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Overview

Project Brief

Feminist Approaches to Labour Collectives (FemLab.Co) is an action-research initiative

funded by the International Development Research Center (IDRC), Canada, as part of their

Future of Work series. This project builds on an understanding of communication practices

of women in specific sites of informal labour to explore how digital platforms can be

leveraged by them to share grievances and communicate directly to the top of the supply

chain, allowing their voices to contribute to the governance of the future of work.

This report presents a preliminary analysis of labour dynamics in India &

Bangladesh with regards to work, especially in the digital platform

economy. It also maps out the stakeholders involved in specific sectors

in India & Bangladesh and provides insights into the impact of COVID-19.

It is an work-in-progress document intended to compile data from the

different sectors to create an overview of the situation.

Research conducted by the FemLab.Co.

Report prepared by:

Chinar Mehta

Pallavi Bansal

René König

With contributions from the FemLab.Co.

Citation: Mehta, C., Bansal, P., & König, R. (Eds.). (2021). Connecting the informal:

Stakeholder mapping of women’s informal work in India and Bangladesh (1.2). FemLab.Co.
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Project Background

The overall objective of the initiative is to support the collective agency of women workers

at the bottom of supply chains, leveraging on new digital tools and include them into larger

conversations on working conditions and supply chain transparency. With an ethical and

responsible design based on participatory and feminist approaches and informed by the

voices of the most vulnerable stakeholders, platforms may be harnessed to enhance

representation, share information, to connect and collectivize women workers in a changing

and increasingly precarious labour market. This presents opportunities for workers on

platforms, as well as those in traditional workplaces to utilize technological advances in

digital media tools to collectively advocate for better conditions.

This initiative will start with a focus on 5 sectors (construction, sanitation, garment,

home-based salon services, and petty artisanal work) in India and Bangladesh where

low-income women workers have a significant presence. Using ethnographic approaches,

the team will gain an understanding of the realities of their work lives, and the existing and

potential strategies of organizing themselves to improve working conditions.

We will examine closely the design and deployment of digital platforms that serve as

intermediaries for such employment and the new digital collectives in this gig economy that

have a distinctive gendered dimension. These insights will be applied to

1) design ethical platforms,

2) create digital storytelling campaigns/outreach, and

3) make accessible legal services via visual contracts/toolkits.

4



Globalizing the Future of Work

The Fourth Industrial Revolution enabled by the advancement of digital and networking

technologies in terms of artificial intelligence, machine learning, autonomous agents,

robotics, cloud computing, virtual reality, among others, is changing the way we live and

work. These advances mediated through global narratives, local political and socio-economic

structures, notwithstanding their huge potential, can jeopardize existing systems. New jobs

mediated by these new tech innovations may offer greater flexibility and convenience, and

improve the quality of life. However, this can also accelerate the “race to the bottom” as

platforms become conglomerates/monopolies and further restrict bargaining power of

workers in terms of wages, working conditions and basic dignities of labor. New forms of

employment in the platform or sharing economy may increase the precarity of workers with

no job security, minimal social protection and thereby expand inequality. Workers at the

bottom of the pyramid, especially those in  developing economies, will be at the receiving

end of amplified alienation with little access or means to keep up with the evolving

technology. Another interesting aspect of this emerging technologically-driven world is its

impact on ideas about what it means to be human. Given the current global sentiment

against big tech and the current urgency for global solidarity in times of the pandemic and

climate crisis, the goal should be on how to humanize tech as well as align it with common

values of individual, communal and planetary well-being.

This technological revolution is an opportunity to rethink the role of organizations, leaders,

decision-makers and make more inclusive policies involving people from all spheres,

particularly the marginalized sector from the developing countries, whose voice often gets

lost in the process. It may be fruitful to flip the script, and turn the bottom of the pyramid on

its head if we are to radically reconstitute power relations and address the astounding global

inequality around us. It is also imperative to discuss how technologies can be steered in ways

that benefit humanity, where we can optimally utilize them to create more jobs, upskill

workers and improve the working conditions through digital communication and activism.

One of the major challenges in understanding the Future of Work is to understand the

particularities of context, and in this case, South Asia. For instance, a “gig” in the Global

South is in actuality a full-time employment without the securities of employment – fitting

with the norm of the informal economy that pervades in these regions. Increasing

employment opportunities in wealthy countries means moving people into paid

employment whereas, in the developing countries it entails moving people into better paid

jobs as opposed to their low-productive activities in the informal sector (World Brookings

Blum Roundtable, 2016). Low and middle-income countries need a separate lens to magnify

their situation and examine the impact of platform design, governance and usage so as to
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leverage these tools to generate employment, improve labour rights and introduce social

protection programs to reduce precarity.

Hence, the following sections aim to bring out some of the salient aspects of Future of Work

presenting a global picture and then focusing on developing economies and their precarious

workers, to build an understanding of the issues at hand for our project.

Workforce transition: Automation and displacement

● The world of work is significantly changing with respect to automation, displacing

existing jobs far faster than the creation of new jobs.

● 50% of all work activities globally are believed to become potentially automated but

the actual proportion will depend upon the technical and socio-economic factors of

different countries (Manyika et al., 2017).

● McKinsey Global Institute brought out a report in 2019 discussing the future of

women at work and transitions in the age of automation. In the ten countries studied

by them – six mature economies (Canada, France, Germany, Japan, the United

Kingdom, and the United States) and four emerging economies (China, India, Mexico,

and South Africa) – 20% of women (107 million) could be displaced by automation

and 21% men (163 million) by 2030 (Madgavkar et al, 2019).

● 1.8bn or two-thirds of the workers in developing countries may need to find new jobs

due to automation. However, the effects will be moderated by lower wages and

slower technology adoption (World Development Report, 2016).

