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POLICYBRIEF

This policy brief analyses the differentiation in the labour 
conditions of paid domestic workers in Latin America and 
Argentina2. Paid domestic work (PDW) can be under-

stood as a commodified solution for the contradictions from 
the increasing participation of women in the labour market 
amid an unequal sexual division of labour between women 
and men. Since the mid-1970s, there has been a shift in so-
cial reproduction from a model of family with one male bread-
winner to a pattern of two earner household. As much as there 
were no radical changes in the sexual division of labour, this 
resulted in a process of “double-socialization” of women’s 
work, since they started to participate massively in the labour 
market, while keeping their responsibilities in reproductive la-
bour and care work (Becker-Schmidt 2010). The consumption 
of PDW by households to solve this contradiction leads to a 
dualized organization of social reproduction, where high-in-
come families hire women from low-income backgrounds to 
perform reproductive work (Fraser, 2016).

Latin-American labour markets have some specificities that 
shape the features of PDW in the region. One of these particu-
larities is the strongly segmented and differentiated structure 
of labour markets (Pinto, 1978; Nun, Murmis y Marín, 1968). 
Although there exist dissimilar explanations on the causes of 
such segmentation, there is a consensus that Latin-American 
economies are characterized by the great extension of em-
ployment in productive units with low capital investment, low 
scale and bad working conditions, referred to as the ‘informal’ 
or ‘marginal’ sector of the economy. On the other hand, work-
ers in the formal sector of the economy perform their jobs in 
large-scale companies, have higher qualifications and enjoy 
better working conditions. 
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This policy brief analyses the differen-
tiation in the labour conditions of paid 
domestic workers in Latin America and 
Argentina. We focus on the case of Ar-
gentina during 2003-2019 and carry out an 
empirical inquiry on many labour market 
indicators. Our study aims to shed light 
on the strong differentiation of the work-
ing conditions for domestic workers and 
the need for policies to reverse this situa-
tion. 



The existence of a segmented economy leads to a 
segmentation of the social structure, where the popu-
lation integrated to the formal circuits of the economy 
have social protection and labour rights, while those 
excluded from the formal sector are marginalized and 
have limited access to social welfare. This does not 
mean that formal and informal sectors are separated 
spheres of the society, inasmuch as both are deeply 
intertwined and in permanent relation. 

A good example of this close relationship is the gen-
eralized existence of PDW in Latin America. The seg-
mented social structure of Latin-American countries 
facilitates the creation of employment in this activity. 
This kind of jobs is performed mostly by women from 
low-income families that are employed by high-income 
households integrated to the formal sector of the econ-
omy. Many domestic workers are migrants that must 
deal with the difficult decision of leaving their homes 
and their families to carry out reproductive tasks for 
other families. Thus, the so-called “global care chains” 
unfold within and between countries in Latin America 
(Sanchís & Rodríguez Enríquez 2011).

Latin-American women are particularly affected by 
a ‘horizontal occupational segregation’ since they can 
access a narrower range of occupations than men. This 
is why PDW, the most ‘feminized’ job in labour markets, 
is the main occupation for women in Latin America and, 
like any other feminized occupation, pay less even in 
comparison to other jobs with similar qualification. In 
most Latin-American countries, legislation stipulates 
less social protection for paid domestic workers than for 
other occupations (Valenzuela 2010, Bastidas 2012). 
These features of Latin-American economies are pres-
ent in Argentina as well.

 PAID DOMESTIC WORK
 IN ARGENTINA

We shall focus on the case of Argentina in the 
period 2003-2019. This time span is interesting 
to study for two reasons: 1) it allows us to eval-

uate the improvements in the situation of PDW during 
the neo-developmentalist regime led by the Kirchners’ 
family (2003-2015) and 2) it is also useful to assess the 
worsening in the labour conditions of PDW after 2015 
when a neo-liberal project came to power. During the 
first years of the neo-developmentalist regime (2003-
2007), GDP and employment grew sharply, wages 
raised and unions’ bargaining power increased, amid 
the return of collective agreements between unions and 
companies. However, the neo-developmentalist project 
began to face several problems since 2008-2009, when 
prices of primary goods decreased. Inflation accelerat-
ed notably, diminishing the purchasing power of wag-
es and other incomes. These problems worsened after 
Mauricio Macri took office by the end of 2015, leading a 
project of fiscal austerity, liberalization of the commodity 
market, and alignment with the International Monetary 
Fund. The orthodox policies applied since then led to 
economic stagnation with high levels of inflation that de-
teriorated wages and labour conditions.

