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INTRODUCTION

Homework,�Inequality�and�Gender

In many of today’s domestic and global supply chains, a critical part of production is carried 
out below the factory floor by an invisible workforce – homeworkers.1 It is estimated that 
in India alone, there are 5 million homeworkers contributing to garment and textile supply 
chains (Chen and Sinha 2016). Homeworkers are workers who are subcontracted to produce 
or add value to goods or services from their homes or areas around their homes. They are 
positioned at the end of what have become increasingly complex supply chains that connect 
factories, contractors, subcontractors, homes and workshops across the globe on highly 
unequal terms. 

Despite  the economic contributions of homeworkers 
to global production, their work and contributions to 
economic growth are largely unknown to, or under-
valued by, the brands they produce for. The same 
applies to consumers and governments. By nature of 
their work, homeworkers are isolated and often lack 
information about markets or other homeworkers. As 
a result, homeworkers themselves are often unaware 
of their numbers and economic contributions, and do 
not view themselves as legitimate economic agents.  

Shifts in the organization of global production over 
approximately the past 60 years have increased com-
petition and the mobility of capital, and decreased 
worker protections and power, setting in motion 
an “informalization” process (Mehrotra and Biggeri 
2007). In this process, working conditions and protec-
tions for formal workers have deteriorated and the 

1 Home-based workers are workers who produce goods or 
provide services from their homes or areas around their 
homes. The term “homeworker” is used to refer to one cate-
gory of home-based workers – those who are subcontracted 
rather than self-employed. Throughout this paper, the term 
“homeworker” is used except when reference is made to a 
study that uses the umbrella term home-based workers. 

informal workforce has increased in size2 (Delaney 
2004). In 2002, the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) stated that the “bulk of new employment in 
recent years, particularly in developing and transi-
tion countries, has been in the informal economy” 
(ILO 2002:1). Rather than disappearing with indus-
trialization,3 informal work has both expanded and 
emerged in new forms – for example, accompanying 
the growth of large manufacturing firms in the 
global South has been the emergence of informal 
enterprises and subcontracted industrial outworkers 
(homeworkers) (Carr et al. 2000; ILO 2002; ILO and 
WIEGO 2013). 

Homework, a form of informal work, is characterized 
by vulnerability – homeworkers lack social and legal 
protections, and opportunities for economic mobil-
ity and collective bargaining – all four pillars of the 
decent work agenda outlined by the ILO (ILO 2002; 
Chen and Sinha 2016). Chen and Sinha (2016) outline 
three major ways in which homeworkers are inserted 

2 Estimates by Charmes (2012) indicate that informal em-
ployment as a share of total non-agricultural employment 
increased for Northern Africa, Latin America, and Southern 
and South-eastern Asia from the 1970s–1980s to 2005–2010. 
For sub-Saharan Africa, informal employment as a share of 
total non-agricultural employment increased sharply from 
67.3 per cent in 1980–1984 to 86.9 per cent in 1995–1999. It 
subsequently decreased to 65.9 per cent in 2005–2010. 

3  For more on the view that the informal sector would disap-
pear with modern industrial development, see Lewis 1954.  
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into global supply chains on unfair terms. First, firms 
outsource production to them as a way to protect 
against the risk of fluctuating demand (drawing 
upon homeworkers’ labour when demand is high, 
and ceasing to do so when demand is low). Firms also 
outsource to homeworkers as a way to download 
the non-wage costs of production, as homeworkers 
supply many of these at their own expense, including 
a workplace, electricity, equipment and transporta-
tion. Finally, many firms use homeworkers because 
they have specialized skills that cannot be mecha-
nized – such as intricate embroidering. In many ways, 
homeworkers epitomize the unequal landscape of 
global production – formal firms benefit from the 
skills and flexibility they provide, while denying them 
core labour rights.  

Homework is highly gendered – although data on 
homework are scarce, there is a strong consensus in 
the literature that the majority of homeworkers are 
women.4 Existing data from Southern Asia5 show that 
homework accounts for a larger share of employment 
for women workers outside of agriculture than for 
men in the region. Many women take on homework 
because of constraints that relate directly to gender 
norms – including those that limit women’s mobility 
outside of the home, or that assign disproportionate 
responsibility for unpaid care work to women. 

In this sense, reducing the decent work deficits 
that homeworkers experience is an issue of both 
economic and gender justice. A key challenge for poli-
cymakers and others interested in women’s economic 
empowerment is to find ways to reduce the vulnera-
bilities that homeworkers face, and at the same time 
enhance their capabilities, productivity and earnings 
in ways that protect and promote their livelihoods. 
Fundamental to this process is collective action 
and voice – homeworkers are already organizing to 
demand better working conditions and protections, 
and any intervention meant to benefit them should 
be shaped by them. This paper reviews the literature 

4  Carr et al. 2000; ILO 2002; Freeman 2003; Delaney 2004; 
Hale and Wills 2005; Chen and Sinha 2016; Nathan et al. 
2016, others.

5  Mahmud 2014; Raveendran et al. 2013; Raveendran and 
Vanek, 2013; Akhtar and Vanek 2013.

on homeworkers in global supply chains with these 
challenges in mind. 

Specifically, this paper reviews literature on home-
workers in global supply chains from 2000 to 2017. 
Although scholars started paying increased attention 
to homework as early as the 1980s, it wasn’t until the 
2000s that informal work generally, and homework 
specifically, began to be examined in the context of 
global supply chains (Meagher 2013). Still, work on 
homeworkers’ conditions within global supply chains 
remains a very small and limited subset of a large and 
comprehensive body of literature on formal (partic-
ularly factory) workers’ conditions in global supply 
chains. Similarly, within the larger body of literature 
on the informal economy, homework occupies a rela-
tively small space. 

In recent years, however, this disparity has begun 
to close, with much of the new research on home-
workers being commissioned or led by international 
agencies, activist scholars, civil society organizations 
or these actors in collaboration with each other. As 
a result, much of this review highlights applied case 
studies with associated lessons and recommenda-
tions for policy and practice, rather than theoretical 
debates and trends within the academic literature. 

This review6 was guided by the following questions: 
What are the vulnerabilities of homeworkers in 
global supply chains? What mechanisms exist to 
provide legal and social protections for homeworkers 
and to secure their livelihoods? How have home-
workers made gains through organizing and agency, 
and what challenges do they continue to face in this 
area? This literature review is divided into seven main 
sections: emergence and growth of homework in 
global supply chains, characteristics and prevalence 
of homework, working conditions of homeworkers in 

6  Overall, 58 resources were located through an online search 
and reviewed.  Search terms included “homeworkers” or 
“home-based workers,” “outworkers,” “industrial outwork-
ers” or “subcontracted workers,” combined with “global 
supply chains,” “global value chains,” “global commodity 
chains,” “legal frameworks,” “organizing,” “protection” and 
“agency.” A “cascading” approach was used for the review. 
The first round of identified sources was used to identify 
additional sources.
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