Technology adoption and skill development

● 75 million to 375 million workers (3-14%  of the global workforce) will need to switch

occupational categories by 2030. Since the occupations will evolve owing to new

technology, the workers will need to adapt, requiring higher educational attainment

and skill development (Manyika et al., 2017).

● Unorganized or informal sectors in emerging economies such as India lack capital and

skills to support the adoption of technology. However, utilization of

micro-technologies could improve labour productivity (Tandem Research, 2018).

● A digital gap is still noticeable in India especially between urban and rural areas due

to unequal digital infrastructure and literacy acting as a prerequisite (OECD, 2019).

● Adoption of technology will also depend on factors like legal frameworks for

innovation; availability of infrastructure; and social and cultural norms that make

people reluctant to accept and adopt innovation.
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Employment conditions: Informal, gig and platform economy

Employment arrangements where workers do not fall under the purview

of regular or full-time employees are usually termed as non-standard

work or informal employment. These include own account

self-employed, temporary, on-call, contract and some part-time workers

not covered under any social protection and devoid of employee

benefits (Vanek et al, 2014).

Nearly 90% of India’s population or around 450 million people work in

the informal sector (unincorporated small or unregistered enterprises)

with no minimum wages or social security (Sharma, 2020).

● Informal employment remains high in the Global South: At around 70% in

Sub-Saharan Africa, 60% in South Asia and more than 50% in Latin America (World

Bank, 2019). 82% of workers in South Asia are engaged in non-agricultural informal

employment. It is a greater source of income for women workers as 83% of women

and 82% of men take up this work (Vanek et al., 2014).

● Ng’weno & Porteous (2018) argue that Future of Work isn’t the growth of full-time

formal jobs, it is rather people engaging in multiple gigs. They recommend

improving working conditions of independent workers with the help of new

technology as the informal sector is the main driver of employment in developing

countries such as Africa.

● Notably, the gig work or gig economy is not something new to these countries as

workers have been involved in multiple jobs as independent contractors or

freelancers without enjoying full-time employment benefits.

● Further, the digital ‘matchmaking’ platforms connecting buyers with sellers and

linking labour demand and supply have enabled new employment opportunities for

women workers, circumventing barriers of physical movement and domestic

obligations. They are also viewed as beneficial for migrant workers, who may not

have strong social networks or means to sustain themselves in new places (Tandem

Research, 2018).
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Gender lens: Precarious situation of women workers

● There is still a massive gender gap in labour force participation on a global level. In

2019, the global labour force participation rate for men was 74.2%, whereas it was

only 47.7% for women (The World Bank Data, 2020).

● This gap is particularly wide in developing countries such as India and Bangladesh:

Female Labour Force Participation Rate

(World Bank, 2020)

21%

India

36%

Bangladesh

In India, there was a 52 percentage point

difference in the employment rates of men

and women in 2018 (OECD Economic Survey

of India, 2019)

● Though the new technologies offer ample avenues for economic development,

women continue to face challenges restricting their entry into the workforce due to

socio-cultural norms and gender discrimination. Between 40 million and 160 million

women globally may need to transition into higher-skilled roles by 2030 (Madgavkar

et al, 2019) and this could be done by targeted support in this area.

● Relatively low levels of education and training coupled with childcare and

housework responsibilities inhibit their capacity to leverage digital technologies.

Hence, they are often compelled to take up low-paying and unaccounted informal

jobs landing them in precarious working conditions.

Gender gap in mobile and internet access

● Almost half the world is still offline — and the majority of those offline are women in

developing countries (Web Foundation, 2020)

● When accounting for regional variation, South Asia ranks as one of the worst gaps in

internet usage between males and females despite their fast growing economies

(35%) (Women and the Web Report, 2012)
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● There remains a significant gender parity in mobile ownership in the Global South,

with South Asia scoring poorly and at the bottom, India at 46% and Bangladesh at

34% (After Access Survey, 2017)

● Given that mobile access and internet usage increasingly becomes indispensable in

human flourishing through access to information, jobs, and networks, it is

fundamental to recognize the intersectionality of barriers that women face –

socio-cultural and digital – that may leave them even further marginalized in this

digital era.

● Majority of internet users surveyed reported that despite the risks and harms that

new technology platforms bring forth, they still considered the internet “liberating”

and reported that it “provides more freedom.” So it is not surprising that nearly 90 %

of women internet users demanded that the internet be viewed as a human right in

itself (Women and the Web Intel Report, 2012)

●

9

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/11/understanding-the-gender-gap-in-the-global-south/
https://www.intel.la/content/dam/www/public/us/en/documents/pdf/women-and-the-web.pdf


The above sections point towards the need to proactively engage with the new forms of

technology and automation to ensure smooth transition of workers. Moreover, it makes

the case to build an understanding of the requirements of the marginalized sector and

advance ethical and responsible design and governance of technological platforms

sensitized to the context.

For instance, social media platforms can be utilized for collectivization following the

necessary skill development. Concurrently, there is an urgent requirement to revisit the

platform economy, which is reproducing informality in most cases and recommend

changes to improve the conditions of workers. This also means digging deep into the

issues faced by female workers as it is likely to further entrench gender inequalities if

these issues aren’t addressed.
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Employment patterns in India and Bangladesh

Statistics are powerful tools that can help us to grasp the complexity of our world. They can

be equally potent as misleading distortions of our views – intentional or unintentional. This

becomes immediately apparent when we use statistics to grasp the situation of female

workers in developing countries. Large parts of the labour force work informally, especially

women. They remain statistically invisible if we only rely on official numbers. To gain a more

comprehensive perspective, we compiled different sources. Drawing from these diverse

sources allows us to paint a much more realistic picture of the situation, especially when

complemented with further material such as news reports and accounts from practitioners,

workers and other stakeholders. Such sources are particularly helpful if we want to

understand the impact of COVID-19 – a crisis that puts many of the relatively stable

employment patterns into question. The compiled glimpses give us some idea of how hard

the virus and its related effects have hit especially already disenfranchised groups.

