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The United Nations (UN) Secretary-General established the High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment 

in 2016 to bring together leaders from different constituencies — government, civil society, business and international 

organizations — to launch a shared global agenda that accelerates women’s economic participation and empowerment 

in support of implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its promise that no one will be left 

behind.
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seven working groups within the framework of the essential enabling environment to accelerate and deepen the 

impact of the seven drivers. In addition to the working group papers, each working group prepared a toolkit, focusing 

on how to take forward the recommendations of the working group, along with case studies and good practices 

where relevant.

This toolkit has been prepared by the Working Group for Driver 7—Strengthening visibility, collective voice and 

representation.

Its companion working group paper is published as a separate document.

High-Level Panel reports and working group papers and toolkits are all available online.

Members of Working Group on Driver 7—Strengthening visibility, collective voice and representation

Co-Leads Consultant Working group members

Sharan Burrow, General Secretary, 

International Trade Union 

Confederation (ITUC)

Renana Jhabvala, Chair, Women in 

Informal Employment: Globalizing and 

Organizing (WIEGO)

Shauna Olney, Chief, Gender, Equality 

and Diversity Branch, International 

Labour Organization (ILO)

Elsa Ramos Martha Chen, International Coordinator, Women in 

Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing 

(WIEGO)

Chidi King, Director of the Equality Department, 

International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC)

Sophie Romana, Director, Community Finance, 

Oxfam America

Fionna Smyth, Senior Advocacy Advisor, UN Women 

For more information please visit: hlp-wee.unwomen.org

@UNHLP  #HLP  #WomensEconomicEmpowerment

While staff of the Bretton Woods institutions reviewed and provided comments on the working papers and toolkits in 

their respective areas of expertise, they were not members of the working groups.

In regard to the recommendations aimed at international organizations in these documents, the Bretton Woods 

institutions may endorse or support them to the extent these are consistent with their roles and in accordance with 

their mandate.

http://www.womenseconomicempowerment.org/
http://www.womenseconomicempowerment.org/
http://hlp-wee.unwomen.org/


CONTENTS
INTRODUCTION 1

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 1

HOW TO GET STARTED? 1

Introduction to key organizations working on women’s visibility, collective voice and 
representation 2

HOW CAN I BECOME ENGAGED, AND HOW CAN I ENGAGE AND ACTIVATE 
MY ORGANIZATION, COMMUNITY AND PEER GROUP? 2

Priority 1.  Ensure an enabling environment to organize and strengthen women workers’ 
visibility, collective voice and representation, and collective enterprises 3

Priority 2. Recognize and support all forms of women workers organizations at all levels 3
Priority 3.  Implement ILO Recommendation No. 204 (2015) Concerning the Transition from 

the Informal to the Formal Economy 3
Good and promising practices and developments 4
Moving forward to 2030: Ongoing commitments and new initiatives of Panel members 7
Specific commitments by governments to meet the recommendations of the High-Level 

Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment 8
Additional resources 8

NOTE 9



INTRODUCTION

Women’s economic empowerment will not happen 
without their equal and full participation in eco-
nomic, social, political and cultural life at all levels, 
including decision-making and leadership. This 
requires regulations and mechanisms to create 
space and support for women to build their own 
collective action and power in the form of strong 
organizations, collectives and movements.

The right to freedom of association, to peaceful 
assembly and to organize and bargain collectively 
lies at the heart of strengthening the visibility, col-
lective voice and representation of all workers, but 
especially the poorest and most marginalized groups 
of women: workers in the informal economy, agricul-
tural workers, domestic workers and migrants.

Women workers — whether nationals or migrants, 
in the public or private sector, in the formal or infor-
mal economy, in agriculture, manufacturing, trade 
or services — organize at all levels: local, national, 
regional and international and by sectors. Collec-
tive organization through trade unions and other 
membership-based organizations and collectives 
enhances women’s ability and capacity to negoti-
ate their terms and conditions of employment, to 
access markets and supply chains and to influence 
policies that may have a direct bearing on their lives.

Governments can play a critical role in guar-
anteeing human rights and ensuring that margin-
alized workers — both women and men, including 
informal, agricultural domestic, migrant and indig-
enous workers — are included in legal frameworks. 
A lack of government support hampers women’s 
ability to exercise their fundamental human rights, 
such as the freedom of association and of assem-
bly, and leaves them without access to remedies 
when their rights are violated. Without the fulfilment 
of assembly and association rights, and the right 
to decent work, women workers have little leverage 
to change the terms and conditions that entrench 
poverty, fuel inequality and limit democracy.1

Without being organized into collectives, women 
producers in agriculture and the informal economy 
have difficulty accessing markets, domestic and 
export, on fair terms.

Despite seemingly insurmountable systemic 
challenges, women are far from powerless to exert 
their voice, agency and autonomy and transform 
their living and working circumstances.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Ratify and implement the ILO Convention 
on Freedom of Association and Protection 
of the Right to Organise, 1948 (No. 87) and 
the ILO Convention on the Right to Organ-
ise and Collective Bargaining, 1949 (No. 
98). Governments should guarantee and pro-
tect the human rights to freedom of expression 
and assembly and support international labour 
standards on violence and harassment against 
women and men in the world of work.

