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Gendered Market Analysis for Strategy Development for Home Based Workers in Sindh and Punjab 

 

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Informality is a core issue of Pakistan's economy. Around 72.6% of the total workforce of the 
country is engaged in informal sector. A significant segment of informal workers specially women 
are engaged in home based work. This category of workers is quite complex and their issues are 
way different from other categories of workers. A number of civil society initiatives have been 
taken to ensure market linkages for home based workers; however there are still gaps in these 
efforts therefore the issue has not been resolved. Gender roles and discrimination remains an 
important factor behind the exploitation which is paired with illiteracy and lack of awareness.  

Illiteracy or lack of education is considered the biggest hurdle for working class in Pakistan thus 
same for home based workers. Lack of access to basic education and absolutely no access to 
technical and vocational training multiplies the vulnerability of home based workers in terms of 
access to livelihood opportunities, wages and terms of work. Access to market termed as the 
second prevalent obstacle for women home based workers. Though living in urban setups women 
home based workers have multifaceted challenges in terms of access to market. Other challenges 
include exploitation by sub-contractor, wages, occupational health and safety, access to financial 
resources and gender discrimination.  

Government has its own challenges due to which it has not been successful in developing an 
inclusive and responsive legislative framework and to extend support and empowerment 
initiatives for HBWs across the country. This mainly include slow legislation process, lack of 
compliance with policies and labour laws, dormant OSH inspection system and lack of human and 
financial resources. Invisibility of HBWs is the core challenge when it comes to the private sector. 
Lack of technical skills among HBWs, quality issues and volume of production are the key 
impediments for private sector to work with HBWs.  

Interestingly there is no support mechanism exist specifically for empowerment and support for 
home based workers by either public or private sector in any part of the country. In order to 
resolve the key challenges faced by the identified stakeholders the study presents 
recommendations subsequent to the in depth analysis of market situation and existing capacity of 
the stakeholders. This includes developing an effective legal framework, capacity development 
and alternate livelihood skills development, transformation of HBWs to a level higher, 
development of community Infrastructure, mechanization and use of IT in home based work and 
maintaining demand and supply balance. 

The study also illustrates the core values for gendered market strategy development for home 
based workers. The key values for strategy development are the transformation and paradigm 
shift in the approach. Making education a tool for transformation of the vulnerable segment of 
workforce, changing development approach from support to empowerment and collaborative and 
consolidative empowerment initiatives would be significant for inclusive development.  
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2. INTRODUCTION 

Home based workers are the significant part of informal economy. There are a number of sectors 
in which home based workers are engaged in thousands of numbers both in rural and urban 
workforce. Textile and garments, agriculture and livestock and food processing and several other 
sectors in which home based workers are mainly engaged. Though government of Pakistan has 
not yet done any comprehensive survey of home based workers across Pakistan; however Punjab 
bureau of statistics has recently conducted a provincial survey of 9000 home based workers. In 
recent past Government of Sindh also initiated a survey of 10,000/- women home based workers 
in bangle industry. Though these surveys are not sufficient  to mention the exact number of home 
base workers in Pakistan but still give an idea about their clusters and main sectors of their 
employment.  

The category of home based workers is quite complex and their issues are way different from 
other categories of workers. Some key issues and challenges have been emerges from different 
research studies conducted by different organization during last decade. Lack of market linkage is 
the biggest challenge identified by almost all studies which is the main factor behind the 
exploitation of home based workers. A number of initiatives taken by civil society organizations 
and even some in collaboration with relevant government departments to ensure market linkages 
for home based workers; however there are still gaps in efforts thus the issue has not been 
resolved. Gender roles and discrimination remains an important factor behind the exploitation 
which is paired with illiteracy and lack of awareness.  

To identify the key issues which prevent a home based workers to be connected to the market 
and developed a gender friendly market strategy for home based workers Home Net Pakistan has 
carried out this study with the support of Oxfam as part of a joint project.  

2.1 Scope and Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to conduct gender power analysis and develop gendered market 
survey strategy for ensuring women inclusiveness in economic development by leveraging their 
role as independent entrepreneurs within the supply chains. The particular assignment would 
enable the organization to have a holistic picture of the market economy and positioning of the 
home based workers in the regime of contact worker as a piece rate and low level own account 
workers . The intervention aims to have an analysis of the existing situation of the market in Lahore 
and Karachi and where does it place HBWs along with a comprehensive market strategy based on 
gender roles. Based on the analysis and the proposed devised strategy; HomeNet Pakistan would 
be able to improvise its marketing, enterprise development and business strategies. That would 
enable the women working at a piece rate level and own account to develop better linkages and 
contact with the existing markets available. 

Based on the findings the organizations would be able to build capacities of the women home 
based own account workers and home based workers under piece rate arrangements to upgrade 
their level of economic arrangements and status to become small level enterprises, cooperatives 
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and business development groups so that they are able to collectively enter in to bargaining and 
negotiation   on businesses, wages etc. It would also be able to facilitate the linkages of the women 
groups in the informal arrangements to come under partnerships with private sectors; based on 
the possible options available. 

The findings of the Gender power analysis and Gender market survey strategy  for women home 
based workers would also be able to  provide an insight to the organization to support the 
provincial governments of Sindh and Punjab to develop provincial Business development 
programs for HBWs of Sindh and Punjab; Enabling the women in the home based sector to adopt 
diversified roles as business entities; promote enabling environment by creating opportunities for 
women to uplift their social condition and position within their households, communities, and at 
markets. Interventions to Support for Women’s voice and leadership as the condition to long term 
sustainable development of Pakistan. 

2.2 Objectives 

The overall objective of the project support the policy advocacy environment for inclusion and 
recognition of informal workers specifically Home based women workers in labour policy. Role of 
women in economy is invisible as either they do lesser paid tasks or they mostly are associated 
with informal economy. They have several barriers to enter into mainstream economic activities 
such as lack of education, dearth of financial resources, gender barriers to enter into markets, 
mobility challenges and additionally gender based violence and exploitation. 

Specific Objectives:        

 Women in selected areas, have expanded opportunities and increased status in supply 
chains and business investment at household and group levels. 

 Women have enhanced capacities to take non-traditional roles to engage effectively in 
supply for added benefit. 

