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Unacceptable forms of work (UFW): a global and comparative study   
 

Executive Summary 
 
 
UFW AND DECENT WORK: WHAT IS THE LINK? 

 

Decent work (DW) has been the guiding contemporary image of an acceptable working life since it 

was articulated by the International Labour Organization (ILO) Director-General in 1999. It embodies 

a commitment to “promote opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and productive 

work, in conditions of freedom, equality, security and human dignity” (ILO 1999). A decade later, the 

2008 Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization stressed the indivisibility of the 

Organization’s objectives, confirming a sustained loyalty to the longstanding concerns of wages, 

working hours, safety and health, etc.  

 

To secure the objectives of the twin Declarations, the ILO has recognised that it must identify and 

eliminate unacceptable forms of work (UFW). The Organization has characterised UFW as work “in 

conditions that deny fundamental principles and rights at work, put at risk the lives, health, freedom, 

human dignity and security of workers or keep households in conditions of extreme poverty” (ILO 

2013, para 49). The notion of UFW does not replace the Decent Work Agenda. It enhances the 

Agenda, sharpening its strategic focus and demanding prioritization of efforts and resources.  

 

This study proposes a model for identifying and addressing UFW. The study assesses academic and 

policy literatures that consider how to identify and eliminate UFW. It proposes a novel 

multidimensional model of UFW. The substantive dimensions of the model are designed to be 

globally relevant. These can be used by local researchers and policy-makers to construct models of 

UFW suited to regional, national, sectoral and occupational contexts. The study identifies criteria for 

determining which forms of UFW are the priority for regulatory intervention. It then proposes a 

strategic approach for regulation of UFW designed to ensure that regulatory interventions will have 

system-wide and sustainable effects.  

 

1. UNACCEPTABILITY IN CONTEMPORARY ACADEMIC AND POLICY DISCOURSES 

 

The study assesses the most significant literatures that identify and categorise central dimensions of 

working life as either desirable or ‘unacceptable.’ Six concepts are examined: decent work, good 
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jobs, precarious work, vulnerability, informal work and forced labour (Figure 1). The merits and 

limitations of each of these notions are assessed as a basis for developing a model of UFW.  

 
Figure 1.1:  Key discourses of the quality of work  
 
 
1.1 Decent work 

 

This study takes DW is taken as the antithesis of unacceptable work. Its substantive and functional 

dimensions are highlighted as pertinent to defining and tackling UFW: 

 

The substantive dimension: a multidimensional model of unacceptable work and the international 

floor of rights. In the DW model, unacceptable work is work that is unproductive, unfree and/or 

performed in conditions of inequality, insecurity, or in violation of human dignity. DW offers to UFW 

a model of unacceptability that is applicable to countries across the range of levels of economic 

development. The ILO’s Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization (2008) also confirmed 

that decent work is associated with the full range of international labour standards (ILS).  

 

The functional dimension: DW beyond the employment relationship. DW extended the demand for 

an acceptable working life beyond (1) the conventional employment relationship and (2) the formal 

labour market. The DW Agenda has also highlighted that the elimination of UFW depends - to a 

substantial extent - on policy regimes that operate beyond the conventional parameters of labour 

law and even of legal regulation. 

  

Decent Work   

Good Jobs 

Precarious work 

Vunerable workers 

Informal Work  

Forced Labour 



3 
 

1.2 Good jobs 

 

Employment in advanced economies is increasingly portrayed as a disjuncture between ‘good and 

‘bad’ jobs. This literature recognises that western labour markets have become increasingly 

polarized since the 1970s. The good jobs literature offers the following insights for models of UFW: 

 

Multidimensional models. Analyses of good/bad jobs tend to employ multidimensional typologies. 

These models capture a broad range of features of contemporary working life, including traditional 

policy targets (wages, working time etc.), broad dimensions of job quality (skills development, job 

content, worker autonomy, etc.) and subjective components (job satisfaction, preferences etc.)  

 

‘Good jobs’ at the global level?: The good jobs literature tends to centre on the advanced 

industrialised economies. However, the World Bank has recently offered a model for good jobs in 

the global context that generates ideas for integrating low-income settings into models of UFW. The 

2013 World Development Report  (Jobs) (WDR2013) introduced the concept of ‘good jobs for 

development’ (GJD) as jobs that have ‘the highest payoff to society.’  

