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Exploring the Diversity of Topics in Existing Research on In-
formal Industrial Homework: A Research Review 

Abstract  

Since the 1990s, homework has started to expand internationally and there is in-
creased academic and social interest in the topic. The identification of social char-
acteristics of those who perform the work and organizations for which they work has 
excited a heated debate. The type of homework reviewed in this paper is highly 
specific in nature, in the sense that it is generally not concerned with relatively 
well-paid, professional, home-based or free-lance workers in new technology sec-
tors, where they exist. This review focuses on homeworkers, specifically the poorest 
working women in the informal sector. The aim of this paper is to systematically 
review and evaluate the existing empirical literature on informal homework within 
a specified period (2000-2014) to identify the key recurrent themes and commonal-
ities in the existing research in order to provide directions for future research and 
knowledge production. To achieve this objective, diverse contributions on home-
work are ordered according to themes and commonalities. It should be noted that 
there is always the possibility of some inherent biases in any form of ordering, be-
cause it always involves one’s own theoretical standing about “what belongs where 
and why”. Nevertheless, a careful review of literature is carried out to identify 
themes in existing research streams that provided a legitimate ground to order and 
summarize findings of diverse contributions in this paper to better understand the 
problems and potential of homework.   

Key Words:  Homework, Informal Work, Systematic Review 
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Introduction 

Since the 1990s, homework has started to expand internationally and there is in-

creased academic and social interest in the topic. However, the image of working 

from home is fraught with contradictions and the conceptual boundaries are not 

clearly drawn. Generally, two opposite images of homeworking dominate the current 

discussions on working from home. Historically, homeworking is considered to be an 

exploitative and low paid form of work that is often carried out by the women within 

the private sphere of the household to cushion the dwindling incomes of their fami-

lies under the situation of economic stress (Felstead, et al., 2000; Freeman, 2004; 

Nilsson, 2015). Homeworking is considered to be dominated by women who are try-

ing to balance productive and reproductive work as well as by the people from ethnic 

minorities who are relatively disadvantaged in the labor market. These workers, 

predominantly women, are exploited by their employers and are paid erratic wages 

without having any formal job contacts. Their employment status is uncertain in 

both official and social discourses (Burchielli, Delaney, & Goren, 2014).

On the other hand, the optimistic view draws heavily from the futuristic sce-

nario where an increasing number of people are able to work from the place of their 

choice by the use of the Internet, the mobile phone and the PC. Working from home 

is predicted as future work for many people in the world. Working from home in 

white-collar jobs is celebrated as a liberating experience and is perceived in an en-

tirely different light. In this optimistic scenario, workers are predominantly male 

and in possession of high-level qualifications. Working from home is predicted as a 

future form of work, which will enable workers to perform highly paid jobs from 

home. Consequently, there are many controversies that surround the discussions on 

working from home due primarily to the inherent conflicts and contradictions gen-

erated mainly by contrasting images of working from home. In order to resolve these 

contradictions it is of paramount importance to distinguish between different cate-

gories of people who are working from home according to their social relations of 

production (Tietze, Musson, & Scurry, 2009).  

A close observation reveals that both these images are based on workers who 

occupy different positions in production relations. The group of workers who directly 

sell their services or product of labor is markedly different from the one where 

members are wage-dependent or salaried workers. Even within the category of the 
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wage workers there is a clear distinction between those with relatively high discre-

tion and those with relatively low discretion jobs (Felstead et al., 2000). Low dis-

cretion work is considered to be predictable and routine as compared to high dis-

cretion work that is relatively more variable, complex, creative and choice- domi-

nated. The identification of social characteristics of those who perform the work 

and organizations for which they work has excited a heated debate. It is argued by 

many that women, especially from ethnic minorities, dominate the most disadvan-

taged types of home-located production due to the pressing need to combine child-

care with income-generating activities. These low paid forms of home-based work 

that involve a low level of skill is termed as homework. Homeworking is often seen 

as an old-fashioned form of production organization that is associated with the early 

stages of industrialization. It is commonly assumed to be a transitional phase be-

tween traditional forms of production and large-scale factory production of indus-

trial capitalism. Although it was expected that homeworking would decline with the 

industrialization, the situation is, in fact, exactly the opposite of what was expected 

(Felstead, et al. 2000; Burchielli, Delaney, & Coventry, 2013).  

With the expansion of global capitalism since the later part of 20th century, 

homeworking has become an integral component of global production organization. 

There are many factors responsible for the increase in homework, but all mainly 

revolve around the need to seek cost-cutting strategies in a highly competitive mar-

ket. Due to the hidden nature of homework, it is notoriously difficult to get an ac-

curate estimate of the prevalence of homework. Homeworking is also not officially 

recognized by many governments as a form of work that has to be included in na-

tional data gathering activities. Therefore, data about home workers is quite patchy 

in both the north and the south (Freeman, 2004; Burchielli, Buttigieg, & Delaney, 

2008). 

The type of homework reviewed in this article is highly specific in nature. It 

is informal work carried out mostly by the women under informal employment ar-

rangements. These homeworkers are considered to be the most vulnerable group of 

workers with no regular work, often without direct employer or at best with an 

intermediary. This review focuses on homeworkers, specifically the poorest working 

women, in the sense that it is generally not concerned with relatively well-paid, 

professional, home-based or free-lance workers in new technology sectors, where 
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they exist. The aim of this paper is to systematically review and evaluate the existing 

empirical literature on informal homework within a specified period (2000-2014) to 

identify the key recurrent themes and commonalities in the existing research for 

providing directions for future research and knowledge production. To achieve this 

objective diverse contributions on homework are ordered according to themes and 

commonalities.  

It should be noted that there is always the possibility of some inherent biases 

in any form of ordering, because it always involves one’s own theoretical standing 

about “what belongs where and why” (Tietze et al., 2009).  Nevertheless, a careful 

review of literature is carried out to identify themes in existing research streams 

that provided a legitimate ground to order and summarize findings of diverse con-

tributions in this paper to better understand the problems and potential of home-

work. The paper is organized in five sections according to the focus of this review. 

The first part of the paper deals with the methodology of the review process. The 

second part deals with the definitional boundaries of homework, because any subtle 

difference in the way a construct is implicitly or explicitly conceptualized may result 

in incongruent theoretical arguments and empirical deductions (Griffin & Lopez, 

2005). The third part summarizes the findings from contributions included in this 

review paper. The fourth part provides the synthesis of the reviewed literature, 

reporting key themes addressed in the research stream. The fifth part of the paper 

includes a contribution that helps to broaden our understanding of homework by 

putting it in a theoretical perspective. The final part of the review deals with the 

conclusions and an effort is made to provide recommendations for future research. 

Methodology 

The major aim of this paper is to conduct a systematic review1 of relevant literature 

on informal industrial homework to identify major themes and issues in existing re-

search streams. Despite numerous scholarly and empirical efforts on the topic of 

informal industrial homework, it has never been reviewed systematically. Interest-

ingly, most of the recent literature on homework deals with the issues and dilemmas 

1 Review that aims to comprehensively identify all relevant studies to answer a particular question, and 
assesses the validity (or “soundness”) of each study taking this into account when reaching conclusions 
(Petticrew & Roberts, 2006). 
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of knowledge homeworkers and there is less interest in exploring the issues of home-

workers conducting assembling tasks, such as seamstresses, packers, etc. (Dart, 

2006).  An initial search was conducted using Google Scholar to identify relevant 

literature by using the keywords  homework, home-based work and industrial out-

work. According to Short (2009), a comprehensive and thorough review involves ex-

amining the body of relevant conceptual and empirical work not only in the top but 

also in the specialty channels in the field. Therefore, initial scanning of articles from 

Google Scholar was followed by a comprehensive search accessing the Union Cata-

logue (GVK)2 of seven German federal states and the Foundation of Prussian Cultural 

Heritage participating in the Common Library Network (GBV), Springer Link, Science 

Direct (Elsevier), Emerald, and Business Source Premier (EBSCO). These databases 

are selected because they provide access to a variety of sources, such as peer re-

viewed journals, conference papers and seminal books. Articles included were pub-

lished between 2000 and 2014. In order to identify further relevant material for 

research, the initial material obtained was reviewed. After a first round of search-

ing, further research work was identified through the use of the reference list of 

articles already collected from databases. Literature was deemed relevant on the 

basis of the criterion that it provided either qualitative or quantitative information 

about informal industrial homework.  