India

Informal economy contributes to half of India’s GDP. 80-90% of the workforce are in the

informal economy.

Workers in the informal sector

2004 2011 2017

412 million 433 million 457 million

The rise in employment between 2005 - 2018,

Urban Rural

42 million 3 million

The rise in employment between 2004 - 2017,

Informal Organized

65 million 27 million
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Every year, 9 million people migrate from one state to another. Mumbai and Delhi attract

the most number of people.

Male employment rises by almost 60 million, female

employment falls by 15 million.

(Bhandari and Dubey, 2019)

Bangladesh

Total labourers in Bangladesh are estimated to be 70.9 million. 85% of the workforce are

part of the informal economy.

Number of workers in Bangladesh between 2006 - 2017,

2006 2017

47.4 million 60.8 million

The rise in employment between 2005 - 2017,

Informal Organized

14.5 million 13.4 million

Male employment rises by 61 million, female employment rises

by 7.3 million.

(Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2018)
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Impact of COVID-19

India

The sudden nation-wide lockdown on March 24, 2020, left many from the informal economy

deprived of livelihoods, shelter, and food.

400 million workers in India will face worsening poverty due to the sudden lockdown, with

many already forced to return to their places of origin without any facilities for transport

(Nair & Verma, 2020).

Urban areas facing acute worker shortage as easing of lockdown restrictions begin even as

the unemployment rate is at 8.9% in July in India (Mahale & Bharadwaj, 2020).

“If I get a ride, it will be good or else we will walk. It is better to

move than die hungry.”
Mohammad Imran began walking back along with his pregnant wife, children

and parents from Rajasthan’s Ajmer to Uttar Pradesh’s Farrukhabad, around

600 km away, as neither a bus nor train was available.

(The Hindustan Times, 2020)

“We both are left out because we don’t have Aadhaar numbers.

These people will leave for Odisha within a few days and we will

be left alone in this place,”
...said one of the stranded factory workers in Odisha. The state government

had organized special trains for migrants wanting to return home but some of

them couldn’t register on the web portal as they didn’t have Aadhaar numbers

(unique identity number for Indian residents).

(The Wire)
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“It’s not easy for a woman to earn. Unlike men, who can do any

kind of job, we have limitations. We also have to keep safety

aspects in mind.”
Asha Sharma, 25, was working at a beauty salon before the lockdown, earning

Rs 12,000 [USD 160] a month. She was also sending money back home until

the beauty salon shuttered due to COVID-19.

(The Economic Times)

Bangladesh

Poverty rate in Bangladesh is estimated to rise to 40.9% if COVID-19 causes 25% fall in family

incomes (Ahmed, 2020).

Many have voiced their despair.

“I know they are starving. All my dreams are shattered.”
Banesa Begum, 21, was laid off from a Dhaka factory during the pandemic and

consequently, she had no money to send to her farmer parents and two

younger brothers for continuing their education.

(Dhaka Tribune)

“I saw in the news that they promised protective gear like masks

and social distancing, but our factory didn’t give us anything. We

paid for masks from our own pocket.”
A 19-year-old worker, who irons clothes in a garment factory in Ashulia.

(The Guardian)
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Sites of focus

To understand the potential for collectivisation using digital tools, based on the lived realities

and communicative ecologies of women workers, we selected five sectors where there is a

high degree of informality – in Hyderabad, India, and Chittagong/Dhaka, Bangladesh. Each of

the sectors is characterised by varied patterns and conditions of work, employment norms,

and labour demographics, but there are common threads of precarity and gendered

dynamics running through all.

● Sanitation: Caste-based occupation in high-risk conditions involving prominent

governmental and non-governmental stakeholders.

● Construction: Diffused unionisation which employs a large percentage of women

workers in India, whose specific concerns are not highlighted in public discourse.

● Salon work: A growing sector within the gig economy which attempts to address

issues of traditional employment, with very high scope for digital collectivisation.

Most workers in this sector are women.

● Artisanal work: Major sector in Hyderabad and Chittagong, with very low

collectivisation but precarious working conditions despite these products marked

with national and global heritage status.

● Ready made garment work: A prominent part of the economy in Bangladesh with

global players in a complicated supply chain with a lack of transparency.
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Sanitation

Sanitation work in India includes a range of work and workers’ categories (Prasad, 2019).

Our focus is on the civic work of sanitation (the first category described below) comprising

the cleaning  and sweeping of public spaces including roads, which relies largely on women.

Sanitation workers are employed through a variety of models, ranging from daily wage to

semi-regular contracts (through intermediary contractors) to permanent contracts.

1. cleaning and sweeping of houses, streets, roads, institutional

premises, railway lines, train toilets, community and public toilets,

drains and sewers.

School toilet cleaning (~800k)

Operating and maintaining school

toilets on a daily basis

80%
Rural (~1.4 million)

20%
Urban (~1.1 million)

>90% (~150k)
Women

<10%
Men

Sweeping/drain cleaning (~410k)

Cleaning open drains and road

sweeping, often encountering fecal

matter due to open defecation and

unsanitary latrines connected to drains

100% (~417k)
Urban

50-60% (~209k)
Women

40-50%
Men

Domestic work (~2M)

Cleaning toilets in middle-high income households/institutions, encountering unsanitary

conditions at times, predominantly performed by women.

2. handling of municipal waste of different kinds including hazardous medical

waste; emptying, carrying and disposing human waste from dry latrines;

getting into and emptying septic tanks of toilets at both household and

community level

3. handling carcasses, cleaning leather, managing dead bodies and welcome

cleaning at childbirth.

(The Sanitation Workers Project, 2017)
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Hyderabad, India

~30,000 Total number of sanitation workers in

Hyderabad

96% workers in Telangana are from the following castes

Thotti, Arunthathiyar, Madiga, Chekkilyar, Halalkhor, Lalbegi

75% of the city’s area is being cleaned by the private contractors both day and night.