 Government policies on production and business development are designed and 
implemented to promote women economic empowerment. 

 Public and business perceptions change in support of women to enter market systems. 

2.3 Methodology: 

The study is conducted in Sindh and Punjab and stakeholders from Karachi, Lahore, Faisalabad and 
Islamabad were interviewed. The study was carried out by qualitative method with semi 
structured interviews of key stakeholders including employers' associations, relevant government 
departments and civil society actors. In addition to this focused group discussions with piece rate 
and own account home base workers mainly engaged in garment sector and allied, bangle making, 
jewelry making and home accessories.  

 

3. NATIONAL CONTEXT 
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Pakistan has 9th largest workforce in the world1 which is concentrated in Punjab and Sindh. Both 
largest provinces are industrial hub and heart of revenue generation for the country. The major 
segment of workforce is engaged with agriculture which is about 42.3% where as the second 
largest employing sector is the fast growing services sector about 36% and the 3rd largest sector 
of employment is manufacturing which is 15.3 2. Punjab, the largest province of the country 
contributes 60% of the country’s national GDP3. Sindh the second largest province contributes 
33%4 of the national GDP in which Karachi remains the major economic hub and the most 
populous city of the country. 
 
Informality inter alia is a core issue of Pakistani economy. The total labour force participation is 
45.2%5 which maintain the total figure of labour force 61.4 million6 out of which 72.6% are 
employed in informal sector7. Contract system and sub-contracting exist at all levels of production 
supply chain, even formal sector has informal arrangements in it. Women workers are primarily 
employed in informal sector whether they are employed at production units or working home 
based for wages through subcontractors.  

Literacy rate is stagnant 58% nationally8 which directly affect working conditions of workers. Less 
education and low level of awareness curtail the livelihoods choices for workers. Migration across 
provinces is also one of the factor that affects livelihood choices and negatively impact on wages 
or workers. The foremost reason for migration of female workers which also includes home based 
workers is marriage and/or with spouse across province 34.2%9 followed by migration with parents 
20.5%10 which includes rural to urban or trans-provincial migration.  

ILO recommendation No. 204 Transition from the Informal to the Formal Economy adopted in 
June 2015 was well received in Pakistan and the government aimed to initiate work on it; however 
there is no such progress on adoption and implementation on this recommendation. ILO's Pakistan 
is supporting federal and provincial government in promoting decent work in formal and informal 
sector through compliance with International Labour Standards which Pakistan has already ratified 
long back. Under the National Plan of Action for Decent Work (NPADW, 2010 – 2015) ILO Pakistan 
supported for labour laws reforms, social protection extension including informal economy and 
tripartism promotion. However it is important to broaden its base especially to cover the home-
based workers both own account and piece rate since this sector employs the most vulnerable 
segment of workforce which has been operating  without policy and legislative backup, absent of 
social protection coverage and no realization of labour rights since decades.  

                                                             
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_labour_force 
2Pakistan Labour Force Survey 2014-15 
3 Punjab Board of Investment http://www.pbit.gop.pk/punjab_at_glance 
4 Sindh Board of Investment http://www.sbi.gos.pk/sindh-economy.php 
5 Pakistan Labour Force Survey 2014-15 
6 Pakistan Labour Force Survey 2014-15 
7 Pakistan Labour Force Survey 2014-15 
8 Pakistan Economic Survey 2016-17 
9 Pakistan Labour Force Survey 2014-15 
10 Pakistan Labour Force Survey 2014-15 
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Home based work is not only growing in low skilled workers but it is a faster growing trend in 
people with high skills set i.e. literary work, software industry, distant learning programmes and 
several others. A number of websites and portals are working and producing huge amount of 
knowledge and outsourcing tasks to home based workers having different skills set and providing 
these services mainly to private  sector. A number of portals are also channelizing home based 
worker to global clients. 

 

3.1 Labour Legislation 

After 18th constitutional amendment in 2010 all four provinces started to provincialize the existing 
set of laws including labour laws which were devolved to provinces through 18th amendment. The 
process of legislation in provinces has been slow however Sindh and Punjab performed better as 
compared to other provinces. The process of formulation and adoption of labour legislation in 
Sindh was not started right after the 18th amendment but it was taken up by Sindh Government 
after the fatal fire accident in a garment factory in Baldia town Karachi in September 2012. Since 
2013 to date the Sindh Government has developed several labour laws mainly including Industrial 
Relations Act (IRA) 2012 and (IRA) 2015, Sindh Workers Welfare Fund Act 2014, The Sindh 
Differently Able Persons (Employment, rehabilitation and Welfare) Act 2014, Sindh Factories Act 
2015, The Sindh Companies Profit (Workers' Participation) Act 2015, The Sindh Terms of 
Employment (Standing Orders) Act 2015, The Sindh Shops and Commercial Establishments Act 
2015, The Sindh Employees Social Security Act, 2016, The Sindh Bonded Labour System (Abolition) 
Act, 2015, Minimum Wage Act 2015 Sindh, The Sindh Employees’ Old-Age Benefits (Amendment) 
Act 2016  and The Sindh Workers Compensation Act 2016. The Sindh Cabinet also approved Sindh 
Occupational Safety and Health Bill 2017, Sind Home Based Workers Policy 2017 and Sindh Labour 
Policy 2018. 

The Sindh Labour Policy 2018 has proved to be the most progressive and inclusive policy in 
Pakistan which included informal sector workforce in it. In the policy guidelines it commits to carry 
out a survey of informal sector workers, legislate their terms and conditions and also ensuring 
right to organize for them. The policy specifically extends the social security and old-age benefits 
to agriculture, mining and home based workers. The policy also commits that the Sindh 
government will establish "Sindh Home Based Workers Board"  to monitor the rights and duties of 
HBWs and related data collection.  