The scope of this review is limited to the industrial outworkers, a particular 

category of home-based workers. So, only those studies on homeworkers were in-

cluded, which deal directly with homework or industrial outwork as an experience 

of these workers, as opposed to other forms of homework. This review intended to 

highlight various approaches adopted by researchers to conduct their research and 

discuss their findings and highlight some of the common problems. These studies are 

a useful source of information on the issues faced by homeworkers and many com-

mon findings have emerged across the studies. 

2 This multi-material bibliographic database covers the holdings of over 39,9 million records of more than 
450 GBV member and associated libraries with over 100,5 million separate catalogue entries of books, 
conference proceedings, periodicals, dissertations, microfilms and electronic resources. The periodicals 
of all libraries and other university libraries from Germany are also integrated. Available at 
http://gso.gbv.de/

http://gso.gbv.de/
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Figure 1: Quorom Flowchart3 of Literature Review 

Source: Petticrew & Roberts, 2006 

Definitional Boundaries

Homeworking is a broad and confusing term and is sometimes also used interchange-

ably with home-based work. There are different temporal forms of homework. Tra-

ditionally, the term homeworker was used for the category of workers involved in 

such manual tasks as knitting and sewing. In reality, homework is more heterogene-

ous in nature and it ranges from labor-intensive semi-skilled work to high-tech cap-

ital- and information-intensive professional work with considerable diversity in the 

terms and conditions of work experienced by different groups of home-based work-

ers. Tietze et al. (2009) argue that breadth and complexity of the phenomenon make 

it difficult to arrive at a universal consensus on accepted definitions of home-based 

work. Different groups of individuals are engaged in different types of homework 

under diverse employment conditions and a variety of terminologies are used inter-

changeably in literature to describe homework, e.g. industrial outwork, home-based 

work, homeworking, home production. The variation in defining homeworkers means 

that constructing an overall picture of homeworking for this disparate population is 

problematic, because definitional boundaries may effectively exclude certain 

groups.  The diversity of homework activities and the definition of homework also 

3 QUOROM is the acronym used for the Quality of Reporting of Meta-analyses standards developed by the 
QUOROM group. This is a flow chart that describes the sequence of steps defined for the exclusion of studies 
under review.

Potentially relevant studies identified and screened for re-
trieval (n= 350)

Abstracts of studies retrieved (n=150)

Potentially appropriate studies for review identified and thor-
oughly scanned. (n=60)

Analysis of studies with useable information (n=17)

Ineligible studies excluded ( n=150)

Studies excluded if not related, for example 
dealing with other forms of homework such 
as white collar work or telework etc.  (n=80) 

Studies excluded from review if topic is 
touched just cosmetically (n=43)
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makes any international comparison quite difficult and has serious outcomes for 

homeworkers. The ILO (1996) convention on homework defines homework as 

work carried out by a person in his or her own home or in other premises 

of his or her own choice, other than the workplace of the employer; for 

remuneration; which results in a product or service as specified by the 

employer, irrespective of who provides the equipment, materials or other 

inputs used, unless this person has the degree of economic independence 

necessary to be considered an independent worker under national laws, 

regulations or court decisions (ILO 996).  

The ILO convention on homework requires from ratifying states to ensure equality 

of treatment between employees and homeworkers in their national policies. The 

ILO  convention on homework follows the union logic and give home-based workers 

the status of dependent employees and exclude all those having a degree of auton-

omy  and  economic  independence  necessary  to be  considered  an  independent  

worker  under  national laws,  regulations  or  court  decisions. Based on these 

assumptions, the ILO convention on homeworkers requires that homeworkers must 

be treated like other workers and demands from states to guarantee  their  right  to  

organize, equal  remuneration,  social security and minimum  age  of  employment. 

The ILO convention on homework also demands for  providing  protection  against  

employment  discrimination,  facilitating  access  to  training and  ensuring  occupa-

tional  safety  and  health,  and  maternity  protection for homeworkers (Freeman, 

2004).  

Carr, Chen, and Tate (2000) have drawn a distinction between homeworkers 

and home-based workers, later including own-account workers. Home-based workers 

can be further categorized as own-account workers/employers: persons working on 

household premises and having a relatively independent status; homeworkers: out-

workers who work at home, or in another home other than the employer/contrac-

tor’s premises under subcontracting arrangements, having a dependent status, and 

wageworkers: persons working for wages or salaries in enterprises located in the 

employer’s home (Rani & Unni, 2009). The complexity of home-based work demands 

for a more comprehensive definition of work in order to make larger numbers of 

homeworkers, a special category of home-based workers, visible in the political 
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economy of production relations and to formulate better-informed policies. More 

general and loosely defined constructs can create confusion and marginalize many 

involved in production relations.  

Homeworkers are a subset of home-based workers, specifically, industrial 

outworkers who carry out paid work for firms or their sub-contractors from their 

homes, mostly on piece rate basis.  There are two types of homeworkers, namely: 

dependent workers, who produce for subcontractors on piece rate basis and own-

account workers who produce for direct sale. Both these groups are markedly dif-

ferent from each other on the basis of the respective positions that they occupy in 

the production process (Felstead, et al. 2000). Moreover, employment relationships 

are more complicated than that, and many homeworkers do not fit into these simple 

categories. Rather, they fall into a grey zone between employees and self-employed. 

When industrial outwork is not available, many homeworkers have to perform other 

forms of home-based work to supplement their income. This is often own-account 

work, for example, preparing food for sale in the local market. Thus, boundaries 

between employment and self-employment remain porous for homeworkers. They 

occupy a distinct niche in the labor market through the distinctive organization of 

their work (Prügl & Tinker, 1997). As a result, there is considerable confusion re-

garding the employment status of homeworkers.  O’Hara, (2002) highlighted that 

the lack of clarity in the distinction between employee and self-employed status is 

a major problem in relation to the protection of homeworkers4. The lack of clarity 

in the distinction between employee and self-employed status makes it very difficult 

for both employers and homeworkers to frame and claim their rights and entitle-

ments. 

4 The HSE definition of homeworkers as ‘those people employed to work at home’ (HSE, 1996) is perceived 
as not applicable to many of the homeworkers lacking definite employee status. Confusion about em-
ployment status created by such a definition makes it very difficult for both employers and homeworkers 
to interpret the HSE (Health and Safety Executive) guidance on Homeworking (O’Hara, 2002).
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Figure 2:  Homeworkers’ Insertion in the Labor Market 

Source: Author’s own elaboration

Producing for household con-
sumption

Producing for local community

Producing for industry on piece rate basis

Subcontracting piece rate work to others

Labor Market
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Summary Table of the Literature Review: 

AUTHOR KEY WORDS THEMES METHODOLOGY FINDINGS

Felstead, A. et al. 

2000

Homeworkers, Labour 

Force Survey, UK

Characteristics of homework-

ers 

Quantitative  Confirms many stereotypes associated with home-based work including low pay, feminiza-

tion and fluidity of space and place.

Baylina & Schier 

2002

Homework, informal econ-

omy, Spain, Germany

Characteristics of homework  Qualitative Homeworking has contradictory outcomes. It is exploitative as well as a site of economic 

opportunity.

O’Hara, R.

2002

Homeworkers, Health & 

Safety

Characteristics of homework Qualitative (Scoping study) Homeworker’s access and information about health and safety issues is limited and they are 

marginalized in production relations.

Mehrotra & Big-

geri 2002

Social protection, home 

based workers,

child labor

Condition of women in home-

based economic activities in 

informal manufacturing and 

child labor in these activities

Mixed method

Survey Research

Focus groups and case 

studies

Dual and contradictory nature of home-based work. On the one hand, it could be a source 

of income and on the other hand, its exploitative nature demands for more public interven-

tion to bring it out from the low equilibrium trap.

Mehrotra & Big-

geri  2005

Informal sector, subcon-

tracting, human develop-

ment

Human development  of home-

working households

Mixed method

Survey Research

Focus groups and case 

studies

Education, joint action, and social protection are the key answers for human development 

at the household level.        

Mehrotra & Big-

geri 2010

Child labor, subcontract-

ing, Indonesia, Pakistan

Involvement of child labor in 

homeworking households and 

its  impacts on their capabili-

ties

Mixed method

Survey Research

Focus groups and case 

studies

Children from HW households have a higher probability of working. There is evidence of the 

feminization of homework from childhood.

