L e S c e n t P r e G n a n c Y: bY 2010 L at i n a m e r i c a w i L L h aV e t h e S e co n D h i G h e S t r at e i n t h e 
w o r L D

Despite the region’s declining fertility rate, early pregnancies have risen. Today, almost one-quarter of young 
women in Latin american have children before they turn 20. This rate is expected to reach 76.2 per 1000 for 
young women 15-19 years old some time between 2005 and 2010, a rate second only to africa. 

Becoming a teenage parent seriously affects young women’s employment possibilities, reinforcing gender 
inequality, as it limits their prospects for continuing their education and job training, limiting their preparation 
for the labour market. Most live with their parents and devote themselves to domestic activities: caring for their 
children and younger siblings. Those active in the labour force generally gain access to very precarious forms of 
employment.

early pregnancy is most common among adolescents from low-income families and is a factor in reproducing 
poverty from one generation to the next. among higher income groups in Latin america and the Caribbean, less 
than 5% of adolescent girls have children before the age of 17, compared to 20-35% in low-income families (the 
percentage varies by country).

Source: ILO (2007a); Valenzuela (2007).

Geographic area, 

socio-economic sector 

and education are all 

decisive factors when it 

comes to family size and 

composition.



�7

CHAPTER II

when the predominant model for the family in Latin american and the Caribbean 
was based on the man-breadwinner and the woman-housewife, there was a clear 
division of tasks between parents.

Today, women share the role of provider with men, marking a major change from 
the traditional family. Men, however, have not taken on an equivalent share of 
responsibility for domestic tasks. Despite the fact that they spend more time on 
paid work, women still work long hours in the home. 

Society, moreover, still operates based on the assumption that someone at home 
works full time on family care. Indeed, school and public service hours are not 
compatible with those of a family where all adults work. In addition, there has not 
been a sufficient increase in infrastructure or support services to meet the need 
of children and other dependants. 

Thus, tension is on the rise. women’s increased participation in the labour market is 
happening amidst greater insecurity and less social protection, in highly informal sectors, 
in a context of weak social response and enormous inertia inside families themselves. 
Thus, they have to work twice as hard, racing from one space to the other, trying to deal 
with overlapping and increasingly demanding paid and unpaid work schedules. 

WHy do WomEn HAVE longER WoRkdAys?

If we add up the work women do for the market and time spent providing care for 
their families, we find they work longer hours than men. 

Moreover, both men and women spend more and more time on work. as a result, 
they have less time for family, social life, rest and recreation. This is worse for women, 
especially those in the poorest families. In other words, the use of time reflects 
socio-economic and gender inequalities typical of this region. 

Contrary to the common perception that women engage in domestic work because 
they are not in the labour market, surveys reveal they always assume responsibility for 

The tensions between 
work and family

Men have not taken 

on an equivalent share 

of responsibility for 

domestic tasks. 
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Source: Based on Milosavljevic and Tacla (2007), INe (2008) and aguirre (2009).
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BOX 12

S U r V e YS to m e a S U r e w o m e n’S a n D m e n’S tota L h o U r S o F w o r k

Making women’s contribution to social welfare and the economy, through family care, visible is essential to 
achieving gender equality. Time use surveys measure how time is used in general and how much time goes 
to unpaid activities in particular. They also help to determine the need for caring labour amongst different 
populations at specific times during the family and life cycle. This tool reveals the significance of unpaid work 
performed outside the labour market and its contribution to household consumption and well being.

Since 2000, 14 Latin american countries have applied time use surveys: argentina (2005); Bolivia (2001); Brazil (2001 
and 2005); Chile (2007); Colombia (2006 and 2008); Costa Rica (2004); Cuba (2001); ecuador (2007); el Salvador 
(2005); Guatemala (2000); Mexico (2002); Panama 2005); Uruguay (2003 and 2007); and Venezuela (2008).

These measures are a great step forward. The challenge now is to standardize them further, for comparison’s 
sake, in terms of survey type, reference period, and questions. It would also be useful to repeat them, despite 
the fact that they deal with social behaviours that change relatively slowly, because this would help to evaluate 
policies in this field, underlining those most effective. 

The United Nations Development Fund for women (UNIFeM) has actively promoted and supported the time use 
surveys in the region. Uruguay will apply one every two years, as part of a regular household survey.

these tasks, regardless of whether they are full time housewives or also hold jobs. Figures 
for several Latin american countries4 show that women’s total workload (domestic and 
non-domestic) averages one hour per day more than men’s (eCLaC, 2007).

Figure 11 shows that women devote from 1.5 (Chile) to 4 (Mexico) times longer 
than men to domestic chores and family caregiving. where household members 
include children, the elderly or sick, women dedicate more time to these tasks. For 
men, time does not vary with household composition, and in some countries (for 
example Nicaragua), it may even decline with presence of children (Figure 12).

In terms of the kind of caring activities, tasks also vary significantly between men 
and women, as data from Uruguay (2007) illustrates: men tend to carry out less 
routine tasks, such as playing with their children, while women are responsible for 
everyday tasks regarding food and cleanliness.

Social and economic factors can reinforce the gender gap, for example, if we 
compare the total time worked by men and women with their ethnic origin. In the 
case of ecuador, indigenous women bear the heaviest burden. (Figure 13)

4 Bolivia, 2001; Guatemala, 2000; and Nicaragua 2008.

Women always 

assume responsibility 

for domestic tasks, 

regardless of whether 

they are full time 

housewives or also hold 

jobs. 
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The gender gap in time use is widest for lowest income groups: poor women 
spend the most time on housework. The data from Mexico speaks for itself: in two-
income families, poor women spend ten hours a week more on domestic chores 
than non-poor women, whereas poor men spend two hours less than their non-
poor counterparts. This information confirms the greater rigidity in gender roles 
among low-income families, precisely those who would benefit the most from a 
second income to relieve their socio-economic deprivation. This is particularly 
serious, given that lack of time and difficulties reconciling paid and unpaid work 
are a major factor in women not actively seeking employment.

Given that women spend more time on house work, their working days are shorter 
than those of men. although the divide has narrowed, less than half of female 
workers (45%) in Latin america and the Caribbean work full-time (41 hours or more 
per week), compared to 63% of working men. This keeps women’s wages down 
and affects their pensions. 

BOX 13

w o m e n w o r k Lo n G e r h o U r S t h a n m e n 

although time use surveys are not comparable, the following trends are apparent:

Men participate less and spend less time on domestic chores and care-giving activities. For example, in 
Mexico (2002), women accounted for 85% of the total time spent on domestic chores, versus just 15% for men. 
women, on average, spend 14 hours a week caring for children and other household members, while men 
spend only half that amount: 7.6 hours.

Women of childbearing age spend significantly more time on caring activities. For men, the time spent is 
practically constant throughout their lives.

Women’s paid work day is shorter than men’s, due to their domestic and family responsibilities. a Chilean 
survey (2007) found that, of the total time spent caring for people in the home, women accounted for 78.2% 
and men for 22.8%. women did 66.4% of domestic chores, versus 33.6% done by men. For paid work, these 
percentages were reversed, with women doing 38% and men 69%. 

Even when women have paid jobs, domestic chores and family care are distributed unequally. In Mexico, in 
families where both partners have paid jobs, men devote more time to work, while women more to the family. 
Men spend 52 hours a week on paid work and women 37; men spend 4 hours on house-cleaning, women 15; 
men spend 7 hours on cooking and women 15.5 hours; men spend almost 8 hours on childcare, women 12; men 
spend 1.5 hours on laundry and women a little over 8 (INeGI, 2004). 

Source: Prepared using data from Milosavljevic and Tacla (2007), eCLaC (2007b).0
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myTHs And PREJudICEs AbouT WoRkIng WomEn

Many people still see these conflicts between work and family as a women’s 
problem, reflecting traditional views on each sex’s role within society. In the past, 
people did housework along with other activities directly related to production. 
with industrialization, domestic work and production became separated and a more 
rigid, gender-based division of labour prevailed. Thus, women mainly took charge 
of reproductive duties in the home, while men moved on to fulfil productive work 
outside the home, for which they began to receive payment.

Cultural constructs transformed this rigid sexual division of labour into a “natural” 
specialization. Moreover, women’s role as wife and mother was mystified and their 
ability to work full time in the home became a status symbol, generating a cult to 
domesticity in which the family and the home became the preserves for affection 
and childraising, under women’s supervision. This rationalized two beliefs: first, 
that unpaid work in the home was women’s work and second, that it wasn’t really 
work at all (Barrer and Feiner, 2004).

Nonetheless, women’s importance to the economy never ceased, thanks not only to 
their daily contribution in terms of reproduction in the home (cooking, washing, health 
care and nutrition of family members), but also their productive work (whether paid or 
unpaid) and its importance to family survival strategies and welfare.

This construct of female domesticity has been more cultural than real, but it is so 
well established that it has inspired public policies, labour legislation among them, 
social practices, and family negotiations. Two myths persist in the region, as powerful 
perceptions that are at the base of the tensions between work and family: the first requires 
that women take care of family and children as their first priority, while the second 
considers them a secondary labour force, whose income complements that of men.

MYTH A: Women’s fundamental role is to care for children and other family 
members
Despite the fact that today women participate more in public life, thanks to their 
massive presence in education and the work place, the idea that their rightful place 
is in the home and their main task childcare remain powerful images.

Some groups’ resistance to women’s independence clearly illustrates this. García 
and de Oliveira (2003) have studied the hardships women face in leaving the home, 
especially in working class sectors. Many must ask for their partner’s permission to 
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visit relatives, health centres or go to work. Failing to do so can lead to violence 
towards them.

Several surveys show that women’s traditional role remains highly valued (Inglehart 
et al., 2004; Sunkel, 2004). Their image, then, as the only person responsible for the 
physical, social and psychological well-being of their children remain strong. Some 
even try to associate women’s remunerated work and their entry into the wider world 
with a rise in juvenile delinquency and other types of social disintegration. 

Since more than half of working-age women currently do productive work, they 
feel guilty about the tensions between both spheres and experience enormous 
dissatisfaction.

MYTH B: Women constitute a secondary labour force and their wages merely 
supplement the family budget
The notion that women’s work is secondary is based on the assumption that both 
their income and their output in the labour market depend on their role in the 
domestic environment and is less important than the work performed by the head 
of the household (abramo 2007). This idea contributes to the undervaluation of 
women’s work, which has significant consequences for public policies and private 
behaviour. One is that their income is considered to complement earnings by the 
household head, and is therefore less essential. as a result, women are the first to 
be laid off in times of economic hardship and their high unemployment rates do 
not elicit the same response as a rise in male unemployment.

aside from the concept of a “secondary labour force”, both business people and 
society generally continue to have stereotypical ideas about men’s and women’s 
different abilities, productivity and commitment to work. These contaminate 
recruitment practices and wage systems, at women’s expense (abramo, Godoy 
and Todaro, 1998). 

The image of the full-time (male) worker responsible for his family reinforces the 
idea that men have of themselves as breadwinners rather than caregivers. Thus, their 
obligations involve mainly providing for the family (financial resources and social 
security), while rights relating to care – maternity leave, infant care services –are 
directed to women workers. This division between the productive and reproductive 
spheres forms the basis of prevailing masculine and feminine identities. Several 
studies show that most men believe their job as provider exempts them from most 
domestic chores, childraising or care for the elderly. Studies in argentina, Brazil, 
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Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Peru have shown that men’s views nonetheless vary, 
as do their ideas about women’s paid work.5 

according to Faur (2006), one group, of young men, with more education, 
recognizes women’s right to work, and that it opens up possibilities of greater 
gender equality. Faced with critical situations, however, such as a sick parent or 
child, they are convinced women should take charge. 

a second group is pragmatic about women’s work, recognizing the family’s need for 
extra income. These men, however, are uncomfortable with the idea of reconciling 
work and family and any potential for them to take on family care, since they 
consider certain tasks the sole responsibility of women. a recent study on the 
logic behind staff recruiting for management positions in large companies found 
that male executives expect women to set aside their own professional careers in 
favour of men’s (Olavarria, 2008).

a third group consists of men who flatly oppose the notion of women working 
outside the home, as incompatible with raising children and family care. They 
see women’s paid work as a threat to the male role as a provider and bad for the 
family. The woman’s ‘absence’ or whatever they no longer offer the family, is more 
important than what they can provide. 

It is worth noting that none of these men saw the necessity to reconciliate their own 
productive work with care and domestic tasks, as they expected from women.

In conclusion, as long as these cultural assumptions persist, people will assume that 
it is women who must reconcile their roles as homemakers, mothers and caregivers 
with their roles as paid workers. Thus, it is forgotten that the care of dependents 
and the fate of future generations is a responsibility shared by society as a whole: 
governments, social organizations; men and women.

HoW FAmIly REsPonsIbIlITIEs lImIT WomEn’s PARTICIPATIon In 
THE lAbouR mARkET

although not all women whose main activity is taking care of the household would 
like to enter the labour market, many do want a job and their own income. They 

Men do not see the 

necessity to reconciliate 

their own productive 

work with care and 

domestic tasks, as they 

expect from women.

5 See Faur (2006), Bruschini (2008), Olavarría and Parrini (2000) and Fuller (1998).
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cannot, however, because their domestic and family responsibilities do not let 
them. a recent survey in Santiago (Chile), found that about 70% of women currently 
occupied as housewives would like to have a paid job, but are unable do so for 
problems regarding childcare (ComunidadMujer, Datavoz and ILO, 2009).

The division of activities into productive (market-related) and reproductive (care-
related) influences women’s employment patterns and the low value assigned to 
them in the labour market. Recognizing the profound connection between paid 
and unpaid work reveals the negative consequences that domestic obligations 
have for women: interrupted careers, lower wages, and low quality jobs. 

In the world of work, family means something different, depending on whether 
we are referring to men or women. women (especially young ones) are treated 
as risks, because they are or could soon become mothers. It is assumed that 
children will always be their first priority (unlike for fathers), and that family 
responsibilities will reduce their productivity, availability, and dedication to 
work. This hurts their involvement in processes of hiring, promotion, wage 
negotiation and termination (Heymann, 2004). when applying for a position, 
for example, women are routinely asked about their family, and if they have 
young children, they risk being passed over for hiring or promotion, because 
their employers assume they will often miss work due to their children’s illnesses 
or other unforeseen events in family life.

when these tasks are not shared with a partner, they do fall to working women, 
who have to take time off work (and, as a result, earn less) to attend their family 
responsibilities.

The underlying problem is that the labour market is not designed for people with 
family responsibilities, but rather for those who have someone available to take 
care of them. This is where the idea of a “male employment model”, according to 
which the cost of hiring women is higher than that of hiring men, comes from, and 
with it the conclusion that it is preferable to hire men. This assumption, however, 
is false, as an ILO study carried out in five Latin american countries demonstrates 
(Box 14).

Occupational segregation: women are concentrated in care jobs
an analysis of sectors, subsectors and kinds of employment where women 
predominate shows they tend to concentrate in specific areas, among them 
commerce and social, personal and community services. They are also the majority 
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working in teaching, nursing and domestic fields; and they are over-represented in 
categories involving self-employment, unpaid family work and domestic service. 
Thus, we can conclude that women’s domestic and caregiving tasks in the home 
are projected onto the labour market. Men’s work, in contrast, is distributed more 
evenly across the different branches of the economy.

aside from horizontal segregation, vertical segregation persists within the 
workplace. The higher the position, the fewer the women holding the job. Thus, 
the percentage of women in management is less than 20%, falling to 3% for highly 
strategic posts, reflecting several factors:

• women are less connected to the professional networks (mostly male) 
essential to promotion;

• employers still assume that a married woman poses a risk to the company 
because of her family responsibilities.

• difficulties in reconciling work and household responsibilities, particularly 
given that management positions often require longer hours and ability 
to travel.

BOX 14

i Lo S t U D Y D e S t r o YS t h e mY t h t h at w o r k i n G w o m e n a r e m o r e co S t LY

a study on wage and non-wage costs of hiring men and women in argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico and Uruguay 
found that the monetary costs assumed by employers hiring women are very low: less than 2% of gross monthly 
wages, ranging from a low of 0.2% in Mexico to a ceiling of 1.8% in Chile. In terms of maternity costs, in the first 
place, the study reveals a low incidence of pregnancy per year, and therefore a low total number of maternity 
leaves and associated benefits. Moreover, legislation in these countires establishes that public funds, social 
security systems or welfare contributions paid by the workers into private systems, and not employers, pay the 
wages of women on maternity leave and their health care before and during delivery. Thus, employers never 
have to assume maternity costs. 

In argentina and Chile, expenses associated with the right to child care account for virtually all of the direct 
costs involved in employing women. These are very low, however, about 1% of gross income, similar to the costs 
associated with the right to breastfeed. The direct monetary costs of substitute employees who replace those on 
leave are even lower and amount to less than 0.1% of gross income.

The findings of this study clearly demonstrate that:
• employers do not assume maternity costs, and
• women’s lower wages cannot be justified by the higher costs to employers that they are incorrectly 

assumed to generate. 

Source: abramo and Todaro (2002).
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Wage discrimination: another consequence of the sexual division of labour
In Latin america, women’s wages on average amount to just 70% of men’s income 
(Figure 14). This is largely explained by the discrimination they face in labour markets 
and holds even when men and women have the same level of education.

wage discrimination reflects both unequal treatment in the workplace and also 
the value historically assigned to men and women’s activities, clear sign that the 
labour market is far from neutral when defining wages. 

Different prejudices associated with the sexual division of labour and women’s 
traditional role within the family help explain pay inequality among men and 
women. Rubery (2003) mentions the following:

a) “Women are economically dependent”
 The underlying assumption here is that women need less income than 

men, because the latter must provide for family. This notion influences 
both the price of the labour supply and the value assigned to their 
work. It is also assumed that women are willing to work part time, even 
if the income is too low for survival, and that they will be more willing 
to accept lower salaries.

b)  “Caregiving jobs are valued less”
 The low value associated with caring sectors within the economy, which 

is where there is a high concentration of women, reflects both the way 

Source: eCLaC (2008a)

F I G U R E 14 
L at i n a m e r i c a a n D t h e c a r i b b e a n: w o m e n’S m o n t h LY i n co m e 
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society values these activities and actual wages. The skills required remain 
almost invisible, since most are acquired in a non-formal manner, in 
the domestic sphere. Some authors even talk about women’s “natural” 
aptitudes for these tasks. In combination with how women’s work in 
general is under-valued, these attitudes explain lower wages in these 
sectors.

c)  “Women are subordinate to men” 
 The social construct of women as secondary workers, with lesser status, 

cannot be understood without addressing the issue of inequality 
between men and women. This is exemplified by the common belief 
that men’s work is more important and, therefore, should receive better 
remuneration than women’s. 
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Faced with the need to combine paid work with domestic responsibilities, families 
resort to different strategies. The alternatives depend mainly on the resources 
available to the family group and existing services. 