After the devolution Punjab government has also approved several labour laws which includes The 
Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1992(Last Updated on 14-03-2012), The West Pakistan 
Minimum Wages for Unskilled Workers Ordinance, 1969 (Last Updated on 01-01-2014), The 
Punjab Shops and Establishments Ordinance, 1969(Last Updated on 10-04-2014), The Industrial 
and Commercial Employment (Standing Orders) Ordinance, 1968 (Last Updated on 28-02-2012), 
and The Provincial Employees Social Security Ordinance, 1965 (Last Updated on 21-04-2014). 
However there is no specific legislation yet in any province to regulate home based work. Sindh 

http://www.pas.gov.pk/index.php/acts/details/en/31/356
http://www.pas.gov.pk/index.php/acts/details/en/31/356
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/1797a.html
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/1797a.html
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/234.html
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/234.html
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/230.html
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/230.html
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/222.html
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/222.html
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/187.html
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and Punjab has adopted the much awaited home based workers policies in 2017; however there 
is still no progress regarding approval of draft law  by the provincial cabinet11.  

3.2 International Treaties and Obligations 

Pakistan has got GSP plus status by European Union in January 201412 which provides duty free 
access to Pakistan's exports in EU countries which is huge market for Pakistani products mainly 
textile and garments among others. Under this trade agreement the grantee country has the 
obligation to comply with 27 International conventions including ILO core labour standard, UN 
covenants and conventions specially UNCESCR, UNCCPR, CEDAW and many others. There is a bi-
annual review and reporting mechanism by European Commission regarding compliance with 
these conventions. Pakistan just has the 2nd review of GSP plus which highlighted the grey areas 
and need for serious improvements in compliance with human and labour rights conventions.  

Pakistan has not yet ratified ILO Convention No. 177 "Home Work Convention 1996" which was 
developed to protect the rights of home based workers. The approved policy of home based 
workers in Sindh has mentioned the goal to ratify C177 however it still does not seem that the 
ratification of C177 is on the priority agenda of federal government.  

 

3.3 Freedom of Association 

Although Constitution of Pakistan protects the right to association and unionization for all citizens 
across country but practically it is still very difficult for workers to form unions. Freedom of 
Association and Right to Unionization is also part of ILO Core Labour Standards which Pakistan has 
already ratified decades ago; it is further included as an obligation under GSP Plus scheme. 
However there is less than 1% unionization rate in Pakistan. The labour legislation mainly provides 
the right to unionization to formal sector however the huge chunk of workers engaged in informal 
sector remain out of the ambit of labour laws. In Sindh Industrial Relations Act 2012 included 
agriculture and fisheries workers into the definition of labour which extended the right of 
unionization to this sector; however there are technical requirements which prevents workers to 
form unions.  

 

3.4 Social Protection 

According to Sustainable Development Goals and Vision 2025 Government of Pakistan is 
committed to eliminate poverty by 2030. Human Development Report 2016 puts Pakistan in 
medium human development country and ranks it 147th out of 188 countries in Human 
Development Index across the globe13. However Pakistan still spends hardly 0.2% of GDP on social 
protection. The available social protection institutions in Pakistan are Employees Old-Age Benefit 
Institution (EOBI) which is the federal institution; Workers Welfare Fund which is also federal 

                                                             
11 http://www.punjablaws.gov.pk/index6.html 
12 European union website 
13 http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/PAK.pdf 
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institution and Employees Social Security Institution (ESSIs) at provincial level. However the 
coverage of these institutions is extremely limited. These institutions covers the workers of formal 
sector but the huge workforce employed in informal sector is out of its coverage. Only EOBI allows 
self registration of workers with the payment of monthly contribution from the worker only.  

 

3.5 Skill Development 

Technical and vocational training is considered essential to enhance the skills of workforce and 
increase their productivity across the globe. It also directly impacts on the livelihood opportunities 
and income level of a worker. Public sector vocational training institutes are established at 
provincial level however they have extremely limited coverage. Though Pakistan has the National 
Policy on Technical and Vocational Education and Training (2015), and established institutes like 
Skill Development Council and Technical Education and Vocational Trainings Institutes (TEVTs) in 
all 4 provinces however they cater only 0.7% of the total population of 15-24 years of age.14  

 

4. FINDINGS  

4.1 Situation Analysis  

Since the study aims to develop market strategy for home base workers it is significant to have a 
thorough look at the existing market situation and the recent and past interventions done by 
different stakeholders to support women home based workers. Moreover identify the major gaps 
in the marketing strategy used by these interventions. On the basis of which the market strategy 
can be developed which would be more effective and gender friendly to support and empower 
home based workers specially women.  

As mentioned in the beginning that three groups of stakeholders were interviewed for this study 
which includes employers, government organisations and home based women workers.  The in-
depth interviews were very useful to understand the existing situations, major hurdles and 
obstacles for women home based workers in their linkages with market. Selected home based 
workers were interviewed in Karachi and Lahore who are engaged in piece rate and own account 
home based work. The respondents were mainly from garments sector and textile as well as from 
other sectors such as bangle making, jewelry making, food processing and crafts.  

Definition 

According to government of Pakistan Home based workers are those; 

 who works within the home boundaries, or in any other premises of his/her choice, but 
excluding the premises of the employer’s or contractor’s workplace; 

 who works at home for remuneration or monetary returns; and 

                                                             
14 Skills for Growth & Development: A Technical & Vocational Education & Training Policy for Pakistan, http://tvetreform.org.pk/wp-
content/uploads/downloads/Reports%20and%20Publications/TVET%20Policy.pdf 
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 who is self-employed or does piece-rate, own-account, or contract work, which results in 
a product or services as specified by the employer/contractor.15 

 

4.1.1 Challenges for Home Based Workers 

 

i) Education and Awareness 

Illiteracy or lack of education remains the biggest hurdle for working class in Pakistan thus same 
for home based workers. Lack of access to basic education and absolutely no access to technical 
and vocational training multiplies the vulnerability of home based workers in terms of access to 
livelihood opportunities, wages and terms of work. Most of the respondents were not awared or 
never accessed any technical and vocational training. The majority of the HBWs learned their skills 
from mothers, elder family members or neighbors and then using it for wage work.  Those who 
are aware of the available institutions for technical and vocational trainings consider them out of 
reach due to several reasons mainly including mobility issues, transportation cost, domestic 
responsibilities among others. Home based workers also has very low awareness about their basic 
citizenship rights and also rights as workers. Also their knowledge about personal hygiene, 
interpersonal skills, IT literacy, financial literacy and political awareness is extremely limited.  