Freeman, D.

2003

Homeworkers, global cap-

italism  

Ethical trading initiatives 

(ETI)

Scope of the problem and the 

types of issues that surround 

homeworking.

Case study A step-by-step approach of working to improve homeworking conditions, rather than at-

tempting to exclude homeworkers from global supply chains, is the best way to bring about 

sustainable improvements in the lives of some of the world’s poorest workers.

Williams, P.

2005

Homeworkers

Campaign strategies

UK

Leveraging change in working 

conditions of homeworkers in 

UK   

Case study Efforts for raising labor slandered for home-based workers will be undermined, if other sup-

portive mechanism are not intact.
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Burchielli & 

Delaney 2009

CSR, Homeworkers Analyses CSR from the per-

spective of home-based em-

ployment

Case study The case suggests that for CSR to benefit homeworkers, firm behavior must change, and ap-

propriate regulatory policies must be developed and implemented.

Burchielli, R.   et 

al. 2009

Homework, informal em-

ployment, CSR, ethical 

networks, supply chains

Explores the concept of  ethi-

cal networks in relation to  

CSR 

Case study The case suggests that for CSR to benefit homeworkers, firm behavior must change, and ap-

propriate regulatory policies must be developed and implemented. CSR

Wilson, T.D.

2003

Homeworkers, capitalist 

system, gender regimes

How do gendered power com-

plexes  interact with capital-

ism?

Review Gender regimes thus facilitate capital accumulation based on the exploitation of a cheap, 

unorganized, flexible labor force.

Benería, L., & 

Floro, M. 

2005

Homeworkers,

dynamics of informality, 

gender relations

A conceptual framework  

about dynamics of informality 

with a focus on homeworkers

Qualitative Nonstandard forms of employment in informal economy have generated inequalities in labor 

conditions and working life patterns.

Barrientos 

2008

Homeworkers

Codes of labor practice

Bargaining model

Purchasing practices and 

global regulations at multiple 

levels of GPN

Qualitative (impact assess-

ment)

There is a positive impact of codes on regular workers but no significant impact on the 

workers employed through sub-contracting arrangements.

Burchielli, R.   et 

al. 2008

Homeworkers

mobilization theory

Implications of mapping for or-

ganizing theory and practice

Qualitative Mapping can be used to organize workers who lack a basic worker identity.

Burchielli, R.   et 

al. 2013

Homework initiatives, re-

sponsive regulation the-

ory(RRT)

homeworker protection 

through  regulatory mecha-

nisms

Case study Both regulatory and social movement strategies are crucial for the protection of homework-

ers.

Burchielli, R. et 

al. 2014

Homeworkers

precarious work (Kal-

leberg)

Explore the context and char-

acteristics of women garment 

homeworkers, through the lens 

of precarious work

Qualitative The evidence in this paper suggests that the further away from the first tier factory (or the 

lower down the supply chain), the more precarious the work is with less likelihood of any 

union or collective representation.

Delaney, A. et al. 

2014

GPN, social upgrading of 

labor, network regulations

Theories position of female 

homeworkers through the lens 

of global production network

Qualitative GPN concept and related theoretical developments such as networked regulation create 

theoretical space for imagining how homeworkers might establish relationships with other 

influential actors and work with them to demand a greater share in the value they are help-

ing to produce.
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Synthesizing the Literature  

Many common characteristics of homeworkers can be gleaned from a review of lit-

erature. However, there is also a possibility that such a global picture might disguise 

some variegated patterns. By reviewing diverse streams of literature on homework, 

an effort is being made to organize the findings of the review by exploring the di-

versity of themes and issues in existing literature on homework. However, a neat 

categorization of different articles in specific sections is not possible, as their con-

tent and focus is not easily demarcated and the contribution that they make covers 

more than one theme. 

Figure : 3 Summary Chart of Synthesis of Literature Review 

Source: Author’s own elaboration 

Contextualizing Homework 

Although home-based production is an ancient form of production, various factors 

have led to the proliferation of home-based work in the global capitalist system of 

production that characterizes the modern world. It is estimated that there are 250 

Literature Review (n=17)

Existing Themes Identified in Literature

L
e
n
s

Key Characteristics and Social Attributes of HW

Contextualizing  homework  (HW)

Homework:  Debate and Associated Controversies
Responsive regulation theory & 

network regulation

Gender Regimes

Precarious/informal work & dy-
namics of informality (Kalleberg, 

2009)

Social relations of production and gendering 
precarious work

Key issues in homeworker’s protection

CSR Practices: Impact on Homeworkers

Human Development

Global production network
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million home-based workers, including 200 million from the poorest families (WIEGO, 

2000). Among many factors that contributed to this phenomenon, globalization, 

market deregulation and technological advancement are more pronounced. Though 

there is no single definition of globalization,  economists mostly use integration in 

commodity, capital and labor markets as benchmark for globalization. Globalization 

has provided opportunities to firms to access new products and labor markets 

through the use of various management practices like flexibility, outsourcing and 

subcontracting. The generalized adoption of neo-liberal philosophies and practices 

especially increased deregulation; and an overreliance on markets to provide regu-

lating functions also facilitated the move (Baylina & Schier, 2002). Deregulation pol-

icies further promoted this process as they provide firms with maximum flexibility 

to switch their production from one place to another in search of cheap labor and 

lower prices at the expense of vulnerable workers whose limited income and liveli-

hood are constantly renegotiated downward(Burchielli, Delaney, & Coventry, 2013).  

Modern methods of controlling cost and regulating labor have increased all 

forms of non-standard employment. The new information technologies of the 1980s 

and 1990s have facilitated retailers to closely monitor and manage their sales and 

remaining stocks. Due to this new degree of inventory control, retailers are able to 

minimize the level of stock that they hold at any one time. Thus, in time and lean 

retailing has become another cost-cutting strategy used by the retailers. However, 

these cost-saving strategies have serious implication for labor involved in the process 

and have also introduced new demands to suppliers. Price and flexibility are the 

most important attributes of modern production organization. Manufacturers re-

sponded to these pressures of price and flexibility by sub-contracting labor-intensive 

production to small units and in some cases at household levels to individual home-

workers. Instead of using a permanent labor force that has to be paid, whether or 

not there is any work, manufacturers use subcontractors to meet the demands of 

low price and in time delivery (Freeman, 2004).  

Governments are not interested in understanding informal homework as it is 

now completely part of a functional system and it is accepted at the social level as 

well. Subcontracting arrangements are beneficial for industry in many different 

ways. First of all, they do not have to pay social security and other fringe benefits 

like health insurance and sick leave etc. associated with production in factory using 
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a more formal labor force. In addition, they have been able to shift some overheads 

costs to homeworkers as well, such as those for light, heat and electricity. Risks 

associated with the unpredictability of orders during peak and trough production are 

effectively passed down the subcontracted chains, enabling suppliers to operate 

competitively. There are many responsible causes for this, but all of them are mainly 

associated with retailers’ need to reduce costs and gain flexibility in a highly com-

petitive environment (Baylina & Schier, 2002; Mehrotra & Biggeri, 2002; Freeman, 

2004; Burchielli et al., 2013). 

Global economic restructuring has facilitated the retailers to cut their labor 

costs by outsourcing labor-intensive production to the southern countries, where 

labor costs are very low and production can be achieved at the lowest cost, so re-

duction in labor costs is one way of reducing the cost of production. Another strategy 

to cut the cost is to reduce the volume of held stock at any one time. This reduction 

helps to decrease not only the storage cost, but it also reduces the amount of capital 

tied up in form of stored goods that have been purchased but still not sold. Improve-

ment in information technology has facilitated such lean retailing. New inventory 

management systems have made it possible for retailers to keep track of their sale 

and remaining stock. This new degree of inventory control has resulted in significant 

cost saving by retailers and has also changed the ordering patterns of retailers, so 

they can receive the supply when they are ready to sell it (ibid). 

However, this system has increased pressure on the suppliers to produce high 

quality goods at short notice, but at lower cost. Short lead time, low cost, small and 

unpredictable orders have become integral attributes of modern production organi-

zation. In such a competitive arena where price and flexibility have become an im-

portant attribute, manufacturers have found their own ways to remain competitive. 