2. Reform legal frameworks to protect infor-
mal workers and promote the formaliza-
tion of their work in line with the ILO Rec-
ommendation Concerning the Transition 
from the Informal to the Formal Economy, 
2015, (No. 204). Governments should pro-
vide legal identity and recognition of workers 
in the informal economy, especially women, 
and include informal worker representatives 
in rule- setting and policymaking. They should 
ratify and implement the ILO Convention on 
Home Work, 1996 (No. 177) and the Conven-
tion on Domestic Workers, 2011 (No. 189), set-
ting labour standards for home workers and 
domestic workers.

HOW TO GET STARTED?

The following baseline documents and resources 
provide an overview of women’s visibility, collec-
tive voice and representation:
• United Nations Secretary-General’s High-

Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empow-
erment (with Tyson, L., and J. Klugman). 
2016. Leave No One Behind: A Call to Action 
for Gender Equality and Women’s Economic 
Empowerment. New York: United Nations Sec-
retary-General’s High-Level Panel on Women’s 
Economic Empowerment.

• United Nations Secretary- General’s High-Level 
Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment. 
2017. Leave No One Behind: Taking Action 

Strengthening women’s visibility, voice and representation 

is both an implementation strategy and a key driver 

of women’s economic empowerment.
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http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312232
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312232
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312232
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312243
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312243
http://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/104/texts-adopted/WCMS_377774/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/104/texts-adopted/WCMS_377774/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/104/texts-adopted/WCMS_377774/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/104/texts-adopted/WCMS_377774/lang--en/index.htm
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for Transformational Change on Women’s 
Economic Empowerment. New York: United 
Nations Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel 
on Women’s Economic Empowerment.

• Report of the UN Women Expert Group Meet
ing on the CSW 61 Priority Theme: Women’s 
Economic Empowerment in the Changing 
World of Work.  2016.

• “Women’s Labour Rights and Economic Power, 
Now and in the Future.” Gowan, L., C. Waters, 
R. Balakrishnan, and K. Dharmaraj. 2012. Back-
ground paper for the UN Women Expert Group 
Meeting “Women’s Economic Empowerment 
in the Changing World of Work.” Geneva, Sep-
tember 26–28, 2016, EGM/CWW/BP.

• “Collective Voice of Working Women: Through 
Organization, Collective Bargaining and Advo-
cacy.” Paper submitted to United Nations 
Secretary- General’s High-Level Panel on 
Women’s Economic Empowerment (HLP), 
2016. ILO, ITUC, OXFAM and WIEGO.

• “The Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly 
and of Association in the Workplace.” UN Spe-
cial Rapporteur’s report to the General Assem-
bly, October 2016.

• Global Media Monitoring Protect 2015. World 
Association for Christian Communication, 
Global Alliance on Media and Gender.

INTRODUCTION TO KEY ORGANIZATIONS 
WORKING ON WOMEN’S VISIBILITY, 
COLLECTIVE VOICE AND REPRESENTATION
Here are key organizations working on women’s 
visibility, collective voice and representation:
• International Labour Organization (ILO). 

The ILO brings together representatives of 
governments, workers and employers in 
187 states to set labour standards, promote 
rights at work, advance decent employment 
opportunities, enhance social protection and 
strengthen dialogue in handling work-related 
issues.

• International Trade Union Confederation 
(ITUC). The ITUC groups national trade union 
centres all over the world to defend workers’ 
rights and interests. Its main areas of activity 
include trade union and human rights; econ-
omy, society and the workplace; equality and 
non- discrimination; and international solidarity.

• Self Employed Women’s Association 
(SEWA), India. SEWA is a trade union of poor, 
self-employed women workers who earn a living 
through their own labour or small businesses; 
do not obtain regular salaried employment with 
welfare benefits, as do workers in the organized 
sector; and are the unprotected labour force 
of the country whose work is not counted and 
hence remains invisible (see below).

• The Women in Informal Employment: Glo-
balizing and Organizing (WIEGO). WIEGO 
is a global network focused on securing liveli-
hoods for the working poor, especially women, 
in the informal economy.

• OXFAM. Oxfam is an international confedera-
tion of 20 organizations working with partners 
and local communities in more than 90 coun-
tries to mobilize the power of people against 
poverty.

• UN Women, the United Nations Entity for 
Gender Equality and the Empowerment of 
Women. UN Women supports intergovern-
mental bodies, such as the Commission on the 
Status of Women, in their formulation of poli-
cies, global standards and norms. It also helps 
member states implement these standards, 
standing ready to provide suitable technical 
and financial support to countries that request 
it and to forge effective partnerships with civil 
society. It leads and coordinates the UN sys-
tem’s work on gender equality and promotes 
accountability, including through regular moni-
toring of systemwide progress.

• International Domestic Workers’ Feder-
ation (IDWF). The IDWF groups domestic 
worker organizations from all over the world.

• Global union federations (GUFs). GUFs 
are international federations of national trade 
unions organizing workers in specific indus-
try sectors or occupational groups. The GUFs 
with large numbers of women members are 
the Public Services International; the Interna-
tional Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Res-
taurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers’ 
Associations (IUF); the Education International; 
UNI Global Union; and IndustriALL.

HOW CAN I BECOME ENGAGED, AND 
HOW CAN I ENGAGE AND ACTIVATE 
MY ORGANIZATION, COMMUNITY AND 
PEER GROUP?

The companion working group paper to this toolkit 
proposes three priority areas for Driver 7 with 
specific recommended actions targeting govern-
ments, intergovernmental organizations, worker 
and employer organizations, and civil society 
organizations.