 

ii) Access to Market 

Access to market termed as the second prevalent obstacle for women home based workers. 
Though living in urban setups women home based workers have multifaceted challenges in terms 
of access to market. Restricted mobility remains the major factor behind missing direct linkage 
with the market. The prime reason for restricted mobility is the patriarchal attitudes of the family 
which does not let women, especially young women, to step out of their homes. Confined to their 
household and working without any link to the outer world women faces isolation which further 
curtails their strength and voices. Isolation also limits the flow of market information and curtail 
their coordination with other home based workers in neighborhood which can help them in 
mutual learning and skill enhancement. Lack of coordination between home based workers leads 
to trust deficit and prevents building their strength as group though they do similar work, 
sometimes for same sub-contractor but they consider each other as their competitors instead of 
developing their collective voice for mutual benefit.  

 

iii) Role of Sub-Contractor 

In absence of direct linkage to the market role of middleman becomes crucial. This is the key factor 
behind the massive exploitation of HBWs by the middle men though it ensure regular wage work. 
These subcontractor takes orders from factories or sometimes from another contractor and 
provide the work order to home based workers in a neighborhood. These orders are usually on 

                                                             
15 Sindh Home Base Workers Policy 2017 
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weekly basis. These sub-contractors are responsible for on-time production, quality and input 
material. Usually sub-contractor has to invest in purchasing input material such as thread in 
garment and home ware stitching, embroidery and allied works. In addition to this the 
transportation cost for materials and products back and forth to the market is supposed to be 
covered by the sub-contractor. Most of the HBWs get connected to the sub-contractor through 
their relatives, friends or neighbors. The volume of work orders, regularity of orders and price 
fixing totally depend on the sub-contractor and HBWs simply have no space for negotiating on 
these important.  

Hierarchy of Home Based Work 

 

 

iv) Working Conditions 

Invisibility and no recognition of home based workers in supply chain negatively impact on the 
working conditions of female home based workers. The terms and condition of work are set 
verbally with the contractor without any written agreement or documentation. As far as frequency 
of work is concerned women reported weekly order as a usual pattern. Payment is also made on 
weekly basis on the time of delivery of orders. Cost of the defected piece or rework is deducted 
from the weekly payment of HBWs. Most of the women reported to work 10-12 hours a day to 
complete the order in given time. Managing with domestic responsibilities and household chores 
it stretches the total hours of work for women and leaves less time for rest and recreation.  

 

v) Wages 

Wages remain very low and most fixed on per piece rate. In some cases women are underpaid for 
the particular skill they have or the job they perform. HBWs sometimes face difficulties in payment 
of wages such as delayed payments, deduction and even wage theft. In some cases home based 
workers have to cover the cost of input material for the order. Family helpers who are generally 
younger family members  remain unpaid. Own account workers reported that the wage for 
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Service Provider

Sub-Contractor

HBWs HBWs

Sub-Contractor

HBWs HBWs

Contractor/Vendor/
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Sub-Contractor
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stitching ladies suit is 150-300 per dress depending upon the design. Sometimes in low season 
they have to further compromise on wages just to ensure regularity in orders. Stitching baby frock 
rate Rs 60-120  for a dozen as per the design. Negotiation for wages seems impossible since may 
result into loss of work. Average weekly income of a HBW remain between 600-1000 an average.  

 

v) Access to Financial Resources 

In a traditional family environment women have less control over financial resources as well as 
over their own generated income. In case of younger women the income goes to the parents or 
head of the family. In case of married women the spouse has control over their incomes. It also 
reflects over decision making process especially financial decision making. It was reported that 
women home based workers have limited access to financial institutions. Not all the respondents 
had their bank accounts. The most common saving patterns among home based workers is 
monthly contribution system which is called 'monthly committee'. A limited number of home 
based workers have access to micro financing institutions. In their general perspective mostly 
home based workers do not prefer micro financing schemes or bank loan due to documentation 
requirements, payback schedule and interest rate. Instead the financial assistance offered by 
social welfare organizations or charity based religious organizations are far more popular which 
provide interest free loans for women.  

Another drawback with most of the MFIs is that it does not match with the amount requirements 
for own account workers.  Most of the MFIs offer loan amount from 50 thousand to one lac rupees 
which can be useful for piece rate workers; however own account workers need larger amount of 
funds to start their own business.  

 

vi) Occupational Health and Safety 

Health and safety has been the major area of concern in home based work. Using their own house 
as workplace does not provide the required space for production. Mostly home based workers 
reported that  they have to stop working at a particular time at night in order to provide family 
members a space to sleep. Poor lightening, ventilation and narrow space for work negatively 
impact the health of home based workers. Bangle making and other products which involves 
chemical usage or flame have higher rate of accidents in absence of the labour inspection system.  

Mostly home based workers reported to access health camps established occasionally by NGOs 
and social welfare organizations or hospitals instead of getting treatment from public or private 
hospital. Mostly HBWs complained about sever body pain, continuous fever, headache, anemia, 
weakening of eye sight as occupational disease.  

 

vii) Gender Roles 

Gender roles are pre-dominant in our social and family environment. Social norms and family care 
responsibility double the workload and responsibilities on female HBWs and also the factor behind 
restricted mobility. Mostly women face harassment by sub-contractor or in market however they 
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usually don't talk about it just to avoid any bad names on them. Lack of participation in decision 
making is another issue with the HBWs. Women specially younger women are absolutely out of 
the decision making process. Young responded reported to have no say in family decision making 
even when the decision is taken about them.  

Although it is very difficult to talk about domestic violence however most of the female HBWs 
reported negative attitude and mental torture by relatives and in-laws and in some cases by 
spouse as well. A couple of respondents stated that they can better utilize family income if they 
are allowed to take financial decisions or control over their own income.  

 

 

4.1.2 Challenges for Government 

i) Legislation 

Policy and legislation process has been annoyingly delayed in all provinces when it comes to home 
based workers. Though this group of workforce is significantly large in numbers but includes the 
most marginalized segment of workers mostly women. Sindh province has finally got the first ever 
Policy on Home Based Workers in the year 2017. The draft bill of Home Base Workers in Sindh has 
already been developed and sent to the law department for vetting. Punjab government has also 
approved Home Base Workers policy earlier in 2017 but the status on law development is still 
pending. Interestingly there is no progress and legislation process for home based workers in other 
provinces and federally administered units though the HBWs are very large in numbers especially 
in these province. The biggest challenge with the government department is lengthy and time 
taking procedures and slow progress.  
 