 

1.3 Precarious work 

 

Precarious work is increasingly central to employment policies, particularly in the European Union 

(EU) (see European Employment Strategy Guidelines for employment policies (2010)). The literature 

on precarious work emphasizes the uncertainty, insecurity and instability associated with an 

increasing proportion of contemporary work. The literature highlights: 

 

Multidimensionality. The literature on precarious work offers multidimensional models that 

embrace a range of dimensions of insecurity: job instability, low income, the absence of trade union 

representation, ineffective labour regulation etc. As a result, these models are able to capture 

precariousness across economies at a range of levels of development.  

 

Social location and social context. The precarious work literature highlights social processes and 

relationships (see in particular Vosko 2010): 
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 Social location captures the demographic characteristics of workers who are 

disproportionately found in precarious work (e.g. women, younger workers, workers with 

family responsibilities, minority ethnic groups, migrants, low-skilled workers etc.) 

 

 Social context denotes groups of workers at increased risk of precariousness (e.g. in regional 

and local product markets, labour market and social welfare institutions, governance 

regimes etc.) The literature reveals certain sectors to be associated with precariousness e.g. 

hospitality, construction, agriculture, retail, personal care, cleaning.   

 

1.4 Vulnerability 

 

‘Vulnerability’ increasingly features in research and policy literatures e.g. in the UK Department of 

Trade and Industry 2006) and Canada (Law Commission of Canada 2004). The research offers 

expansive typologies that recognise a continuum of vulnerability and embrace a range of substantive 

job factors, worker characteristics and dimensions of the social context.  

 

Predictive models of vulnerability. Models of vulnerable work suggest predictive methodologies 

that are useful for identifying demographic characteristics and labour market locations that are at 

risk of generating unacceptable forms of work. This literature reveals vulnerable workers to be 

disproportionately located among low-skilled workers and members of historically disadvantaged 

groups (women, recent immigrants, ethnic minorities, aboriginals, young workers, the disabled etc.). 

It also identifies the characteristics of the product and labour markets in which vulnerable jobs are 

located, e.g. the growing use of ‘distancing’ arrangements (subcontracting, temporary employment, 

self-employment etc.)  

 

1.5 Informal work 

 

In many countries, the informal economy is the main source of employment. Informal work is 

particularly widespread in Africa, the Asian regions and Latin America and the Caribbean.   

 

The recent research offers to the debates on UFW an expansive model of informality: 

 

The job-centred model. The contemporary model of informal work adopts a job-centred approach to 

informal employment (17th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS), Guidelines 
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concerning a statistical definition of informal employment ILO 2003). This model is broad enough to 

encompass both (1) self-employment in the informal sector and (2) employment in informal jobs in 

the formal sector.  

 

UFW in the informal economy. Despite their heterogeneity, there are some features that render 

forms of informal work unacceptable. In particular high levels of risk combined with limited 

authority (Chen 2012). The highest risks have been found to centre on certain groups of workers, 

including women, young people and the self-employed (ILO 2014 p 24). 

 

1.6 Forced Labour 

 

The ILO’s definition and indicators of forced labour assist in identifying UFW (Forced Labour 

Conventions and 2014 Protocol and Recommendation). 

 

Modern approaches to forced labour offer important lessons for identifying UFW:   

 

The continuum of forced labour. The ILO has identified a continuum of exploitation between “what 

can clearly be identified as forced labour and other forms of labour exploitation and abuse” (ILO 

2009, pp 8-9). This continuum recognises that individual work profiles and labour markets are 

dynamic. It also helps to draw distinctions among degrees of unacceptability. 

 

Vulnerability to forced labour. Models of forced labour encompass the product and labour markets 

in which work is situated. Certain sectors are particularly vulnerable to forced labour and certain 

groups of workers have a higher risk of becoming victims (e.g. children, migrant workers, domestic 

workers) (ILO 2014).   