Reproductive work is carried out in various forms: 

1. In the domestic arena: 
• Unpaid domestic work is mostly performed by wives or females heads 

of households, who are the ones that dedicate more time to domestic 
and caring activities; and, secondly, by other women in the family group, 
such as grandmothers, aunts, sisters and daughters.

• Paid caregivers include domestic workers, nannies and nurses, in 
different arrangements: full-time, part-time, in-house or external. 

• Home-based medical and nursing services involve service provision 
to the elderly and people with disabilities or chronic illnesses outside 
hospitals or clinics. Generally this is very expensive, with few services 
subsidized or offered free of cost. 

2. Outside the domestic arena:
• Market: This includes private services offering childcare - nurseries/day 

care centres, preschool care in kindergartens and primary education-, 
and homes for the elderly, hospitals and clinics. Costs tend to be very 
high. 

• Businesses/Workplace: These include nurseries or kindergarten services 
provided by employers, at no cost to employees, which are required by 
national labour laws. 

• State :  Includes public services and those provided by the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) for the care of children and the 
elderly: nurseries, kindergartens, day facilities for adults, hospitals and 
other health services. Often they are insufficient to cover demand. 

• Community: This category includes services provided by community 
organizations, often with support from State or international agencies. 
They are also insufficient to cover existing demand. 

Strategies for reconciling 
work and family
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In all these categories, whether or not they are paid, those who actually perform 
the domestic and caring work are women. as discussed above, boosting women’s 
participation in the labour force by 10% and achieving decent work with pay equity, 
as stated in the Hemispheric agenda for Decent work in the americas, requires 
taking into account that women workers are also caregivers.

sTRATEgIEs FoR REConCIlIng WoRk And FAmIly

Given the weakness or lack of public policies and services to help people reconcile 
work and family life, most families resort to essentially private, family and women-
centred strategies. These typically imply exhausting efforts to articulate the 
demands from one world or the other. Bridging between the two, means crossing 
large distances to connect places of residence, work, and caregiving, and consumes 
much time and resources.

These strategies are highly stratified: high-income families with the means acquire 
domestic help and other private care services in the market. This gives higher 
income women more control over their time and allows them to participate more 
fully in the labour force. Support from a domestic worker to some degree buffers 
the tensions between work and family (see Box 16). 

BOX 15

t Y P e S o F r e co n c i L i at i o n S t r at e G i e S

with or without the support of public policies, people resort to many kinds of strategies to reconcile work and 
family. One way of categorizing these identifies sequential (alternating) and derivative strategies and those that 
redefine roles. 

Sequential measures imply alternating the time going to work and family life to reduce tension and conflicts 
between the two. These include different kinds of leave from work, the promotion of part-time work, and a 
flexible approach to hours or place of work. The second approach is “derivative” in that it shifts reproductive 
tasks originally performed in the family sphere into the market and public services. This typically involves 
subsidies to pay for private care services, state-subsidized care services, expanding school hours and subsidies 
for school transportation, among others. The third strategy involves redistributing productive and reproductive 
roles between women and men, and implies fostering cultural change during primary education or within the 
family, along with changes in the labour market in order to support alternatives to the “male provider” model, 
such as paternity leave. 

Source: Duran (2004); Camacho and Martinez (2006).
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These solutions, however, are only available to a small minority of households. The 
vast majority do not have access to quality support services, thus reproducing the 
unequal social structures typical of this region. Thus, many low-income households 
rely on the help and volunteer work by female relatives. This strategy is not 
sustainable, however. This is because, first, there are fewer and fewer care-giving 
grandmothers and aunts, and other support networks of this nature, as a result 
of the decline of extended families, women’s increased labour force participation, 
migration and the weakening of the social fabric (Gonzalez de la Rocha, 2006). 
Secondly, family networks cannot effectively replace the specialized care required 
by children and elderly people. 

For lack of sufficient public supply and support from relatives, families, and women 
in particular, “adjust” their jobs, that is, the kind of work they do and their hours of 

BOX 16

D o m e S t i c w o r k i n L at i n a m e r i c a

In the region, some 12 million female workers (close to 14% of employed women) engage in paid domestic 
work. although most countries have introduced legal modifications to improve their working conditions, 
bringing their working rights into line with that of other employees and increasing compliance with the 
requirements for legal protection, there is still a long way to go.

In most countries, the minimum wage for domestic workers is less than the general minimum wage, and 
working hours are longer. while there has been growing recognition of the importance of their work, in most 
of the region these workers earn the lowest incomes of all occupational categories and have very little social 
security coverage. Uruguay has been the exception since 2006 when it passed a domestic service law that 
brought the rights of these workers into line with all other employees. 

It is estimated that around 10% of the households in the region have paid domestic service. However, while 
domestic workers are part of families’ efforts to reconcile work and family, they lack the support necessary 
to address their own needs in this regard. Thus, like other workers in precarious jobs, they too must shift 
these responsibilities to other women or make do, leaving children, young people and the elderly to fend for 
themselves. 

How domestic work is carried out has changed in recent years. The traditional model, whereby women 
workers lived in their employers’ homes, has given way to more clearly defined working hours, allowing for a 
clearer separation between work and personal life. In addition, organization of domestic workers has grown 
stronger and the Latin american Confederation of Household workers (CONLaCTRaHO), which brings together 
representatives from 11 countries has played a major role in producing a joint declaration with trade unions 
calling for decent work. In the first joint statement, in 2005, they requested the ILO to pass an international 
convention to enshrine their rights. In 2008, the ILO administrative Council discussed this idea and is now 
having reports prepared for the International Labour Conference scheduled for 2011 to discuss the possibility of 
adopting an international instrument on domestic workers. 

Source: Martínez Franzoni et al. (in press), Valenzuela and Mora (in press).
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work, seeking occupations that will allow them to combine paid work with the time 
required by caregiving. For millions of women this has meant they must accept 
precarious, informal, badly paid jobs. 

These costs are paid almost completely by women. Moreover, faced with these 
choices, many women sacrifice their careers or stop working outside the home 
and thus stop earning an income. Putting off starting a family or having fewer 
children can also be understood as indirect or sometimes unconscious strategies to 
balance working life with motherhood (Tobío, 2005). In the lowest income groups, 
it is primarily children and the elderly who pay the costs, fending for themselves, 
even when they are in no condition to do so. 

WomEn mIgRAnT WoRkERs: TEnsIon bETWEEn FAmIly And WoRk 
AT ITs HIgHEsT

The structural conditions of the global labour market are the main reason for migration 
in the context of globalization. Migration reflects factors in countries of origin (lack 
of paid work, for example) and destination (the need for labour), and the interaction 
between the two. Demographic changes, socio-economic and political crises, and 
increased salary differences, both within and among countries, also contribute. 

a significant percentage of the people of Latin american and the Caribbean live 
outside their native countries. The region tops rankings worldwide for the receipt of 
remittances, 20% of the total or around US$57 billion (2006). Mexico ranks highest 
(US$25 billion annually). In countries with high migration rates, remittances account 
for a significant portion of GDP: in Honduras, 26%; Guyana, 24%; Haiti, 22%; and 
Jamaica, 19% (world Bank, 2008).

In recent years, migratory flows out of Latin america and the Caribbean have involved 
more and more women. Today, women migrate alone, constituting over half of those 
who migrate for work-related reasons. Most female migrants emigrate in response 
to the demand for caring services in high-income countries. In fact, they currently 
count for a high percentage of care work in both North america and europe. within 
the region, similar migrations have become common, from Nicaragua to Costa Rica, 
for example, or from Peru to Chile, and from Paraguay to argentina. 

Migrant workers fill the unmet need of care services in their destination countries. 
They do this, however, at the expense of caring for their own children and/or 

Many low-income 
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parents, who stay in their countries of origin. This has given rise to the creation 
of international care chains, typically involving lack of protection and enormous 
inequalities in terms of class, gender, and ethnicity. This is a major issue, since if 
countries already rely on the sexual division of labour in which women subsidize 
economies through their reproductive work, then global care chains have become 
an expression of those same processes, but on a transnational scale. 

Generally, women’s migration is motivated by the desire to ensure their families’ 
financial well-being. However, both national and transnational “care chains” involve 
significant social costs to the migrant domestic workers’ family.

Data reveals that most women migrants leave their children in their countries of 
origin. For example, only 12% of Nicaraguan women working in Costa Rica have their 
children with them. In 2007, 40% of ecuadorian woman migrant workers in Spain 
and the United States had left at least one child6 behind in their home country. The 
number of children of ecuadorian migrant workers who remained in their country 
without their parents has risen from 17,000 in1991 to 150,000 in 2000.

Migrant women experience excruciating tension between work and family 
responsibilities due to distance. Family members that remain at home must devise 
new strategies for reorganizing tasks and care responsibilities in the absence of 
the mother. women’s emigration generally does not prompt changes in the sexual 
division of labour (that is, men do not generally take on new duties), so the most 
common strategy involves delegating these responsibilities to other women within 
the group; grandmothers, aunts, older sisters, with the support of remittances from 
the mother. The people who make up the care chains, from the first to the last 
link, are almost exclusively female, and all these strategies fall within the private 
domain.

The vulnerability of those dependent on care, who remain in the country of origin, 
varies according to how regular are communications and remittances. women 
migrant workers are generally reliable and their resources cover basic family needs: 
food, education and health. On occasions the “guardians” or women who take care 
of the children/elderly of the migrant, receive compensation for the duties they 
perform, which may indicate a change in the value assigned to a traditionally 
unremunerated job. In ecuador, the sons and daughters of migrant workers had 
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6 all this in spite of the fact that in Spain, the regularization of 130,000 ecuadorians in 2005 allowed families 
to reunite.
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more education thanks to these remittances. This news, however, should be 
evaluated in light of the fact that ecuadorian migration is mainly transatlantic, 
meaning that that those who can afford it do not belong to the lowest income 
groups. 

while not all elderly people with migrant family members receive remittances, 
these represent an important relief for those who do, especially in regard to their 
health. Remittances, then, have become one of the main mechanisms for social 
protection for this population segment. The current economic crisis, however, 
has affected family strategies, and the informal social protection system based on 
remittances, revealing the precariousness of this type of private solution. 

The redistribution of tasks and care activities among the women of the family implies 
that those who take on new responsibilities must devote more time to these duties 
and face additional responsibilities relating to education, money management, and 
the protection of those in their care. In some cases, grandmothers stop working in 
order to take care of their grandchildren. Sometimes the caregiver role becomes 
circular: officially, grandmothers are in charge of caring for grandchildren, but in 
everyday life, many granddaughters assume the duties of caregiver and companion, 
giving rise to subordinate gender/generational relationships. In other cases, the 
girls and young women themselves (basically older sisters, from 10 or 11 years of 
age) must assume responsibility for siblings or domestic tasks, often sacrificing 
their own education and leisure activities. with boys, however, this rarely occurs, 
since families are committed to their advancement through education.

Migrant mothers complement this delegation of duties with communication, 
made easier now through new technology such as cell phones and the internet. 
However, they experience feelings of guilt, anxiety and fear for their children’s 
well being. Gender stereotypes also operate through the discourse lamenting the 
disintegration of the family and the lack of care, which lays the blame on women 
migrant workers.

The most common strtegy 
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BOX 17

b e a r i n G w i t n e S S: m i G r at i o n a n D F e m a L e c a r e n e t w o r k S

auxiliadora Teodora Gris

Lacks a social/family network, both 
in her country of origin and in her 
destination country

Has a basically nuclear social/family 
network

Has an extensive social/family 
network. She takes care of herself and 
others

She is a seasonal migrant.
She lacks a support network both 
in Nicaragua and in Costa Rica. In 
Nicaragua, she is fearful of leaving her 
daughters with her sisters-in-law for 
fear of rape. In Costa Rica she doesn’t 
know anyone. She regrets not having 
an older daughter to support her. 
Her young daughters are “helping” 
the families that are caring for them 
by doing domestic chores and other 
tasks around the house.

when she first emigrated, her oldest 
daughter, Patricia, was 17 years old. 
Patricia became a very efficient and 
affectionate substitute mother to her 
younger sisters. when Patricia moved 
out, a sister, two years younger, took 
on the other children, and household 
management. as they go on to make 
their own lives, Teodora plans to 
return in order to take care of her 
youngest daughter, who is disabled. 

when her mother first emigrated, 
Gris was left in charge of her paternal 
grandmother. Since she was 14 or 15 
years old, Gris has lived alone, caring 
for herself and her brother, cooking 
for him, doing his laundry, taking him 
to school and managing the money 
sent by her mother. 

In her family, the sexual division of 
labour is very clear: whenever one of 
the women leaves, those who remain 
are left in charge, cooking, and caring 
for younger children.



Legal framework 
and public policies in 

Latin america and 
the Caribbean

C H A P T E R  I I I
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The objective behind regulations and policies to reconcile work and family is to 
arbitrate the interaction between these two spaces. Social protection and labour 
legislation define rights and obligations for protecting maternity and assisting 
workers with family responsibilities.

Most countries in Latin america and the Caribbean have regulations that adapt 
to requirements in Maternity Protection Convention No. 183. However, a high 
proportion of women workers are not entitled to receive these benefits because 
they are employed in the informal sector. There are far fewer regulations to protect 
men and women workers with family responsibilities and help them to reconcile 
work and family life, as stipulated in Convention No.  156. Generally speaking, the 
idea of workers “with family responsibilities” does not appear in legislation, although 
most countries do include the obligation to facilitate breastfeeding and, in many 
cases, child care for female employees’ children. 

an evaluation of legal frameworks and policies in the region, therefore, reveals 
shortcomings that must be addressed, among them a tendency to focus on very 
specific concerns, arising from pregnancy and maternity, without considering 
the family responsibilities accruing to both men and women. These frameworks 
also assume formal employment patterns that have little to do with the reality 
facing most of the working population, excluding many from coverage. another 
shortcoming has to do with the high levels of non-compliance.

aside from provisions established by labour laws, several policies and programs 
are present in the region that contribute to reconciling work and family, although 
this may not be their main objective (for example, programs to expand pre-school 
services to improve the quality of education). However, these services are often 
poorly coordinated, insufficient and of uneven quality.

all this means that creating policies to reconcile work and family from a gender 
perspective is a complex challenge. To date, policies and programs focus on women 
workers on the assumption that they are the main caregivers, and men have not 
been involved. The current scenario may offer an invaluable opportunity to correct 
unequal structures, among them the uneven distribution of family care-giving 
and the quality of services available to households, which varies according to 
socioeconomic level. The development of this new policy approach requires far-
ranging consensus and strengthening of State capacity and labour institutions.

The idea of workers

 “with family 

responsibilities” does not 

appear in legislation.
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early in the 20th century, in most of the region’s countries incipient forms of 
regulation came into place to govern labour relations. Thus, the State recognized 
specific rights to workers in order to balance their position with regard to their 
employers. The first right enshrined in labour law was the right to work: to choose 
an occupation in any branch of the economy and in a place determined by each 
individual.

Under labour legislation, then, the State guarantees workers’ basic rights. an early 
measure was to create the institutions necessary to fulfil this role, including the 
social security system to protect them from a set of risks that could destroy their 
income-generating ability. as a result, the social security network was developed 
focusing on the contingencies faced by those in formal salaried employment, and 
providing secondary protection for wives and children.

This is the framework in which legislation to protect maternity and support workers 
with family responsibilities operates: its purpose is to prevent discrimination and 
guarantee the right to paid work, without depriving family members in need of 
care.

Maternity Protection in the Different National Laws 
Measures to protect maternity were developed to safeguard the health of 
mothers and their children, prior to birth and during the first weeks of life, and 
to protect them from discrimination. although not expressly created to help 
reconciling work and family life, these laws have been very effective in this 
sense. In fact, they represent the only helpful measure of this nature present 
in labour legislation in virtually all of the region’s countries. Typically, maternity 
protection consists of paid leave, immunity from dismissal, and provisions that 
facilitate breastfeeding. 

One of the ILO’s first conventions dealt with maternity protection. Similarly, maternal 
leaves are often among the first regulations incorporated into national legislation 
related to working women’s rights. although maternity leave is shorter than the 

The State’s response to 
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14-week minimum established in Convention No. 183 in most countries in Latin 
america and the Caribbean, almost all stipulate at least 12 weeks, in accordance 
with the previous Convention, No. 103 (except antigua and Barbuda with six and 
Honduras with 10 weeks). Most countries also provide for a minimum of six weeks 
postnatal leave, as instructed. The longest maternity leaves are provided in Chile, 
Cuba, Venezuela (18 weeks) and Brazil (120/180 days). 

Usually mothers have access to extended maternity leave in case of illness. Some 
countries, moreover, offer longer maternity leave to civil servants. Since 2008, 
Brazil allows public employees to increase their leave to six months (180 days), 
whereas private firms can voluntarily allow the additional two months, with costs 
being tax deductible. 

elsewhere, conditions are more precarious. In several Caribbean and Latin american 
countries, exercising the right to maternity leave and benefits requires a certain 
period working for the same employer (18 months in Grenada, for example). How 
often maternity leave is granted can also be restricted: in the Bahamas, women 
can only take maternity leave once every three years, while in Trinidad and Tobago, 
this is once every two years.

Some countries also offer maternity leave to adoptive mothers. Its duration ranges 
from 30 days (Peru), to a period equal to the postnatal leave (Guatemala, Uruguay, 
Colombia). Brazil1 and Costa Rica offer full maternity leave to adoptive mothers.

Convention No. 183 also mentions that the costs of maternity leave must be 
covered by the State and not by employers, unless otherwise stated by law.2 

This is to prevent discrimination against women in the labour market. although 
social security covers maternity leave in most countries, often the employer must 
shoulder some costs of the subsidy, or all of it when workers’ contributions to 
social security fall behind.

The protection against dismissal relating to maternity is included in the legislation 
of most of the region’s countries, except for antigua and Barbuda, Guyana and 
Mexico (the latter guarantees the right to return to the same job after maternity, 
but dismissal is not expressly forbidden). This immunity lasts throughout maternity 
leave and, in most countries, pregnancy and nursing. In Bolivia and Venezuela, it 

The longest maternity 

leaves are provided in 

Chile, Cuba, Venezuela 

(18 weeks) and Brazil 

(120/180 days). 