The organizations of women workers also galvanize women’s 

ability to challenge social norms that constrain their time, mobility 

and access to resources and economic policies that ignore or 

under-value their economic activities and contributions.

http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/61/egm/csw61%20egm%20report%20-%20final.pdf?vs=439
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/61/egm/csw61%20egm%20report%20-%20final.pdf?vs=439
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/61/egm/csw61%20egm%20report%20-%20final.pdf?vs=439
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/61/egm/csw61%20egm%20report%20-%20final.pdf?vs=439
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/61/egm/solidarity%20center%20%20center%20for%20womens%20global%20leadership%20%20csw61%20egm%20background%20paper.pdf?vs=1733
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/61/egm/solidarity%20center%20%20center%20for%20womens%20global%20leadership%20%20csw61%20egm%20background%20paper.pdf?vs=1733
http://www.womenseconomicempowerment.org/reports/
http://www.womenseconomicempowerment.org/reports/
http://www.womenseconomicempowerment.org/reports/
http://freeassembly.net/reports/workers-rights/
http://freeassembly.net/reports/workers-rights/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/communication-and-information/crosscutting-priorities/gender-and-media/global-alliance-on-media-and-gender/gmmp-2015/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/communication-and-information/crosscutting-priorities/gender-and-media/global-alliance-on-media-and-gender/gmmp-2015/
https://www.oxfam.org
http://www.unwomen.org/
http://www.PSI.org
http://www.iuf.org/w/
http://www.iuf.org/w/
http://www.iuf.org/w/
http://www.iuf.org/w/
http://EI.org
http://www.uniglobalunion.org/
http://www.industriall-union.org/
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PRIORITY 1. ENSURE AN ENABLING 
ENVIRONMENT TO ORGANIZE AND 
STRENGTHEN WOMEN WORKERS’ VISIBILITY, 
COLLECTIVE VOICE AND REPRESENTATION, 
AND COLLECTIVE ENTERPRISES
1. Intensify concerted national campaigns for 

immediate ratification and implementation of 
the ILO Freedom of Association and Right to 
Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87) and Right 
to Organise and Collective Bargaining Conven-
tion, 1949 (No. 98), as well as the Indigenous 
and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169), 
including the right to organize and collectively 
bargain; and for adoption at the national level 
of gender-responsive laws and policies that 
cover all workers.

2. Protect and promote the right to organize and 
collectively bargain of all women, particularly 
the poorest and most marginalized; develop 
innovative strategies to raise awareness and 
understanding among women workers of their 
human and labour rights, particularly in agri-
culture and the informal economy.

3. Integrate decent work, particularly freedom of 
association issues, in training and advocacy 
programmes for women in the informal econ-
omy, indigenous women, domestic workers, 
migrant women and those in hard-to-organize 
sectors.

4. Support international labour standards on vio-
lence and harassment against women and 
men in the world of work, and take measures 
to ensure that all workplaces are free from dis-
crimination, exploitation, violence, sexual har-
assment and bullying.

5. Guarantee the freedom of speech, assembly 
and association of civil society organizations.

6. Intensify efforts for mainstream media and new 
communication technologies to promote a bal-
anced, nonstereotyped, realistic and positive 
portrayal of women and their role in economic 
social, political and cultural development at all 
levels.

PRIORITY 2. RECOGNIZE AND SUPPORT ALL 
FORMS OF WOMEN WORKERS 
ORGANIZATIONS AT ALL LEVELS
1. Support the leadership, voice and rep-

resentation of women, particularly the poor-
est and most marginalized (informal workers, 

agricultural workers, domestic workers, indig-
enous women, migrants), and actively support 
representative organizations to negotiate with 
local and national government authorities and 
employers for decent work.

2. Extend support and resources for the forma-
tion and strengthening of organizations of 
women workers, particularly the poorest and 
most marginalized.

3. Actively promote and strengthen the solidar-
ity of all women workers within and outside of 
their organizations to achieve decent working 
conditions and combat inequality and injus-
tice; build partnerships, alliances and coali-
tions at all levels.

4. Draw attention to the experiences of organiza-
tions and collectives of informal workers and 
cooperatives whose lack of visibility to gov-
ernment and in national statistics inhibits their 
ability to shape official government policies.

5. Support the scaling up of successful models of 
organizing informal workers (such as SEWA in 
India and IDWF) through international sharing 
and exchanges

6. Encourage and support women’s participa-
tion, leadership and decision-making in trade 
unions, organizations of informal workers, 
employer and business organizations, and col-
lectives, including through training, mentoring 
and affirmative action measures (such as gen-
der parity quotas).

PRIORITY 3. IMPLEMENT ILO 
RECOMMENDATION NO. 204 (2015) 
CONCERNING THE TRANSITION FROM THE 
INFORMAL TO THE FORMAL ECONOMY
1. Campaign to ratify ILO Convention No. 177 

(1996) and Convention No. 189 (2011) set-
ting labour standards for homeworkers and 
domestic workers, respectively.

2. Reform legal frameworks to protect informal 
workers and their livelihoods as a key pathway 
to formalization (ILO Recommendation No. 
204)

3. Support collective organizations of self- 
employed women and agricultural workers 
to enable them to compete on fair terms in 
domestic markets and global value chains.

4. Encourage governments to provide legal iden-
tity and recognition of workers in the informal 
economy, especially women, and to include 
informal worker representatives in rule-set-
ting, policy-making, and collective bargaining 
processes.