Policies to protect and promote the registration of 
PDW were taken by the Kirchners’ administration. The 
first ones, in 2005, made it easier and cheaper for em-
ployers to register labour contracts of domestic work-
ers. Later on, a huge step forward was taken with the 
enactment of a specific law for the regulation of this 
activity (Law n° 26.884 on March 2013). Even though 
a differentiated legal framework for PDW was still main-
tained, the new legislation established protections and 
regulations in terms of wages, working hours per day, 
lay-offs, among other aspects. In contrast, amid a con-
text of increasing unemployment and economic insta-
bility, Macri’s administration did not apply any particular 
policies for paid domestic workers. Therefore, they also 
suffered from the general drop in labour incomes that 
characterized Macri’s presidential term.

Our empirical enquiry of the Argentinean case is 
based on data from a household survey that provides in-
formation for the urban population of the whole country. 
With our analysis we shall intend to answer the follow-
ing questions: Do paid domestic workers suffer a differ-
entiation regarding their working conditions compared 
to the rest of the working class? Did differentiation and 
stratification remain after the period of economic growth 
that kicked off in 2003? What were the effects of the 
economic stagnation on PDW?

TABLE 1.- INDICATORS ON LABOUR MARKET AND PDW.
ARGENTINA 2003-2019.

YEAR Unemployment 
rate

PDW over 
total em-
ployment

PDW over 
employed 
women

Women 
vis-à-vis 
men in 
PDW

2003 15.8% 6.6% 15.6% 98.0%

2004 13.0% 7.0% 16.3% 98.4%

2005 11.0% 7.3% 16.7% 97.1%

2006 10.0% 7.7% 17.9% 98.2%

2007 8.3% 7.4% 17.6% 98.3%

2008 7.6% 7.1% 16.8% 99.2%

2009 9.0% 7.1% 16.4% 97.1%

2010 7.4% 6.9% 16.4% 98.3%

2011 7.3% 7.2% 17.1% 97.2%

2012 7.6% 7.1% 17.0% 98.2%

2013 6.7% 7.2% 17.0% 98.3%

2014 7.4% 7.0% 16.2% 98.5%

2015 6.6% 7.3% 17.2% 97.7%

2016 8.5% 7.5% 17.3% 98.4%

2017 8.4% 7.2% 16.6% 98.2%

2018 9.2% 7.4% 16.6% 98.2%

2019 10.2% 7.5% 16.9% 97.7%

Source:  author’s elaboration based on EPH-INDEC
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Table 1 shows that the strong growth in employment 
during 2003-2008 has impacted on the unemployment 
rate, which decreased from 15.8% in 2003 to 7.6% in 
2008. During these years of sharp increase in employ-
ment, the percentage of paid domestic workers over to-
tal employment rose from 6.6% in 2003 to 7.1% in 2008 
and it has maintained at this level over the whole peri-
od under study. The significance of PDW as a source 
of employment for women didn’t change significantly 
during 2003-2015, having an average of 16.8% over 
total female employment. From 2016 onwards, the un-
employment rate rose constantly and reached 10.2% 
in 2019, while the significance of PDW over total em-
ployment and over employed women remained almost 
constant.  Table 1 also illustrates the fact that PDW is 
performed almost exclusively by women (98% of fe-
male workers on average).

FIGURE 1 - HOURLY LABOUR INCOMES IN REAL TERMS (EX-
PRESSED IN PESOS FROM 2019, LEFT AXIS). INCOME GAP BE-
TWEEN PAID DOMESTIC WORKERS AND REST OF EMPLOYED 
PEOPLE (RIGHT AXIS). ARGENTINA 2003-2019.

Source: author’s elaboration based on EPH-INDEC

PDW presents lower incomes than other occupations 
and the income gap3 between workers in this sector and 
the rest of the working-class did not decrease over the 
analysed period. Even though hourly incomes have in-
creased for domestic workers from 2005 to 2013, the in-
come gap grew from 1.41 in 2003 up to a peak of 1.84 
in 2008. Figure 1 also shows the increase in wages for 
domestic workers in 2013 as a result of the promulga-
tion of the new legislation, which in turn led to a drop of 
the income gap. Lastly, wages for paid domestic workers 
dropped sharply since 2017 and they did it at a faster 
pace than the rest of the working class. As a result of 
this, the income gap increased from 1.42 in 2017 to 1.65 
in 2019.
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FIGURE 2 – RATE OF HOURLY UNDEREMPLOYMENT. 
31 URBAN AREAS. ARGENTINA 2003-2019.