 

2. TOWARDS A MULTIDIMENSIONAL MODEL OF UFW: THE SUBSTANTIVE  DIMENSIONS OF 

 UNACCEPTABILITY 

 

A new model of UFW is proposed by the study. This model presents UFW as a multidimensional 

concept. This multidimensional framework is a diagnostic tool for evaluating whether or not a 

particular form of work is unacceptable. It can be used to map the extent, depth and contours of 

UFW. It is designed to be used in research and policy interventions in countries at a range of levels of 
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development. It is assumed that the purpose of identifying UFW is to devise targeted social and 

economic policies to eliminate, replace or improve jobs that are entirely unacceptable.   

 

In light of this complexity, it is crucial to activate local knowledge and involve key labour market 

actors in mapping both the incidence and magnitude of unacceptable forms of work. 

 

Unacceptable forms of work are configured along two axes (Figure 2.1). 

 
Figure 2.1: The dimensions of UFW 
 
 

The first comprises the substantive dimensions that make work unacceptable. The second refers to a 

spectrum of unacceptability - the set and magnitude of risks to which a worker is exposed.   

 

The multidimensional model of UFW identifies 12 substantive dimensions of unacceptability (Figure 

2.2). It captures the range of dimensions of working life including the intersection of work and 

family, social protection, collective and individual aspects, job content and legal protection.   
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Figure 2.2: The dimensions of unacceptability 
 
 
An indicators-based model. Each dimension of UFW is categorised as a set of indicators. These are 

intended to be taken into account by researchers and policy-makers to design models of UFW that 

are suited to the relevant socio-economic context. 

 

A dynamic model. Certain indicators are designated as fundamental. These are essential features of 

UFW and often indicate where the most urgent policy interventions are required. Other indicators 

are supplemental. This framework recognises that perceptions of unacceptable work can vary 

according to socio-economic and cultural context. UFW is also a dynamic model: it presents a path 

for local policy actors incrementally to refine their economic and labour strategies towards the 

phased elimination of UFW.  

 

A normative model. The multidimensional model is designed to be globally relevant and to align 

with existing labour law frameworks, including the ILS.   
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3. TACKLING UFW: THE SPECTRUM OF UNACCEPTABILITY AND STRATEGIC 

 REGULATION  

 

The dimensions of UFW indicate whether work is unacceptable. The next step is to determine which 

forms of UFW are the priority for regulatory intervention in a specific context. In this process, it is 

critical to engage workers and their representatives, employers and their organizations and relevant 

civil society groups, along with government officials. 

 

The multidimensional model can be used to identify UFW across a wide range of working 

arrangements and social and economic contexts. First, the spectrum of unacceptability identifies the 

set and magnitude of risks to which a worker is exposed. Next, regulatory design and 

implementation is considered to identify effective techniques of regulation. The goal is to design 

regulatory interventions that are integrated and dynamic and that will have the broadest and most 

sustainable effect.  

 

3.1 Social location and social context: a predictive model  

 

The multidimensional model can be used to discern patterns and practices that are common to 

UFW. Groups differentiated along status markers such as sex and caste or migration status are more 

likely to be found in UFW. Certain types of work – such as forced labour or informal work – are more 

likely to be unacceptable. Some markets are structured in ways that increase the vulnerability of 

workers to poor outcomes and labour market risks. De facto or de jure exclusion from labour and 

social protection also contribute to making certain forms of work unacceptable (e.g. domestic work). 

 

3.2 Designing effective labour regulation: an integrated approach 

 

Marshall and Deakin’s (2010) framework for development-friendly labour law reform can be 

adapted for UFW. This evaluation tool ensures that action targeting UFW is compatible with 

development. The development-friendly approach requires that legal and institutional reform is 

both politically viable and compatible with local regulatory styles. The relevance of path 

dependency, the institutional mix, and the roles and resources of labour market actors are 

highlighted  
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3.3 A strategic approach to UFW 

 

In targeting specific UFW, a strategic approach is essential. It involves identifying the most severe 

forms of UFW and the likelihood that intervention will generate substantial and sustained effects. 

Weil (2008, 2011) suggests four criteria that can be used to develop such a strategic approach: 

prioritization, deterrence, sustainability, and systemic effects. Two principles that underpin the 

strategic approach are also highlighted: 

 

Points of leverage: Systems-wide effects are most likely at points of leverage. These enable 

interventions that will change the conditions that produce UFW. Points of leverage can be found at 

various levels e.g. geography, sector, product-market etc. They are particularly significant in contexts 

in which resources for addressing labour market disadvantage are profoundly constrained. 