5. Recognize and support organizations of 
women informal workers, both all-women 
organizations and mixed-membership organi-
zations with women leaders.

“The idea is to create the spaces for young women to come 

together to discuss their concerns and to plan joint actions 

in solidarity with each other, as it is only through united effort 

that they can change the things that hold them back.”
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6. Strengthen union coverage and collective bar-
gaining rights for all workers, including infor-
mal workers.

GOOD AND PROMISING PRACTICES AND 
DEVELOPMENTS
Here are examples of actions taken by various 
organizations under the priority areas.

SEWA and the power of women organiz-
ing women. The largest union of informal work-
ers in the world, SEWA in India stresses self-reli-
ance, both individual and collective, and promotes 
organizing around four sources of security: work, 
income, food and social security. Its 2 million mem-
bers, poor women in the informal economy, are 
drawn from multiple trades and occupations and 
from all religious and caste groups. They include 
women in agriculture and those owning small busi-
nesses. A pioneering leader of the labour, wom-
en’s, cooperative and micro-finance movements, 
SEWA has gained its reputation as the most influ-
ential organization of informal workers worldwide, 
affecting policies, norms and practices at the local, 
national, regional and international levels.

In August 2016, SEWA and UN Women India 
hosted a consultation of the High Level Panel 
(HLP) on Women’s Economic Empowerment to 
give HLP members the opportunity to hear directly 
from women informal workers themselves about 
how they define, experience and struggle for eco-
nomic development. Underpinning all of the field 
visits, discussions and information sessions was 
an emphasis on a collective, rather than an individ-
ual, approach to empowerment. The panel mem-
bers were able to observe that SEWA’s dual strat-
egy of struggle and development is meant not only 
to increase women’s access to resources and ser-
vices, but also to strengthen their ability — through 
organizing and advocacy — to exercise collective 
influence over the policies, laws and norms that 
shape their work and lives. A collective analysis 
session at the end of the consultation discussed 
lessons learned and how these could translate to 
recommendations for the HLP.

ITUC’s Decisions For Life Campaign: Empow-
ering Young Women. The Decisions for Life Cam-
paign of the ITUC supports and empowers young 
women to make well-informed decisions about 
work, career and family; gain access to secure 
jobs, earnings and social benefits; demand equal 
opportunities at work; and improve their leader-
ship and negotiation skills. The campaign focuses 
on young women between the ages of 18 and 
35 who are working or looking for work: working 
women, young mothers who might have left school 
at a very early age and students who have to take 

important decisions about their future when they 
complete their studies. To reach these women, 
the project deploys a triple approach combining 
grassroots trade union campaigns at the national 
level, media web technologies and research activi-
ties. Campaign teams are at work in Angola, Azer-
baijan, Belarus, Brazil, Egypt, India, Indonesia, 
Kazakhstan, Mozambique, Panama, South Africa, 
Ukraine, zambia and zimbabwe.

Domestic workers: Organizing for a convention. 
Despite significant barriers — including isolation, low 
earnings and restricted mobility — domestic workers 
have a long history of organizing and struggling for 
rights and recognition as workers. In a number of 
cases — Hong Kong, Italy, Philippines, South Africa, 
and many countries in Latin America — domestic 
worker organizations had the strong support of 
trade unions and women’s rights and civil society 
organizations. Improving the conditions of domes-
tic workers has been a concern for the ILO since its 
early days: as early as 1948, it adopted a resolution 
on the conditions of employment of domestic work-
ers, and in 1965, it called for normative action in this 
area. Progress was slow, and it was not until 2006 
that domestic workers began to come together at a 
global level to organize for an international minimum 
standard for domestic workers’ rights.

With support from WIEGO and the Interna-
tional Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Res-
taurant, Catering, Tobacco, and Allied Workers’ 

“There is need to apply a cross-cutting methodology to the question 

of indigenous women who face the triple discrimination of being 

women, being poor and being indigenous, placing them in a situation 

of high vulnerability and deprivation of opportunities. This is reflected 

in the invisibility of the value of their work in the sector of domestic 

workers, their weak participation in political decision-making, lack 

of social security coverage, and domestic violence.” (Statement 

on strengthening alliance between the trade union movement 

and the indigenous peoples, Lima, 15 September 2014.)

Source: Alianzas entre sindicatos y pueblos indígenas: experiencias 
en América Latina, ILO-ACTRAV Lima, ILO, Geneva, 2015.

The ILO has been engaged with indigenous and tribal peoples’ 

issues since the 1920s. It is responsible for the Indigenous and 

Tribal Peoples Convention No. 169 (1989), the only international 

treaty open for ratification that deals exclusively with their 

rights. To date, 22 countries have ratified the Convention.

http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2016/8/un-high-level-panel-hears-from-women-in-the-informal-economy-in-india
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2016/8/un-high-level-panel-hears-from-women-in-the-informal-economy-in-india
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2016/8/un-high-level-panel-hears-from-women-in-the-informal-economy-in-india
https://www.ituc-csi.org/decisions-for-life-campaign-guide
https://www.ituc-csi.org/decisions-for-life-campaign-guide
http://www.wiego.org/sites/default/files/resources/files/Mather_Yes%20we%20did%20it!_2013.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---actrav/documents/publication/wcms_437655.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---actrav/documents/publication/wcms_437655.pdf
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Associations (IUF), the International Domestic 
Workers Network (IDWN) was formed and began 
a vigorous campaign. During this process, WIEGO 
facilitated sending delegations of domestic work-
ers to three consecutive ILO International Labour 
Conferences (ILC), which annually convene rep-
resentatives of government, worker oganizations 
and employer organizations. Ultimately, the efforts 
of the IDWN and their allies led to the adoption of 
two international standards, ILO Convention on 
Domestic Workers, 2011 (No. 189) and Recom-
mendation Concerning Domestic Workers, 2011 
(No. 201) at the 100th Session of the ILC in June 
2011. Convention No. 189 establishes that domes-
tic workers are unconditionally defined as workers 
and as such are entitled to the same protections 
under national labour laws and regulations as all 
other workers.

