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ABSTRACT

This paper critically analysed the conceptual and operational clarification of the
relationship between informality and quality of employment in Colombia, in order to
comprehend the heterogeneity of the labour market, in light of the problems of
development regarding precarious work. This research demonstrated that informality
notion remains inadequate and ill-equipped to define and inform policy-making about the
main challenges workers face in terms of work-related insecurities. As a response, this
paper devised an adaptation of the multidimensional definition of precariousness suited
to the context of Colombia. Using data from the labour force survey conducted in 2011,
this paper proved the challenging task of operationalising a statistical multidimensional
index of precarious work. The study results suggest that it is a central notion to explore
and inform policy-making about different degrees of quality work since the prevalence of
precariousness is widespread across formal/informal boundaries, revealed varying across
different socio-economic locations.



EXTENDED RESUME

This paper is based on my recently presented MA thesis at the International Institute of Social Studies ISS
in The Hague.

Research questions

1. Is the sectoral informality notion, as defined and applied in Colombia, an appropriate
notion to approach quality of employment?

2. How can labour precariousness be defined in the context of Colombia for
understanding, measuring and policy-making?

3. How can the distribution of labour precariousness be identified in Colombian
statistics?

4. Can the notion of precarious work make a significant contribution to explaining and
assessing the situation of employment in terms of quality, and informing policy?

Objective

Informality as a sectoral characteristic and quality of employment as an occupational
characteristic have been treated in Colombia not only as related terms but also
interchangeable concepts. Hence, the sectoral informality indicator has become a central
measure of progress and detriment in quality work in the country as well as one of the
most relevant focuses for policy-making. That in part because the government of
Colombia believes that informality adversely affects national GNP growth, productivity
and competitiveness. Hence, formalisation has been formulated as the national strategic
policy to improve quality work, under the priority of GNP growth and competitiveness.

This raises serious questions about how accurate the informality notion is as it is applied
in Colombia to reveal job quality challenges. Significant quality of employment
difficulties that Colombian workers face may be missed under informality notions, and
thus it may not provide an adequate basis for policy formulation.

This research paper seeks to advance the conceptual and operational clarification of this
relationship in order to facilitate understanding of the complexity and heterogeneity of
the labour market in Colombia, in light of the problems of development regarding
precarious work (hereafter PW). In that sense, the notion of PW with its emphasis on
various types of insecurities may appears a better alternative to understand and inform
policy formulation and monitoring of those other labour factors that seem to be ignored
or invisible under sectoral informality.

Epistemological stance and methodology

This paper is inspired by the critical realist epistemology in an attempt to give actual
experience a better empirical representation of quality of employment in Colombia in the
context of real globalising capitalism. In the same way, this epistemological stance
reflects the interest of this research in balancing theories, evidence and data analysis in
order to achieve a deeper understanding of connections between phenomena and
dilemmas described earlier.



The methodology instead of inductive takes as starting point fundamental theoretical
reflections on informality and precariousness in order to understand them and critically
asses their coherent link to some operationalisation methods and reality. Explicitly, this
research departs from the state of the art advanced in the most influential approaches of
informality, definitions and statistics in order to question what has been normalised a
descriptive interpretation of informal sector employment as necessary and sufficient to
identify low quality jobs in Colombia, in the view of an obstacle for national economic
growth and international competitiveness.

Thereafter, extending the insights of European researches about multidimensional
precariousness to the context of Colombia, as a developing country, entails a pioneering
exercise of adaptation of those concepts, bringing out specific benchmarks from the
national institutional context and empirical conditions of the Colombian labour market.
Then, the notion of PW guiding this paper reflects the endeavour to connect concepts in
the same dialogue with related normative institutions, data and statistics.

Correspondingly, a definition and an operationalisation design of PW in Colombia are
made in this research. That operationalisation challenges complexity of PW focused on
individual workers’ experiences, concerned with multiple dimensions of labour
insecurities that appear in varying degrees instead of dichotomies. This approach
embraces creating a statistical multidimensional index compounded by a set of variables,
which come out from survey research informed by the previous critical theoretical
analysis integrated with expansive notions from the particular normative and empirical
context of Colombia.

As argued by Sayer (2000: 63), the interest of this research in maintaining the balance
between theories, concepts and measurability obeys the importance of searching for
practically adequate knowledge, which allows understanding the transit way from the
actual to the empirical level to construct different and complex analytical portrayals of
phenomena in different places.

Finally, the multidimensional conceptualisation of PW in this paper implies questioning
the taken-for-granted notions and challenges movements towards social change in the
specific area of policy-making processes, a further ambition of this research.