One strategy adopted by manufacturers to gain flexibility and reduce cost was to 

subcontract their work further down the supply chains, all the way to the household 

level. These changing patterns of employment in the modern economy have contrib-

uted to the accelerated growth of homeworking and homeworking has become a 

standard part of many supply chains in the process of decentralization of the pro-

duction process in the 21st century (Freeman, 2004). 

Homework is part of the informal economy and is not officially calculated. 

Therefore, statistical information about the extent of homework is patchy and based 
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on or extracted from various empirical study areas, in which homework appears 

mostly in the broader context of the analysis of the informal economy or of the 

industrial restructuring of rural areas. Homework is prevalent in both developed and 

developing economies5. The striking reappearance of homework in the west within 

the informal economy during the 1980s coincides with the appearance of a new pro-

duction model that changed the geography of European capitalism. According to 

Baylina & Schier (2002), medium-sized and small firms constitute the sporadic net-

work of stable and unstable work in developed economies like Germany. Informal 

activities have also increased in South Asia, as more and more workers are pushed 

out of the agricultural sector due to the stagnation in farm income. Surplus labor is 

involved in both productive and non-productive informal activities as a survival strat-

egy. Informal work is characterized by the precarious lack of social protection and 

poverty, and it occurs in both developed and developing economies, but outside the 

formal employment and social protection system (Burchielli et al., 2008). 

The formal sector is separated from the informal sector in many different 

ways, but in manufacturing, there is a strong link between the formal and the infor-

mal sector. In the case of labor-intensive consumer goods there are buyer-driven 

commodity chains (Gereffi, 1994) and much of the production takes place in devel-

oping countries, whereas high value activities e.g. design and marketing are located 

in industrialized countries. Global manufacturing is increasingly moving towards 

buyer-driven manufacturing. Highly competitive global production processes often 

involve homeworkers at the end of supply chains as a cost-cutting strategy, resulting 

in a lack of social protection and exploitation of these workers. Exploitation of 

homeworkers is thus often linked with the international market and predatory prac-

tices of multinational companies that end up undermining the informal workers in-

tegrated in their supply chains (Mehrotra & Biggeri, 2002; Barrientos; 2012; Mezza-

dri, 2014).  

5 Existing data suggest that approximately 5 percent of the labor force in northern countries is comprised 
of homeworkers with the exception of Australia, which has 20 percent of homeworkers (Felstead and 
Jewson 2000). Data from developing countries is even patchier, but estimated figures reveal that there 
are some 8 million in the Philippines, 20 million in China, and 30 million homeworkers in India (Freeman, 
2003). 
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Key Characteristics and Social Attributes of Homeworkers 

Historically, homework was carried out by the poor women with children, who could 

thus diversify the source of their family income and support the family. At this point 

it is of interest to note that homework has also been widely practiced in the gar-

ment, textile and artificial flower production industries in industrialized countries 

going back to the industrial revolution (Nilsson, 2015). A closer look at the profile of 

homeworkers reveals that the majority of them are young women with children. A 

few sectors also have male homeworkers, e.g. male homeworkers stitch footballs in 

the football supply chains of Pakistan. In developed countries, most homeworkers 

are from ethnic minorities. For these people homeworking is the safest or the only 

option to work due to racial abuse or attacks (Freeman, 2004). In most of the cases, 

homeworkers get their work through word of mouth and there is no formal contract. 

Homeworkers often agree to work on piece rate without having any knowledge of 

their position in production relations. They may not have any knowledge about the 

name of the company or companies for whom they are ultimately working. Existing 

research on homework indicates that most of the homeworkers are women and they 

are performing a multitude of jobs across the world. Research reported internation-

ally provides ample evidence that women are overrepresented in homework 

(Felstead, et al. 2000; Freeman, 2004; Mitra, 2005; Barrientos, 2012; Burchielli, et 

al. 2014)  

Although there is some evidence of voluntary entry into informal work (Perry 

et al., 2007), existing research supports that people enter into informal employment 

relations in the absence of viable alternative options. Clearly, homeworkers are not 

a homogenous group (Weller, 2007). However, factors contributing to homework and 

those contributing to the invisibility of homework converge and exist in combination. 

The private home-based location of homeworkers contributes to their invisibility, 

which is a key defining characteristic of their work (Hill, 2008; Burchielli, et al. 

2013). Significant characteristics shown by the international studies are that it is a 

feminine activity that is directly linked with power relations and household division 

of labor. The invisible nature of work is the root cause of many injustices associated 

with homework.  Homeworkers contribute to the global economy but are invisible 

to the regulators and possibly even to themselves, in the sense that they may not 
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identify themselves as workers. Invisibility is the defining feature of homework 

(Felstead, et al. 2000; Freeman, 2003; Hill 2005; Burchielli, et al. 2008).   

Homeworkers are mainly concentrated in the textile, garment, and footwear 

manufacturing industries. Despite having long-term relations with the employers or 

subcontractors, homeworkers at best can be categorized as casual labor. Homework-

ers usually work with the same subcontractors even without a contract due to the 

cost associated with finding alternatives. There is informal control that governs the 

stable relationship between homeworkers and the subcontractor community through 

ties such as a family’s debt bondage provision of raw material. This stability of re-

lationship is not balanced with good working conditions. They have none of the ben-

efits that are associated either with regular or casual labor (Mehrotra & Biggeri, 

2002).

The demands of homeworking are still high, especially for women. The work-

ing day of the homeworkers and the hours spent on homework reveal the error in 

considering it a flexible form of work. Women’s paid productive work cannot be 

dissociated from their other daily activities. An inherent difficulty and creativity is 

involved in combining the multiple tasks that female homeworkers are performing. 

In principle, it is assumed that homeworkers have more opportunities to organize 

their work independently, but their decisions are not without repercussions for their 

income and livelihood security. They have limited flexibility in terms of total hours 

of work, and they cannot decide about the quantity and rhythm of their work without 

facing serious repercussion on their income and future employment opportunities 

(Baylina & Schier 2002).  

Therefore, for many homeworkers, this flexibility of homework turns into a 

self-exploitation involving long hours of work without rest or leisure time in order to 

secure their livelihood and save their future opportunities for cash income. Home-

workers also assume extra costs in the form of workspace, electricity, heating, tel-

ephone, and furniture. Unpaid family help is also desired in case of intensive work 

schedules and demands for the delivery of products. The need for cash income along 

with social reproduction needs of the family make it hard for women to make their 

choices independently. Their choices are shaped by the urgency of their needs and 

the demands of societal gender norms.  Homeworkers are not considered as real 
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workers, as their paid work is effectively camouflaged in the popular discourse 

(Burchielli et al., 2014). 

However, despite the precariousness of the work, the need for cash income 

is the major motivating factor that keeps the homeworkers on the move.  Although 

the need of income might vary on an oscillating scale among female homeworkers, 

the majority of them are working for their personal and their family’s survival. 

Homeworkers attach contradictory value to their work. The use of space for produc-

tion purposes, within the private sphere of the household, embodies the possibility 

of exploitation. Homework performed within the private sphere of the household 

does not help women to acquire any sort of professional status. However, it may 

provide room for economic gains by giving them an opportunity to earn some income 

for their own and their family’s needs. However, there is not enough supportive 

evidence that homework provides opportunities to change gender roles and rela-

tions. In relation to opportunities for other forms of gainful employment for women, 

remuneration of homework can individually be seen as good (Baylina & Schier 2002; 

Burchielli, et al. 2014).   

The fear of losing work is the biggest barrier to claiming a better price, espe-

cially in the rural areas. Homeworkers are reluctant to benefit from existing protec-

tion mechanisms (if any) due to their fear of loss of income. Due to changes in pro-

duction organization, there is a scarcity of availability of homework, especially in 

developed countries. Homeworkers in both the northern and southern parts of the 

world have in common long working days, delays in payments and tight delivery 

schedules. Dependency is another common feature of homeworking relations. There 

are some other common denominators related to motivation, which may include 

factors such as the possibility to combine different tasks, to be their own boss, or 

few job opportunities (Baylina & Schier 2002). 