Convention No. 189 and Recommendation No. 
201 provide domestic workers with a normative 
framework to promote ratification to national gov-
ernments. Affiliates of the International Domestic 
Workers Federation (formerly IDWN) have been 
engaged in this initiative since Convention  189 
was adopted. The strong relationships formed 
with formal trade unions at international and 
national levels were critical to the success of the 
campaign for the Convention. Joining forces with 
trade unions and other supportive organizations 
allowed domestic workers to extend their points of 
influence and leverage, to widely raise awareness 
and to increase pressure on those with power to 
influence the outcomes of the negotiations. These 
partnerships continue to be effective in advancing 
domestic workers rights (see “A victory for domes-
tic workers through partnership and strategic alli-
ance” below).

Indigenous Women: Challenges and Suc-
cesses. Vinding, D., and E-R Kampbel. 2012. 
Geneva: International Labour Office, International 
Labour Standards Department and Bureau for 
Gender Equality. Indigenous women the world 
over contribute greatly to their communities and 
to the world of work. However, they experience 
discrimination not only because of their sex but 
also because of their indigenous identity, ethnic-
ity, colour and religion. Over the past decades, the 
livelihoods of indigenous women have undergone 
major changes as their people have increasingly 
lost control over their ancestral lands. More indig-
enous women are entering the formal and informal 
labour market as self-employed workers or wage 
earners, or engaging in trading and small-scale 
commodity production. Local job opportunities 
are often limited, however, and for many women, 
migration to urban areas in search of work remains 
the only alternative.

For many years, indigenous women have been 
forming and joining organizations and building 
coalitions and alliances — with trade unions and 
women’s and labour rights organizations at all 
levels — to promote their human and labour rights. 
Their collective voice is strong in the trade union 
and indigenous people movements (as in Bolivia, 
Canada, Honduras, Peru and New zealand).

The ILO’s Decent Work Agenda, with gender 
equality and nondiscrimination as a cross-cut-
ting concern, serves as a framework for indige-
nous and tribal peoples’ empowerment. Access to 
decent work enables indigenous women and men 
to harness their potential as change agents in pov-
erty reduction, sustainable development and cli-
mate change action.

Home-based workers organizing for rights, 
access to markets and basic infrastructure 
services. Home-based workers — self-employed 
workers and subcontracted workers (called home 
workers) — face low earnings and a lack of legal 
and social protections. For home workers (who 
contribute to domestic and global supply chains), 
organizing is critical to bargaining for higher piece 
rates and improved working conditions and to 
gaining market access on favourable terms. For 
home-based workers, organizing is critical to bar-
gaining for housing tenure and basic infrastructure 
services to improve and secure the workplace — 
their homes.

Since ILO Convention on Home Work (No. 177)  
was adopted in 1997, regional networks of home 
workers — HomeNet South Asia, HomeNet South-
east Asia and HomeNet Eastern Europe — have 
formed, and the number of affiliated local organi-
zations has grown. In addition to continued advo-
cacy for national ratifications of Convention No. 
177 and domestic policies for home-based work-
ers (like Thailand’s Homeworker Protection Act), 
home-based workers, through organizing, have 
made gains in securing housing tenure, infrastruc-
ture and market access. For example, HomeNet 
South Asia and SEWA launched the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) 
Business Association of Home-Based Workers 
(SABAH) project in 2008 — which organized home-
based workers into business associations that 
were subsequently provided with training and sup-
port. SABAH has become a strong, well-recog-
nized brand, and SABAH products are positioned 
and marketed in the region (and globally) under the 
banner “made in SAARC.”

Women bee-keepers in Ethiopia: Lobbying for 
political change. Oxfam’s programme supporting 
collective action by women bee-keepers in Ethi-
opia found that political change was required to 

http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C189
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C189
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R201
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R201
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R201
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/publication/wcms_173293.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/publication/wcms_173293.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/indigenous-tribal/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/indigenous-tribal/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.homenetsouthasia.net/SAARC_Business_Association.html
http://www.homenetsouthasia.net/SAARC_Business_Association.html
http://www.homenetsouthasia.net/SAARC_Business_Association.html
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/93545/109400/F-1826987314/THA93545%20Eng.pdf
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overcome structural barriers to women’s participa-
tion in producer cooperatives. With the support of 
Oxfam, the honey groups successfully lobbied dis-
trict offices of the Cooperative Promotion Agency 
to amend the Cooperative Law to provide for dual 
membership of husbands and wives in groups, so 
married women became members of coopera-
tives in their own right. Following this reform, the 
number of women members of the Agunta Coop-
erative grew from just one in 2006 to 197 in 2007, 
and thousands more joined such groups, consti-
tuting up to 49 percent of the membership in some 
cooperatives. (Source: “Collective Enterprises of 
Women Informal Producers: Key Pathway for Link-
ing to Markets and Supply Chains,” paper submit-
ted by Oxfam, SEWA and WIEGO to the High-Level 
Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment, July 
2016.)