The key aspect of HBWs policy approval in Sindh and Punjab is that it clarifies the definition of 
home based workers in both provinces and recognized them as a category of workers. It also takes 
HBWs into the ambit of labour laws and social safety nets available for workers including Social 
Security, EOBI and Workers Welfare Fund.  

 

 

ii) Implementation of HBWs Policy 
 
Pakistan has never shown remarkable progress in implementation of laws and policies. Although 
the provincial governments have developed provincial labor laws and policies however compliance 
has been extremely weak across the country. Implementation on HBWs policy required their 
registration to get the HBWs into social safety nets and provide other benefits as workers termed 
in the labour laws. In line with article 25-A of the constitution of Pakistan the HBWs policy 
providing free and compulsory education to all children up to 16 years of age seems difficult in the 
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existing regime. It is difficult to talk about child labour in home based work however it is clearly 
seen that children especially young girls help mothers out in the home based wage work.  

 
iii) Registration of Home Based Workers 
 
There are millions of home based workers in rural and urban areas across country. Registration of 
HBWs is a big challenge for government. Home based workers are invisible and clustered in far 
flunk rural areas and urban slums so the identification and registration is a dilemma. Labour 
departments also have serious constraints of human and financial resources in operations hence 
it will be difficult to carry out a huge task of registration of home based workers by provincial 
labour departments. According to the labour department Sindh the distract labour offices will be 
responsible to register home based worker however the HBWs themselves are supposed to visit 
the district labour offices to get them registered.  

iv) Occupational Safety and Health Inspection 

Labour inspection has not been possible for provincial government since decades due to several 
reasons. Labour and/or OSH inspection would be even more complicated and challenging in case 
of home based workers since it will require the inspector to get into the house of HBWs for 
inspection and the entire compliance responsibility would be on HBWs themselves which would 
be an additional financial burden on them. This aspect should be well thought and needs special 
attention to create an effective inspection for HBW.  

 

v) Lack of Resources 

Labour department has been the most neglected department when it comes to resource planning 
and budgetary allocations. Hence provincial labour departments have been facing sever human 
and financial resource constraint since decades. Labour department Sindh has requested 
appointment of male and female labour inspectors since 5 years but there is no progress regarding 
appointment of inspectors. So it would be difficult to register HBWs, labour inspection  and other 
related tasks would be difficult to perform within the existing resource constraints.  

 

4.1.3. Challenges for Private Sector 

i) Invisibility 

Employers find it complicated to talk about home based workers. The very reason is that the HBWs 
are invisible. The employer does not know where these women are and in what numbers. The 
employer does not even know which group of HBWs is working for them and where they exist. It 
is not possible for them to reach out to those women who are producing goods while confined in 
their houses. They cannot deal directly with the huge numbers of individual HBWs because of a 
number of reasons. Due to time and logistical limitations they hire contractors to complete the 
production order within deadline and ensure the quality of the product. It is not apparently their 
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matter of concern that the contractor is hiring his own labour for production or further sub-
contracting the job for timely production.  

The production end of the supply chain goes invisible as it gets down to the lower tier. Because of 
no direct linkage with the home based workers employers  do not own these HBWs as their 
employees. Due to the invisibility employers cannot help home based workers if they are exploited 
by the contractors or denied of providing minimum wage, working hours and health and safety 
equipments. Though employers are keen to pay better wages to the workers thus fix contracts 
and prices with the contractors accordingly; however they have no clue if the contractor pays the 
same wages to the workers or not.  

It is also one of the perceptions that HBWs are not in export oriented production. It is because the 
export oriented production need higher level of skills and quality standards which cannot be 
fulfilled by HBWs in their home based set ups. For example PRGETTI, Lahore established in 2001 
with public private partnership and still offering technical training program, states that the major 
export product is Denim jeans which need several types of modern machines to stitch it. They say 
that HBWs usually stitch their products on simple machines which cannot offer the required 
stitching, designing and quality.    

 

ii) Lack of Technical Skills in HBWs 

As mentioned above that the existing education system does not included career counseling and 
technical skills development especially in public sector. Some of the private educational 
institutions offer these services incorporated in their curriculum but it is absolutely out of the 
access for working class. Employers face serious skill gaps while hiring human resources for 
production. It was stated in the interview that the skill set workers possess is not compatible with 
the HR requirements for production. Employers are not supposed to teach workers the skills from 
scratch they can only offer refreshers and upgraded skills to enhance their skills. They say that 
most of the workers do not have IT skills which is required to operate different machines at plants. 
To increase productivity and volume of production within deadline the employers are tend to 
mechanize the production as much and as soon as possible to be competitive in export 
environment.  

In order to cater the specific skills needs of export oriented manufacturing in garment sector 
PRGETTI was established by in 2001 by the government in collaboration with PRGMEA which is 
responsible for the operations of the institute. However it offers training programme for formal 
sector. It has not initiated any specific training program for home based workers in garment sector 
in any of the province. Other training institution such as Skill Development Council and TEVTs are 
offering limited training programmes and need innovation and expansion in its coverage specially 
to cover the home based workers in relevant sectors such as garments and allied industry, culinary 
and food processing and more.  

 

iii) Quality 
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Quality control is the major factor in production no matter in all manufacturing sectors no matter 
you are producing for domestic market or for export. Hence the employers pay special attention 
to quality control which is directly related to their reputation and future business relationships 
and work orders. Exporters has to follow the code of conduct of the international buyer which 
imposes strict obligation related to quality standards such as ISO standards etc. They state that 
the required quality standards should be maintained anyhow and it is significant for home based 
workers to improve their quality of production if they want to come to mainstream market. It also 
seems difficult for taking quality manufacturing equipments to home based setups due to their 
cost, specific skills requirements, space allocations and regular maintenance of the equipments. 
Employers consider it significant to uplift the level of education and skill set for home based 
workers to increase their income and pull them out of poverty and exploitative working conditions.   