1 when adopting children under one year of age.
2 This is different from Convention No. 103, which stipulated that the State had to bear all costs.
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lasts for one year after the birth of the child; in Chile and Panama, for 12 months 
beyond maternity leave. Notwithstanding, many laws allow dismissal for justified 
reasons unrelated to the pregnancy and by judicial authorization. In other cases, 
a stricter view has prevailed. For example, in argentina, the law presumes, unless 
employers can demonstrate otherwise, that dismissal of a woman seven and a half 
months before or after birth is due to her pregnancy and this receives more severe 
punishment than an unjustified dismissal.3 

Other measures to protect workers from maternity-related discrimination in 
most countries include a guarantee that workers will be able to return to the 
same or an equivalent job once maternity leave ends. Several countries also 
provide that a pregnant or breastfeeding woman is not obliged to perform 
tasks harmful to her condition, with no effect on their wages. The requirement 
that women undergo a pregnancy test at recruitment (except for high-risk 
activities) is expressly forbidden by laws in Brazil, Chile, el Salvador, Honduras 
and Venezuela. elsewhere, in Colombia, Guatemala, Haiti, Jamaica and Uruguay, 
the law bans discrimination because of pregnancy, thus indirectly restricting 
pregnancy test requirements.

Legislation generally protects breastfeeding, except in some Caribbean countries: 
women are guaranteed the right to at least one break or a reduction of working hours, 
which may add up to one hour a day in most cases. This break is treated as working time 
and thus remunerated. It typically lasts for six months after the child’s birth, although 
in argentina, Cuba and ecuador, this period can be extended for up to one year. In 
Chile, working mothers have the right to two breaks per day to feed their children 
under two years of age (one hour, plus travel time to and from work). In Uruguay, civil 
servants can request a shorter workday for as long as the baby requires it.

In about half of the countries, employers have to provide breastfeeding facilities 
in the workplace. Typically this depends on the number of women workers.

Legal Measures Relevant to Reconciling Work and Family
Ten of the region’s countries have ratified Convention No. 156 on workers with 
family responsibilities. However, legal provisions adopting the notion of men and 
women workers with family responsibilities are not common. Most focus solely 
on women. 

3 Compensation is usually equivalent to a full year’s salary, plus any compensation awarded for length of 
service or due to unfair dismissal.

Costs of maternity 

leave should not 

be covered by 

employers.
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This has made the current trend toward including paternity leave very significant, 
on both symbolic and practical grounds. For over a decade, several countries have 
begun to acknowledge fathers’ right to participate in caring for their newborn 
children. Thus, fathers in argentina, Brazil, Chile, Uruguay, ecuador, Colombia, 
Guatemala, Dominican Republic and Venezuela have the right to paid paternity 
leave after a child is born, typically lasting from two to five days. In ecuador, 
paternity leave lasts ten and in Venezuela 14 days. In the Bahamas, the worker 
has the right to a non-paid leave of seven days a year, usable for a birth or family 
emergencies.

Fathers, however, are not rushing to use this benefit and, on the contrary, sometimes 
feel fear or pressured to ignore it. This shows how important it is to promote cultural 
changes along with new regulations.

Some countries also allow paternity leave for adoptive fathers (in Uruguay it is six 
weeks, longer than for biological fathers, but only for one parent). Other countries 
permit leave in child custody cases. In line with ILO Recommendation 165, Cuba 
and Chile extend maternity rights to the father in the event of the mother’s death 
during labour. 

Recommendation No. 165 emphasises the importance of workers having leave in 
the event of the illness of a child or a close family member. Only a few countries 
in the region have actually put this into their regulations, however. In Chile, one 

Legislating paternity 

leave is very significant, 

on both symbolic and 

practical grounds.

4 Other countries authorize leaves when parents receive custody of a child (100 days in argentina 100 days, 
12 weeks in Chile).

BOX 18

n e w L aw e S ta b L i S h e S Pat e r n i t Y L e aV e i n e c Ua D o r

Paternity leave for private and public sector workers was approved in January 2009 in ecuador. The new law defines 
the right to a ten-day paid leave after a child’s birth, which can be extended another five days in the event of a 
multiple birth or caesarean, or eight more days in the case of a premature birth or other serious situations.

Fathers can exercise their right to paid leave by submitting a certificate from a doctor to ecuador’s social security 
institute (IeSS). If the mother dies while giving birth or while on maternity leave, the father can make full use 
of her maternity benefits. adoptive fathers have the right to paid leave of 15 days beginning on the day they 
receive the child. 

Source: Diario Hoy, 31 January 2009.
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parent has the right to paid leave in the event of the illness of a child under one 
year old (the mother decides which). Both parents also have access to ten days per 
year of leave in the event of a serious accident or terminal illness in a child under 
18 years old. In Uruguay, public employees can ask for special leave (although this 
does not specify family responsibilities).

Leave to attend to grave family problems are more general in nature and are usually 
associated with the death of a child, spouse or parent. In the Caribbean, this is 
much less frequent, except in Grenada and the Bahamas, where workers have the 
right to leave to attend to family situations, also other than the birth or death of 
some member.

The only country in the region to guarantee parental leave immediately after 
maternity leave is Cuba. Parents can decide who will stay at home and look after 
their child until he or she is one year old. They get 60% of maternity leave benefits. 
This provision is increasingly adopted by the european countries. 

Cuba also guarantees one day a month of paid leave to take a child to a medical 
check-up, a right legislated also in Venezuela. additionally, argentina and Cuba offer 
an alternative of unpaid leave, which consists of women choosing to stay home 
and care for their children under one year of age, once maternity leave has ended.4 
However, this involves neither remuneration nor contributions to social security. 
Nor does it count for seniority, but women do keep their jobs. Moreover, several 
countries’ regulations specify that women can take their holidays immediately 
after maternity leave.

Child care centres for infants and children are crucial for workers to reconcile 
work and family. Labour standards in several countries require that employers 
provide these facilities (in the work place or by paying for an external service). 
The problem, however, is that these facilities depend on the number of women 
workers, except in Bolivia, ecuador, Paraguay and Venezuela, which discourages 
the hiring of women.

according to Convention No. 156, the State must either provide or promote the 
organization of care services. Beyond the scope of labour regulations, many of the 
region’s countries have developed public initiatives associated with care services 

4 argentina allows for three to six months; in Cuba, for children under one year, permission covers nine months; 
and for children under 16, six months. This is for the father/mother.
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L at i n a m e r i c a a n D t h e c a r i b b e a n: m at e r n i t Y P r ot e c t i o n L aw S

Selected measures Maternity leave 
(weeks)

Cash benefits during 
leave 
(% of wage)

Funding for benefits (SS=social security) Immunity from dismissal Breastfeeding breaks (hours)

antigua and Barbuda 6 40% / 60% / 100% 
employer 40% for 6 weeks and SS 60% for 13 weeks for 
workers who have paid contributions

- -

argentina 13 (90 days) 100% SS Pregnancy and leave Two 30 min breaks, for 1 year after birth

Bahamas 12 100%
SS and employer (33.3% of the salary; 100% if worker has 
not paid contributions) 

Pregnancy and leave -

Barbados 12 100% SS Pregnancy and leave -

Belize 14 80% SS Leave -

Bolivia 13 (90 days) 100% SS and employer (10%) Pregnancy and 1 year after birth 1 hour breaks during breastfeeding

Brazil
17 (120 days,
extendable for 60 days)

100% SS Pregnancy and 5 months after birth Two 30 min breaks; for 6 months after birth

Chile 18 100% SS Pregnancy and up to 1 year alter returning to work Breaks of at least 1 hour; 2 years after birth

Colombia 12 100% SS Pregnancy and 3 months after birth Two 30-minute breaks; 6 months after birth

Costa Rica 16 (4 months) 100%
SS and employer 
(50%; 100% if worker has not paid contributions)

Pregnancy and 3 months after birth Breaks of 1 hour total 

Cuba 18 100% SS Leave 1 hour a day; 1 year from birth

Dominica 12 60% SS and employer N/I N/I

ecuador 12 100% SS; employer if worker has not paid contributions 2 weeks before and 10 weeks after birth 2 hours a day; 1 year from birth

el Salvador 12 75% employer Pregnancy and leave Breaks of 1 hour total

Grenada 12 (3 months) 65% SS Pregnancy -

Guatemala 12 (84 days) 100% 
SS and employer 
(1/3; 100% if worker has not paid contributions)

Pregnancy and nursing
Two 30 min breaks or 1 hour reduction; 
10 months after maternity leave 

Guyana 13 70% SS - N/I

Haiti 12 
100% 
(for 6 weeks)

SS Pregnancy and nursing N/I

Honduras 10 
100% (6 months on 
average)

SS and employer (subsidy-wage difference; 100% if worker 
has not paid contributions)

Pregnancy and nursing (3 months) 2 30-minute breaks, 6 months after birth.

Jamaica 12
100% 
(for 8 weeks)

employer; SS for domestic workers (minimum wage) Pregnancy and nursing N/I

Mexico 12 100%
SS and employer (1/3; 100% if worker has not paid 
contributions)

(Right to return to same job post) 2 30 min breaks

Nicaragua 12 100% SS Pregnancy and nursing 15 min. every 3 hrs.

Panama 14 100%
SS and employer (subsidy-wage difference; 100% if worker 
has not paid contributions)

Pregnancy 15 min. every 3 hrs or 2 30 min breaks

Paraguay 12 50% (enough benefits) SS; employer if worker has not paid contributions Pregnancy and nursing 2 30 min breaks 

Peru 13 100% SS Pregnancy and 90 days 1 h a day; 6 months

Dominican Republic 12 100% SS and employer 50% Pregnancy and 6 months -

Saint Lucia 13 65% SS or employer N/I N/I

Trinidad and Tobago 13 100% 
employer: 1 month 100%, 2 months 50% 
SS: percentage depending on salary 

yes -

Uruguay 12 100% SS
Period unspecified by the law ( jurisprudence: pregnancy and 
6 months from return)

2 30 min breaks or reduction to half the time (public sector)

Venezuela 18 100% SS Pregnancy and 1 year after birth 2 30-minute breaks; 9 months 

Source: NaTLeX and LeXaDIN country databases and the national reports on the implementation of the Convention on the elimination of all 
Forms of Discrimination against women (CeDaw).

BOX 19
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L at i n a m e r i c a a n D t h e c a r i b b e a n: m at e r n i t Y P r ot e c t i o n L aw S

Selected measures Maternity leave 
(weeks)

Cash benefits during 
leave 
(% of wage)

Funding for benefits (SS=social security) Immunity from dismissal Breastfeeding breaks (hours)

antigua and Barbuda 6 40% / 60% / 100% 
employer 40% for 6 weeks and SS 60% for 13 weeks for 
workers who have paid contributions

- -

argentina 13 (90 days) 100% SS Pregnancy and leave Two 30 min breaks, for 1 year after birth

Bahamas 12 100%
SS and employer (33.3% of the salary; 100% if worker has 
not paid contributions) 

Pregnancy and leave -

Barbados 12 100% SS Pregnancy and leave -

Belize 14 80% SS Leave -

Bolivia 13 (90 days) 100% SS and employer (10%) Pregnancy and 1 year after birth 1 hour breaks during breastfeeding

Brazil
17 (120 days,
extendable for 60 days)

100% SS Pregnancy and 5 months after birth Two 30 min breaks; for 6 months after birth

Chile 18 100% SS Pregnancy and up to 1 year alter returning to work Breaks of at least 1 hour; 2 years after birth

Colombia 12 100% SS Pregnancy and 3 months after birth Two 30-minute breaks; 6 months after birth

Costa Rica 16 (4 months) 100%
SS and employer 
(50%; 100% if worker has not paid contributions)

Pregnancy and 3 months after birth Breaks of 1 hour total 

Cuba 18 100% SS Leave 1 hour a day; 1 year from birth

Dominica 12 60% SS and employer N/I N/I

ecuador 12 100% SS; employer if worker has not paid contributions 2 weeks before and 10 weeks after birth 2 hours a day; 1 year from birth

el Salvador 12 75% employer Pregnancy and leave Breaks of 1 hour total

Grenada 12 (3 months) 65% SS Pregnancy -

Guatemala 12 (84 days) 100% 
SS and employer 
(1/3; 100% if worker has not paid contributions)

Pregnancy and nursing
Two 30 min breaks or 1 hour reduction; 
10 months after maternity leave 

Guyana 13 70% SS - N/I

Haiti 12 
100% 
(for 6 weeks)

SS Pregnancy and nursing N/I

Honduras 10 
100% (6 months on 
average)

SS and employer (subsidy-wage difference; 100% if worker 
has not paid contributions)

Pregnancy and nursing (3 months) 2 30-minute breaks, 6 months after birth.

Jamaica 12
100% 
(for 8 weeks)

employer; SS for domestic workers (minimum wage) Pregnancy and nursing N/I

Mexico 12 100%
SS and employer (1/3; 100% if worker has not paid 
contributions)

(Right to return to same job post) 2 30 min breaks

Nicaragua 12 100% SS Pregnancy and nursing 15 min. every 3 hrs.

Panama 14 100%
SS and employer (subsidy-wage difference; 100% if worker 
has not paid contributions)

Pregnancy 15 min. every 3 hrs or 2 30 min breaks

Paraguay 12 50% (enough benefits) SS; employer if worker has not paid contributions Pregnancy and nursing 2 30 min breaks 

Peru 13 100% SS Pregnancy and 90 days 1 h a day; 6 months

Dominican Republic 12 100% SS and employer 50% Pregnancy and 6 months -

Saint Lucia 13 65% SS or employer N/I N/I

Trinidad and Tobago 13 100% 
employer: 1 month 100%, 2 months 50% 
SS: percentage depending on salary 

yes -

Uruguay 12 100% SS
Period unspecified by the law ( jurisprudence: pregnancy and 
6 months from return)

2 30 min breaks or reduction to half the time (public sector)

Venezuela 18 100% SS Pregnancy and 1 year after birth 2 30-minute breaks; 9 months 

Source: NaTLeX and LeXaDIN country databases and the national reports on the implementation of the Convention on the elimination of all 
Forms of Discrimination against women (CeDaw).
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L at i n a m e r i c a a n D t h e c a r i b b e a n: L aw S r e L e Va n t to r e co n c i L i n G w o r k 
a n D Fa m i LY L i F e 

Selected measures Paternity leave Leave to attend family needs Care services provided in 
the work place 

antigua and Barbuda - - -

argentina 5 days 

3-day leave in case of death of son/
spouse/parents; Right to absence in 
case of child illness; 6-month absence 
for child with Down syndrome. 

Companies with 50 or more female 
employees

Bahamas 7 days (unpaid)
7-day family leave (without payment) 
in case of  birth or illness of a child or 
death of child/spouse/parents

-

Barbados - - N/I

Belize - - N/I

Bolivia - - Companies with more than 50 employees

Brazil 5 days
9-day leave in the case death of child/
spouse/father

employers must offer services to all 
female employees with children under 
6 months old, independently of the 
number of female employees.

Chile 5 days 

Leave in case of illness of child under 1 
year old requiring attention at home for 
mother or father; 10-day annual leave 
for mother or father in case of serious 
accident or terminal illness of a minor; 
up to 12 weeks’ leave on receiving 
custody of a child under 6 months as 
protection measure; 7-day leave in case 
of death of child/spouse, 3 days in case 
of death of parents. 

Companies with more than 20 female 
employees

Colombia
4 days (8 if both spouses have 
contributions)

6-week leave for adopting father 
without spouse: leave in case of family 
emergency; 5-day leave for death of 
child/spouse or parents. 

- 

Costa Rica - N/I - 

Cuba -

Paid family leave for father/mother of a 
child under one year old; unpaid leave 
for father/mother (9 months when 
under one year, 6 months when under 
16); 1 day per month for father/mother 
to take children under 1 year to medical 
control.

N/I

ecuador -

8-day leave for civil servants in case 
of family emergency (serious illness 
of a spouse, partner or second degree 
relative)

Companies with 50 or more employees

BOX 20
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Selected measures Paternity leave Leave to attend family needs Care services provided in 
the work place 

el Salvador -

Leave in case of illness or death of 
children/spouse/parents and other 
dependents (2 paid days per month, 
and rest without pay)

-

Grenada
Leave in case of illness or death of 
children/spouse/dependent and other 
family responsibilities 

Guatemala 2 days
3-day leave in case of death of child/
spouse/parents

Companies with more than 30 female 
employees ( within the economic 
possibilities of the employer) 

Guyana - N/I -

Haiti - N/I N/I

Honduras - -
Companies with more than 20 female 
employees (within the economic 
possibilities of the employer)

Jamaica - N/I N/I

Mexico - N/I - 

Nicaragua - N/I - 

Panama - N/I (Responsibility of the State)

Paraguay 2 days
3-day leave in case of marriage and 
4 days in case of death of spouse/
children/parents/grandparents/siblings.

Companies (industrial and commercial) 
with 50 or more employees

Peru -
30-day leave for adoptive father without 
spouse

-

Dominican Republic -
3-day leave in case of death of child/
partner/parents/grandparents

-

Trinidad y Tobago - - -

Uruguay 3 days 

Special leave of 6 weeks for adoption 
(mother or father); Special paid leave of 
up to 30 days for civil servants in duly 
justified cases. 

- 

Venezuela 14 days 

10-week leave for female employee 
adopting a child under 3 years old; 28-
day leave in case of illness of the child 
or mother at birth; 
1 day per month for father/mother to 
take the child under 1 year to a medical 
control; paternity leave also in case of 
adoption 

Companies with more than 20 
employees

Source: NaTLeX and LeXaDIN country databases and the national reports on the implementation of the Convention on the elimination of all Forms of 
Discrimination against women (CeDaw).
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(mainly childcare) but none guarantee universal coverage. Thus, governments 
implement care programs not only within the framework of social security, but also 
as part of educational policy. These measures, however, do not always provide for the 
needs of working parents. Often, schedules, costs or the quality of pre-school and 
school programs fail to help families to reconcile work and family responsibilities. 

RIgHTs guARAnTEEd To A FEW

as this overview of countries’ legislation reveals, labour legislation typically 
assumes that after the initial period, caregiving is basically a private, family concern. 
Measures tend to focus on protecting maternity, without addressing other family 
responsibilities.