Source: author’s elaboration based on EPH-INDEC

The differentiation of working conditions for PDW 
also manifests in the underemployment rate4. The un-
deremployment rate was at a very high level in the after-
math of the 2001-2002 crisis, reaching 12.7% of work-
ers for total employment without PDW. When looking 
specifically at paid domestic workers, the underemploy-
ment rate has been over 26% until 2006 and only start-
ed to fall since then. However, the gap in terms of hourly 
underemployment between domestic workers and the 
rest of the working-class remained over the years, as 
the underemployment rate was around 5% for the total 
workforce, while it stayed around 20% for PDW. Figure 
2 also shows the worsening in labour conditions since 
2015. The underemployment rate for the total workforce 
increased from 4.7% in 2015 to 7.8% in 2019, while it 
raised from 19.8% to 26.3% for paid domestic workers 
during the same years.

FIGURE 3 – UNREGISTERED EMPLOYMENT RATE.
31 URBAN AREAS. ARGENTINA 2003-2019.

Source: author’s elaboration based on EPH-INDEC

Another dimension of differentiation is related to the 
legal registration of labour contracts, whose evolution is 
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1  A long version of this policy brief was published as an article 
in Lastra (2020).

2  Differentiation in the labour conditions means that workers 
employed in a specific sector are subject to worse working 
conditions. This phenomenon might express in lower wages in 
comparison to the rest of the working class, less labour rights, 
worse working conditions, among other dimensions.
 
3  The income gap is defined as the ratio between the average 
wage of domestic workers and the average wage of the rest of 
employees excluding PDW. 

4  A worker is considered to be underemployed when she/he 
works less than 35 per week and has been looking for additio-
nal working hours.
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shown in Figure 3. During 2003-2005, more than 90% 
of working arrangements were unregistered for employ-
ees performing PDW, meaning that 9 out of 10 domestic 
workers did not have any social protection, health-care 
benefits or labour rights of any type. This contrasts with 
the same indicator for the rest of the employees, which 
started at 46% in 2003 and decreased until 2011 when 
it reached 31% of unregistered labour. Afterwards, it re-
mained around this level for the rest of the period. 

The rate of unregistered employment decreased 
over the whole period, with a sharp drop in 2012-2013, 
when the new legislation was put in place. Since then, 
there has been a steady path towards the reduction of 
the unregistered employment rate, which reached a 
level of 71.3% in 2019. This means that, even in the 
context of economic stagnation and worsening in all 
labour-market indicators during 2016-2019, this aspect 
of the labour conditions for paid domestic workers kept 
improving.

 POLICIES FOR PAID     
 DOMESTIC WORKERS

The differentiation of labour conditions for PDW 
(in terms of income, unregistered employment, 
worked hours and underemployment) makes it 

urgent to put in place specific policies for this sector. 
This differentiation is a structural feature of the Argen-
tinean labour market that could not be reversed, despite 
the economic growth registered in 2003-2007 and the 
measures to promote the registration of labour con-
tracts. Furthermore, paid domestic workers were par-
ticularly affected by the general worsening in the labour 
conditions since 2016 in terms of wages and hourly un-
deremployment. The only exception to this is the per-
manent reduction of the unregistered employment rate, 
which can be explained by the measures taken to pro-
mote the registration of labour contracts and the protec-
tion of paid domestic workers in the previous decade.

More policies could be applied to protect paid do-
mestic workers and stop the stratification of their labour 
conditions. Firstly, PDW must become regulated under 
the same laws that rule all kinds of labour contracts. In 
order to reverse the economic differentiation, it is nec-
essary to stop the legal differentiation that still exists in 
Argentina, as well as in most of Latin-American coun-
tries. This only could be achieved by strengthening the 
process of unionization of paid domestic workers that is 
ongoing in the region. 

It is also important to apply measures aimed at 
changing the patriarchal culture that lies in the roots of 
the differentiation of PDW. Policies of awareness and 
education should be taken to make visible the impor-
tance of reproductive labour, both paid and unpaid. 
Controls and supervision by state and unions are also 
crucial to inspect the compliance of regulations and la-
bour conditions standards.