 

iv) Volume of Production 

Volume of production and speed to market is the key area of concern for any employer or owner 
of the factory. The work order has to be completed flawlessly within the given deadline. 
Production deadlines are usually challenging specially in export environment. It is assumed that 
the home based workers cannot produce in huge volumes since they work in a traditional working 
environment with limited skills. It is important to ensure the certain volume of production in 
minimum time considering the quality standard at all steps which seems difficult for home based 
workers to achieve. Working in groups and community infrastructure may also resolve this issue 
to some extent.  

 

4.2 EXISTING SUPPORT MECHANISMS 

Interestingly there is no support mechanism exist specifically for empowerment and support for 
home based workers in any part of the country. However home based workers are currently 
accessing and benefiting from the available support mechanisms established by private sector. 
Following is the details about what has been offered to home based workers in past and recent 
years; 

i) Unfortunately there is no mainstream government programme for HBWs in any of the 
provinces. Subject to availability and access, a number of HBWs are accessing BISP, zakat 
funds and EOBI self registration. 

ii) Different projects are going on in Labour and Women Development Department in 
partnership with international funding agencies which includes skill enhancement 
trainings, sales and display centers and access to national and international exhibitions.  

iii) Private support systems are functioning parallel and even more popular in working class. 
These religiously backed private welfare initiatives include cash grants, interest free 
business loans, auto rickshaws, marriage/ dowry support, and rashan distribution. In-kind 
support in the form of equipments is also provided under these schemes. Although these 
initiatives are to support the state in poverty reduction and not specific to empower 
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women or HBWs however home base women workers also reported to have accessed 
these services.  

iv)  ILO Pakistan has initiated program for decent work in informal sector which covers home 
based workers across country. However it does not include direct financial assistance to 
home based workers.  

v) Corporate sector also invested in development of home based workers in livestock sector 
in rural areas under their CSR programmes which reportedly increased quality, productivity 
and performance of home based workers and subsequently increased their income level. 

vi) Micro financing institutions (MFI) also extended their loan schemes for women 
empowerment through their business development in past years; however the coverage 
of these schemes remained low. These schemes also have strict documentation 
requirements and terms and conditions which makes it difficult to access for many of the 
home based workers. 

 

5. MARKET STRATEGY FOR HOME BASE WORKERS 

 

5.1 What is the root cause? 

A number of skill development and marketing initiative has been taken but could not be adequate 
to fill in the existing gaps in empowerment of HBWs. One of the major reasons behind is that the 
integration and collaborative approach is missing in the past initiative whether it was carried out 
by the government with the support of foreign donor agencies, private sector as well as the 
initiatives by the civil society organizations nationwide.  

 

 

5.2 What is our Target? 

The ultimate target of these initiatives is not just empowerment of women or HBWs but much 
beyond that…. The real target is to achieving sustainable development goals, poverty reduction 
and economic growth of the country. Hence the interventions for empowerment of women and 
home based workers should be in line with the policy and process to achieve SDGs. These initiative 
should be built upon well thought planning and effective in time implementation on the state 
policies.  

 

5.3 Strategy- Core Values 

i) Transformation is Required  
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The approach of development planning and designing of initiatives for home based workers 
should be done with a paradigm shift and transformation of approach from 'support to 
empowerment'- This would involve a right based approach towards decent work agenda 
for every single worker across sectors to get rid of philanthropy and charity initiatives that 
undermine the self esteem of an individual.  
 

ii) Collaborative Approach is Needed 
As discussed above collaboration and integration of efforts is required in all empowerment 
initiatives for home based workers. Duplication of efforts should also be avoided while 
planning. This will enhance the impact of the empowerment initiatives which may lead to 
sustainable results both in rural and urban areas across sectors.  
 

iii) Broadening Approach 
Broadening of approach is needed for enterprise development. The HBWs should not stick 
to the basic crafts and marketing strategies but need to develop innovative strategies for 
them. It is also important to develop business case for private sector and identify initiatives 
that can be taken effectively to empower HBWs with the help of private sector by 
connecting them to them principal employer. 
 
 

iv) Education is the Key for Empowerment 
It is proven that education and literacy is the key for empowerment and sustainable 
development. Same in case of home based women workers. Lack of education and low 
literacy level remains the key factor for exploitation and lack of livelihood opportunities. It 
is also the factor behind limited awareness about basic rights as citizen and as worker. The 
education should be accessible to all citizens to elevate them from poverty and providing 
better standard of living.  
 
 
 

6. RECOMMENDATIONS 

As the result of in-depth analysis of existing situation of market and home based workers the study 
presents the following recommendations. The next chapter also included the practical steps that 
needs to be taken to ensure the effective results of the interventions made;  

 

6.1 Legal Framework 

The home based workers policy is approved in the provinces of Punjab and Sindh so the HBWs law 
should be approved and enacted as soon as possible. The policy  should be implemented in both 
provinces and government should start the registration of home based workers as the first step 
towards the policy implementation. 
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6.2 Capacity Development and Alternate Livelihood Skills 

HBWs are in dire need of capacity development so the most important areas of capacity 
development identified in the study included business development training, financial literacy, 
entrepreneurship development, IT and soft skills, marketing and negotiation skills, personal 
hygiene, leadership skills, conflict resolution and self-help initiatives.  

Alternate livelihood skills development should be the part of the capacity development agenda. 
HBWs should move ahead from the basic skills and crafts and include modification and innovation 
in their products to attract better and new markets.  

 

6.3 Transformation of HBWs to a level higher 

There is a lot of potential of  upgrading  and transforming the HBWs to the higher level of skills. 
These initiatives can be taken according to the literacy and skill levels of home based workers in 
both rural and urban areas of Sindh and Punjab. For instance this can be done in manufacturing 
sector such as garments, home textile and household accessories. In agriculture and livestock by 
investing in kitchen gardening, fishing, poultry and dairy products. Services sector also has a 
significant potential for home based workers if they are enable to exhaust these opportunities. 
Catering business is faster growing online business in Pakistan, production related to event 
management  is also becoming popular.  

Taking examples of higher skills services call centers and distant learning programmes, repairing 
and maintenance work, software development and many more initiative can also be carried out.  