Demands for reconciling work and family do not end with breastfeeding, however, 
nor are they restricted to childcare. Most workers also have responsibilities toward 
other adults and the elderly. These requirements are rising steadily, since the region’s 
populations are ageing. 

an even more fundamental problem is that there is no guarantee of universal 
coverage. quite the contrary : multiple forms of exclusion have created an 
“implementation gap”. This means that a significant percentage of workers fall 
outside legal protection and are therefore unable to exercise these rights.

The first level of exclusion arises from the law itself, which covers only wage workers 
in the formal economy, excluding informal workers by definition. This is particularly 
acute in the case of women, as more than half of Latin america and the Caribbean’s 
women workers are employed in the informal sector. as a result, they have no legal 
right to maternity protection, that is, no right to return to their jobs after giving 
birth, no access to pre- or post-natal leave, no paid time for breastfeeding.

This reveals how traditional approaches to contingencies, such as the family 
allowances that normally offset the costs of family growth, have reached their 
limits, since they typically form part of wages, at a time when the lowest income 
women work mainly through informal arrangements.

In some countries, moreover, domestic workers are also excluded from maternity 
protection and other social security benefits. another group of women with no 
access to these measures are employers, mostly in informal micro-enterprises. 

More than half of 

Latin America and the 
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have no legal right to 

maternity protection. 
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Moreover, male workers with family responsibilities have virtually no protection, 
since measures such as child care services are provided only for women. 

There is another level of exclusion, which arises from non-compliance with the 
law and the registration of workers. This underlines the urgency of improving 
the efficiency of institutions that safeguard workers’ rights. For example, labour 
inspection departments in Ministries of Labour and / or Social Security generally 
have limited technical and financial resources to monitor compliance. Moreover, all 
too often the judicial rulings essential to enforce labour laws, for example the right 
to protection against dismissal relating to maternity, take too long to be effective. 
Non-compliance leads to unfair competition and reflects the mistaken perception 
that labour and social rights are costs. Nonetheless, studies show that companies 
that respect this legislation flourish, obtaining greater economic benefits. 

Countries, therefore, face a double challenge: to improve their ability to ensure 
compliance with social and labour laws, and to ensure that compliance brings real 
returns. Costa Rica has taken an important step in this direction. There, companies 
providing goods and services to the State must be up to date with their workers’ 
social security payments.

InsuFFICIEnT CARE sERVICEs

Convention No. 156 requires that the State develop or promote public or private 
community services, to assist children and other members of the family. Given 
the enormous levels of inequality that characterize Latin american and Caribbean 
societies, in this region the State has a crucial role to play in developing services 
that do not depend on the purchasing power or the job (formal or informal) held 
by men and women workers.

This requires allocating public resources. Social investment levels, however, vary 
greatly, ranging from under US $100 per capita (ecuador and Nicaragua) to US$1,500 
(argentina), as Figure 15 illustrates. Compared to europe, the main difference is 
not the percentage of GDP that Latin american countries make available for social 
spending, but its destination.6 In the region, little is earmarked for childcare, either 

Non-compliance leads to 

unfair competition and 

reflects the mistaken 

perception that labour 

and social rights are 

costs. 

6 In europe, spending on children ranges from 0.5-1.2% (in Italy, Spain, Portugal and the Netherlands) to 4% 
of GDP (in the Nordic countries). For example, in argentina total social spending on children has fluctuated 
between 1.3% and 2% of GDP in the past decade. Half goes to primary education, one-quarter to health 
care, and almost 15% to family allowances and other benefits.



88

WORK AND FAMILY: NEW CALL FOR PUBLIC POLICIES OF RECONCILIATION WITH SOCIAL CO-RESPONSIBILITY

through services (nurseries) or benefit payments (so that mothers and fathers may 
access private services).

The childcare services available in the region have a scattered distribution and 
limited coverage. The vast majority of Latin american and Caribbean children do 
not attend childcare centres or kindergarten. For example, in Colombia, 52% of 
children under five stay at home under adult supervision; 8.5% receive care from 
an elderly relative and 1.7% accompany their mothers to work. In Mexico, 84% of 
small children are in their mothers’ care; 9% are with another family member. Only 
2% attend public or private childcare centres, despite the fact that this is one of 
the benefits offered by the social security system (Salvador, 2007).

according to figures from UNeSCO (2008) however, pre-primary education has 
developed quickly in the region over the past decade. From 1999 to 2006, the 
number of children enrolled in preschool education programs (aged from three 
and four years to starting primary education) rose from 16 to 20 million and the 
gross enrolment ratio went from 56% to 65%. However, generally speaking these 
care services are only available to children over three years old. The coverage of 
preschool education gradually increases with age, as compulsory schooling comes 
into effect. Thus, only by five years of age, attendance becomes widespread in most 
countries, as Table 1 illustrates.

In the Caribbean, the private sector provides most preschool education (80% of enrolled 
children). elsewhere in Latin america, pre-school education is mainly public.
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F I G U R E 15 
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aside from preschool education, several countries have started programs to 
lengthen the school day. These have obvious effects to reconciling work and 
family spheres, along with fulfilling educational goals. Chile has been a pioneer 
in this field; as of 2006, there were more than 7,000 schools with complete or 
extended school-day. In Costa Rica, the pilot program, “Segunda Casa” (second 
home) has started up, using a similar format and with very favourable results. In 
both cases, support from existing infrastructure offered an enormous advantage. 
In the english-speaking Caribbean, for example Grenada, there are similar plans 
for extending school hours. 

In most countries, the quality care services with extended hours are supplied 
mainly by the private sector and subject to market conditions, and therefore 
accessible only to the families with highest income. attendance at both childcare 

TABLE 1

S e L e c t e D co U n t r i e S: c h i L D c a r e a n D e D U c at i o n co V e r aG e i n e a r LY c h i L D h o o D  
( P E R C E N TAG E )

Country
Starting Age for Education

0-2 years 3 years 4 years 5 years

argentina 0 0 28.8 57.3

Brazil 0 4.8 26.1 54.3

Bolivia 0 0.6 18.8 60.9

Colombia 0 13.8 28.3 58.3

Costa Rica 0 3.1 32.4 77.8

Cuba 11 99.1 99.7 100

ecuador 0 0 11.9 n/a

Guatemala 0 6.5 11.3 34.3

Haiti* 1.5 / 1.5 13.4 / 13.9 20.9 / 21.4 26.1/25.3

Jamaica 0 60.4 95.9 98.5

Nicaragua 12.2 21.3 40 58.7

Panama 0 3.8 26.2 78.1

Paraguay 0 2 18 83

Peru 0 39.7 60.3 73.7

Saint Lucia 9.4 70.3 67.2 8.7

Uruguay 0.9 8.5 39.7 87.4
 
Source: Based on country profiles prepared for the UNeSCO Report: EFA Global Monitoring Report, 2007. Solid Foundations: 
Early Childhood Care and Education (2006). 
* The two figures refer to boys and girls, in that order. 
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and preschool programs is higher in urban areas and among more well-to-do 
families. This reproduces inequality, since, as international studies demonstrate, 
children from poor households are the ones who need and benefit the most from 
early education programs. Nonetheless, under the current system they are precisely 
the group least likely to access these initiatives. 

The lack of sufficient care services is a major barrier to low-income women trying 
to gain entry into the labour market. another factor of exclusion is given by ethnic 
and racial origins. In countries with a high proportion of indigenous peoples, 
such as Bolivia, ecuador and Guatemala, measures to facilitate reconciling work 
and family tend to focus on urban areas, to the detriment of rural and indigenous 
populations.

In Brazil, the data speaks for itself. In homes surviving on less than one-quarter 
of the minimum wage, just 8.4% of children attend childcare centres, whereas 
among families whose income is more than two minimum wages, this jumps to 
30.9%. In argentina, too, there is a wide socio-economic gap between those with 
access to early preschool education, which will only be mended when it becomes 
compulsory (Figure 16).

In a significant number of countries, the State steps in to reinforce early childcare 
through agreements with non-governmental and community organizations, in 
order to provide care to poor children. These programs are implemented in the 
framework of poverty eradication policies and therefore make no attempt at 
universal coverage. 

The quality care services 

with extended hours are 

supplied mainly by the 

private sector and subject 

to market conditions.

F I G U R E 16 
a r G e n t i n a: S c h o o L at t e n Da n c e r at e S o F c h i L D r e n aG e D 3 to 5 Y e a r S, 
bY i n co m e q U i n t i L e, 2006 ( ToTA l U R b A N A R E A )
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3 years 4 years 5 yearsSource: elaborated for this report by Rodríguez, based on data 
from national household surveys (ePH) and the national statistics 
bureau (INDeC).
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This government initiative has institutionalized community childcare programs, in 
community facilities or family homes. Some offer countrywide services and hence 
constitute a major pillar in child care, providing low-income women workers with 
a place to leave their children. They also serve as a new source of employment for 
poor women who assume caregiving tasks, although generally the pay is low and 
provides no social security. 

In Colombia, the government institutionalised services originally provided by 
women through community initiatives, making them national policy. Its public 
childcare programmes, run by the family welfare institute (Instituto Colombiano de 
Bienestar Familiar, ICBF), which offer the broadest coverage, arose from initiatives 
by women in poor neighbourhoods who cared for their neighbours’ children while 
the mothers went out to work. 

In Peru, the wawa wasi Program, managed by the Ministry of Social Development, 
provides childcare for working mothers, as well as generating jobs for women in 
childcare. Currently it cares for 53,000 children under four years throughout the 
country, from 8am to 5pm. It offers three possibilities for care: in the home of 
the caregiver; in a facility provided by the community; or in a public or private 
institution, which adopts and finances the program’s methodology. Under any of 

BOX 21

a G o o D e x a m P L e: “c h i L e G r o w S U P w i t h Yo U”

The Chilean Government created a comprehensive protection system for early childhood, (Sistema de Protección 
Integral a la Primera Infancia Chile Crece Contigo), known as “Chile grows up with you” in 2006. It is based on the 
conviction that children’s care and education is a social responsibility and a matter for public policy. One of its 
core missions is to create childcare centres to support the cognitive and emotional development of children, 
and make it easier for mothers to enter the labour market. The program focuses on the most vulnerable 40% of 
the population, which generally does not have access to this type of service when offered by the market. 

alongside benefits such as a prenatal family subsidy and preferential access to childhood development services, 
the system guarantees free, quality childcare for all children under the age of two, whose mothers are either 
working or seeking employment. another target group consists of mothers who are studying, especially teenage 
mothers, to retain them in the school system. 

Through this program approximately 900 new centres have been built every year, and by the end of 2009, 3,500 
free, public child care centres will care for 70,000 infants, up 500% increase over the public sector supply in 2005. 
In January 2009, Chile’s Minister of Planning presented a draft law to the Chamber of Deputies to institutionalize 
this program and turn it into an intersectoral system for social protection. 

Source: MIDePLaN (2008), www.junji.cl
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these alternatives, the government provides technical support (MIMDeS, 2008). 
Other similar programs include Programas de Guarderias y Estancias in Mexico, 
Hogares Comunitarios in Costa Rica and Empresas Maternales in Honduras. 

In terms of early childcare, best practices focus on both caring for children and 
ensuring their mothers can access the labour market. The goal is to avoid initiatives 
that don’t take this need to reconcile work and family into account, and/or those 
that reinforce the idea that childcare is the mother’s sole responsibility.

The care services available to the disabled or elderly population in the region are 
very precarious. In no country does social security provide universal cash benefits 
these groups. Only a small part of the population can access the market to receive 
the care they require after retirement: the vast majority will depend on family, 
usually women, to meet their needs.

In terms of early 

childcare, best practices 

focus on both caring for 

children and ensuring 

their mothers can access 

the labour market. 

BOX 22

r e co n c i L i at i o n a n D co n D i t i o n a L c a S h t r a n S F e r P r o G r a m S: n e w c h a L L e n G e S F o r P U b L i c 
P o L i c Ym a k e r S

In the past decade, programs known as “conditional cash transfers” developed in Latin america, aiming to stop 
the cycle of intergenerational poverty. while these vary significantly from one country to the next, they share 
the same principle: the subsidies paid out are conditional on measures taken to promote children’s human 
capital, in particular school attendance and health and nutrition controls. around 20 million families in the 
region receive this type of cash benefit and, in 2008, 15 of the 18 countries in Latin america had some version of 
this kind of program.

These measures have been very effective in reaching women for two reasons: first, because they form the 
majority of the poor and secondly because they are seen as better at managing family resources and complying 
with program conditions. The fact that women receive these benefits has had a positive impact as it has meant 
that many have their own money for the first time. 

One advantage of this kind of program is that it explicitly recognizes women’s central role within the home 
economy. However, it also reproduces the traditional gender division of work, reinforcing the idea of women 
as the main family caregiver. In fact, one of the main criticisms of these initiatives is that they do not allow 
for reconciling work and family life, and assume that care, especially of children, is an individual (not social) 
responsibility, of mothers (and not fathers). another much criticized aspect is the lack of initiatives to help 
women enter the labour market and integration into employment policy generally. In this sense, an opportunity 
to promote women’s independence and achieve sustainable results in terms of poverty alleviation is getting lost.

From the point of view of reconciling work and family, these programs have enormous potential: i) to 
incorporate female employment as a priority; ii) to incorporate caring activities as part of total responsibilities 
(which must cease to be solely private matters); and iii) link the two, both promoting female employment and 
creating more and better social services.
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In most countries, the government provides basic health services for senior citizens. 
Comprehensive care, such as residential homes or recreation centres, are still very 
new and reserved for the highest income sectors. In Uruguay, which has a significant 
elderly population, just 2.4% live in nursing homes or public residential homes. 
Day care coverage is even less, while in-home care is not a priority and families are 
expected to take responsibility for caring for the elderly (Salvador, 2007).

This situation has given rise to an interesting debate in the region: considering 
the change in the demographic pyramid and the rapidly aging population, how 
overloaded women are with work, and the limited coverage offered by social 
protection systems, shouldn’t governments guarantee universal access to basic care 
services? This would stop transferring responsibility to the home and the market, 
a process that arose in the context of structural adjustment programs. 

This has become a topic of debate, particularly given the growing tendency to 
implement the payment of conditional versus unconditional benefits, in response 
to the idea that poverty is largely the result of individual behaviour and lack of 
human capital. ensuring a fully autonomous life – in emotional, physical, cultural 
and economic terms -- requires the design of policies that guarantee equality and 
universality.
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One argument stymieing the design and implementation of policies to reconcile 
work and family is the myth that they are expensive. This is not so, especially if we 
compare the medium-term benefits to the cost of having no policies at all.

The contribution these kinds of policies can make to business productivity is clear, 
as they improve the maintenance and broadening of productive capacity of the 
population. Moreover, when these mechanisms become formalised, they generate 
a significant potential of job creation, especially for women. 

The negative consequences (both for the medium and long term) of not having 
this kind of initiative goes far beyond individual losses. Their lack generates costs 
to society and threatens the economic output of the countries in question. This 
is apparent in three ways:

• at the macroeconomic level: because the labour force’s (especially 
women’s) potential is not used efficiently, thus hurting productivity and 
competition, and hampering growth;

• at the company level: because the effort made by individuals to reconcile 
their work and family life creates enormous tension, which affects their 
performance, reducing productivity;

• In the quality of individual and family life: this shows up in health 
problems and loss of income among women; a lack of educational 
opportunities for children and adolescents; and the risk of child labour. 
Inequality and social conflict also rises and is apparent in disruptive 
behaviour.

another potential cost is the risk to the survival of society itself. One reason 
behind low birth rates in several european countries is the range of problems 
that women face when trying to reconcile paid work with family responsibilities. 
This in turn reflects the indirect opportunity cost of being a mother and the direct 
costs associated with childcare. This tendency reinforces population ageing and 
contributes to the care crisis apparent on that continent (esping-andersen, 2000). 
Latin america and the Caribbean risk a similar trend, particularly among women 
with higher education, compounded among the middle classes by the lack of 
accessible childcare services. 

The cost of not having policies to 
reconcile work and family
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Finally, there is a cost to democracy and the exercising of citizens’ rights, since the 
lack of concrete ways to reconcile work and family limit women’s participation in 
public life.

CosTs To CounTRIEs’ EConomIEs

The labour markets in Latin america and the Caribbean are not making good use 
of their labour force. The difficulty women face in finding employment, their over-
qualification for the jobs they have, and their over-representation in precarious and 
badly paid jobs all express this reality. In argentina, for example, 67% of women 
who have completed post-secondary education are concentrated in manual or 
low level technical jobs (compared to 54% of men in the same situation).

wasting labour’s potential leads to low long-term growth, since the labour force 
is important not only as a productive factor but also in generating demand. 
Furthermore, a labour force that is ready and able to work, but then left inactive, 
unemployed or underemployed, represents an inefficient use of resources and 
a loss of human capital. Thus, the economy doesn’t reach its full potential and 
growth suffers as a result. 

another negative consequence is the advent of poverty or difficulties in reducing 
it. This is because this pattern generates low income levels and exclusion from 
employment for a large part of poor women. This has costs, at an individual level, 
leaving people with fewer and fewer opportunities to access quality employment, 
as their knowledge and training go out of date. Governments must then bear 
the social costs, assigning more resources to relieve poverty. Moreover, as is well 
known, the transmission of poverty and social exclusion from one generation to 
the next also hurt countries’ macroeconomic performance.

THE CosT To busInEss PRoduCTIVITy

Increasing tension between work and family life may reduce production at work, 
increasing dissatisfaction and job turnover. 

although some businesses acknowledge that addressing this existing tension has 
a positive effect on productivity, most are still not building this into their strategic 
priorities. Moreover, heterogeneity of companies (in size, sector, level of workforce 
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skills and specialization) affects the perception of the problem and of the costs of 
missing the point of these kinds of measures. 

where businesses do have policies for reconciling work and family in place, they 
often go beyond legal requirements, usually as a result of an organizational strategy 
or a collective bargaining process. Measures vary widely, ranging from the simple 
definition of working hours to the creation of specific care services.

The unresolved tension between work and family life leads to a higher staff turnover 
and difficulties in hiring and retaining staff, especially in the case of highly specialized 
workers, who are particularly important to company operations. This also increases 
costs, not only for recruitment but also for induction and training. even if workers come 
with some qualifications, depending on their level of education, other knowledge is 
specific to the job and can only be learned at work. These costs are higher in companies 
that invest in training policies, either by offering training within their own productive 
unit or by encouraging (and often financing) external training for their staff. 

when businesses compete to employ the most skilled workers in their fields, the 
presence of family-friendly institutional policies can tip the balance. a worldwide 
survey of university graduates found that when it came to choosing an employer, 
measures making it easier to reconcile work and family life were the most important 
factor for most, more so than salary (earle in Hein, 2005).