Homework: Debate and Associated Controversies 

Subcontracting work outside the structure of an ordinary company is part of the 

neoliberal trend that resulted in massive informalization of the jobs at the end of 

global supply chains, where many workers are pushed into various types of precari-

ous work arrangements. Multinational companies shift the risk and pressure of dead-

lines to vulnerable workers at the end of supply chains and reduce their cost and 
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risk in their quest for profit maximization. Changing contractual relationships in the 

workforce due to subcontracting has outcomes for labor in terms of their health and 

safety as well as other terms of employment. Homeworking within the formal and 

informal sector is part of a variety of labor practices, which are faced by the working 

population at various points in their life cycle. Homework is carried out within the 

premises of households, either independently or as dependent worker, usually work-

ing for sub-contractors. Homework has a contradictory charter (O’Hara, 2002).  

One stream in research on homework highlights the central role of these earn-

ing activities. It is argued that homework provides income earning opportunities to 

women for whom there is no choice but to work from home due to their gender-

bound roles and responsibilities. Homework provides the opportunity to homework-

ers to gain specific skills required for producing these goods at home, increasing the 

human capital available at the household and local level. Home-based income-gen-

erating activities can lead to human development and can also foster economic de-

velopment at a local level. The challenge is to find a balance between efficiency 

and equity. Having the experience of production in a specific sector may also en-

courage the entrepreneurial capabilities of some workers/sub-contractors, and 

home-based activities and can be a source of emergence of microenterprises. Home-

work within the informal sector has become a functional part of the system with 

benefits for business and states (Mehrotra & Biggeri, 2002; Mehrotra & Biggeri, 

2010).  

It has gained acceptability at the societal level, too. Homework provides an 

opportunity to turn the home into a site of economic opportunity, which may also 

provide an opportunity to women to sidestep personal, social and structural con-

straints that hinder their access to the labor market or prevent them from earning 

an income or realizing their professional career. Homeworkers’ choices are largely 

shaped or constrained by gender roles, relations within the families and by the re-

gional context. Women used to pluriactivity and scant employment alternatives are 

willing to accept lower wages to supplement their family income. Despite the poor 

working conditions, women attach a positive value to their work due mainly to the 

fact that they are able to help their families and are able to influence family deci-

sion-making processes within their families. They are more confident about negoti-

ating their family budgets. In a way, it raises their self-esteem and gives them the 
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potential for greater independence and empowerment. Working at home is also re-

ported to have some positive outcomes as well; especially for single mothers or 

mothers with small children. Women indicated during their interviews that home-

working is important for them and something that is ‘normal’ in their life plans. In 

rural areas where job opportunities are limited for women, homeworking within the 

informal sector is a socially acceptable form of productive activity for women. For 

women who assume reproductive work responsibilities due to their assumed gender 

roles, other forms of work are hard to engage in. Therefore, the broader social con-

text gains relevance in the interpretation of the persistence of homework (Baylina 

& Schier, 2002).

There are several reasons for the growth of subcontracting activities in many 

developing countries. It is often beneficial to the local and national economy. It may 

strengthen inter-industry linkages, enhance entrepreneurial capabilities of subcon-

tractors, take industry and income earning opportunities to rural areas. Advantages 

to employers from subcontracting work to home-based workers are a greater number 

of recruitment areas for firms, the ability to hire workers according to demand, and 

a minimal risk of unionization. Circumventing safety nets, labor rights and safety in 

the work place all help employers to save costs. However, the employers’ ad-

vantages turn into sheer disadvantages for homeworkers. The excessive supply of 

labor pulls down the wages of homeworkers even in the case of highly skilled work-

ers, and working conditions are exploitative due to the lack of alternative income 

earning opportunities. Intense global competition in the era of global capitalism has 

generated a race to the bottom (Floro & Benería, 2005).  

During last three decades, increasing labor market deregulation has rein-

forced flexibilization. There is growing economic inequality and a decrease in the 

bargaining power of labor that has resulted in what has been called “the new labor 

contract”, due to weakening and individualization of the labor contract. Informali-

zation represents an extreme example of flexibilization, where labor contracts do 

not even exist. Labor ultimately depends upon the employment generation capacity 

of capital for survival. This is a reflection of power relations in production processes 

where flexibilization and informalization tend to increase the relative advantage of 

capital over labor. New production organization has set the parameters for self-

employed labor and home-based work. It is therefore not surprising that inequality 
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is growing not only between labor and capital, but also among the workers them-

selves.  

The individualization of the contract has undermined the bargaining power of 

the labor force and has decreased the possibility to engage in a collective bargaining 

process. This situation has enabled the owners and managers to gain a higher share 

in the production process and shift the risk to individual workers. The way the pro-

duction process is organized has serious implications for the way cost and risk is 

distributed among capital and the working population during periods of market in-

stability and cyclical fluctuation. The last few decades have witnessed an increased 

differentiation in economic well-being among the working population. High skill la-

bor in high-end jobs is able to get higher returns, whereas most marginalized groups 

represent unprotected labor with low skills and no job contract (Benería & Floro, 

2005; Burchielli, et al. 2014; Delaney, et al. 2014). 

Exploitation by the local supplier is the first step of exploitation of home-

workers in the supply chains. Their problems are further aggravated due to their 

lack of access to the market and limited or no contact with the final consumer ac-

tivities could have a negative impact on the health of homeworkers as well as their 

families. Negative impacts on economic performance can also result from a low 

piece rate, as labor of children is also involved to generate additional income. Home-

based workers are generally subject to poor environmental conditions, sometimes 

hazardous occupations or processes, poor lighting and ventilation, non-availability 

of safety devices, exposure to toxic substances, dangerous gases, postural and spinal 

disorders, and so on – as many of the studies find (Mehrotra & Biggeri, 2010). 

Homework is also pervaded by many other forms of injustices like overwork, 

insecurity, intimidation, fear, physical violence, fraud, non-payment, underpay-

ment, withholding of payment. Existence of the exploitative conditions associated 

with the home-based work keep the homeworking household close to the poverty 

line. Poor conditions of work and related health issues, as well as the low rates of 

pay hinder homeworking households to break out of the poverty trap, especially if 

home-based work is the main source of income. Homework being carried out at the 

household level has consequences not only for the workers but also for other family 

members sharing the living space. Two common problems associated with home-

based work is that, due to the spatial location within the premises of the household, 
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which is considered to be a private sphere, home-based workers are invisible and 

non-unionized.  Despite being clustered in a similar geographical location, home-

workers often work in isolation (Mehrotra & Biggeri, 2005). 

Lack of organization and lack of contact with the final consumers are the 

added disadvantages for home-based workers in terms of having access to their labor 

rights and other entitlements.  Homework has been largely criticized by unions for 

undermining the interest of the regular labor force by pulling down the wages and 

working conditions. The lack of organization among home-based workers makes 

them more vulnerable. Thus, home-based work is characterized by a total lack of 

social protection. Homeworkers live in cramped conditions. Having limited contact 

with other workers and no complaint mechanism creates a potential for the exploi-

tation of these workers. A shared sense of homeworking as a labor category does not 

exist among the homeworking population. The precarious working conditions associ-

ated with homeworkers in the informal sector can be attributed to economic, insti-

tutional, and sociopolitical factors.  

It can be safely concluded from the above discussions that market equilibrium 

generates conditions that undermine human capabilities. There are many sociopo-

litical and institutional factors affecting the earning capabilities and working condi-

tions of the labor force. A lasting impact will not take place without giving due 

consideration to all sociopolitical and institutional factors. There is rising inequality 

between labor and capital, which has resulted in a weakening of the bargaining 

power of labor. Therefore, we will now turn to four interrelated processes that have 

led to this situation, namely (1) increasing labor market flexibilization, (2) growing 

inequality in income distribution and diminishing bargaining power of workers, (3) 

institutional factors such as forms of ownership, production, and distribution, and 

(4) socially ascribed positions in society and within the household (Floro & Benería, 

2005). 

Social relations of production and gendering precarious work 

The gendered nature of informal work has been extensively documented in the lit-

erature (Barrientos, 2012; Burchielli, et al. 2014). The stereotypical notion of gender 

roles contributes to an overrepresentation of women at the informal end of the con-
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tinuum in home-based production activities. In developing countries, the link be-

tween formal and informal enterprises has gradually extended, as increasing num-

bers of firms both domestic and international have become involved with workers 

outside the traditional work place through sub-contracting arrangements. There is a 

seemingly abundant female labor force in the developing countries that is tapped by 

the global production networks by creating new forms of putting out systems through 

which work is provided at the household level. Production is carried out through 

multilayered networks of firms, subcontractors and home-based workers (Prugl, 

1999; Carr, Chen, and Tate 2000; Freeman, 2004; Benería & Floro, 2005).    