 

6.4 Community Infrastructure 

Community infrastructure is one of the most needed initiative that the government and private 
sector can jointly think of. Integration of IT and quality control can become easier in the collective 
workplace or the community infrastructure which may be cost effective and can increase 
production volume to the desired level. Role of subcontractor or middle person can also be 
modified to make it more transparent and responsible as it’s a source of regular income for HBWs. 
Capacity development programmes can be offered to the HBWs who would be sharing this 
collective space.  

 

6.5 Exploring Opportunities 

Assessment of market trends is significant for compatible production and supply to ensure regular 
orders and business for home based workers. Home based workers should try to fulfill the demand 
of local market since there is a lot of potential in Urban markets across provinces.  Forget export 
sector for the time being since it has its own challenges for which HBWs are not yet ready. Those 
own account workers who build their capacities and upscale their businesses from micro to small 
enterprises can be further supported to access the export market.  
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6.6 Mechanization  

It is proven that mechanization and use of IT enhances the quality and volume of production. This 
can be used in case of home based workers as well. Use of modern machines, skills development 
to operate the machines, developing designing skills would make a great positive impact on HBWs' 
production. Mechanization and use of IT can also resolve the mobility and isolation issues. Other 
contemporary services such as Careem, Uber and others similar services can also be used as a link 
between market and HBWs.  
 

 
6.7 Generate Demand and then Flow Supply 

In the previous years a number of marketing and support strategies have been tried to improve 
the business and sales for HBWs' products. These initiatives mainly include sales and display 
centers, Sunday bazars and local and international exhibitions. However it has not been successful 
to increase the demand of their products to the desired level and also not sustainable. 

For sustainable business and production orders HBWs should be the regular supplier to the 
mainstream market. For this purpose current trends and market demands should be assessed and 
HBWs should prepare those products that are in demand rather than trying to sell their traditional 
products.  

 

7. CONCLUSION: WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE? 

In order to work on the recommendations presented in the chapter 5, all groups of stakeholders 
need to work hand in hand. The specific roles for each group of stakeholders is mentioned in the 
following which can be taken up to achieve the effective realization of gender based strategy for 
empowerment and development of home based workers; 

 

7.1 Government’s Role  

The prime responsibility of government is to ensure formulation and effective implementation on 
policy and law across the country. However in addition to this and especially in the case of home 
based workers the government has to focus on the following recommendations; 

i) Mainstreaming of HBWs is direly needed. As discussed in the study HBWs are one the most 
vulnerable segment of the society and comes under lowest tier of workforce both in rural 
and urban economy.  Mainstreaming of home based workers would improve their working 
conditions and reduce exploitation against them.  

ii) In order to ensure the registration of home based workers government should incentivize 
the registrations. It should be clearly conveyed to the communities that what direct benefit 
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the government is offering in case the home based worker registers herself with labour 
department to encourage them registering themselves. These benefits can be CNIC card, 
social security benefits, group learning and community infrastructure development and 
implementation on minimum wage etc.  

iii) Block registration should be done for home based workers with categorizing them 
according to their sector of work, specific products, literacy and skills level. This will help 
the government to extent community infrastructure, extend customized capacity 
development and health assistance according to the sector as well as linking the HBWs to 
private sector to access CSR programmes or public private partnership projects. 

iv) Coordination between government departments is crucial for effective implementation of 
policy and development projects. In case of home based workers several departments are 
required to collaborate with each other such as labour department, women development 
department, education department and health department in order to address the existing 
issues and support requirements for home based workers.  

v) Education department especially non formal education directorate in provinces need to 
extend their non formal education setups in the identified block of HBWs since they have 
already passed the schooling age without education. Moreover formal education to be 
ensured for their children under Article 25-A of the constitution of Pakistan.  

vi) Basic Health Units (BHUs) and special health camps should be established in identified 
clusters/ area of Sindh and Punjab for free checkups for occupational diseases for home 
based workers. In addition to this free vaccination of children and adults should be ensured 
for HBWs registered in identified blocks. This will help identification of occupational 
diseases and extend health benefits from SESSI/PESSI in identified sectors of HBWs.  

vii) It is highly recommended in the study that the financial assistance should be provided to 
home base workers not only in the form of loans but grants should also be extended to 
start small scalable businesses. In addition to this Government specially State Bank of 
Pakistan to subsidize banks i.e first women bank to provide interest free loans to those 
HBWs who are moving towards family enterprise.  

viii) In the existing human and financial capacity of provincial labour departments it seems 
complicated to extend labour inspection for home based workers. However it can be 
possible to sensitize the home based workers about health hazards related to their 
particular occupation and provide them grants to invest in their own workplace safety 
requirement. 

ix) Governments initiatives should be in-line with ILO core labour standards, Home Work 
Convention C 177 and other international obligations such as GSP plus and SDGs.  

x) This is the right time for federal and provincial governments to collectively think about 
adopting ILO recommendation No 204 to formalize the informal economy. To start this 
work for home based workers we can think of developing a national organization for micro 
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level own account and piece rate workers. This organization can work in the supervision of 
SMEDA to address specific needs of home based workers and lift them up to small scale 
enterprises.  

xi) SMEDA and other relevant institutions can also provide advisory and customized capacity 
development courses for 2-3 family members with gender balance to ensure sustainability 
of family enterprise. 

xii) Provincial technical and vocational training institutions and skill development council 
should start customized skill development programmes for home based workers according 
to their specific needs. 

 
 

7.2 Private Sector's Role  

In order to achieve the inclusive economic development and required productivity in the supply 
chain, private sector is also considered necessary to play its proactive role. This can be;  

i) Private sector need to realize that rights based approach in supply chain is an investment 
to achieve increased productivity and better business relations with global buyers. 
Employer needs to prove responsible business practices to attract more orders. A business 
case should be provided to the private sector to increase their awareness and shifting 
attitudes towards more responsible and humane business practices. 
 

ii) Employers can facilitate the government departments in order to register the contractors 
and sub-contractors working in the supply chain of production. This is necessary to make 
the domestic supply chain more visible and transparent. 
  

iii) Ownership of the workers in supply chain is crucial. This does not mean that employer 
should pay for anything for home based workers but it is necessary to ensure visibility of 
HBWs to minimize the exploitation in supply chain.  