These include 14 self-help women’s groups managed by Development of Women and

Children in Urban Areas (DWCUA) (2006).

Since January 1, 2017, one person has died every five days while cleaning sewers and septic

tanks across the country, according to numbers collated by the National Commission for

Safai Karamcharis (Nair, 2018).

Stakeholders

(The Sanitation Workers Project, 2017)
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Government bodies

National State Local

Ministry of Housing and Urban

Affairs

State Sanitation

Departments

State Government

(Council of Municipal

Commissioners)

Municipal Corporation

(Greater Hyderabad Municipal

Corporation)

Development of Women

and Children in Urban

Areas (DWCUA).

Ministry of Human Resource

Development

State Education

Department District Education Office

Ministry of

Social Justice

and

Empowerment

National

Commission for

Safai Karamcharis

State Commission for

Safai Karamchari (SCSK)

National Safai

Karamchari

Finance and

Development

Corporation

(NSKFDC)

State Channelizing

Agencies (SCAs) District Office
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Impact of COVID-19

According to media reports, as many as 24,000 sanitation workers in Greater Hyderabad

limits were found to be at risk of exposure to COVID-19 as the Greater Hyderabad Municipal

Corporation (GHMC) has not provided safety kits to them (S Bachan Jeet Singh, 2020).

90% of sanitation workers do not have health insurance

(Paliath, 2020).

Bhagya, a sanitation worker in Hyderabad, was issued one set of gloves when

she started working for the municipality three years ago, which have since torn

and have not been replaced.

When asked about face masks and hand sanitizer, she shook her

head: “We have to get them ourselves if we want.”

A simple cloth scarf was wound around her face in lieu of a mask (Raman,

2020).

Emerging platforms and tech initiatives

Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM), Swachh Bharat Abhiyan (SBA), or Clean India Mission is a

country-wide campaign initiated by the Government of India in 2014 to eliminate open

defecation and improve solid waste management (SWM). To ‘smartify’ this mission, several

municipality corporations are requiring sanitation workers to wear tracking technologies

such as a GPS smartwatch with a microphone and a camera, so supervisors can listen in and

watch their workers and dock their salaries if they stay outside their assigned area.

According to media reports, these “human efficiency tracking systems” are forcing

predominantly Dalit street sweepers to wear GPS-enabled efficiency trackers with no regard

for ethics, privacy or data security by making their location data publicly available in the

name of transparency.

Panchkula’s Municipal Corporation for instance, has spent

over 35 lakhs in only 9 months in 2019 on this worker

surveillance system, but has failed to provide basic safety

equipment like masks, gloves and boots to its workers.
(HuffPost, 2020)
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“In ancient India, dominant caste people would tag us by tying

chains to our legs. Now we are asked to wear smartwatches to

track our movements.”

A Dalit sanitation worker told HuffPost India.

“Sometimes we receive five complaints [of blocked drains] in a

day, but are able to attend to only one because cleaning blocked

drains takes time...the GPS tracker is going to reflect that I was

only at one place and did not attend to the other four complaints.

It will indicate that I did not complete my job and that will reflect

in a pay cut. How is that okay?”

Suresh Kumar Sharma, a sanitation worker in Chandigarh unclogging street

drains for two decades shares his views on GPS trackers with the Thomson

Reuters Foundation.
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Construction

The construction sector is the second largest employment provider in India after

agriculture.

More than 49.5 million people in the country work in this sector.

(Economic Survey of India, 2019)

Hyderabad, India

58.49% 15.7%

of all daily wage workers are from the

Scheduled Castes.

of all migrant workers work in the

construction sector.

Migrants come from the districts of

Mahaboobnagar, Warangal, Nalagonda, as

well as from the states of Andhra Pradesh,

Orissa, Jharkhand, Bihar, and Uttar

Pradesh.

Most of the workers live in unidentified slums in Hyderabad (Irfan, 2017).

Sreekanth S, a 25-year-old labourer from Veleru in Warangal district, has been

staying with his friends in Rahmat Nagar, Hyderabad. He hails from the

Yerukala community, categorised as a Scheduled Tribe in the state. (Teja, 2019)

"I came here thinking I could get some work and save, but survival

itself has become tough. We don't own a single piece of land. If

we have land, I would have stayed back home doing farming.”
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Gender lens

India has the largest number of women working in the construction industry as compared to

any other country (Moir, 2016). A decade ago, almost all women working for the

construction industry were part of the informal sector according to estimates from the 66th

Round of the NSS (2009-2010) by the International Labour Organisation (Rawat & Singh

2020).

In India, women are primarily employed to do the heaviest and most repetitive low skilled

tasks including digging, head loads, moving materials and supplies, and clearing rubble (Devi

& Kiran, 2013). There is also a wage gap between men and women in construction work.

Most women workers in this sector face early stagnation and are forced to return to their

homes. Women do not have access to opportunities to upgrade skills to rise to the level of

masonry, a natural progression for men in the sector (Barnabas et al., 2009).

"It's been more than 20 years that we are working as labourers in

the city. Still, whatever we earn goes for the rent and food,"

says 50-year-old Srilakshmi, who hails from Srimukalingam in Srikakulam. Anger

and disillusionment wash over her, as Srilakshmi narrates that she is paid Rs

800 for a day’s work. The hours - that often stretch up to eight or more - are

gruelling with back-breaking work that include carrying heavy loads of cement

and sand on her head and digging pits for laying the foundation of buildings.