The positive effects from introducing policies of this nature are higher in industries 
and sectors requiring more qualifications, where the cost of losing and replacing 
workers is higher. In these cases, it is also easier to quantify benefits associated with 
these policies. Furthermore, the cost of replacing employees will be greater where 
labour supply is lower, meaning that this argument is stronger in labour markets 
which have a low unemployment or underemployment rates. In sectors involving 
more technological innovation, for example, more companies have implemented 
these kinds of policies. In contrast, among the broad sectors with lower productivity, 
the responsibility for bearing these costs seems to shift from the company to workers 
themselves, leading to precarious conditions and unstable jobs.

Meanwhile, there are many costs that arise from not having measures of this nature 
within businesses. First, the tension between work obligations and family needs may 
affect people’s performance as parents, generating tension, irritation and stress at 
work (SeRNaM, 2003). absences, delays, less work satisfaction and less commitment 
to the organization typically result from the unexpected situations and hardships 

Increasing tension 

between work and 

family life may reduce 

production at work, 

increasing dissatisfaction 

and job turnover. 



�7

CHAPTER III

arising from employees’ attempts to respond to their care responsibilities. Research 
in Spain found clear links between the stress caused by work-family tensions and 
occupational accidents. (Martin-Fernandez et al., 2007).

In Colombia, evidence on 80 firms with over 250 employees corroborated the higher 
costs associated with not having these measures (Idrovo Carlier, 2006). In general, 
the managers of the firms surveyed said that policies to improve the relationship 
between employee’s family and working lives were good for the company. Lack of 
measures caused the following problems: lack of commitment (62%); difficulties in 
recruiting key staff (60%); stress (50%); and absenteeism (48%). Notwithstanding, 
60% of the companies had no such measures in place.

In 2002, a survey of 43 companies in Chile explored CeO’s perception of these 
measures and their effects, presented in Table 2 (SeRNaM, 2002).

In a later study, surveys of three Chilean firms that had implemented measures 
of this nature found that workers who felt supported by their company were 
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TABLE 2

c h i L e: m e a S U r e S to r e co n c i L e w o r k a n D Fa m i LY i n 43 co m Pa n i e S a n D t h e i r r e S U LtS 

Type of measure and number of 
implementing companies 

Positive or very positive results obtained in: 

Flexible hours (11 companies)
Productive management, job satisfaction, organizational 
climate and quality of life

Hours of work at home and in the office (2 companies)

Training during working hours (23 companies) Productive management and quality of life

agreements with or payments for child care beyond legal 
requirements (14 companies)

Productive management, job satisfaction, quality of life 
and organizational climate

Bonuses due to birth, death, school period, other family 
benefits (17 companies)

Job satisfaction and quality of life

work leave for taking care of family needs 
(25 companies)

Productive management, job satisfaction, organizational 
climate and quality of life

Scholarships for children (5 companies)
quality of life, and to a lesser extent, organizational 
climate and productive management 

Loans for family needs or emergencies (16 companies)
Job satisfaction; some impact on quality of life, 
organizational climate and productive management

Family recreation and sports programs (6 companies)
quality of life, work environment and satisfaction; some 
productive management

Source: SeRNaM (2003).



�8

WORK AND FAMILY: NEW CALL FOR PUBLIC POLICIES OF RECONCILIATION WITH SOCIAL CO-RESPONSIBILITY

more relaxed, resolved needs related to quality of life and achieved better stress 
management (SeRNaM, 2003). These factors boosted productivity by from 11% to 
16%, well above implementation costs.

another study, on the effects of measures implemented as part of a comprehensive 
program to promote gender equality in a private clinic, yielded excellent 
results, especially in terms of staff turnover. The measures brought savings in 
staff recruitment amounting to US$500 per employee per year. They included: 
leave twice yearly to attend school events, flexible hours during the six months 
following post-natal leave, an extra day for birth and a half day monthly payable 
to fathers during the first six months of their child’s life, among others. as a 
result, staff turnover fell18% and productivity rose (from 5% to 22% depending 
on service). Moreover, among those who had used at least two of these benefits, 
91% evaluated them positively and perceived themselves as more productive 
(Bocaz, 2003).
 
These examples show how implementing work-family-friendly actions can benefit 
both workers and businesses. The evidence also shows that the different measures 
have varying effects on variables associated with productivity. The final reduction 
in costs reflects the specific combination of initiatives, which in turn depends on 
the labour market, the business sector and the level of employee qualifications 
and wages, among other factors.

soCIAl CosTs
 
women’s massive entry into the labour market has occurred amidst weak policies 
for reconciling work and family. This has brought an array of negative consequences, 

BOX 23

a S U cc e S S F U L c a S e o F co r P o r at e co m m i t m e n t

In Brazil, a study by a multinational IT company uncovered their employees’ preferences for different working 
arrangements. 48% of workers wanted flexible hours during the day, 45% during the week, 42% wanted to 
be able to work from home and 34% needed personal leaves of absence from time to time. The next year, the 
company implemented some of these flexible work options, in response, to demonstrate company leadership 
and improve its ability to attract and retain the best talent in Latin america. In Mexico, the same company 
identified similar employee requirements and results. 

Source: Lobel (2000). 
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which in turn have created additional pressure on social investment, especially 
where this is a low priority.

For women workers, this has brought exhaustion, physical and mental health 
problems. In the case of girls and young women, the caring activities that they must 
take on while their mothers are engaged in paid work may hurt their education 
and encourage them to drop out. The precarious conditions in which children, 
the disabled and the elderly, particularly from low-income families, receive care 
increases the risks to their health, and their physical, emotional and mental integrity. 
Moreover, the lack of early education hampers subsequent school performance.

each of these effects goes beyond the people who suffer them directly. For 
example, while conditional cash transfer programs allocate resources to promote 
young people staying in school, the lack of public care services pressures girls 
and young women to stay home to look after their younger siblings. while these 
same programs try to improve human capital, the children that go to school in 
the morning are either on the streets in the afternoon, in front of the television or 
in the care of older children, with the hazards this involves. 

Similarly, while health system reforms promote greater investment in prevention, 
the stress associated with having to generate income and neglecting family 
responsibilities increases the demand for costly curative services. a study in Canada, 
for example, estimated the healthcare costs associated with stress, depression and 
collapse arising from work-family tensions. It calculated that, in 1997, 19.8 million 
work days were lost, worth around US$2.7 billion (calculated on the basis of the 
average salary), while the costs of medical consultations were estimated at US$425 
million (Duxbury, Higgins and Johnson, 1999).

another result is that the threat to social integration rises, as does demand for 
public investment in social areas. Faced with these conditions, it is reasonable to 
ask: which is more expensive, to invest before or after?

The answer is particularly clear if one thinks of low-income families. For many 
women in these groups, lack of care services is the main reason why they are not 
working or are employed in informal and poorly paid jobs. a telling example: 40% 
of mothers working in the informal sector in Guatemala City cited the “lack of child 
care services” as the main reason for not working in the formal economy (Cassirer 
and addati, 2007). The presence of reconciliation measures, then, is an important 
tool to improve the employability of poor women and therefore increase their 

Most working mothers 

who use the Chile  Crece 

Contigo  daycare system 

mention that without 

this support, they would 

have to quit their jobs or 

studies. 



100

WORK AND FAMILY: NEW CALL FOR PUBLIC POLICIES OF RECONCILIATION WITH SOCIAL CO-RESPONSIBILITY

household income and the educational system’s ability to retain children and youth. 
Most working mothers who use the Chile Crece Contigo daycare system (described 
above) mention that without this support, they would have to quit their jobs or 
studies (MIDePLaN, 2008).

Taking care of children is particularly difficult for poor women workers. Often, 
their only choice is to leave their children at home alone, rely on an older 
sibling (usually sister) or take them along to work. Mothers forced to take their 
children to work usually must remain in the informal economy or agricultural 
employment. But this “solution” leads to long-term problems. employment 
in the informal economy generally means low wages and long hours to earn 
barely enough for their subsistence. The presence of children in the workplace 
may contribute to child labour. It can seriously hurt children’s physical health 
and pose a hazard to their safety, particularly because this strategy tends to be 
used the most by people in precarious jobs, where labour and environmental 
conditions don’t respect minimum standards for safety and hygiene. an 
example of this is the street vendors selling goods on public roads or seasonal 
agricultural occupations that require handling of agrochemicals (Cassirer and 
addati, op. cit.).

The income gap between families can polarize society further: while a small 
group of households enjoy two high-level incomes, others barely survive on one 
that is much lower. This situation is made more evident as female labour force 
participation becomes more concentrated in the upper and upper-middle classes 
(esping-andersen, 2000).

International evidence shows that reconciliation strategies depending on families 
alone are far from optimal for those household members who require care services. 
when family’s strategies in this sense interrupt education and training, their 
implications stretch beyond the present into the medium and long terms. This is 
another way of conspiring against these groups acquiring the skills they need to 
improve the social and economic prospects. 

Several international studies have shown that child care and early education 
programs help to improve attendance and learning outcomes in primary school. 
In argentina, for instance, children aged 3 to 5 years who attended pre-school 
perform better in grade three language and mathematics, twice as well as other 
students among children from disadvantaged backgrounds (UNeSCO, 2008).
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The early childhood programs that manage to provide both better care for children 
and employment for their mothers offer benefits that go beyond the individual and 
household level, transforming future employment opportunities and bringing real 
improvements to earnings and productive capacity, reducing the gaps between 
social strata, improving relations of equality, and influencing fiscal policy.

But costs are not limited to the younger population; they also affect the elderly. 
The rapid aging of the population together with the absence of specific policies 
for caring will bring many new problems in the long term. This is particularly 
relevant when we consider that caring activities for the elderly and sick are those 
most poorly distributed among men and women. These are, moreover, complex 
and demanding tasks in terms of the knowledge required, require physical exertion 
and are particularly difficult to combine with other activities. The lack of options 
for care for this population segment also translates into lack of social security and 
labour protection for the women that engage in these activities. 

Deficient care for the elderly can speed the deterioration in their physical and 
mental health, which implies greater and growing demands for public health 
services and, therefore, on national budgets. It is also necessary to consider the 
costs involved in caring for people with disabilities and chronic illnesses, as they 
require a different type of dedication. 

The social implications of not addressing this need for policies to reconcile work 
and family become more compelling when they are viewed in the long term. 
Neglecting this area could well lead to a future labour force riddled with segments 
suffering from poor health, with less education and fewer skills, and multiple 
barriers to social inclusion. This will have national consequences in terms of an 
impoverished population, with limited tax-paying capacity and heavy demands 
on public policies and, thus public budgets.
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as this report demonstrates, women’s growing participation in the labour force 
and the transformations experienced by families, demographic trends and labour 
models have decisively changed the relationship between work and family life. 
Today, workers, particularly women workers, face enormous tensions when trying 
to reconcile both worlds.

These tensions impose a huge cost on individuals and society as a whole. They 
therefore urgently demand a response from governments and other social 
actors. This requires an integrated approach to public policies for work-family 
reconciliation, based on social co-responsibility, that is the idea that responsibility 
should be shared across society as a whole. These policies address the needs 
of both men and women workers, and seek to: i) create decent work; ii) reduce 
socioeconomic inequality, and iii) promote gender equality.

work-family reconciliation policies based on the idea of social co-responsibility 
focus on optimizing people’s wellbeing and improving the labour force’s productive 
capacity. as with every social investment policy, they maximize results and reduce 
future costs. To do so, they must be deeply embedded in social policies, but also 
employment policies and countries’ strategies to boost productivity. Reconciling 
work and family life is not a women’s issue, but rather a fundamental concern for 
society as a whole. Progress in this area will benefit everyone and efforts in this 
sense must take into consideration the needs and interests of individuals, families, 
workers, businesses and the State and they must also foster cultural change in 
every sphere. 

Given the enormous scale of the changes needed, no single public policy measure 
on its own will be enough. quite the contrary: we must maximize the work-family 
benefits of current and future policies and the cultural changes essential to 
successful implementation. 

To this end, society must recognize and make visible the value of women’s unpaid 
work, especially their role in caring for children, the disabled and the elderly, and 
it must value their social and economic contributions.

The idea that care-giving is a private domestic responsibility unique to women 
must change. a greater sense of social co-responsibility must be developed, in two 
senses. The first requires a redistribution of responsibilities between households, 
the market and the State, that is a shift toward society as a whole assuming 
responsibility for the process of reproducing the labour force. The second requires 

Co-responsibility must 

be developed between 

households, the market 

and the State; and 

between men and 

women.
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Foster alternative 

models of maternity, 

paternity and masculinity 

should be fostered, as 

part of ensuring the 

success of work-family 

reconciliation policies. 

redistributing reproductive work between men and women, in line with the change 
that has already taken place regarding productive (paid) work.

To leave behind the assumption that women alone must balance productive work 
with family responsibilities, we must foster alternative models of maternity, paternity 
and masculinity, as part of ensuring the success of work-family reconciliation 
policies. This means giving new meaning to fathers’ role within the family, as 
affectionate people interested in and able to assume family responsibilities, such 
as raising children, caring for the elderly and the sick, and dealing with domestic 
tasks. Changing ideas about motherhood is equally necessary: if it continues to be 
synonymous with sacrifice and fulltime child care, redistributing caring activities 
or relieving the burden that overloads working mothers will remain difficult, if not 
impossible, to achieve.

In the world of world itself, instead of seeking equity simply by promoting women’s 
participation in a labour market defined by gender, there is need to de-construct the 
stereotypical “ideal worker”, who tends to be a man with no domestic responsibilities 
in his family or personal life. This would alter the relationship between market and 
household work to ensure that all adults, men or women, can achieve their ideals for 
both their work and their family lives. To do so, then, society must re-value women’s 
work and modify the perception that women are a secondary workforce.

aside from designing and implementing specific policies, the way public policies 
indirectly influence existing tensions between work and home must be considered. 
To this end, all public policy actions should be considered as tools that can contri-
bute to modify traditional gender roles and taking into account caregiving issues. 
The inclusion of different policies with reconciliatory effects can enhance the results 
of sector policies and offset the undesirable effects of isolated initiatives.

This makes it necessary to combine very focused and very broad strategies: 
promoting some that respond to groups with special needs, and others involving 
universal approaches to caregiving, offering extensive coverage based on broad 
social and political covenants.

Some measures worth considering include:
• adapting civil service hours to the needs of workers with family 

responsibil ities and ensuring they are widely available through 
decentralization, to reduce the time spent on red tape (and improve 
access, especially in the poorest areas).
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New models of maternity, 

paternity and masculinity 

should be promoted.

• evaluating the impact of extending school and pre-school hours, and 
the school year, together with providing suitable transport, and health 
care in schools.

• To ease the burden of domestic tasks, guaranteeing running water and 
electricity to all households and increasing access to appliances that 
make chores easier. Implement programs of building functional homes 
that also facilitate family life.

• Promoting policies that help people with disabilities and chronic illnesses 
integrate both socially and in the work world. This requires improving 
infrastructure, transport, education, health and jobs.

Countries must design policies appropriate to their own contexts, teasing out 
margins for action to foster life-work reconciliation and the socialization of care. 
This may involve reinforcing the potential of existing policies in specific sectors, 
among them programs centring on the poorest people.
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International labour regulations define minimum standards at a global level. 
Countries implement them by first ratifying then suitably adapting national 
legislation. aside from helping to shape relevant legislation, conventions such as 
those referring to workers with family responsibilities can: i) guide policy formulation 
on work-family reconciliation; ii) serve as a source of inspiration for sound labour 
relations; and iii) stand as models for collective bargaining agreements. They also 
indicate countries’ interest in improving their citizens’ quality of life. 

Thus, governments that have not yet ratified international conventions regarding 
reconciliation and social co-responsibility, such as ILO Maternity Protection 
Convention No. 183 (2000) and Convention No. 156 on workers with family 
responsibilities (1981), should start by taking the necessary measures.

Those States that have ratified these conventions must follow through by 
incorporating their provisions within the relevant national legislation. They should 
also adapt their legal framework in line with the respective Recommendations, 
191 and 165.

They should also make an effort to bring themselves up to date in ratifying 
and implementing conventions already ratified by 32 of the region’s countries, 
specifically the ILO’s equal Remuneration Convention 100 (1951) and Convention 
111 on Discrimination (employment and Occupation, 1958).

Bringing legal frameworks into 
line with international standards
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BOX 24

U r U G UaY ’S D o m e S t i c S e r V i c e L aw

Uruguay’s domestic labour law, approved in November 2006, offers an outstanding example of the combined 
effort of social actors to ensure the application of Convention 111 and the principle of non-discrimination. 
This initiative, led by a tripartite commission for equal opportunities (Comisión Tripartita de Igualdad de 
Oportunidades), marks a landmark effort to place labour standards regarding domestic service on an equal 
footing with those for the rest of the workforce. 

These new regulations establish maximum hours of work, and the right to severance pay, unemployment 
benefits, minimum wage, holidays, maternity and other benefits, all covered by general regulations.

Thanks to this law, domestic workers can now access essential social security benefits, a significant step forward 
in this region.

Source: espino and amarante (2008).
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People’s welfare is deeply linked to the quality of their integration into the labour 
market. This in turn depends on the jobs available and their stability. Today, 
professional requirements and demands made of men and women in the workplace 
hamper their families’ lives and feed inequality faced by women. 

This means that to reconcile work and family life, labour market conditions must 
evolve in terms of improving employment conditions for women and, in general, 
promoting a new distribution of opportunities for everyone.

Societies must create the conditions necessary to allow men and women to choose 
different combinations of paid work and family life at different points in the life cycle. 
For this to happen, the labour market must stop discriminating on the basis of family 
responsibilities and care must become a recognized, State-guaranteed right.

PRoTECTIng mATERnITy, PATERnITy And PAREnTIng

In general, rules and policies on maternity and family responsibilities have 
inspired a model that makes women responsible for combining productive and 
reproductive work. This reinforces women’s image as the sole caregiver and their 
role as a secondary workforce, thereby becoming a source of discrimination and 
accentuating the disadvantages women face in the labour market. 

we need to change this view to encompass the idea of parenting, that is, care that 
both partners provide for their children (and later their elderly parents).

This makes it necessary to extend to both men and women the measures and 
benefits not solely arising from women’s biological role in reproduction (pregnancy, 
birth, post-natal recovery and breastfeeding), and including men in caring for both 
children and the elderly.