ILO Recommendation Concerning the Transi-
tion from the Informal to the Formal Economy, 
2015 (No. 204). Over the years, there has been a 
growing consensus among governments, workers 
and employers that moving people from informal 
to formal employment is the right thing to do. A 
groundbreaking step in the international norma-
tive framework on labour and economic rights for 
workers in the informal economy was the adop-
tion in 2015 of the Transition from the Informal to 
the Formal Economy Recommendation (No. 204) 
by the International Labour Conference. Adopted 

with a near unanimous vote, Recommendation 204 
is based on strong tripartite consensus of govern-
ment, worker and employer organizations, follow-
ing a two-year process of consultations, including 
organizations of informal workers. It provides strat-
egies and practical guidance for member states to 
facilitate the transition of workers and economic 
units from the informal to the formal economy, 
while respecting workers’ fundamental rights and 
ensuring opportunities for income security, liveli-
hoods and entrepreneurship; to promote the cre-
ation, preservation and sustainability of enter-
prises and decent jobs in the formal economy and 
the coherence of macroeconomic, employment, 
social protection and other social policies; and to 
promote regulated access by informal workers to 
public space and natural resources, and prevent 
the informalization of formal economy jobs.

A victory for domestic workers through part-
nership and strategic alliance. Following the 
historic adoption of the ILO Convention on Decent 
Work for Domestic Workers (No. 189) in June 2011 
(see “Domestic workers: Organizing for a conven-
tion” above), the International Domestic Workers 
Network (IDWN) and their allies seized the momen-
tum to push for its ratification by ILO member 
states. On 12 December 2011, the ITUC launched 
the 12 by 12 campaign in partnership with the 
IDWN and the IUF. The campaign set ambitious 
goals: 12 ratifications of Convention No. 189 by 
the end of 2012, organizing, building and strength-
ening unions of domestic workers; and achieving 
reforms to national labour laws to extend labour 
and social protection to domestic workers. 

This campaign joined hands with a social move-
ment comprising trade unions, domestic worker 
associations, and human rights, women’s rights 
and migrant rights organizations. It inspired thou-
sands of domestic workers to speak up, join and 
build unions and added significant strength to the 
national advocacy and organizing campaigns in 
more than 90 countries. It sponsored high- profile 
public events, formal and informal meetings with 
parliamentarians and labour ministries, and tripar-
tite meetings and persuaded high-profile figures to 
champion the cause.

Since the campaign — and the foundation of 
the International Domestic Workers Federation in 
2013 — an estimated 15  million domestic workers 
have won the right to organize, form trade unions 
and engage in collective bargaining and have 
seen their rights in law improved thanks to labour 
reforms in 50 countries, 23 ratifications of ILO 
Convention No. 189 by 2016 and stronger unions 
of domestic workers (over 100,000 joined a union, 
and new unions have been created in many coun-
tries including Angola, Brazil, Colombia, Costa 

Partnerships for action and 
results on the ground

Alliances that enable women from all walks 
of life and with multiple and intersecting 
identities to consolidate power within their 
movements and to nurture collective power 
with other social movements point the way 
forward for a transformative agenda on 
women’s economic empowerment. Alli-
ances between trade unions and organi-
zations of informal economy workers, for 
example, led to the adoption of the ILO 
Recommendation Concerning Transition-
ing from the Informal to the Formal Econ-
omy, 2015 (No. 204). The powerful alliance 
of organizations of women informal workers 
in the WIEGO network has led to positive 
changes in laws, policies and regulations 
in support of domestic workers as well as 
home-based workers, street vendors and 
waste pickers around the world. See cases 
of informal workers organizing here.

http://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/informal-economy/WCMS_443501/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/informal-economy/WCMS_443501/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/informal-economy/WCMS_443501/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ituc-csi.org/five-years-of-progress-for
https://www.ituc-csi.org/five-years-of-progress-for
http://www.wiego.org/wiego/wiego-briefs#organizing
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Rica, Dominican Republic, Egypt, Ghana, Guate-
mala, Lebanon, Lesotho, Pakistan, Paraguay, Sri 
Lanka and Swaziland).

Fight Inequality Alliance: A global movement 
to fight inequality. The Fight Inequality Alliance is 
a new and growing group of leading international 
and national nonprofit organizations, human rights 
campaigners, women’s rights groups, environ-
mental groups, faith-based organizations, trade 
unions, social movements and other civil society 
organizations that have come together to fight 
the growing crisis of inequality. The alliance was 
formed to ensure a more concerted and effective 
response to this crisis, which undermines global 
efforts to end poverty, discrimination and mar-
ginalization; advance women’s rights; defend the 
environment; protect human rights and democ-
racy; prevent conflict; and promote fair and digni-
fied employment.

The alliance seeks to have a greater impact by 
working together and by taking joint action where 
appropriate. It is united in the belief that only a fully 
inclusive global movement can succeed, built from 
and supporting the ongoing work of affected com-
munities, activists and existing movements — and 
responding to the local realities of the inequalities 
people are experiencing. It is convinced that the 
fight against inequality will be won by deepening 
people’s collective power and by practical actions 
that challenge and change the status quo and shift 
power. Helping to guide a process of growth in 
this foundational period are ActionAid, ACT Alli-
ance, Asia People’s Movement on Debt and Devel-
opment, CIVICUS, FEMNET, Focus on the Global 
South, Greenpeace International, International 
Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) and Oxfam. The 
structure and governance of the alliance, to be 
decided collectively, will be based on principles of 
diversity, inclusion and shared values.