46-year-old Karinika, a woman labourer from a village in Odisha's Gajapati

district says,

"When there is no work at all, where is the question of disparity in

wages and other rights? Even if there is work also, we are paid Rs

100 to Rs 200 less than what our male counterparts get."
(Teja, 2019; Goswami Vernal et al., 2014)
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Stakeholders
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Main issues

● Lack of awareness about ID cards

● Unskilled, semi-skilled, and women workers:

○ low and uncertain wages

○ unstable jobs

○ no social security

○ no legal aid

○ bondage (Irfan, 2017)

● Occupational hazards: Respiratory, eye and skin disorders and noise-induced hearing

loss (Lakhani, 2004)
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Impact of COVID-19

50 million construction workers have been affected due to the ongoing COVID-19 crisis in

India (Invest India). These workers did not benefit from the central government’s order

directing employers to pay full wages due to lack of clarity about who the actual “employer”

is in this informal economy - the infrastructure company, the subcontractor company or the

petty contractor (Rawat & Singh, 2020). A group of ministers have recommended the

following measures for bringing back migrant workers to cities:

● framing a National Employment Policy to look into labour welfare,

● setting up a ‘Migrant Workers Welfare Fund’ and,

● enrolling them under the health insurance scheme, Ayushman Bharat (Pandey & Das

Gupta, 2020)

Most workers do not have the Building and Construction Workers (BOCW) identity card

required for availing the central government’s compensation and a few of them still don’t

have bank accounts (Menon, 2020).

94% of workers did not have BOCW cards, making them ineligible for any

government-approved transfers.

14% did not have ration cards.

17% did not have bank accounts.

Based on telephonic interviews conducted by Jan Sahas (NGO), with 3,196 migrant

construction workers from north and central India between 27th  -29th March 2020. Clearly,

not every BOCW is registered with the Welfare Boards and not every registered BOCW has

benefitted from cash transfer. (Chandrashekhar, 2020)

Emerging platforms and tech initiatives

The Indian government declared 2019/2020 the year of Construction Technology, prompting

tech optimists to regard it as a “breakthrough year in terms of digitisation” (Wallett, 2019)

for the Indian construction industry. In theory, tech trends such as surveillance technology

could benefit workers:

“(...) sensors mounted on construction equipment or hard

hats worn by construction professionals’ help firms not

only optimize the utilization of their manpower and

physical assets, but also significantly boost workforce

safety on construction sites.” (Wallett, 2019)
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Such visions contrast with the harsh everyday reality of construction workers on the

ground.

The lack of formalisation, corruption and deficits in digital literacy are obstacles that hinder

workers to fully benefit from technological advancement.

“The government approved Common Service Centers that aim to

provide assistance to the workers regarding their online

registrations and educating the digitally illiterate, are run by

private companies-who have started charging unfair prices to the

workers under the pretext of faulty paperwork”.
President of the Construction Workers Federation of India (CWFI)

(Chandrashekhar, 2020)
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Salon Work

Hyderabad, India

The beauty & wellness sector has been a large employer in India and employs over 70 lakh

professionals, 67% of whom are women, with most belonging to the lower socio-economic

and educational backgrounds (Khanna & Tewari, 2020). Issues and mitigations in this sector

are highly localised. The beauty workforce is “heavily racialized (...) especially in India where

workers from the seven northeastern states are the largest and most visible demographic

group. These workers are identified and hired for their ‘pan-Asian’  looks and associated

stereotypes of beauty, nimbleness and ‘soft spoken’ attitude” (Raval & Pal, 2019).

Delhi

Workers signed contracts but most had not read the contract because of poor English

proficiency. Their confusion had been about how pay was calculated after commission.

Very little interaction between UrbanClap’s (now Urban Company) beauticians in New

Delhi, but some had formed Whatsapp groups (Aneja & Sridhar, 2019).

Chennai

“Actually there are many cases especially in the parlour...cases of

harassment as well... in some cases, even if they want to quit their

job, the owner will force them to stay and sometimes threaten

them by not giving their salary… some women don’t know whom

to approach in this case, so they keep silent and don’t speak up at

all, but there are some cases where they ask for help from the

church members or student union groups. If the church gets to

know, in most cases, they help them out... the church groups or

elders in the groups will go and speak to the owner (beauty

parlour owner). Sometimes, in certain cases we had to involve the

police and in some other cases, we tried to settle it with the help

of the students’ union leaders by negotiating with the owners…
only if it is not possible then we opt for legal procedures like a

court case.”
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- Beautician and spa worker, 24, Naga tribe

The beauty care sector attracts many women from Northeastern states of India, who

form a majority of the workers (Deori & Rajagopalan, 2017).

Bengaluru

“Anam noted that women working in salons often face the label

of being cheap, especially from male customers who think that

female beauty service workers offer sexual favours. Even the

newly joined male colleagues who did not know her perceived her

as a person with bad habits who had ‘lost her respect’ and was

open to ‘hanging out’ simply because she was working in a unisex

salon. They directly approached her, saying ‘let’s go drinking

tomorrow night’. Such experiences affected Anam and bothered

her for several days. Anam experienced mistreatment not only

from the public but also from customers. In one incident, when

Anam visited a customer’s residence to provide bridal services,

she was offered a drink in a disposable glass and allowed inside

the house only during the delivery of the service. Anam found

both these acts discriminatory.”
(Mendonca et al., 2018)

Despite the vulnerable position many women might find themselves in (given the fact

that this work takes place within the private setting of a home), even though workers

ostensibly have the choice of quitting work, many cannot due to their economic

constraints--needing to pay back an outstanding loan, for instance (Raval & Pal, 2019).
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Stakeholders

● Beauty & Wellness Sector Skill Council, National Skill Development Corporation

● Private Beauty Training Programmes by

○ The Shahnaz Husain Group

○ Jawed Habib Salon and Academy

○ VLCC Institute

○ Lakme Salon

● Small home-based salons which also offer training and hire out workers to platform

based companies

● Platform companies such as Urban Company

● Non-platform companies that provide door-to-door services (phone-based)

● All India Hair and Beauty Association
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Impact of COVID-19

Amid restrictions imposed countrywide since late March, All India Hair and Beauty

Association with around 8 lakh salon professionals have launched a campaign titled 'Save

Salon India' (Gwalani, 2020). Their demands included:

● Financial aid of Rs. 10,000 for those working in rural areas, and Rs. 15,000 for those

working in urban areas.