There are four main sectors of economic activity, i.e. formal economy, public 

sector, informal economy and the domestic economy. However, there is a multiplic-

ity of work arrangements and there are definite areas of overlap and labor fluidity 

within these four sectors of the economy. Informal activities are further sub-divided 

in two groups. The first are the bare subsistence activities like street vending and 

the second group involves activities that are linked directly or indirectly with the 

formal production. Market fluctuation shifts the burden of survival on to the individ-

ual laborer as firms can effectively hire or lay off labor to adjust to market demands. 

Under neoliberal regimes, labor flexibility is promoted as a state policy without 

providing any safety nets during the period of increased employment or underem-

ployment. It is assumed that during this period unpaid household labor of family 

member will provide a cushion for the subsistence of unemployed or underemployed 

workers (Floro & Benería, 2005).  

Gender is an important axis of differentiation around these processes of labor 

flexibilization, where women are concentrated in low-end jobs within the informal 

sector. Despite the precariousness of homework, women are involved in this work 

due mainly to economic reasons, though income needs vary along an oscillating scale 

from the situation where women are sole earners to the one where they are supple-

menting family needs. Although in cultural discourses women’s work is constructed 

as pin money, but in most cases, homeworking is neither circumstantial nor sporadic. 

Different reasons for involvement and prevalence of homework are being recognized 

in the literature, e.g. low wages paid to male workers in factories, the reserve army 

of labor available in agriculture, and the lack of alternative work for women, are 
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considered to be the major causes of the survival of homework. People opt for in-

formal work due to a lack of gainful employment opportunities (Benería & Floro, 

2005; Burchielli, et al. 2014; Delaney, et al. 2014). 

Strong gender norms and patterns of discrimination are also reflected in eco-

nomic and social institutions. The ownership of factors of production is linked with 

the distribution of income/resources, bargaining power, and risk. It is time to take 

up this debate again. An institutional analysis of the informal economy reveals the 

heterogeneity of the working population in terms of earnings and social composition 

as well as the degree of vulnerability and bargaining power.  In terms of organiza-

tional forms, the informal economy can be differentiated into at least four major 

categories: (a) the use of hired wage labor; (b) self-employment and the use of 

family labor; (c) cooperative forms of production; and (d) hybrid forms combining 

different institutional and distributional arrangements. (Benería & Floro, 2005)  

Various institutional factors that may include the type of work; the form of 

employment; the legal/illegal conditions; and market destination affect wage labor 

in the informal sector. These institutional arrangements also have implications for 

income distribution and bargaining power. Labor’s access to and control over re-

sources affects their bargaining power in production relations. Workers who have 

limited resources and are dependent on the employer for the provision of raw ma-

terial have limited power to negotiate as compared to the workers who have more 

resources at their disposal. Low-skilled workers who have short work contracts are 

in a more vulnerable position and their position in production relations is likely to 

affect their income and working conditions. There are also certain groups of workers 

who have less bargaining power by virtue of their ascribed roles within the household 

and society at large. Female workers are a case in point. They may have limited 

power and agency to bargain and convert their earnings into a valuable function, 

including economic security, by virtue of their ascribed gender roles (ibid).  

The relationship between income and capability is affected by the gender 

norms and ascribed gender roles that affect income earning opportunities, workers’

choice of work location (whether working at home or with others in a workplace), 

level of schooling, and ownership of assets. Due to their isolation and prevailing 

gender norms of society,  female home-based workers are likely to be at the low 

end of the income scale on the continuum of labor hierarchy. The structure of the 
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household relations and decision-making processes within the household also affect 

their income earning capability. Capabilities are not automatically translated into 

the functionings.  As it is claimed by the feminists,  there is a link between the social 

reproduction role of the workers at the household level and their role in the labor 

market. Home-based work enables women who are closely tied to social reproduc-

tion work to resolve the contradictions and tensions between paid work and their 

socially defined reproductive responsibilities (Mehrotra & Biggeri, 2010).  

Thus, it is of no surprise that home-based production activities have become 

an important source of livelihood for women who have no other choice but to com-

bine it with their domestic responsibilities (Carr, Chen and Tate, 2000). The informal 

environment of home-based work tends to induce vulnerability among homeworkers. 

Vulnerability is defined as the ability of the household to deal with risk, e.g. risk 

associated with a decline in the family income and their attitude towards it. A re-

duction in the family income can lead to concerns regarding particular functionings 

including being nourished, sheltered, educated, and seeking medical treatment in 

case of illness. The vulnerability of a household or an individual within a household 

depends upon the claims or rights over resources in case of risk, shock or economic 

stress. The less the access to resources, the greater are the chances of vulnerability.  

The ability of the individual to function in capability space cannot be simply 

determined by the existence of employment. Rather, it is the combined outcome of 

many factors like control over resources—mutual support networks, credit, savings, 

and physical assets. This is especially true during periods of economic shocks. House-

holds with irregular and variable sources of income are more likely to be discrimi-

nated against on the basis of a number of social, economic, and demographic fac-

tors. In the case of economic stress, the burden is not shared equally by the house-

hold members. The existence of social networks and trust can be a source of social 

security during difficult times (Benería & Floro, 2005). The existence of communal 

mechanisms or institutional arrangements of ‘generalized reciprocity’ within a given 

community can be a possible source of sharing the risk of homeworking households.  

Various local mechanisms of coping with the contingencies have evolved as a 

part of mutual support systems, like various income maintenance schemes that pro-

vide loans. Women play an important role in these informal credit and saving 

schemes that have evolved to cope with the basic requirements. These informal 
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credit institutions are an important source of security for vulnerable households, 

because microfinance institutions only target the self-employed or micro entrepre-

neurs and participation of poor homeworking households is limited in such schemes. 

In the face of irregular income streams, poor households design their own strategies 

to deal with the income shortfalls. Some families use their existing assets or savings 

as a buffer against income decline. However, when all the household assets and 

savings have been consumed, the possibility of smoothing falls near to zero. This 

situation jeopardizes the chances of future income earning opportunities as well. 

Homeworkers who need their own resources for production (raw material, equip-

ment etc.) become resource-constrained during income shortfalls, leading to a fur-

ther decline in their future income. Ethnographic studies do confirm the unequal 

distribution of income within the household. Therefore, it is important to analyze 

the effect of labor informality and the way the contribution of each member in the 

household economy affects the bargaining position and work burden within the 

household (ibid).  

Women play a critical role in social reproduction, household maintenance and 

social asset building or networking. This also has implications for their gender roles 

and identities as care-givers and income-earners. Informal loan arrangements de-

pend upon personal ties and social networks. The intra-household distribution of the 

work burden resulting from the interplay of gender norms and intra-household ne-

gotiation depend upon the relative bargaining power of household members and is 

subject to change over a period of time. In the case of female homeworkers, it would 

be of interest to see whether their income is translated to their increased bargaining 

power at the household level. Does a renegotiation of the division of labor at the 

household level take place?  

However, in cases where gender norms are resilient to changes in income 

earning capabilities and income distribution, female homeworkers have to stretch 

their working time to meet the demands of both productive and reproductive care 

work. In that case, female homeworkers combine childcare and market work. Look-

ing closely at the different forms of homeworking arrangements may also reveal the 

mechanisms of the poverty traps and factors contributing to the intergenerational 

transfer of poverty. Help from other members is also desired to complete the pro-

duction tasks or to perform household chores, such as cooking and doing errands. 
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Mostly labor of children, especially young girls, is involved, which limits their oppor-

tunities and access to education. Girls who are engaged in homeworking activities 

in turn have limited future opportunities for better jobs and income, thus initiating 

a circle of intergenerational transfer of poverty in the homeworking families (Mehro-

tra & Biggeri, 2005).  