Results

This research demonstrated that the conceptualisation and operationalisation of informal
employment in Colombia remains inadequate and ill-equipped to deal with quality work
since they do not captured multiple dimensions related to employment security. Thus, the
term does not provide an adequate portrait of the labour difficulties that Colombian
workers face, neither does it provide a sufficient basis for policy formulation.

As a response, this paper devised an adaptation of the multidimensional notion of PW
suited to the context of Colombia, based on the national institutional context and
empirical conditions of the labour market, as a better alternative to understand the
various types of insecurities that are ignored under sectoral informality. As part of that,
using data from the labour force survey conducted in Colombia in 2011, this paper



proved the challenging task of operationalising a statistical multidimensional index of
precariousness; the PWI compounded by a set of indicators, namely indicators capturing
different degrees of labour insecurities and risks at the micro-level.

The analysis, informed by both conceptualisation and operationalisation of quantitative
data, suggests that PW in Colombia is central to explore varying levels of labour
insecurities as factors of quality work beyond the formal/informal categorisation. As
argued theoretically by Yusuff (2011) and Williams and Nadin (2012), the findings
confirm for the case of Colombia that, generally, self-employment, small enterprises and
informal sector, all as defined by the DANE, are somewhat but not highly nor perfectly
well correlated with the PWI since they influence but do not reflect the full extent of
precariousness, that is, they are not the only ‘places’ to find high-precarious workers.
Descriptively, in 2011 the Colombian labour market consisted of 45.4% high-precarious
workers (of which 36.6% were informal and 8.8%, formal workers) and only 10.3%
enjoyed high work-related security (of which 8.25% were formal workers).

Dimensionally, results in this paper indicated that the chief deficits in Colombia
regarding quality of employment in terms of work-related security were experienced by
the workforce in social dialogue and participation, protection against work accidents and
occupational diseases, and labour benefits and pension provision entitlements.
Furthermore, this research revealed initial evidence that the nature and degree of
precariousness varies across different socio-economic locations. In that sense, the most
vulnerable workers to precariousness were unpaid workers, day labourers and domestic
workers, and those located among occupations in agriculture, commerce, transport,
construction and non-professional services. Furthermore, high-insecure conditions of
work were found to prevail in the rural areas as well as employment protections varying
to the disadvantage of rural jobs, usually ignored in the Colombian quality labour
monitoring, based on the informality exclusive notion for non-agricultural activities.

Last but not least, operationalisation of PW provides striking first evidence that workers’
education instead of being correlated to high quality jobs does not appear to be a
determinant of degree of precariousness, possibly due to a significant portion of highly
educated workers are not located in according technical o professional positions that,
indeed, are shown to be less vulnerable to precariousness. This finding highlights
concerns about the capacity of the national labour market to allocate workers in harmony
with their capacities in terms of human capital.

Overall this paper concluded that it is a mistake to equate jobs in the informal sector in
Colombia with low-quality employment since the prevalence of PW conditions is
widespread across formal/informal sectoral and occupational boundaries. For that reason,
the official informality indicators used for labour market monitoring and policy-making
in Colombia are instrumental lenses that are blind to see insecurities content and
protection. Then, new clear notions of quality work as precariousness and its statistics
must be introduced for the development and evaluation of policies and for information
and analysis of relevant labour quality issues.



Structure of the paper

The general structure of this research responds to the significance of analysing theory,
operationalisation and policy implications of labour phenomena in a chronological
manner. Then, this paper is organised into four chapters and the conclusions. Chapter 1 is
the introduction and covers the empirical context and the problem statement as well as
the epistemology and methodology of the research. Chapter 2 explores the theoretical
framework of sectoral informality and informal work to critically assess these concepts,
operationalisation and principal policy implications in Colombia in terms of their
competence to approach quality of employment.

Chapter 3 presents and analyses the theoretical framework about PW and labour
securities to suggest a contextualised adaptation of this concept for the case of Colombia.
Thereafter, it illustrates the operationalisation proposal of PW in order to identify and
locate more precisely the multiple dimensions of labour quality in Colombia in terms of
security and precariousness. Then, Chapter 4 portrays the main empirical results of the
previous operationalisation of PW, based on data from the national labour survey
conducted in 2011. Finally, the conclusion critically examines some policy implications
that a shift from informality to precariousness makes analytically for policy
formulation in the context of Colombia. That includes the description of some gaps in the
government response to this phenomenon, general recommendations, and opportunities
for future research in this area.
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