 

7.3 Role of Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) 

Civil society has a valuable role as facilitator to the process of development. With the existing 
intellectual and financial capacity civil society organizations can try to be part of this development 
and reform agenda by filling in the capacity and communication gaps between the key 
stakeholders in order to ensure that the process is meeting the targets.  

i) The civil society organization can work with the government's initiatives for monitoring and 
support, capacity development and bridging the gap between government departments 
and home based workers.  
 

ii) CSOs can also help the relevant government department in the process of registration of 
home based workers. This can be started with sharing the existing data of home based 
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workers available with different CSOs who are already working with HBWs since years and 
engaged in their capacity development and other related activities and initiatives.  

 

7.4  Role of Home Based Workers 

Home based workers needs to understand that their strength is unity and collective voice to end 
exploitation against them.  

i) Mobilization and cooperation for collective issues is the key factor behind success; no 
matter whether they are dealing with middlemen or negotiating with the principal 
employer/ buyer of their product. Sensitization and capacity development is needed to 
enable the HBWs work to combat the existing challenging and end violation of rights as 
workers.  

ii) HBWs should realize the need for registering themselves with relevant government 
departments and encourage their coworkers as well for the same to access the social 
protection and other benefits as workers.  

 

8. AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Since this study has identified many issue which are significant to be addresses to empower home 
based workers specially women. There is a dire need of research in this area to find a sustainable 
solutions for each problem. Particularly; 

i) A comprehensive national survey of home based worker is required which can collect data 
of Home based workers across provinces. That would enable provincial labour departments 
to register HBWs and taking them into the net of social welfare institutions. In this case ILO 
and other labour support organizations can support the government. 
 

ii) Research on occupational diseases specific to home based work in major sectors is also 
needed.  
 

iii) OSH inspection is also highly recommended. For this purpose a study should be done in 
major sectors in which HBWs are mainly engaged to develop a mechanism of inspection for 
home based work according to the sector that HBWs are engaged in.  
 

iv) Study on effectiveness of micro financing initiatives for empowerment of HBWs in all 4 
provinces should be carried out to identify gaps and key challenges of these schemes and 
institutions. Moreover developing the proposal for a HBWs friendly micro financing 
system/package for each province.  
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v) Analysis of effectiveness of CSR initiatives in identified sectors such as livestock sector in 
rural areas to understand the increase in productivity of female HBWs in rural areas where 
CSR investment was made.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9. ROADMAP FOR IMPLEMENTATION: 

Action points Timeline Responsibility 

9.1 Short Term Measures 

Registering home-based workers with NADRA across provinces. 
Identification of clusters and bock registration 

Short Term 
6 months- 1 year 

Provincial Governments 
WDD, LHRD,  

Survey of HBWs and OSH should be carried out in Punjab and 
Sindh for categorization of home based workers according to 
their sectors, skills and literacy levels 

Short Term 
6 months- 1 year 

Bureau of Statistics, WDD and LHRD 

Civil society organizations to share HBWs data with government 
and facilitate them for registration 

Short Term 
6 months- 1 year 

Civil Society Organization, LHRD 

Linking HBWs with the social welfare institutions at provincial 
level 

Short Term 
6 months- 1 year 

WDD, LHRD, SESSI, EOBI 

Establish community infrastructure for HBWs in each cluster, 
equipped with modern machinery and IT facilities. Also trainings 
for operating those machines and IT facilities should be provided 
to HBWs 

Short Term 
6 months- 1 year 

WDD, LHRD, TEVTAs, Skill 
Development Council, SMEDA, Private 
Sector 

According to Sindh Labour Policy 2018 guideline a tri-partite 
HBWs Board to be immediately established at provincial level 
and the board should determine minimum wage for each sector 
of HBWs 

Short Term 
6 months- 1 year 

LHRD, Minimum Wage Board, P&D 
Department 

9.2 Medium-term Measures 

Comprehensive Skill Development Programe to be initiated with 
public private partnership at provincial level. This can include 
technical trainings for major sectors of HBW, IT skills, financial 
literacy and skills, soft skills 

Medium Term 
1-2 years 

TEVTAs, Skill Development Council, 
SMEDA, Private Sector, CSOs 

Assessment of occupational hazards for HBWs should be started 
and HBWs should be given training or sensitization to overcome 
and protect themselves from health hazard associated with their 
particular work or sector.  

Medium Term 
1-2 years 

LHRD, Health Department 
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Financial support schemes to be launched for home based 
workers that includes grants schemes, micro financing and 
business loans. 

Medium Term 
1-2 years 

Private Sector, LHRD, CSOs 

Private sector to disclose their domestic supply chain that can be 
helpful in identification and registration of middle persons, 
contractors and subcontractors to regulate them and modify/ 
improve their roles. The HBWs board to work jointly with private 
sector for this purpose. 

Medium Term 
1-2 years 

LHRD, Bureau of Statistics, CSOs, 
NADRA, Private Sector 

Private sector to make direct investments for the welfare of 
HBWs in their respective supply chain under CSR programmes.  

Medium Term 
1-2 years 

Private Sector, LHRD, CSOs 

9.3 Long-term Measures 

National Institution for HBWs should be established that can 
work for micro level own account and piece rate workers under 
the supervision of SMEDA at provincial level. 

Long Term  
2-3 years 

Federal Government, P&D 
Department, SMEDA 

Home base workers policy and laws should be formulated and 
enacted in other provinces. 

Long Term  
2-3 years 

Provincial Governments, LHRD 

Non Formal Education centers to be established in each cluster 
of HBWs both in rural and urban areas of Punjab and Sindh. 

Long Term  
2-4 years 

LHRD, Education Department, NFE 
Directorate, CSOs, INGOs 

Basic health unites to be opened in / near each common 
workplaces for medical checkups and occupational diseases and 
treatments.  

Long Term  
2-4 years 

LHRD, Provincial Health Department 

Government should ratify ILO C 177 and adopt ILO 
recommendation 

2-5 years Federal Government 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


	After 18th constitutional amendment in 2010 all four provinces started to provincialize the existing set of laws including labour laws which were devolved to provinces through 18th amendment. The process of legislation in provinces has been slow howev...
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