Maternity and paternity
• all countries must guarantee all working women maternity leave lasting 

at least 14 weeks, as defined in Convention 183, including women in 

Organization of work to 
favour reconciliation and social 
co-responsibility

People’s welfare is deeply 

linked to the quality of 

their integration into the 

labour market. 
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atypical jobs, to protect the health of them and their children. Maternity 
and paternity leave should be extended for multiple births and must 
apply in the event of adoption.

• Countries currently without laws must legislate for paid paternity leave 
of an adequate duration upon birth to ensure that fathers can be present 
during the early days of their children’s development.

• Countries with paternity leave, should evaluate how well it is being used, 
to identify factors encouraging or limiting its use, lessons and conditions 
to optimize its use.

Parenting 
• The ILO recommends including in regulations the idea of paid parental 

leave of suitable duration, that can be used after maternity leave ends by 
both spouses sequentially, without loss of employment and retaining all 
job-related rights. This would help men to take on greater responsibility 
in raising their children.

• Legislation should guarantee paid family leave to either working partner 
to deal with family responsibilities (such as the illness of a child or other 
dependent person). This could also take the form of shorter or more 
flexible hours of work, to deal with a variety of situations.

BOX 25

c U b a: Pat e r n a L L e aV e to e n co U r aG e b ot h Pa r e n tS to S h a r e r e S P o n S i b i L i t i e S

In 2003, Cuba updated its Decree Law 234 to extend parental leave to fathers during their child’s first year of life. 
One reason for the amendment was to promote shared responsibility in child care. Moreover, the law applies 
equally to adoptive mothers and fathers in all measures to protect children. 

Once maternity leave has concluded, the mother and father can decide who will look after the child, how 
they will share that responsibility until the child’s first birthday, and who will receive benefits equal to 60% of 
maternity leave. For the purposes of social security, time spent receiving benefits for looking after the child is 
considered service.

when fathers take on child care, working mothers are entitled to one hour per day for breastfeeding, until the 
child is one year old.

Changes in the 1975 Family Code complemented this new initiative by establishing parents’ shared responsibility 
for assisting, educating, protecting and caring for their children and preparing them for life, as a shared right and 
duty.

Source: www.mtss.cu and www.cimacnoticias.com
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Societies must create the 

conditions necessary to 

allow men and women 

to choose different 

combinations of paid 

work and family life at 

different points in the 

life cycle. 

• Unpaid or “extra” leaves should also be contemplated, to facilitate child 
raising or caring tasks, at no risk to job-related rights. 

non-dIsCRImInATIon duE To FAmIly REsPonsIbIlITIEs
 
People with family responsibilities have the right to freely choose their jobs and to 
enjoy the same opportunities for training and access to employment, promotions 
and job security as other workers, without facing discrimination because of their 
family responsibilities.

This requires that the general budgets associated with social security cover the 
costs of maternity, paternity and parental leave. In countries where employers are 
required to contribute to these costs, their contribution should be defined in terms 
of the total number of employees, regardless of gender. 

ILO Convention No. 156 and Recommendation No. 165 establish that the State is 
responsible for providing care services, although it can encourage other entities, 
including private companies, to contribute to meeting this demand. Societies 
must avoid exclusion and debate funding mechanisms. and governments must 
review legislation that links services such as child care to the number of workers 
and requirements that companies fund these services. The right of workers’ 
children to care should be extensive to all employees with family responsibilities, 
and services and funding should be provided in ways that are not detrimental 
to any sector.

To guarantee equal opportunities for men and women workers with family 
responsibilities, governments should:

• Create legal frameworks that penalize discrimination associated with 
family responsibilities: neither parental leave nor any other temporary 
absences related to family should be obstacles to holding a job or career 
development.

• explicitly ban discriminatory practices in recruitment, promotion, wages 
or severance. among other measures this requires outlawing pregnancy 
tests and questions about marital status or number of children during 
hiring, and ensuring that motherhood does not remain a barrier to 
women’s advancement into managerial posts. 

• Identify and distribute information about good practices in terms of 
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reconciling work and family life and their positive impact in the workplace 
and on business productivity.

• Promote measures to improve conditions and quality of life at work, 
including those approved through collective bargaining, to steadily 
reduce hours of work and overtime, and adjust working times, rest 
periods and holidays for workers who are fathers or mothers, as 
Recommendation 165 suggests, as well as reducing work requirements 
on weekends and holidays. 

Implementing these work-family reconciliation measures cannot depend solely 
on each company or production unit, but rather should reflect public policies to 
improve productivity, at the individual, company and systemic level. These initiatives 
should also strive to overcome the effect that labour market segmentation has 
on employment opportunities for women with different educational levels and 
socioeconomic status. This means that a single measure should benefit women 
across different educational levels and socio-economic backgrounds. 

EnCouRAgE WomEn To EnTER And REmAIn In THE lAbouR 
mARkET

Traditional gender roles make it harder for women than men to enter and remain 
in the labour market. as a result, their participation rates are lower and they find 
it harder to get good jobs and progress up the occupational ladder. 

For women to exercise their rights and enjoy the same opportunities as men, society 
must recognize their contribution to family and society. Moreover, both active and 
passive labour policies must incorporate the gender dimension:

•  women’s participation in the labour force should be supported through 
information and counselling that take into account the specific needs 
of women. 

• Training and education should focus on improving women’s employability 
and their ability to find quality jobs and employment beyond traditional 
women-dominated sectors, to reduce gender segregation and salary 
gaps between men and women.

• women should have access to guidance services and professional 
training to help them re-enter the labour force after absence due to 
maternity leave or family responsibilities.

For women to exercise 

their rights and enjoy 

the same opportunities 

as men, society 

must recognize their 

contribution to family 

and society. 
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• Specific programs should address the caring and other needs of groups 
most at risk from poverty, such as women household heads.

• young girls’ options should be expanded to include jobs in non-traditional 
sectors, through vocational guidance services, in both secondary and 
post-secondary education.

• Specific programs should combat the consequences of teenage 
motherhood on young women’s educational choices and career 
opportunities, allowing them to complete their studies, acquire on-the-
job training and employment opportunitites, and to combine their work 
and family life. Moreover, policies to promote decent work for young 
people should be linked to those associated with sexual and reproductive 
health.

• Free care services should be expanded to prevent teenage girls from 
dropping out of school to assume reproductive tasks (such as caring for 
younger siblings).

The most efficient way to overcome poverty is to ensure people’s participation 
in the labour market. This makes it essential for anti-poverty programs, including 
conditional cash transfers, to promote women’s employment on both the supply 
(more skills and formal education) and demand (creating quality paid employment) 
sides. 

BOX 26

co S ta r i c a: S i G n i F i c a n t P r o G r e S S to wa r D G e n D e r e q Ua L i t Y

Costa Rica’s national policy for gender equality and equity (Política Nacional para la Igualdad y Equidad de 
Género, PIEG) put forward by the national women’s institute (Instituto Nacional de las Mujeres,  INAMU) in 2007 has 
brought substantial progress in recognizing that reconciling work and family life is an issue of public interest.

PIeG’s work is based on six main pillars: (1) care as a social responsibility; (2) women’s right to quality paid work 
and job creation specifically for women; (3) the right to quality education and health care; (4) real respect for 
women’s rights and protection from all forms of violence; (5) women’s political participation to build democratic 
parity; and (6) strengthening the institutions responsible for achieving gender equality and equity.

On caregiving as a social, rather than an individual, responsibility, PIeG’s goal is that by 2017 all women requiring 
child care to access paid work have at least one quality public, private or mixed alternative, thus taking concrete 
steps toward social responsibility for care, and valuing domestic work. This goal is a breakthrough in that it 
recognizes that lack of caring alternatives can prevent women from entering or staying in the labour force. 
Moreover, it contributes to broader recognition of caring as a social responsibility. PIeG has an action plan for 
each pillar.

Source: INaMU (2007).
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Moreover, many unemployed women report they are not actively seeking a job 
because they have nowhere to leave their children or other dependents. This 
underlines the importance of ensuring child care is available to those currently in 
the labour market (employed or otherwise) but also those interested in paid work. 
Thus, employment support programs should consider child care.
 

FIndIng nEW AnsWERs FoR TImEs oF CRIsIs

The economic crisis can worsen tensions experienced by women workers with 
family responsibilities, affecting their employment possibilities and job security, 
and increasing the amount of unpaid work in the home.

Governments have access to a wide range of tools to deal with the effects of 
the current global economic crisis, not only from a broader employment policy 
perspective, but also from the perspective of specific labour market policies. either 
way, careful analysis of potential impacts on men and women is essential, particularly 
in the case of those groups most affected by poverty, such as households headed 
by women. Some recommendations include:

• Implementing countercyclical fiscal and monetary policies that give 
priority to spending and investment in areas with the most impact on 

BOX 27

t r i n i Da D a n D to b aG o: t r a i n i n G F o r w o m e n

In Trinidad and Tobago, the Gender affairs Division in the Ministry for Gender affairs, Cultural and Community 
Development offers training courses to help women become financially independent and improve their 
employment prospects.

Since 2000, their training program to help women acquire untraditional skills provides technical training to low-
income women in construction (carpentry, bricklaying, plumbing, electrical installation, etc.), furniture making, 
car mechanics, industrial and domestic appliance repair and maintenance, and other non-traditional areas. The 
six-month training period includes entrepreneurial skills, literacy, numeracy, personal development and gender, 
and trainees receive financial support through grants. 

The women in Harmony program, created in 2002, aims to increase employment opportunities for low-income 
women, mainly household heads, with few or no qualifications. The program aims to respond to market demand 
for skills and thus broaden women’s employability and economic opportunities, in the fields of agriculture, 
landscaping and caring for the elderly. Participants receive grants and childcare support during training.

Source: Study by Gaietry Pargass, prepared for this report.
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employment, seeking to expand opportunities for women, as well as 
men, and favouring employment initiatives that will enhance equal 
opportunities and involve work-family reconciliation measures. 

• Given the relatively high presence of women in micro-enterprises, help 
should specifically target this sector, through credit and mitigation 
policies for those most hurt by the current economic downturn. This 
requires getting the most out of new opportunities in care-related 
employment niches, and developing these markets for micro- and 
small businesses. 

• Social protection measures should be strengthened and conditions 
for accessing unemployment benefits reviewed, to maximize coverage 
and close the gender gap associated with the fewer employment 
opportunities available to women due to their family responsibilities.

• Similarly, it is important to identify mechanisms, such as non-contributory 
schemes, to protect the unemployed in the informal economy, where 
working women with dependent children are typically concentrated. 

• Introducing emergency employment programs to s low r is ing 
unemployment and help the neediest households, particularly those 
headed by women, is vital. Conditions on participating in minimum 
income programs must not exclude women. 

• Maintaining the buying power of current wages and continuing to bridge 
the gender gap requires policies that guarantee and monitor compliance 
with a constant minimum wage. This is particularly crucial to women, as 
a higher percentage receives minimum wage. Monitoring gender gaps 
in wages is also recommended.

ExTEndIng mEAsuREs InTo THE InFoRmAl EConomy

women workers in the informal sector face the highest potential conflict between 
work and family life, since they are not covered by current welfare initiatives or 
labour legislation regarding maternity and workers with family responsibilities.

For this reason, policies to reconcile work and family must deal with the issue of 
informal and precarious employment. Both businesses and employees active in 
this sector suffer from the insecurities that arise from the lack of fair, applicable 
regulations. Progress on several fronts is needed to: 

encourage the regularization of informal activities by:

The economic crisis 

can worsen tensions 
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• Providing the mechanisms necessary to create formal employment and 
reinforce those that provide employees with access to social security 
and benefits.

• Reviewing policies and legislation to reduce costs associated with 
micro- and small businesses complying with laws, including incentives 
in subsidy packages for the development of work-family reconciliation 
measures. This would help to shift activities into the formal economy 
and boost production.

expanding the reach of benefits, rather than restricting them to workers covered by 
social security, thus making the right to work-family reconciliation more universal 
since: 

• Making parental benefits universal benefits the most vulnerable 
groups. Thus, maternity and parental leave should be extended to 
unregistered wage workers and own-account workers in the informal 

BOX 28

i n G Uat e m a L a: c h i L D c a r e c e n t r e h e L P S i n F o r m a L S e c to r w o r k e r S 

The Guatemala municipal government supports a childcare and early childhood program serving vulnerable 
families from marginalized urban areas in the city. Created after studies found child care was a major need 
among the city’s working mothers, the five municipal centres in this program care for over 1,000 children under 
six years old. 

The city’s Santa Clara childcare centre, started in 1990, is for children of workers in the informal economy who 
collect, classify and sell recycled material from the municipal rubbish dump in zone 3 of Guatemala City. Most 
of these impoverished families, some of them extremely poor, live in precarious conditions, often in highly 
unsanitary accommodations in the dump itself. Many are single-parent families headed up by women.

The centre looks after over 300 children, providing nutritious foods, care, early stimulation, pre-school education, 
regular health checks and vaccinations, hygiene and psychological help. It also offers support and training to 
both parents.

Parents contribute 15 quetzals (about US$2.20) monthly for this service. The municipality finances, manages, 
supervises and hires personnel through its social assistance office (Secretaría de Asuntos Sociales). Funds come 
from other sources too, particularly voluntary donations from local employers, and co-operation agreements 
with other State institutions, local health centres, national and international non-governmental organizations.

Prior to the centre’s creation, parents had to take their small children with them to work in the dump. Today, the 
centre has helped to prevent child labour, since children no longer work with their parents, and improved their 
social and physical development. women can work longer hours for remuneration and have fewer problems 
resolving conflicts between their children’s care and work. Big sisters no longer have to care for younger siblings 
and mothers have noted that the centre’s proximity to their workplace is an important advantage.

Source: Cassirer and addati (2007).
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sector, including the care services for children, the elderly, the sick and 
the disabled.

• The rights of domestic workers should be placed on an equal footing 
with those of salaried workers, including maternity rights. 

REInFoRCIng lAbouR-RElATEd InsTITuTIons 
 
Central to reconciling work and family is genuine implementation of existing 
guidelines, so that workers can exercise their legal rights effectively. Labour 
administration plays a vital role in this sense.

Improving the exercise of rights to care through greater compliance with the 
law
Labour inspections must fight non-compliance with legislation in two ways: 
through prevention and enforcement.

Breaches of the law often arise when people are unfamiliar with regulations. Labour 
inspectors must promote and provide information about legal rights and obligations 
under labour laws. we recommend the following actions, among others:

• Training programs on issues involved in maternity protection and family 
responsibilities for both employers and employees, especially in micro- 
and small businesses, where a high percentage of those employed are 
women and where labour inspections are less effective.

• More user-friendly legislation, to improve compliance and enforcement 
of existing laws. This involves streamlining procedures and speeding up 
reporting, investigation and sanctions.

• evaluating compliance and the effectiveness of existing laws, using 
studies to detect factors that hamper complaints and compliance with 
regulations.

Monitoring and enforcement of maternity protection and other rights for workers 
with family responsibilities must be significantly improved, moreover, by reinforcing 
the role of labour inspections:

• To make enforcement effective, governments must ensure that labour 
inspection units have the necessary trained human resources in cities 
large and small, with the necessary material to fulfil their role. 
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• Furthermore, analyzing violations of maternity leave and other relevant 
legislation would make it possible to develop programs suited to each 
country’s own unique conditions. 

• Close cooperation between labour inspection units and teams 
responsible for social security could help to guarantee their coverage 
during maternity, paternity and other types of leave more efficiently and 
effectively.

Improving the way the law is applied and the underlying principles in labour 
courts
Reinforcing the institutions and proceedings of labour justice is fundamental to 

BOX 29

U r U G UaY: t r i Pa rt i t e aG r e e m e n t F o r i n c LU D i n G G e n D e r e q Ua L i t Y c L aU S e S i n co L L e c t i V e 
b a r G a i n i n G
 

In preparation for the latest round of collective bargaining (Uruguay, 2008), the tripartite commission for equal 
treatment and opportunities (Comisión Tripartita para la Igualdad de Trato y Oportunidades) was created, made 
up of government representatives (Ministry of Labour and Social Security, National women’s Institute), workers’ 
(PIT-CNT) and employers’ (manufacturers’ association and the chamber of commerce) organizations, committed 
to promoting gender equality clauses during negotiations by wage councils (Consejos de Salarios). Negotiators’ 
proposals recommended including certain basic conditions for equality in agreements: i) The principle of equal 
pay for work of equal value; ii) equal access to better and more skilled jobs; iii) Removal of certain discriminatory 
elements from hiring and promotion processes; iv) Legal protection and guarantees for maternity rights and 
other measures to better balance maternity and paternity, and v) Prevention of moral and sexual harassment. 

as a result, several negotiating groups agreed on a series of measures regarding work-family reconciliation, 
among them facilities for breastfeeding; a 50% cut to daily hours of work during breastfeeding for up to six 
months; the option of taking longer leave, at reduced wages, but without losing attendance bonuses; and, 
finally, measures to reduce discrimination due to pregnancy, including maintaining the jobs of substitute 
workers who become pregnant. 

This instance also made progress in terms of infant care, which is not covered by the law, although there are 
union- and company-financed child care centres. In this round, one outstanding agreement in the private health 
care sector will increase companies’ contribution to the child care fund. amongst supermarkets, meanwhile, a 
bipartite commission will study creating child care centres. Moreover, this sector agreed on training activities 
to be offered during working hours, expressly to ensure more participation from employees with family 
responsibilities. 

The process also put issues traditionally absent from collective bargaining on the agenda, among them paternity 
leave and parental leave for parents of disabled children. To reflect and reinforce a new law (Law 18,345) to bring 
private sector workers’ special leaves up to par with those in the public sector, several negotiating teams added 
paternity leave clauses (three days with pay) and special leave (96 hours) for the parents of disabled children.

Source: Study by ana aguilera, prepared for this report.
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ensuring real compliance with the law and guaranteeing all working people have 
access to justice.

• Countries without labour courts and specific defenders, should promote 
the creation of these institutions as well as the specialization of legal 
staff, and include maternity protection and work-family reconciliation 
among the priorities.

• where these systems already exist, modernization to reinforce their 
effectiveness and efficiency, through training and provision of sufficient 
resources is very important.

• Promoting technical training and raising the awareness of legal staff and 
others involved in maternity protection and the rights of workers with 
family responsibilities is also important, in terms of both the letter of 
the law, but also its spirit and principles.

Strengthening labour institutions and bringing up to par the capacity for workers 
with family responsibilities to bargain effectively.

work-family reconciliation is important not only to women but to all those 
involved in work processes. Including clauses specific to family responsibilities 
in collective bargaining is fundamental, to expand coverage to all those who 
require it, increase their ability to exercise these legal rights and benefits, and 
to define new rights. 