Future capabilities and entitlements of girls in homeworking households are 

compromised in order to provide for the survival needs of the family. Thus, these 

so-called flexible workers do not have the capacity to absorb income variability and 

are heavily dependent on the sub-contractors. Their increased dependence results 

in a lower mean return on their homeworking activities as compared to less asset-

poor households. Case studies from different parts of the world reveal that the ina-

bility of homeworkers from poor households to protect their consumption against 

income risk is likely to have adverse outcomes for their well-being and for productive 

efficiency (Benería & Floro, 2005). It is clear that the choice for homeworking is 

highly constrained by gender roles, by relations within the families and by the re-

gional context. Women seem to be suitable for intensive, irregular work, poorly re-

munerated, informal (in many cases) and home-based, because it is assumed that 

their productive work is not a high priority in their life. In this sense, they are cheap, 

flexible and easily terminated – an ideal workforce in the new global economy. Due 

to prevailing gender regimes, women are the source of cheap labor that is subject 

to exploitation. Capitalism molds and articulates with local social formations and 

interacts with or reconstitutes the male domination, which may help capitalism to 

earn more profit. The patriarchal structure helps to restructure a segmented, infor-

mal female labor force that is subordinated in the realm of gender relations.  

Transnational hegemonic capitalistic practices co-opt local practices and 

mold and even in some cases deform these for their own benefit. Patriarchy makes 

the female labor force more exploitable and turns it into a cheap source of profit.

Women whose mobility is restricted due to gender norms are increasingly joining the 

ranks of homeworkers worldwide. Homeworkers are hemmed in by cultural expec-

tations. These women are a captive audience available to be tapped into directly or 

indirectly by multinational or national companies. In sum, the aims of the neo-pa-

triarchy and of multinational and capitalist enterprises reinforce one another: the 

capitalist subcontracting to homeworkers takes advantage of and thus re-creates the 
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gendered order of neo-patriarchy; neo-patriarchy provides the captive labor force 

(Wilson, 2003). 

Key issues in homeworkers’ protection 

International supply chains are becoming more and more complicated in our increas-

ingly globalized world. Between the initial manufacturers and the retailers are the 

complex chains of intermediaries, contractors, subcontractors and agents. Many 

small-scale producers are involved in these complicated chains and most of these 

home-based producers are women. The lack of social protection is one of the out-

comes of the companies’ predatory practices to hunt for cheap labor in low cost 

locations. Factors such as corporate legal identities, structures and capacities pose 

a serious challenge in the regulation of corporations and supply chains. The magni-

tude of home-based work and the degree of exploitation demands for a serious in-

tervention to improve home-based work in terms of occupational health and safety, 

and child labor, as well as household’s capabilities, in order to interrupt the inter-

generational transfer of poverty.

Factors that keep homeworker families in low equilibrium traps include the 

involvement of children in home-based work at the cost of schooling, the excessively 

long hours worked by women, especially young women (the ‘double burden’), the 

low piece-rates, the unhygienic working conditions, the lack of pension benefits. 

According to Mehrotra & Biggeri (2002), without external intervention, poor home-

based workers may remain at the margin of human capabilities trapped in poverty 

and will be the source of intergenerational transfer of poverty as well. Under the 

prevailing scenario, where homework is a rapidly expanding phenomenon, an ur-

gency is felt to push for installing and strengthening protection mechanisms for these 

workers. However, there are few nations making serious efforts to provide protec-

tion to this precarious labor force. Due to the limited recognition of homework, just 

a few countries have specific legislation for homeworkers. Isolation is a predominant 

feature of homework. Homeworkers share these characteristics with other home-

workers and remain marginalized at the nexus of gender, race and class. 

The specific nature of homeworking makes it difficult to design and imple-

ment protection mechanism for homeworkers. A combination of factors like worker 

invisibility, precariousness of work, predominance of disenfranchised women, 
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worker isolation and the ambiguity of the employee status of the homeworker con-

tribute to the plight of homeworkers worldwide (Burchielli et al., 2009). Lack of 

official data on homework contributes to their invisibility in economic and political 

discourses. Getting data about homeworkers is difficult due mainly to the fact that 

homeworkers themselves are not sure about their employment status and mostly do 

not report their activities when data is sought from them. Due to the ambiguous 

employment status homeworkers face a difficulty in identifying themselves as work-

ers. Lack of worker status and absence of a shared work context pose serious chal-

lenges and difficulties in joining unions to secure legal and social protection. There-

fore, attention needs to be paid to the development of the workers identity that is 

important for workers in the informal economy to establish their social identity 

(Burchielli et al., 2008).  

Many factors hamper the efforts to improve the working conditions of home-

workers and their access to their labor and other human rights and entitlements. 

Labor laws and legislation are rarely applicable to homeworkers, because mostly 

they lack any contract or documentary proof of their employment. There is the 

added difficulty in defining what counts as homework. The nature and boundaries 

of homework are fluid and shifting. Therefore, it is hard to get accurate data. The 

informal nature of their work leaves them vulnerable to exploitation by the compa-

nies and the subcontractor. There are also some gendered constraints that push 

women into homework. The ideological construction of work affects the women’s

ability to perceive themselves as workers.  

Their isolation from other homeworkers is also hampering the process of or-

ganization of homeworkers. Despite the existence of large numbers of homeworker 

groups around the world, the vast majority of homeworkers do not know that such 

groups even exist. In southern countries, approximately one percent of homeworkers 

are in contact with these groups. Although still not ideal, thesituation is relatively 

better in advanced countries. There is an impressive number of homeworker groups 

around the world, but work done by these associations alone is not sufficient to 

address the issues of homeworkers on a wider scale (Freeman, 2004). 

Traditional labor laws do not provide any protection to homeworkers as their 

employment status is subsumed under the complex web of the multilayered subcon-

tracting system. They are separated from their employer through many complex, 
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often transnational, subcontracting arrangements with many intermediaries and 

other forms of informal employment, such as small enterprises and home-based 

workshops.  Employment relations of homeworkers are effectively disguised in sup-

ply chains that provide an opportunity to the companies to distance themselves from 

the responsibilities of the actual terms of the work. Homeworkers are producing for 

the global market but they are not only invisible to the labor market regulator but 

to themselves as well, in the sense that the existing normative structure of society 

hinders their ability to perceive themselves as workers.  

Regulatory mechanisms alone are not sufficient to address the issues and 

problems of homeworkers. As homeworkers are rarely able to gain access to existing 

protections, there is a need for other social and political mechanisms to realize this 

goal. Even if protection mechanisms exist, homeworkers are reluctant to claim their 

legal entitlement mainly due to the fear of losing their work as a backlash from 

various stakeholders, including firms and political parties, whose interests run coun-

ter to those of the homeworkers (Burchielli et al., 2009). The economic imperative 

to work along with household responsibility makes organization a less attractive op-

tion for homework. (Burchielli, et al. 2008) Broader economic, social and political 

conditions outline the conditions of homework (Burchielli et al., 2013). Effective 

regulatory response demands for multi-stakeholder initiatives applied simultane-

ously for the protection of workers’ rights. 

CSR Practices: Impact on Homeworkers 

Rapidly changing dynamics of global production are characterized by the increased 

outsourcing through complex supply chain arrangements. Production is outsourced 

to a large number of suppliers around the globe. Millions of people are employed in 

the south through subcontracting arrangements and the majority of them are women 

(estimated 40 million workers employed in garments and 43 million workers em-

ployed in special enterprise zones alone (Hale and Wills, 2005)). The employment of 

workers under poor working conditions is driving down the labor standards6 and labor 

conditions (Barrientos, 2008). This new production arrangement has fueled the de-

bate about corporate social responsibility (CSR) on a much broader scale.  

6 International labor standards are laid down through core labor conventions. 



IfS Discussion Paper 1|2016  35 

According to Williams (2005), tackling the issue of homeworking through CSR 

suffers from some major flaws. Firstly: in most of the cases, corporate codes are not 

extended to the homeworkers. Secondly: in some cases, the hasty implementation 

of codes could also have an adverse impact on homeworkers.   

The fluidity of product sourcing in global supply chains demands to reinforce 

the significance of the internationalist perspective. Raising labor standards for 

home-based workers is and will always be a challenging task, especially in the case 

of global supply chains, where poor working conditions are built into the product 

price (Williams, 2005). Market forces will undermine such efforts, if other supportive 

mechanisms are not intact, because extending labor standards to the informal sector 

will increase the cost that retailers are not able to or willing to absorb. Code imple-

mentation is expected to be cost-free by many. Only few companies have started to 

address the issue of homeworkers in their supply chains and mostly their efforts are 

concentrated on first-tier suppliers. Not all but some of the MNCs are trying to in-

corporate these standards in the company codes. Some of these standards include 

promoting freedom of association and collective bargaining, no discrimination, no 

child and no forced labor (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Barrientos, 2008).  