● Health insurance for COVID-19

● Relief in income tax filing

● Extension in deadline for GST

“The level of precarity women gig workers experience is also

affected by how/what the government and the platform define as

‘essential’. For the government, essential services include those

directly involved in disease prevention, mitigation or care

measures. When lockdown regulations were eased,

UrbanCompany defined ‘essential’ to mean plumbing, electric,

and pest control services. After further easing of lockdown

regulations (announced on May 4 2020), UC has finally started

accepting bookings for grooming services in zones that are

designated by the government as “safe”, provided it is not in

violation of the restrictions imposed by residents’ welfare

associations and housing societies.”
(Komarraju, 2020)

Emerging platforms and tech initiatives

In recent years, we have seen the ‘appification’ of traditional salon services that provide

on-demand ‘care services’ at the doorsteps to the upper and middle class sector in India.

The growth of a  “consuming, desiring and aspiring middle class” (Raval and Pal, 2019) is

central to understanding the formation of this digitally enabled service-class. The

platformization of this ‘beauty industry’ has transpired through the rise of several

service-based apps including Urban Company, Househelp, LoKACI and many more.

Typically, these platforms take 20-30% commissions from their workers or “pros” and yet,

the compensation is considered far better than the traditional salon models. Other factors

valued are flexibility in terms of working hours, timings, freedom to choose when and where

to work and with whom, and work-life balance.
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“I used to bring a business of about 1-1.5 lakhs a month,

but I only used to get paid 25,000 no matter what. But

now, with HouseHelp, I get paid directly for the work I do.

If I do more work, I can earn more.” (Raval & Pal, 2019)

With the ongoing pandemic, organizations like Urban Company have rolled out initiatives for

their employees welfare including sick leave, and have launched mental health support like

‘Project Josh’ and ongoing learning and education platform services called the ‘Urban

Academy.’

However, there are increasing vulnerabilities including the ‘Uberization’ of this sector where

the fierce competition, lack of transparency in digital matching, and pay rates are

diminishing what made these platforms attractive in the first place. Further, working in

people’s homes creates issues of security and sometimes makes it hard for workers to

enforce professionalism in these settings.

The platform, while productizing (‘service as product’) beauty services retains

absolute control over this exchange, as the transactions are centralized. The

two-sided marketplace, thus, hinges on the two-fold exploitation of women,

both as consumers and as laborers. (BOT Populi)

“Most of the clients that I have served since the lockdown was

lifted refused to wear face masks. Their argument is that they are

in their own houses, so they do not need to wear masks. I am

always supposed to wear protective gear while serving the clients,

but what good are precautions that are only followed at one

end?...You cannot argue with these clients. Many of them will

spoil our ratings out of spite. For a business that runs on how we

are rated by our clients, the situation is very tough.”

Yadav, a beautician associated with Urban Company shares his frustration with

Scroll.in.
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Artisanal Work

Hyderabad, India

Small artisans, mostly working from their homes or in small factories and collectives, are

part of an industry worth over 3.2 billion USD in India. In Hyderabad, home-based artisanal

work includes bangle making, agarbathi (incense stick) making and embroidery. Our focus is

on the women who engage in these activities in the area known as the Old City.

● Local handicrafts: bangle making (55% in the old city of Hyderabad)

● Weaving

● Embroidery (Zardozi)

● Carpet making

Total number of people

employed in the crafts

sector, countrywide

688,600,000

Male workers 302,500,000 43.87%

Female workers 386,100,000 56.13%

Scheduled Caste 20.8%

Scheduled Tribe 7.5%

Other Backward Classes 52.4%

General 19.2%

Table: Workers in the crafts sector by category
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Stakeholders

Main issues

● Livelihoods

● Economic empowerment

● Conditions of home-based work

● Fair wage

● Diffuse and unorganized

● Occupational health

● Gendered nature of work (home/work; skill vs profession)

● Ambiguity of employer-employee relationship

Gender lens

● Double marginalization: religion and gender

● Low levels of education (less than 25% having completed school)

● Socio-cultural barriers to working outside the home (80% of a group interviewed by

the NGO Shaheen worked from their homes)

● No skill training: traditional crafts learned in the home

● Salary range between Rs 2000-5000 per month
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● Neck and eye problems due to long hours hunched over the work surface (Irfan,

2017)

“Lives of weavers are extremely challenged across multiple

platforms right from wage disparity and middle-men commission

to health issues. The weavers hardly make Rs. 250–500 per day

even after working long hours. Added to it, they become

susceptible to knee cap issues as they sit for long hours in a

confined space. And worse, families don’t want their kids to come

into the profession for the lack of stability.”
Sahithi Divi, Co-founder of Impact Scientist and Rural Innovator (Chakarvorty,

2020)

Chittagong and Dhaka, Bangladesh

In Bangladesh, women are engaged in multiple kinds of artisanal work, ranging from

weaving to jewelry and basket making.