MOVING FORWARD TO 2030: ONGOING 
COMMITMENTS AND NEW INITIATIVES OF 
PANEL MEMBERS

ILO. Standard-setting process on violence and 
harassment against women and men in the world 
of work–Women at Work Centenary Initiative; pro-
motion of the ratification and implementation of 
the ILO Convention on Freedom of Association 
and Protection of the Right to Organise, 1948 
(No. 87) and the ILO Convention on the Right to 

Organise and Collective Bargaining, 1949 (No. 
98); research on legal and administrative barriers 
to freedom of association and collective bargain-
ing in domestic work, as a basis to develop tools 
to support worker and employer organizations to 
organize and participate in collective bargaining 
in a number of countries; development of train-
ing and training material on collective bargaining 
and the promotion of equality; support for young 
women unionists on leadership skills; implemen-
tation of the strategy on decent work for domes-
tic workers; support for women in business and 
management, including a handbook for national 
employer organizations and the dissemination 
of good company practices; bringing together of 
multinational enterprises, employer organizations 
and corporate foundations through the “Global 
Business Network for Social Protection Floors” to 
support the promotion and establishment of social 
protection floors worldwide.

ITUC. Campaigning for the ILO convention on vio-
lence against women and men at the workplace; 
continuing the commitment to increasing women’s 
voice, participation and representation in leader-
ship positions within trade unions, achieving at 
least 30 percent representation of women in lead-
ership positions in 80  percent of ITUC affiliates 
by 2018 as part of the ongoing Count Us In! cam-
paign; strengthening strategic alliances with other 
social movements; promoting UN-endorsed wage 
floor and universal, gender-sensitive social protec-
tion; regulating working conditions in global supply 
chains and the on-demand economy; focusing on 
women’s share of income to bridge the inequality 
gap and regions of inequality.

SEWA. Ongoing mobilization of and support to 
women members of SEWA; ongoing promotion 
of representation of SEWA members in relevant 
rule-setting, policymaking and collective bargain-
ing processes; ongoing work to develop scalable 
models for child care, financial services, business 
development services, collective enterprises and 
related activities; promoting platforms for dialogue 
and negotiations between organizations of infor-
mal workers and cities/urban planners; organizing 
exposure dialogues involving lawyers and legal 
scholars on legal barriers facing women informal 
workers.

WIEGO. Ongoing support to build and strengthen 
organizations and networks of women infor-
mal workers in four sectors — domestic work-
ers, home-based producers, street vendors and 
waste pickers — and promoting the representation 
of worker leaders from these organizations in rel-
evant rule-setting, policymaking and collective 

“An effective route to empowerment is through support for women 

organising at global and national level. Allies can be found in 

the private sector and within donor agencies.” (OECD)

https://www.fightinequality.org/Latest/
https://www.fightinequality.org/Latest/
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312232
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312232
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312243
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312243
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bargaining processes (local, national, regional and 
global); ongoing collaboration with the ILO, the UN 
Statistical Commission, the UN Statistical Division 
and national statistical offices to further improve 
labour force and other economic data on women 
informal workers.

Oxfam. Supporting campaigns to address ine-
qualities for women producers and workers in agri-
culture value chains; advocating for gender-sen-
sitive government policies to promote women’s 
economic opportunities, women’s land rights, 
food company and sector policies that address 
women’s equality in areas such as living wages, 
labour rights and the recognition, reduction and 
redistribution of unpaid care work; supporting 
women’s collective enterprises to engage in pol-
icy dialogues on sector reform or national policies; 
ensuring women’s political voice and agency in 
national processes.

UN Women. Advancing women’s political empow-
erment and leadership through the Women’s Polit-
ical and Leadership Flagship Programme Initiative, 
focusing on four priority areas requiring actions by 
a coalition of partners: supporting development 
and implementation of robust legal frameworks 
and administrative arrangements; expanding and 
diversifying the pool of qualified and capable 
women to run for elections; transforming gender 
norms so that women are accepted as legitimate 
and effective leaders, including campaigns that 
sensitize the media and electorate and working 
with men and male champions; supporting women 
leaders in gender- sensitive political institutions, 
including parliament, political parties and election 
management bodies.

SPECIFIC COMMITMENTS BY GOVERNMENTS 
TO MEET THE RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE 
HIGH-LEVEL PANEL ON WOMEN’S ECONOMIC 
EMPOWERMENT
• Tanzania. Pursuing the goal to have 50:50 

gender balance in leadership and decision- 
making by 2020 (Tanzania Women Cross-
Party Platform and Coalition for Women and 
Constitution).

• Jamaica. Ensuring the welfare of all domes-
tic workers within the framework of promoting 
decent work for all; ratification of Convention 
No. 189.

• Norway. Stepping up efforts to advance Sus-
tainable Development Goal 5 on gender equal-
ity and empowering all women and girls under 
a new Gender Equality for Development pro-
gramme (LIKE), which will share experiences 
and competence in the field of gender equality 
with committed partner countries.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
These resources can help individuals and organ-
izations become active in accelerating women’s 
economic empowerment through Driver 7:
• ILO Recommendation Concerning the 

Transition from the Informal to the Formal 
Economy,  2015 (No. 204).