 

Institutional dynamism denotes the capacity of legal frameworks to operate beyond their formal 

parameters (Lee and McCann 2014). It captures both the influence of labour laws norms beyond 

their formal reach (external dynamism) and interactions between different institutions (internal 

dynamism). To trigger and magnify systemic effects policy actors should remain alert to the dynamic 

capacities of labour regulation. 

 

3.4 Strategic regulation in action  

 

To illustrate the strategic approach, the study identifies key examples of regulatory initiatives that 

address UFW:  

 

Mathadi workers: tripartite regulation of informal work 
 
Mathadi workers are head-load carriers in the state of Maharashtra 
in India. Since 1969, the Mathadi Act has regulated the 
engagement and conditions of these workers and provided social 
protection and access to medical services.  
 
The Act established tripartite Mathadi Boards that sets wages at a 
level that provides a living wage. These Boards also administer 
pension funds and workers’ compensation and provide medical 
care and educational assistance for the workers and their families. 
 
The Act has been successful in formalizing Mathadi employment, 
increasing wages, lifting workers and their families out of poverty, 
and providing insurance against a range of risks.  
 
The involvement of the social partners in the Mathadi Boards has 
been a key part of the transformation of this UFW. The Mathadi Act 
therefore provides a model of tripartite regulation of informal 
employment 
 

Domestic workers in Uruguay: expanding traditional techniques 
 
In 2006, Law 18.065 entitled Uruguayan domestic workers to the 
same labour and social security rights as other workers. The law set 
a minimum working age of 18 years and recognized domestic 
workers’ rights to e.g. a 44 hour week, the tripartite negotiation of 
wages, unemployment insurance and labour inspection.  
 
Institutions in Uruguay have also used innovative regulatory 
strategies to extend protection to domestic workers. In 2009, the 
Banco de Previsión Social (BPS, Social Security Institute) 
implemented a publicity campaign to raise awareness about 
domestic workers’ rights and to increase social security 
registration. Labour inspectors visited over 9,000 homes and 
educated employers about their obligations and workers’ rights.  
 
The regulation of domestic work in Uruguay demonstrates how the 
traditional techniques of labour law – minimum standards and 
collective bargaining – can be expanded to protect workers in UFW.  
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Institutional dynamism: the case of minimum wage regulation 
 
‘Institutional dynamism’ – the influence of regulatory norms 
beyond their formal parameters – can be integrated into policies to 
reduce UFW. Labour law influences informal settings (external 
dynamism) and hosts interactions between different regulatory 
regimes (internal dynamism).  
 
Minimum wage regulation illustrates both dynamics. External 
dynamism explains the influence of the minimum wage in the 
informal economy (e.g. Argentina). Internal dynamism explains the 
effect of minimum wages increases above the minimum level 
(‘ripple effects’) (e.g. Philippines, China and Viet Nam). Strong 
industrial relations systems also support higher value statutory 
minimum wages and enhance pay equity. 
 
This research shows that carefully designed regulation can have 
system-wide effects. It suggests that the minimum wage should be 
integrated into formalization and poverty-alleviation strategies and 
that collective bargaining institutions should be strengthened and 
extended.  
 

 

‘Zero hours contracts’ in the UK: a ‘command and control’ model: 
 
Recent years have witnessed a resurgence of day-labour in 
advanced industrialized economies. A key illustration is the debate 
in the United Kingdom (UK) on the regulation of ‘zero hours 
workers’ (who are required to report for work as and when 
required without any guaranteed hours or income).  
 
Legislation currently before Parliament will prohibit employers 
from requiring ‘exclusivity’ (preventing ‘zero hours’ workers from 
working for another hirer). Yet this reform does not address the 
exclusion of zero hours workers from labour rights or include 
strategies to deter unpredictable working hours (e.g. guaranteed 
minimum hours/income, notice periods, incentives for continuous 
hours etc.)  
 
The regulation also relies on a traditional ‘command and control’ 
model that is unlikely to have system-wide effects or strong 
deterrence value. An ongoing government consultation, however, 
is considering more innovative regulatory models, including 
promoting social dialogue towards sector-specific codes of practice. 
 

 

The study suggests that the aim of future research should be to test the strategic approach in the 

context of concrete interventions on UFW in a range of settings. 