5.26%
Contribution of handicrafts in GDP

7.41 million USD
Total Export

(Textile Handicrafts and Its Prospects in Bangladesh, 2010)

Petty artisans engaged in 20 different kinds of crafts (3 million workers estimated)

● Major:

○ Embroidery (mostly in small town and cities)

● Minor:

1. Katan-Jamdani-Benarasi (Mirpur, Dhaka)

2. Nakshi Kantha (Embroidered Quilt) (Manikganj)

3. Brass and Bell Metal Crockeries (Old Dhaka)

4. Pottery (Munshiganj)

76,500 of these units are organised/registered.
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Key products Major hubs and workers

Home-Based (Rural) Nokshi kanta, Bed cover,

Pillow case, Sika, Rope,

Feather goods, Hand quality

embroidery, Pottery, Cane

Basketry

Country wide (Female)

Home-Based (Urban/

Semi-Urban)

Gold ornament, Shell and

Oyster Products, Shankha

(Bracelet made of conch

shell)

Old Dhaka (Male)

Market/Small Enterprises

Based

Shari (Silk, silk-cotton mixed,

cotton, jute-cotton mixed,

Jamdani)

North Bengal (Mostly Male)

NGO-Buying House-run Three piece, Punjabi, Fotua,

Kids item

Buying Houses in Major

Cities (Female)

Table: Products, hubs and workers of major artisan work types in Bangladesh

(Ara, 2015; Tasneem & Biswas, 2014; “Textile Handicrafts and Its Prospect in Bangladesh,”

2010)
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Stakeholders

Main issues

● Livelihoods

● Economic empowerment

● Conditions of home-based work

● Fair wage

● Diffused and unorganized

● Occupational health (Nokshi kanta, Embroidery, Pottery, Cane Basketry)

● Ambiguity of employer-employee relationship (salaried vs negotiation)

Gender lens

● Double marginalization: religion and gender

● Boutique Shops owned by self or hire workers (Production wise commission)

● Low levels of education (less than 12% having completed school) (Ara, 2015)

● Socio-cultural barriers to working outside the home

● No skill training: traditional crafts learned from ancestors.

● No salary (individual for selling at village market)

● NGOs provide loans in advance for production (pre-sale/no fixed salary)

Impact of COVID-19

Now with COVID-19, the situation has further worsened for these people because there is

low demand and artisans have surplus stock at home but no money. In Hyderabad, the

situation was exacerbated by sudden floods in August 2020 that damaged some of the small

factories producing bangles.
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“Wholesalers have vanished, shops are empty and the local

buyers tend to bargain. We need to come together to support the

weavers and make them ‘atmanirbhar’ (self-reliant) so that no one

takes undue advantage of them.”
Sahithi Divi, Co-founder of Impact Scientist and Rural Innovator

“So they can’t stop working all of a sudden and look for

alternatives because of even something like a COVID-19.”

Describing how the pandemic has resulted in only 10% of the normal level of work

happening, Mamata Reddy (of Kalam Creations Artisans Society) notes that in the

initial days of lockdown,  production had stopped due to the unavailability of raw

materials.

“Now, it is slowly gaining momentum. And even though there is

no wholesale marketing happening, retail sales have started

picking up because of online sales,” she adds. “The second

generation weavers who are well versed with technology are

selling their handloom works online and in turn bridging the gap

between customers and weavers.”
(Chakravorty, 2020)

Emerging platforms and tech initiatives

In the past decade, there have been efforts to leverage ecommerce and web-based

platforms to showcase and market products made by artisans, largely women, working in

micro-scale or home-based enterprises, thus achieving both scale and visibility by combining

diverse crafts. These include platforms like the Bangalore based Craftsbazaar which has a

presence on multiple social media sites, has been able to help rural craftspersons reach a

global audience, besides supporting them through a strong supply chain that offers them

greater control over process (Nair, 2018).

NGOs that have been working in this sector for many decades, such as Dastakar Andhra,

have been pushed as a result of the Covid-19 lockdown to explore digital options. Apart from

reaching markets, these organizations are also now investing in building digital literacy

37

https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/variety/craftsbazaar-a-global-platform-for-the-rural-artisan/article24102480.ece
https://yourstory.com/2018/06/ecommerce-startup-craftsbazaar-connects-indias-rural-artisans-global-consumers
https://dastkarandhra.com/


among their constituents. Such platforms also hold promise in terms of acting as a lifeline to

heritage crafts that are struggling to find a market, such as Jamdani weaving in Bangladesh.

According to the Women and E-commerce Forum (WE), more

than 500 women have started small and home-based

entrepreneurial businesses selling sharees, and other Jamdani

yarn made garments like fatua and Panjabi (for men), and kamij

(for women) via online platforms. (Akhter and Ullah, 2020)

Being connected through such platforms also helps in ways beyond the financial. Still, the

very sense of being part of a craft community—something that had been missing given the

domestic location of their work—had given the women a sense of identity, and the space to

also articulate more wide-ranging concerns. (Raman, 2021)

The Indian Government has taken steps to promote ecommerce in the handicrafts sector,

with the Ministry of Textiles has an ecommerce policy that aims to support rural artisans,

while in Bangladesh, artisanal workers have been encouraged to enter the digital economy

through mobile-based payment gateways that facilitate transfers not only of customer

payments but also government subsidies (Akhter and Ullah, 2020).
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Ready Made Garment Work

Chittagong, Bangladesh

Some 83% of the revenue that Bangladesh makes through exports are linked

to the garment industry, a total of more than $32 billion every year. (Hossain,

2020)

● Most of the workers live in rented accommodation near factories

● Migrants from

○ food-scarcity hit North and South-west river erosion districts (to Dhaka);

○ Island and Southern Coastal districts (to Chittagong)

Finding work through:

● Close relatives/middlemen: Concrete rules available to ensure labour security and

basic provisions but defying rules is common.

● Industry Supervisors: Recommended by some influential (political) person.
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Stakeholders

Main issues

● Lack of awareness about hazards city and industrial life

● Unskilled, semiskilled, and women workers: low and uncertain wages, unstable jobs,

no social security, no legal aid, bondage

● Occupational hazards: Back-pain, losing eye sights, skin diseases, mental stress and

hearing problems (Hasan, 2018)

● Problems specific to women workers (Ferdousi and Yesmin, 2016):

○ No maternity leave and allowances

○ No separate toilet facilities

○ Wage gap

○ Sewing workers, not supervisory level position

○ Night-duty during shipment and non-transport facilities for night-shift

○ Sexual harassment (Manusher Jonno Foundation, 2019)
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Impact of COVID-19

2 million jobs in Bangladesh at-risk as international demand for clothing falls.