• Decisions for Life Campaign Guide.  ITUC 
(International Trade Union Confederation). 
2013. Geneva: ITUC.

• Empowering Rural Women, Ensuring Food 
Security and Ending Poverty. New York:  UN 
Women.

• Gaining Momentum — Women in Business 
Management: Global Report.  ILO. 2015. 
Geneva.

• Transformative Leadership for Women’s 
Rights: An OXFAM Guide.  Oxfam Interna-
tional. May 2014. London.

• “What Does My Headscarf Mean to You?” 
Assmin Abdel Magied. TEDxSouthbank. 
Filmed December 2014.

• Keynote speech by Amy Logan,  at the 2016 
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) Wom-
en’s Human Rights Awards ceremony.

• Gender Mainstreaming Strategies in Decent 
Work Promotion: Programming Tools: 
GEMS Toolkit. ILO Regional Office for Asia 
and the Pacific, 2010, Geneva: ILO.

• Achieving Gender Equality: A Trade Union 
Manual. ITUC (International Trade Union Con-
federation), 2008, Brussels: IUTC.

• The Only School We Have: Learning from 
Organizing Experiences Across the Informal 
Economy. Bonner, C., and D. Spooner, 2012, 
Cambridge, MA: WIEGO (Women in Informal 
Employment: Globalizing and Organizing). (Six 
booklets on organizing in the informal economy.)

• “Feminist Economics Toolbox.” Association 
for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID), 
2013.

• “Domestic Workers’ Organizing Toolbox.” 
National Domestic Workers’ Alliance (NDWA).

• “ITF Women’s Development Pack.” Interna-
tional Transport Workers Federation (ITF).

• Visibility and Voice for Union Women: Coun-
try Case Studies from Global Labour Univer-
sity Researchers. Britwum, A. O., and S. Led-
with, eds., 2014. Munich: Rainer Hampp Verlag.

• Girl-Centred Programme Design — A Toolkit 
to Develop, Strengthen and Expand Ado-
lescent Girls’ Programmes. Austrian, K., and 
D, Ghati, 2010. New York, NY: The Population 
Council.

• Freedom of Association for Women Work-
ers in EPZs. Sukthankar, A., and R. Gopalakr-
ishnan, 2012. Geneva: ILO.

http://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/informal-economy/WCMS_443501/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/informal-economy/WCMS_443501/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/informal-economy/WCMS_443501/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ituc-csi.org/decisions-for-life-campaign-guide
http://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/forthcoming-publications/WCMS_316450/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/forthcoming-publications/WCMS_316450/lang--en/index.htm
http://iknowpolitics.org/sites/default/files/transformative-leadership-womens-rights-oxfam-guide.pdf
http://iknowpolitics.org/sites/default/files/transformative-leadership-womens-rights-oxfam-guide.pdf
https://www.ted.com/talks/yassmin_abdel_magied_what_does_my_headscarf_mean_to_you
http://www.worldlearning.org/media/press-room/speeches/amy-logan-keynote-speech-at-the-2016-cedaw-women-s-human-rights-awards-ceremony/
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---sro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_143849.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---sro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_143849.pdf
https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/manuel_ENGOK.pdf
https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/manuel_ENGOK.pdf
http://www.wiego.org/resources/only-school-we-have-learning-organizing-experiences-across-informal-economy
http://www.wiego.org/resources/only-school-we-have-learning-organizing-experiences-across-informal-economy
http://www.wiego.org/resources/only-school-we-have-learning-organizing-experiences-across-informal-economy
http://www.forum.awid.org/forum12/2013/02/rethinking-ideas-of-work-from-a-feminist-perspective/
http://www.forum.awid.org/forum12/2013/02/rethinking-ideas-of-work-from-a-feminist-perspective/
https://organizing.domesticworkers.org/
http://www.itfglobal.org/resources/training-education/itf-womens-development-programme/translations/english/
http://www.itfglobal.org/resources/training-education/itf-womens-development-programme/translations/english/
http://www.global-labour-university.org/fileadmin/books/Visibility_and_Voice_for_Union_Women.pdf
http://www.global-labour-university.org/fileadmin/books/Visibility_and_Voice_for_Union_Women.pdf
http://www.ungei.org/files/2010PGY_AdolGirlToolkitComplete.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/publication/wcms_186807.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/publication/wcms_186807.pdf
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• “Collective Enterprises of Women Informal 
Producers: Key Pathway for Linking to Mar-
kets and Supply Chains.” Note submitted to 
United Nations Secretary- General’s High Level 
Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment 
by OXFAM, SEWA and WIEGO, July 2016.

• “Organizing Informal Workers: Benefits, 
Challenges and Successes.” Chen, M., C. 
Bonner and F. Carre, 2015. Background paper 
for 2015 Human Development Report. New 
York, NY: United Nations Development Pro-
gramme Human Development Report Office.

NOTE

1. UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights to Freedom of 

Peaceful Assembly and of Association. 2016. “The 

Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of 

Association in the Workplace: UN Special Rappor-

teur’s Report to the General Assembly.” October. 

Geneva: UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights to 

Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association. 

http://freeassembly. net/reports/workers-rights/.

http://www.womenseconomicempowerment.org/index.php
http://www.womenseconomicempowerment.org/index.php
http://www.womenseconomicempowerment.org/index.php
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/chen_hdr_2015_final.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/chen_hdr_2015_final.pdf
http://freeassembly