This issue must be included in bargaining and social dialogue processes, because 
this is how the idea of reconciling work and family gets translated into specific 
actions. Specific agreements between workers and employers are enormously 
helpful in meeting the aims and implementing each sector’s strategies.

The State must foster tripartite social dialogue and opportunities for debate and 
consensus-building that help to integrate work-family reconciliation concerns into 
national policies, as per Convention 156, article 11. To this end, we recommend:

• Reinforcing collective bargaining processes to bring the negotiating 
capacity of workers with family responsibilities up to par with those of 
their peers, through legislation and training.

• Promoting the view that family responsibilities are an area of strategic 
concern to men and women workers and employers in general, and not 
just benefits focusing solely on women.
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• Improving trade unions’ ability to analyse and prepare proposals from a 
gender perspective and within the realm of work-family reconciliation, 
through awareness-building and training.

• Creating awareness among employers on this issue aiming, to counteract 
negative and groundless perceptions, by providing information on the 
benefits of reconciliation measures, among them improved productivity 
and worker motivation.

• Governments should reinforce the role of tripartite instances to 
achieve shared criteria that contribute to reconciling work and family 
life. To this end, working through tripartite commissions on equal 
employment opportunities, is recommended as these can also monitor 
implementation of national policies, agreements and other measures, 
and look into new issues as they arise.

as an employer, the State should set an example and promote positive practices 
among civil servants. Creating a seal of approval for institutions that go beyond 
compliance with legal requirements could be one positive incentive. 

BOX 30

c h i L e: a co D e F o r G o o D L a b o U r P r ac t i c e i n t h e P U b L i c S e c to r

Following instructions formally issued by the president of the republic, Chile implemented a code identifying 
good labour practices (Código de Buenas Prácticas Laborales) to prevent discrimination in the administration of the 
national government.  with technical assistance from the ILO, the new code contains guidelines on accessing jobs 
and managerial positions, promotion and career development, professional training, working conditions, maternity 
protection, work-family reconciliation, and preventing sexual and other harassment on the job. 

The code’s application has taken the form of an evaluation diagnosis of 170 different government agencies and a 
resulting three-year plan. as the official guarantor of compliance with equality opportunity polices, the National 
women’s Service (Servicio Nacional de Mujeres, SERNAM), cooperates by distributing information, providing 
training and designing monitoring methods. These measures also include a plan for ongoing assistance to 
public sector institutions implementing the code. 

Source: www.serviciocivil.cl/
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Making the most of the care 
sector’s potential for creating 
decent work

Care services provided by the State and the market are just beginning to respond 
to the needs of families trying to reconcile work and family responsibilities. They 
form, however, a significant opportunity for creating new jobs.

By transferring some domestic tasks and caregiving to the market and public 
services, countries can increase and formalize already existing employment niches 
and create new jobs. This not only offers a new source of jobs and progress toward 
equality, but also offers the potential for creating decent work, all of which help 
combat poverty in the region. 

This is also an effective strategy for meeting several of the challenges posed by the 
region’s demographic trends, involving a significant rise in the elderly population 
and an increase in female employment (Infante, 2006) at the same time as it 
addresses the lack of services necessary to reconcile work and family life.

To do so, governments can play an active role by:

Identifying demand and the potential for creating decent work 
• Developing studies to identify current unmet demand for care that could 

be met by quality services provided based on the criteria of shared social 
responsibility; and estimating the potential for decent jobs in either the 
public or private sectors, associated with expanding services available 
to people at different stages in the life cycle.

• Promoting studies to estimate the rate of return on social investment 
in care services, for both society in general and public budgets in 
particular.

Job creation and promotion 
• Developing public, private and mixed systems to provide specialized 

care that is accessible and responds to the needs and preferences of 
workers with family responsibilities and individuals requiring care, and 
encouraging the creation of community services and family assistance 
that provide clean-up, washing and other forms of home care.

• encouraging social investment in new service sectors in response to the 

By transferring some 

domestic tasks and 

caregiving to the market 

and public services, 

countries can create 

new jobs. 
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needs of groups living in extreme poverty. Giving priority to services 
where there is large unsatisfied demand: particularly comprehensive 
child care, computer literacy and school support; assistance to the elderly. 
all this, combined with improving the quality and reducing the costs of 
these kinds of services.

• embedding these initiatives in specific territories to incorporate 
contributions from local governments, civil society and community 
organizations.

• Through investment in production chains associated with caring, 
governments can generate more and better jobs, especially for smaller 
(micro-, small and medium-sized) businesses. 

Reinforcing the quality of employment 
• as part of efforts to assign more value to caregiving, governments must 

much more actively protect and promote better working conditions for 
those working in a wide range of care services.

• Promoting the involvement of both men and women in these services 
to break with past stereotypes that assign care functions solely to 
women.

• Implementing campaigns to increase the value assigned to jobs in the 
care secto. Promoting better pay in this area is essential to reduce current 
segregation and the low value assigned to this work, performed almost 
entirely by women.

• Making efforts to professionalize and certify care services. This would 
improve service quality but also the social and economic value associated 
with this type of work. This requires creating training programs that 
specialize in care for the elderly and the disabled, along with care and 
education for infants and pre-school children. 

• One significant challenge to achieving decent work in the care sector 
is promoting better working conditions and equal rights for domestic 
workers. 

• Reinforcing programs to eliminate domestic labour performed by 
girls from poor households, particularly from rural areas or from afro-
descendent or indigenous families. 

• In the case of women working through community organizations and 
providing assistance to people in extremely vulnerable conditions 
(children, the elderly, etc.), developing strategies to bring their labour 
rights, working conditions and level of formality up to par with other 
kinds of labour.
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BOX 31

c h i L D c a r e J o b S i n co Lo m b i a’S c aU c a Va L L e Y 

as part of an innovative search for new sources of employment (Nuevos Yacimientos de Empleo, NYE), Colombia’s 
Cauca valley authorities looked at childcare jobs. Unlike traditional employment programs, the Nye sought to 
create jobs that would respond to the unsatisfied needs of citizens in terms of their welfare and quality of life. 

Based on calculations of the number of children under four years of age not involved in care or early education 
programs (and whose parents attributed this primarily to economic barriers and/or lack of service), the region 
estimated that some 23,356 new jobs could be created for working at home or in childcare institutions, 
including 4,057 jobs as teachers in child care and pre-school programs. This would serve a total population of 
4.4 million. 

This significant potential reflects the fact that 32.6% of the children under five years (375,881 infants) live 
with their mothers and without their fathers. Moreover, just 31.6% of these children currently receive care in a 
community, day care or other preschool centre.

Source: aguado (2007).
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To improve people’s wellbeing and respond to their needs for care, a social welfare 
system that combines both contributory and non-contributory mechanisms 
is essential, as part of a comprehensive approach built on solidarity between 
the different socioeconomic groups and generations. This system must offer 
extensive coverage to everyone, whether or not they are in the paid labour force, 
and improve the quality and services available to people throughout the life and 
family cycles. 

PRomoTIng unIVERsAl ACCEss To soCIAl sERVICEs

Governments must advance toward policies that guarantee universal access to 
quality social services, through an extensive social security network, not restricted 
to those who are formally employed. This can be achieved by:

• Creating universal pension systems, to guarantee a basic minimum 
income to all citizens. The purpose here is to ensure that the elderly 
have the right to a basic minimum income and thereby exercise their 
right to care. This requires that non-contributory systems complement 
contributory ones, thus making the pension system more independent 
of the labour market

• eliminating any negative effects that maternity and family responsibilities 
may have on women’s wages and pensions. Introducing mechanisms 
to ensure that interruptions in people’s participation in the labour 
force due to parenthood or family care do not reduce their access to 
benefits. 

• Making early childhood education universal. This would provide access 
to childcare regardless of employment (or lack thereof ), thus reinforcing 
women’s sense of citizenship, and creating more opportunities for 
children, especially those from poor households. Compulsory preschool 
education starting at four, rather than five, years of age (as currently in 
effect in most countries) would be a useful measure in this sense. 

• Making the right to paid maternity, paternity and parental leave 
universal.

Improving social security’s ability 
to meet the need for care 
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mAkIng InVEsTmEnT In CHIld CARE sERVICEs A HIgH PRIoRITy 
FoR soCIAl sPEndIng

Public care programs must consider the needs of families from different 
socioeconomic backgrounds and guarantee that those most in need have access 
to quality services. There must be no stigmatization, i.e. “poor services for the poor”, 
but rather quality service that does not discriminate against poor families.

In terms of government investments, these should give priority to:

• Making sufficient public care available for children under six to reduce 
the present deficit and unequal provision of this kind of care and early 
education. This additional supply of nurseries and kindergartens must 
have sufficient funding and supervision to guarantee its continuity and 
the quality of services, and be located near the target population’s homes 
or work places. 

• Designing campaigns to foster confidence in these centres, based on 
the supervision of their security, and quality of education.

• Complementing the supply of public child care services with subsidies 
to access private services.

• ensuring genuine access to compulsory primary education, including 
starting levels, and extending the supply of institutions offering a full 
school day, through both curricular and extra-curricular activities, so 
they match hours of work. 

• Guaranteeing all labour rights to women working in community childcare 
programs, whether or not they are state-supported. 

dEsIgnIng mEAsuREs To mATCH lIFE CyClEs

Latin american and Caribbean countries are at different stages in the demographic 
transition, and thus have different kinds of demand for care. This requires policies 
able to respond to this new reality and adapt to demographic changes. 

• Countries still in the early stages of this demographic transition, in which 
the population is just starting to age, should reinforce policies on child 
care and access to health and preschool education services.

• Countries with a moderate aging index should focus on health systems 
capable of responding to new epidemiological patterns; strategies for 



126

WORK AND FAMILY: NEW CALL FOR PUBLIC POLICIES OF RECONCILIATION WITH SOCIAL CO-RESPONSIBILITY

preschool childcare; and social security policies that will ensure an 
adequate quality of life for the elderly. 

• Countries further along in this transition, with a higher percentage of 
elderly people, face the challenge of responding to them, for which 
they are ill-prepared. They must also ensure that the growing number 
of elderly women without retirement benefits can still look forward to 
a dignified old age. 

Regardless of their stage in this demographic transition, all of the region’s countries 
must with some degree of urgency respond to the challenge of generating care 
policies for their senior citizens. This can involve different forms of assistance:

• Long-term services and lodging, especially for those illnesses not covered 
by regular health care (alzheimer’s, senile dementia, etc.).

• Community/municipal services that offer hourly, half-day or around-the-
clock home care. 

• Subsidies for hiring help in the home; or municipally employed care-
givers responsible for home visits to the elderly in response to specific 
needs. 

BOX 32

t h e e L D e r LY i n U r U G UaY

Uruguay is one of the region’s countries with the highest percentage of senior citizens. In 2004, it passed Law 
17,796 on comprehensive care for older adults (Promoción Integral de los Adultos Mayores), covering four main 
issues: health care, social integration and living conditions, legal counsel and protection, and social security. 

This created the legal framework for a national program for the elderly (Programa Nacional de los Adultos 
Mayores, PRONAM) with regulations applying at different levels of the State and to civil society. The purpose of 
this program is to improve the quality of life of those over 65 in different ways, among them: made-to-measure 
services, staff training, disease prevention, and family support systems. a special identification card (Carné 
Gratuito de Asistencia Vitalicio) gives access to all public sector services. 

Source: www.msp.gub.uy
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InCludIng WoRk-FAmIly REConCIlIATIon And soCIAl 
Co-REsPonsIbIlITy In CondITIonAl TRAnsFERs

Conditional cash transfer programs have acknowledged the importance of allotting 
public resources to children’s health and education. To maximize their impact on 
women and their financial independence, these programs should:

• Increase the number and quality of social services, thus reducing the time 
constraints that these conditions impose on women. These programs 
should not increase women’s domestic workload, as that hurts their 
position in the labour market or their search for employment. 

• Linking their application with initiatives to create jobs and provide more 
spaces in public child care services. Coordinating income transfers and 
active job policies to improve women’s individual skills through literacy, 
training in the trades, and preparation for the first job, along with 
fostering job creation. 

• Remove conditions applying only to mothers and use these mechanisms 
to change how domestic responsibilities are distributed among men and 
women.

• where time contribution is required, evaluate the costs involved and 
their justification with an eye to relieving current demands on families 
in general, and women’s time in particular. 
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Migration can benefit both source and destination countries and migrant 
workers themselves in multiple ways. They can also generate disadvantages and 
discrimination, however, and produce undesirable side effects on family members 
who remain in the country of origin (OIT, 2007b).

One major source of tension for women migrant workers is reconciling their 
work and family responsibilities. This reflects both their own vulnerability in their 
destination country and the distance separating them from their families, which 
makes it hard for them to respond to the need for care of their children and other 
dependants. 

PRoTECTIng mIgRAnTs AT HomE And AbRoAd

The economy and the balance of trade in countries of origin benefit from 
remittances. Destination countries, meanwhile, benefit from labour active in jobs 
essential to their wellbeing. For countries of origin, however, migration involves a 
loss of skills, and in the case of women, a loss of care, which governments should 
address by: 

• Creating sufficient opportunities for decent work for men and women, so 
that people can earn enough income in their own countries to guarantee 
their families’ financial wellbeing, without having to set out in search of 
more highly paid jobs, often of inferior quality, elsewhere, which usually 
require the family to separate.

• Facilitating the return of those who migrate, helping family reunification 
through reintegration and training programs.

Countries of destination benefit from the availability of migrant labour, especially 
in the context of a crisis in care. They should pay special attention to the many 
disadvantages and the discrimination against men and women who migrate, by: 

• Guaranteeing the coherence of labour migration and employment 
policies, and taking into account the social and economic repercussions. 

Policies for migrant workers and 
their families

Migration can benefit 

both source and 

destination countries 

and migrant workers 

themselves in multiple 

ways. 
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encouraging more channels and preventing and eliminating abusive 
migration conditions. 

• establishing regulations that make it easier for the families of migrant 
workers to reunite.

• Guaranteeing that migrant workers have the same labour rights as others, 
and ensuring they have access to childcare. Developing information 
campaigns on their rights in this regard.

• Involving the employing sector as co-responsible for obeying the law and 
making it easier for working parents, for example, in terms of legislation 
regarding social protection. 

• Promoting the unionization of migrant workers.

Many issues arising from workers’ movement across boarders cannot be effectively 
addressed by countries acting alone. as a result, international cooperation to 
manage labour migration can be a useful instrument for safeguarding national 
interests. 

according to the ILO framework, policy makers should foster intergovernmental 
dialogue and cooperation regarding labour migration policies, in consultation with 
social actors, civil society and migrant workers’ organizations. Countries should 
sign bilateral agreements on migration that include specific measures focusing 
on transnational families, and provide for family reunification in both origin and 
destination countries. 

Countries should also promote social dialogue and create tripartite mechanisms 
for dealing with these issues. Similarly, it is necessary to generate information and 
knowledge about how best to deal with these issues, to get the policies right. 
 

dEsIgnIng mEAsuREs To suPPoRT mIgRAnTs’ FAmIlIEs

although families that stay behind in the country of origin often benefit financially 
from migration, the absence of the father, and particularly the mother, traditionally 
the mainstay in family care, can lead to new tensions. These bring high social costs 
to those dependent on care and to the women in the family who must take on 
heavier workloads. Given this situation, which is increasingly common in Latin 
american and the Caribbean, a series of measures is sorely needed:

• Help to legitimize transnational families as another kind of family, to 
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prevent discrimination. This requires awareness programs in schools and 
in the media. 

• Offer care services to meet the needs of families whose parents reside 
abroad. The role of guardians, that is, those left in charge of the children 
of migrant workers, should be formalized to ensure both they and the 
children they care for can access care-related benefits. 

• Create support services to prevent older children who have been left in 
charge of younger siblings from dropping out of school. 

• Involve local governments in developing and managing programs 
to meet the requirements specific to transnational families. Thanks 
to their extensive knowledge and familiarity with the territory, local 
governments can be more efficient in establishing priority areas 
where certain measures, such as longer school hours, are most 
needed. 

• Make an institutional effort to collect statistics on families remaining in 
the country of origin, to complete information, which to date has focused 
primarily on the migrants themselves. 

BOX 33

m e x i co: P r o G r a m to G Ua r a n t e e e D U c at i o n to m i G r a n t DaY - L a b o U r e r S’ c h i L D r e n 

In Mexico, the importance and sheer size of migration, combined with concern for human rights, has given rise 
to programs and policies to aid both internal and cross-border migrants. 

The sons and daughters who accompany agricultural day-labourers face serious problems, as they travel far from 
home, following demand for labour and the seasonal patterns of agricultural work, all of which are very different 
from school periods. 

In response, a special program (Programa de Educación Preescolar y Primaria para Niños y Niñas de Familias Jornaleras 
Agrícolas Migrantes, PRONIM) started up in 1997, to improve these children’s quality of life through educational 
activities at preschool and primary levels. The program seeks to guarantee their access to education, keep them in 
school and boost their performance, despite their mobility and their families’ difficult living conditions. 

Through coordination with the authorities in Mexico’s different states, the program encourages ongoing 
intercultural education, guaranteeing equal coverage and quality to girls and boys from three to 14 years of 
age, from the families of indigenous, mestizo, migrant and settled, agricultural day-workers. Public schools are 
expected to receive these travelling students and ensure that their studies are not interrupted. 

PRONIM offers educational services in 21 of the 32 states of the country, covering 17,268 children or 4.4% of 
potential demand. The program is planning to extend the age limit to cover children from three to 16 years of 
age, and thus cover a greater portion of the estimated demand: 400,000 children. 

Sources: http://www.sedesol.gob.mx/; http://www.sep.gob.mx/ Loyo and Camarena (2008).
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• Involve organizations of migrants, so they can help to set priorities and 
design measures, based on their experience.

• In both countries of origin and destination, apply measures to improve 
communication and reduce the costs to parents and their children 
through better access to information technologies, such as the 
Internet.
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THE EmPloyER sECToR

Company-level measures dealing with work-family reconcil iation, which 
complement legal requirements, benefit not only working men and women, but 
also the company itself, as described in this report.

The benefits include the development of human resources, since people are the 
main resource in modern companies and wages are no longer considered the sole 
attraction for remaining with a given firm. Indeed, internationally, measures to 
reconcile work and family are widely used to attract and retain talent and reduce 
turnover (Lagos, 2007).

even companies in sectors characterized by low productivity and unskilled jobs, 
where the marginal costs of turnover and training are comparatively low, benefit 
from improvements in productivity, both on the micro and systemic levels. The fact 
that employees can harmonize work and family life can reduce absenteeism and 
generate greater satisfaction with and commitment to the company. Lower stress, 
associated with better work environments, also helps to improve productivity.