58% of factories surveyed by the Centre for Global Workers’ Rights reported

having to shut down most or all of their operations.

The Bangladeshi government announced a $588 million stimulus package after the

lockdown, for the sector to pay wages but this sum would only cover wages for 1 month.

In addition, there are few provisions, if any, to protect workers from exposure to risk of

infection.

"In my factory, there are so many of us working in such a small

place, which increases the risk of coronavirus infection. I'm scared

for my life."
A garment worker told BBC. (Hossain, 2020)

“Even when workers are protected from physical risks, factory

owners exploit lax labour regulation to skip paying benefits,

design grueling production schedules with no rest days, and

otherwise ignore the terms of employment contracts. The Sramik

Karmachari Oikya Parishad (SKOP), a platform of 11 labour rights

bodies, demanded that all industrial units in the country, including

garment factories, ensure proper safety measures to protect

workers from getting infected with COVID-19.”
(Ullah, 2020)

This pandemic has also shed renewed scrutiny on the global supply chains and the ethics

and responsibilities of multinational fashion brands as they refused to pay 16 billion dollars

to the garment factories that they outsource to, facing no repercussions but for NGO and

government pressures to do the right thing. In Bangladesh, more than a million garment

workers have been fired or furloughed as a result of cancelled orders and buyers’ refusal to

pay, according to the CGWR.
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“All parties in the global apparel supply chain are feeling the

extreme burden caused by Covid-19...However, manufacturers

[factories] operate on razor-thin margins and have much less

ability to shoulder such a burden as compared to our customers

[buyers]. The consequential burden faced by our workers who still

need to put food on the table is enormous and extreme.”

Open Letter by Garment Manufacturers Association

Emerging platforms and tech initiatives

With the onset of the pandemic, both India and Bangladesh have instituted national

payment platform systems to deliver the much needed cash transfers to workers in this

crisis. In India, The National Payments Corporation of India (NPCI) has launched a new

Unified Payments Interface (UPI) to help facilitate the country's push to electronic money.

This integrates the various retail payments systems, creating one electronic platform and a

set of APIs designed to wean India off of cash and onto electronic transactions, making the

most of its 900 million mobile phones.

In Bangladesh, three government enabled key mobile financial services – bKash, Rocket and

Nagad – have been credited with enabling the disbursal of the covid relief packages of

sizable funds in the ready-made garment sector. There have been challenges with this

method of disbursal, especially for women workers who often do not own their own mobile

phones and lack the crucial digital literacy (Ullah, 2020).

Moreover, over the years, the global fashion brands facing fire due to their corporate social

“irresponsibilities” towards suppliers/workers and their work conditions have launched a

number of innovative tech interventions. For instance, in partnership with NGOs, they have

launched crowdsourcing platforms that can connect workers directly with the brands, to

share their grievances, circumventing their supervisors. Outstanding Worker Platform by

Better Factories Cambodia and Symphony platform by LaborVoices have been deployed to

create transparency in the supply chain. This has promised to challenge the traditional

auditing mechanisms such as so-called surprise visits to factories that have been largely

documented as ineffective.

“Although new platforms like crowdsourcing promise ‘dialogue’

between workers and brands, the findings revealed more

conventional forms and flows of information between these
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actors. The power of aggregation of workers’ opinions still lies in

the hands of powerful and potentially biased intermediaries.

Although the ideal of online collective agency especially with the

rise of digital labor is appealing, we have a long way to go to

realize this kind of digital unionization.”
(Arora and Thompson, 2019)

Further, recent trends like ‘fast fashion’ and increasing automation in the garment global

supply chain runs parallel with global concerns on worker rights, and especially the

amplification of gender alienation and exploitation with the increase of automation. The

Bangladesh Apparel Exchange launched the annual Bangladesh ‘Fashionology’ Summit, to

“catalyze the digitalization of the manufacturing sector in Bangladesh, calling on

international pioneers and experts to join local stakeholders to debate and devise a future

framework for the sector” (Forbes, 2019)

This current climate to ‘do the right thing’ especially towards women workers in Bangladesh,

the backbone of this sector has led to a number of rising start-ups like Shimmy, a women

owned and operated platform that is using gamification of this industry to bring financial,

social and computer upskilling benefits to women workers.

The ultimate aim of Shimmy Upskill is to transition these female

workers to higher paid roles and protect them from job loss as

automation continues to be implemented in garment factories.
(Forbes, 2019)
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Conclusion

Each of the sites mentioned above have unique challenges which are dependent on the

demographic and social locations of the workers, the prevalence of digital tools for

collectivisation, and the ease of communication with involved stakeholders. The stakeholder

environment will be better understood once fieldwork begins, allowing us to discern

relationships and communicative patterns and possibilities. An inquiry into media use

amongst women workers in the chosen sites will throw light on the efficacy of the

interaction between them and the perceived stakeholders.

Our preliminary research suggests that collectivisation is extremely limited and sporadic,

even amongst workers associated with platform gig work, and in many cases seems to be

driven by the presence of NGOs active in advocating workers’ rights and women’s rights. By

gaining a better sense of how the different stakeholders operate on the ground would also

inform how they might be encouraged to share power, adopt more accountable, transparent

and gender-sensitive practices.

Next steps
● Interviews with stakeholder representatives

● Pilot study - digital ethnography on ecommerce in the artisanal sector in Bangladesh

& India

● Identification of key intermediaries in each sector

● Initial dialogue with intermediaries

● Gaining access to groups of women workers in each sector

● Focus group discussions with women workers

● In-depth interviews with selected women workers from each sector

● Development of visual contracts and digital storytelling tools

● Field testing/feedback from women workers
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