Moreover, a reputation as an up-to-date company that supports equal opportunities 
is crucial to achieving a favourable public image. These factors are part of the 
tendency to promote corporate social responsibility, a seal of approval that attracts 
new customers, potential workers and, moreover, improves relations with other 
companies and government.
 
It is important that employer organizations play an active role in national debates 
about work-family reconciliation, to make their voices heard and show their 
commitment to the issue. 

employer’s organizations must inform their members of the importance of creating 
conditions for reconciling work and family through social responsibility, as well 
as applying concrete measures and mechanisms for evaluating results, among 
them:

Social actors’ role in finding 
new answers
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• Conducting studies, distributing information and providing advice 
on the costs and benefits of measures to reconcile work and family 
responsibilities, on both short and long term. 

• encouraging commissions within employer organizations that can 
recommend measures to improve work-family reconciliation in the 
organization itself and companies. 

• encouraging an increase in business women’s participation in employer 
organization management committees and highlighting current gender 
demands, including reconciliation strategies and social co-responsibility, 
within their sector agenda. 

• encouraging a broader understanding of social responsibility (SR) within 
companies, by including care as a central theme and talking about the 
need for new synergies between work and family life. Promoting the 
notion that social responsibility should be extended to the employees 
and cease to be treated as merely corporate philanthropy.

• Developing codes of good practices and other forms of voluntary 
commitment to reconciling work and family through social co-
responsibility.

BOX 34

c h i L e: S h o P P i n G c e n t r e e m P Lo Y e e S’ c h i L D r e n S h a r e r i G h tS to c a r e

In 1995, Chile’s law on child care centres changed to include shopping centres run by a single company or legal 
entity. Until then, only women working in department stores or companies with over 20 women workers had 
access to this benefit. 

In one important chain of shopping centres, the system works through agreements between the shopping 
centre and private nurseries located nearby, open during similar hours. all women workers have access to this 
service, but the ones who use it the most are those working for smaller companies (stores, security and services). 
Identifying internal demand and choosing the day care centre is the responsibility of the administrative staff at 
each shopping centre. Mothers have to fill out the required forms and choose the closest nursery from among 
those included in the shopping centre’s agreement. 

all the stores in each shopping centre pay into a shared account, which covers basic services for common areas 
and child care, regardless of whether their own women workers use this facility. as legally required, working 
women who using this benefit pay no fees. 

In an interview, a company spokesperson recognized the importance of this childcare policy, which favours 
women’s participation in the workforce and offers them greater peace of mind. The company sees this as part of 
the its’ social responsibility (SR), improving the company’s image and its ranking. 

Source: kremerman (2008).
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• encouraging emulation by other companies, through the distribution 
of information about success stories involving social responsibility, 
particularly in terms of work-family reconciliation.

• encouraging studies to measure the effects of reconciliation initiatives on 
productivity and corporate image. This kind of research requires debate 
about possible methodologies.

Companies’ human resource departments should apply strategies to reconcile work, 
family and personal life. Measures should explicitly address the needs of both men and 
women employees and take into consideration the different kinds of family organization 
that exist today. examples of these kinds of measures include the following:

Family Services:
• Offering childcare on company premises, when justified by the number 

of employees, or reimbursement to facilitate working parents’ access to 
privately offered childcare services. 

BOX 35

b r a Z i L: w o r k e r S a r e r e i m b U r S e D F o r c h i L D c a r e e x P e n S e S 

In Brazil, most companies comply with labour legislation by reimbursing their employees’ spending on child 
care. any company not offering child care facilities has to create a system for caring for their employees’ children 
during the period they are breastfeeding. Collective bargaining establishes the duration and extent of this 
benefit and in some cases, this can go far beyond legal requirements.
 

One state-owned corporation, for example, has adopted a system that goes beyond legal requirements, 
reimbursing child care expenses up to the age of seven. The reimbursement system involves accreditation 
of private childcare centres by the human resources department, which evaluates the quality of services and 
selects those located near the workplace. If there is no nursery nearby, the workers can request reimbursement 
for a childcare worker who comes to their home.
 

The accreditation system helps mothers to choose the centre most suited to their needs and creates a network 
involving the company, the private sector, child care centres and employees, thereby ensuring the quality of the 
services offered. Because the company’s reimbursement is set at market prices, private child care centres are 
anxious to obtain certification and thus access to significant revenues. 

The cost to the company represents 0.01% of its net income and the positive results are evident in studies of the 
work environment: women workers report high satisfaction with this benefit. 

The company also has an agreement with another firm (Servicio Social da Industria, SESI), which offers activities 
outside school hours, such as summer camps, for workers’ children. These services are fully covered by company 
payments to SeSI. 

Source: Hein and Cassirer (2008).



13�

CHAPTER IV

BOX 36

c h i L e: a n i n n o Vat i V e F i r m r e S P o n D S to L a r G e co m Pa n i e S’ n e e D F o r c h i L D c a r e 

Since 2005, an innovative company in Santiago has specialized in meeting the educational and child care needs 
of the employees in their client companies. Currently it has 20 centres functioning and plans to expand to other 
locations where there is unmet demand. 

Its services are geared mainly towards the needs of large corporations, a segment that accounts for over 60% of 
its revenues. 

The company offers high quality services adapted to the needs of each company and its employees. It starts 
out by assessing needs and goals for the potential client company and then sets up a “sponsored centre” (with 
or without an initial investment from the company), tailored to specific schedules and needs. Sometimes it 
develops a “corporate centre” servicing two or more companies in the same area, with insufficient demand to 
make full use of a centre on their own. It also creates “open centres” where it perceives high potential demand, 
for example near offices or homes with a substantial number of women employees able to afford these services. 

aside from handling the design, construction and operation of the centre, this company offers its clients 
an on-going evaluation of service impact on child development and employee quality of life, and company 
productivity and profitability.

Source: www.vitamina.cl

BOX 37

e L S a LVa D o r: co r P o r at e S o c i a L r e S P o n S i b i L i t Y a n D c a r i n G i n t h e 2009 e L e c t i o n 

In el Salvador, the issue of work-family reconciliation and specifically childcare, became a major campaign issue 
during the last Presidential election. The two main political coalitions, recognized the fact that hundreds of 
thousands of women both need and want to enter the labour market and the barriers they face, given the few 
choices available in terms of private and public childcare.

among its proposals, one coalition emphasized the importance that corporate social responsibility should place 
on caregiving and proposed creating childcare centres, financed jointly by employers, the State and employees.

The fact that work-family reconciliation strategies became a campaign issue reveals its importance in generating 
electoral support.

Source: Salvadorian press (2008). 
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• encouraging innovation and cooperation among companies to develop 
childcare services. 

• extending the range of choices and including care for the elderly, the 
disabled and the ill within reconciliation policies.

Organizing hours of work: 
• encouraging, within a framework of social dialogue and collective 

bargaining, the reorganization of working hours to make it easier to 
reconcile work and family life. These initiatives should consider five 
interrelated criteria: preserving workers’ health and safety ; being 
family-friendly; promoting gender equality; increasing productivity; and 
facilitating employee control over hours of works. 

• Planning shift work and schedules in advance to avoid interfering with 
important family events.

Organizing the work place:
• agreeing, as part of collective bargaining, on mechanisms that take 

a more flexible approach to both the organization and the place of 
work. 

• Developing mechanisms that make it easier to assign employees to 
locations close to their homes (if the company has branches). where 
duties permit, allowing employees to work some days in the office and 
others from home. 

• Regulating and supervising the conditions in which employees carry out 
part-time, temporary, or at-home work, bringing these up to par with 
those of full-time, permanent staff (including social security coverage).

 
THE unIon sECToR

Unions also strengthen their own mandates when they include work-family 
reconciliation on their own agendas. Their ability to attract new members 
depends on whether workers feel their interests are being defended. Including 
the promotion of gender equality on the union’s agenda is one way of improving 
representation and legitimacy. Promoting work-family reconciliation is another 
way the union demonstrates its sensitivity to members’ social and economic 
realities. This is also one area in which unions can visibly improve workers’ quality 
of life (Hein, 2005). 
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TABLE 3

S o m e m e a S U r e S F o r o r G a n i Z i n G h o U r S o F w o r k 

Initiatives Implementation

1. Duration of the workday
Increase the choices regarding hours of work available to 
men and women employees.

2. Deferred workday

Make hours of work flexible, for example by offering:
• 1 day off for every three workdays
• One Friday off every month or early closing every Friday 
in exchange for working late other days of the week
• earlier start and therefore earlier finish to the work day
• Later start or early finishing time in exchange for lunch 
breaks.

3. agreed Time-off 
• establish a certain number of hours in the month or 
days in the year for personal use
• Schedule shifts well in advance

4. work from home and office
Make it possible to work partly from home or elsewhere, 
other than the workplace (telework)

5. Unpaid absence from work Months or years of unpaid leave for personal reasons 

6. Vacation time spread over the year Flexible use of vacations 

7. additional vacations apart from legally established 
ones

establish extra vacation days as rewards or incentives

BOX 38

co m Pa n i e S i n L at i n a m e r i c a n a n D t h e c a r i b b e a n: G o o D P r ac t i c e S

Some companies in the region have implemented initiatives that favour reconciling work and family, among 
them:

• Flexible time policies at work: flexible hours, part-time, distance employment.
• Special maternity and paternity leave, which makes it possible to work out of the office after the birth 

or adoption of a child. 
• Special paid and unpaid leaves.
• Leaves to look after emergencies involving employees’ children.
• Centres where employees’ children can do their homework. 
• Summer programs so employees can work with their children nearby.
• Child care for employees’ children during school holidays.
• Services for employees and their families on company premises, such as laundries, opticians, or clothes 

stores.
• Benefits: insurance to cover employees’ minor and major medical expenses, life insurance, health 

campaigns, and campaigns to prevent illnesses in both men and women.
• Nurseries where new mothers may breastfeed their children. 
• Discussion groups to identify work-family reconciliation needs and proposing suitable measures to the 

company.
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Proposals for unions include:
• encouraging the inclusion of work-family reconciliation on union 

agendas, along with clauses on reconciliation and gender equality within 
collective bargaining.

• Creating reconciliation policies and encouraging companies to voluntarily 
adopt the necessary measures.

• encouraging and strengthen women’s participation in union structures 
and at every stage of collective bargaining. Providing conditions so that 
women union officials can more easily balance work, union and family 
responsibilities. 

• Strengthening union ability in this area, by concentrating on national, 
sectoral and company-level negotiators.

• Disseminating information about the rights of workers with family 
responsibilities and support those suffering from discrimination. 
Cooperating to enforce relevant laws, especially those on work-family 
reconciliation and non-discrimination.

• encouraging unions to award seals of approval to companies that go 
beyond complying with current regulations to offer solutions in the area 
of work-family reconciliation.

CIVIl soCIETy

Other actors can help societies to reconcile work and family through social co-
responsibility. Civil society organizations, especially women’s groups allied with 
other sectors, have an important role to play. To identify relevant actors, it is useful 
to note how different interests converge in the case of these issues: particularly 
competitiveness and productivity, gender equality, and the rights of children and 
the elderly, among others. Positioning reconciliation policies on the national agenda 
depends on getting other actors, not necessarily attuned to these issues, involved, 
by showing them the tangible gains possible from these kinds of policies. 

Including the promotion 

of gender equality on 

the union’s agenda is 

one way of improving 

representation and 

legitimacy. 
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BOX 39

co S ta r i c a: a U n i o n o r G a n i Z e S DaY c a r e F o r S e L F - e m P Lo Y e D a F F i L i at e S

Costa Rica’s national union confederation (Central del Movimiento de Trabajadores Costarricenses, CMTC) created 
the Guardería Solidaridad in 2002, in partnership with its branch of informally employed workers (Federación 
Costarricense de Trabajadores Autónomos, FECOTRA), as part of efforts to meet the needs of workers in the 
informal economy.

The centre, with places for 68 children under ten years old, was located near San Jose’s Central Market, near 
parents’ workplace. It offered preschool education, nutritious meals, care, and regular health checks and 
vaccinations. 

Most women using the centre were young, single mothers, many of them Nicaraguan immigrants. They worked 
seven days a week, ten to twelve hours daily, as street vendors in the city centre. They had no social security and 
prior to the centre’s existence would have to take their children with them to work or leave them at home, alone, 
if they were sick.

with care available for their children, mothers could maintain or increase the time spent on paid work. Families 
improved their standard of living and their savings rose, thanks to the savings on food and health care for their 
children. Mothers’ mental health also improved, as stress fell, thanks to the knowledge that their children were 
well cared for. The children’s physical (nutrition) and educational (school marks) development also improved. The 
children had been removed from dangerous environments (contamination, traffic, sexual abuse) and protected 
from the risk of child labour. The Centre supported parents by transforming inequitable gender practices at 
home. 

The Centre closed in 2005, when support from national and international organizations ceased. The CMTC has 
emphasized the importance of receiving ongoing assistance from the State and other national institutions to 
turn this into a  permanent service.

Source: Cassirer and addati (2007).

BOX 40

n i c a r aG Ua a n D e c Ua D o r: o r G a n i Z at i o n S o F m i G r a n tS’ Fa m i L i e S D e m a n D P U b L i c P o L i c i e S 

The election agenda for Nicaraguans abroad, drawn up by a network of migrants (Red de Migrantes) in 2006, 
included demands for developing social care programs for migrants’ families, particularly children and 
adolescents who stay behind in the home country. This point on the agenda proposes a collective approach, 
with participation from the mayor and other local actors, to mitigate the high social costs of migration to those 
who stay behind. Until then, families alone had born the brunt of these problems.

In ecuador, several local governments have responded to the demands of associations of migrants, by 
including care for family members who stay in the home country in their action plans. quito, for example, offers 
psychological support to grandparents engaged in caregiving, and provides children with care and recreational 
activities.
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Tackling the relationship between work and family life requires addressing domestic 
and productive work, labour force and family issues as a whole. Reconciliation 
policies can take a traditional approach, identifying family welfare as women’s 
domain, or they can take a modern approach that helps both men and women 
make family and domestic activities fit better with the demands of paid work.

Modern reconciliation requires changing a gender-based division of labour, based 
on rigid roles for men and women, that is sustained by a gender hierarchy. To 
achieve equal opportunities for men and women at work requires that both are 
able to share their workloads – in the workplace and at home – and re-valuing the 
importance of each to social welfare. 

CREATIng nEW IdEAs And IndICAToRs

Labour legislation and social welfare institutions reflect traditional views about 
men’s and women’s roles, producing weak public policies unable to meet current 
needs for care. To change this situation, and to develop and implement integrated 
policies that foster reconciliation and social co-responsibility, in line with 
Convention 156 (article 6), governments must ensure that research is done on 
the different aspects of employing men and women with family responsibilities. 
The goal is to have the information necessary to create more effective measures 
and policies.

Studies are needed to weigh the benefits of reconciliation policies against the costs 
attributable to their absence, and thus justify them as an investment. Similarly, 
more precise breakdowns of current data are necessary to establish how care is 
currently organized and labour distributed by gender, socioeconomic level, and 
race or ethnicity.

The foundations necessary for 
reconciling work and family 
through policies based on social 
co-responsibility

Governments must ensure 

that research is done 

on the different aspects 

of employing men and 

women with family 

responsibilities. 
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To a large degree, conflicts between domestic and work-related activities are 
mainly time-related. The concept of “time use”, then, can guide policy and strategy 
design, to make both more favourable to work-family reconciliation policies. 
among its many advantages, a time use analysis helps to pinpoint the degree of 
responsibility for productive and reproductive work of certain social actors. This 
helps to identify and overcome bottlenecks that tend to perpetuate a traditional 
division of labour. 

To this end, national level data with periodical coverage is essential. we therefore 
recommend time use surveys, the inclusion of questions about how care is 
organized in general labour force surveys, and the application of surveys on costs 
and wages at the workplace level, to permit a gender breakdown. Information must 
be collected on current availability of care (from both public and private sources), 
working conditions for those employed, and the opportunities available to them 
to adequately reconcile work and family responsibilities. 

There is a need to assess the impact of public policies in this area. This requires 
indicators to monitor changes in the quality of life of both employees and their 
dependants in need of care, and their impact on gender equality.

above all, and in terms of economic policies, the caring dimension in macroeconomic 
modernization exercises should be included. This is essential to evaluate, using 
practical tools, the impact of different economic policy approaches to the different 
dimensions of care. 

buIldIng AWAREnEss And CulTuRAl CHAngE

To promote these changes and in line with ILO Convention1 No. 56 (article 6), the 
State must implement a serious campaign to raise awareness and change attitudes. 
This long-term effort requires many different components, among them:

• Information campaigns. To promote better understanding of what 
equality of opportunity and treatment between men and women entails, 
and the problems workers with family responsibilities face, and promote 
public views favourable to their resolution.  

• Awareness-building among social actors. To identify other actors able 
to promote policies favouring reconciliation and incorporating gender 
equality, and the rights of children and the elderly. Placing reconciliation 



142

WORK AND FAMILY: NEW CALL FOR PUBLIC POLICIES OF RECONCILIATION WITH SOCIAL CO-RESPONSIBILITY

policies on the government’s agenda depends upon building alliances 
with others not directly involved in them, by informing them of how 
these policies benefit other agendas too. To do this, both unions and 
employers need support for ongoing awareness-building, so they can 
provide information, education and training on the different factors that 
negatively affect the lives of workers and their families.

• Schools. The educational system plays a fundamental role in socializing 
gender roles and a duty to teach children and young people major values. 
This makes schools crucial to fostering models of democracy and gender 
equality, by modifying curricula and teaching practices. Discussions on 
working life should become part of educational programs. This requires 
giving specific training to those who teach in educational and vocational 
programs. 

• The media. The media have an important contribution to make 
to eliminate gender stereotypes, by highlighting inequalities and 
encouraging public debate on how productive work and care 
responsibilities are distributed in society and at home. In this sense, 
campaigners must make an ongoing effort to raise awareness among 
journalists and other communicators, particularly those in television and 
radio, who typically exercise the most influence over the population. 
Special attention should also go to building the awareness of people 
in institutions that are highly influential in terms of value formation, 
particularly those involved in religious and educational activities. Finally, 
institutions associated with the world of work should become a high 
priority for this kind of consciousness raising.
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