It is evident from the review of existing literature that codes of conduct have 

some positive impact on regular workers but have failed to reach more vulnerable 

casual, migrant and contract workers, many of whom are women (Barrientos and 

Smith, 2006, 2007). Double book-keeping and audit frauds hide the true conditions 

of workers from external auditors. There are many inherent weaknesses in private 

systems of labor inspection (Blowfield and Dolan, 2008). There is systematic employ-

ment of vulnerable casual and contract workers in global production networks (Bar-

rientos, 2008). There is a great similarity in the issues faced by the homeworkers 

across the world. Thus, in the late 1980s, many homeworking groups and associations 

did realize that it made sense for local and international organizations to work col-

lectively in order to make the changes that they desire. The workers’ use of these 

broad networks to influence corporate behavior is an emerging stream in literature, 

wherein various actors have opportunities to gain and claim legitimacy as regulators 

in (GPNs) Global Production Networks (Delaney, et al. 2014).  
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GPNs surpass the narrow focus on firms, the way firms use their political, 

economic and managerial resources to maximize the efficient operation of their pro-

duction chains, and encompass all relevant actors and relationships. Coe et al.’s, 

(2008) framework of a GPN consists of three mutually dependent and embedded 

layers. The first layer in a GPN is comprised of formal and informal institutional 

mechanisms, e.g. social, cultural and economic norms and institutions of the capi-

talist market system. The second layer refers to power relations between different 

actors in the GPN, like state, firms, non-government organizations (NGOs), labor, 

and consumers. Homeworkers are part of this second layer. The third layer reflects 

patterns of inequality and the uneven geographical distribution of benefits (winner 

and loser) within GPN entities and geographical regions (Coe et al., 2008). 

Homeworkers who are commonly referred to as victims of the new production 

organization model can be conceptualized differently by adopting Coe et al.’s (2008) 

GPN heuristic framework. In this model, homeworkers can be placed as actors along-

side other corporate and non-corporate actors. Placing homeworkers as actors in the 

power relation sector of the GPN network framework opens the theoretical space 

for exploring other ways in which homeworkers might contribute with some power 

in the production network (Coe et al., 2008, Levy, 2008; Delaney, et al. 2014). Local, 

national, and transnational nodes of production intersect in the GPN and add to the 

complexity of the regulatory mechanism required for this polycentric landscape. The 

plurality of actors, types of mechanisms, relational and the spatial location of actors 

within the GPN network’s framework points towards the need for a more inclusive 

responsive mechanism. Various actors at different nodes of GPN potentially have the 

opportunity to claim legitimacy as regulators within this dynamic regulatory field 

(Delaney et al., 2014). Although neoliberal globalization has considerably reduced 

state protection of labor rights, various forms of other private regulations like multi-

stakeholder initiatives, global framework agreements, corporate codes and industry 

initiatives have to some extent opened up new opportunities and degrees of ac-

countability. 

In this dynamic regulatory field, various stakeholders play an essential role in 

regulating corporate activity. However, the effectiveness of multi-stakeholders’ in-

itiatives and other non-state forms of networked regulations are contested, but 

there is also evidence to support the suggestion that workers can also benefit from 



IfS Discussion Paper 1|2016  37 

such private regulations. These developments suggest that regulatory mechanisms 

have at least some capacity to influence corporate behavior. There are many such 

documented cases, where trade unions work in collaboration with NGOs to hold 

global companies responsible for their corporate responsibility. However, there is 

very limited evidence that such network regulatory approaches are able to reach 

homeworkers laboring under precarious and informal work arrangements. The GPN 

concept and related theoretical developments such as networked regulation create 

the theoretical space for imagining how homeworkers might establish relationships 

with other influential actors and work with them to demand a greater share in the 

value they are helping to produce (Delaney, et al. 2014). 

Theoretical and Conceptual Considerations

This section of the paper includes the literature that deals with the theoretical tra-

jectories of homework and applies the existing theoretical and conceptual frame-

work to deepen our understanding of the phenomenon. These studies provide a the-

oretical and conceptual lens through which we can analyze and broaden our under-

standing of homework. Mehrotra & Biggeri (2002) have outlined the factors that can 

contribute to the human development of homeworkers and homeworkers’ house-

holds. The two possible strategies for human development of homeworking house-

holds are interdependent. The first strategy involves the provision of basic social 

services (water, sanitation, education) and the second aims at the development of 

human capital (health, education, skills) that in turn depends upon the utilization 

of social services. Both these developments can be observed at the micro and macro 

level. Economic growth cannot promote human development if its benefits are not 

reaped by the poor. Only growth with equity can promote human development at 

the local level. To reduce child labor, an increase in the income level is a precondi-

tion for homeworking households. For the development of human capabilities, we 

desire sustainable productive systems that in turn depend upon three basic factors, 

namely sustainable environment, social protection and political participation. Neg-

ative externalities like poor health and environmental degradation will have a neg-

ative impact on the system of production. Mehrotra & Biggeri (2002) concluded that, 

for the long-term development of the production system, basic social services and 
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social protection are considered as a prerequisite. They provide a platform for the 

long-term development of the local system. 

Through an empirical investigation of homeworkers and maquiladora workers 

in Mexico, William (2003) has provided an insightful explanation of how gender re-

gimes interact with capitalism to facilitate capital accumulation based on the ex-

ploitation of a cheap, unorganized, flexible female labor force. Gender power com-

plexes that symbolize male domination like Patriarchy7, Neo-patriarchy and Phallo-

centrism are used to keep female workers in place. Capitalism remolds male domi-

nation and female subordination to realize profit maximization. In the case of Mex-

ican homeworkers, male domination and female subordination play out in the form 

of neo-patriarchy, which leads to the creation of a pool of women available for 

homework that is utilized by the transnational and national corporations in Mexico. 

Meanwhile, the phallocentric and paternalistic gender regimes are used to under-

mine the solidarity of the female labor force, by destabilizing the formation or sta-

bility of female and cross-gender solidarity networks: that is the foundation of col-

lective action. 

Benería & Floro (2005) have developed a conceptual framework to demon-

strate a link between job precariousness, vulnerability, and gender relations by ex-

ploring the dynamics of informality and its distributional aspects. The paper evalu-

ates the ways in which the liberalization and informalization of labor markets affect 

home-based workers in urban, low-income households in Bolivia, Ecuador, and Thai-

land. They show this by investigating household dynamics linked to household sur-

vival, coping strategies, finances, and gender relations. Benería & Floro (2005) ar-

gued that the growing informalization of the labor market has adversely affected 

the distributional issues by increasing labor market insecurities and through the cre-

ation of precarious jobs without social protection. The labor force has become re-

sponsible for their own survival and reproduction in the absence of protection mech-

anism. The growing inequality in income distribution and diminishing bargaining 

7 Patriarchy as a concept has a long history in social sciences. Weber (1947) defined patriarchy as a system 
in which men ruled societies through their position as household heads. However, the meaning of patri-
archy has evolved since Weber. Radical feminists developed the theory of patriarchy as a system, which 
exists alongside capitalism. Walby (1990) defines patriarchy as system of social structures and practices 
in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women. Patriarchy is composed of six structures: the patri-
archal mode of production, patriarchal relations in paid work, patriarchal relations in the state, male 
violence, patriarchal relations in sexuality, and patriarchal relations in cultural institutions (p.20). 
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power of labor runs parallel to this flexibilization and is further reinforced by labor 

market deregulation. Informalization has reduced the bargaining power of labor as 

compared to the capital. The informal economy has generated greater diversity in 

labor conditions and working life patterns for both men and women workers and has 

contributed to rising income inequalities. Benería & Floro (2005) convincingly argues

that any analysis of vulnerability must consider the mechanisms through which gen-

der roles, risk sharing, and debt-servicing burdens different household members and 

how they are affected by the broader changes in labor market dynamics, degrees of 

informalization, and the accompanying variability in incomes. For female home-

workers, the resulting work burden is reflected in the multiple roles that they per-

form simultaneously. The gender identities of homeworkers directly influence their 

access to market opportunities, new skills and technologies, as well as their bargain-

ing position for work contracts and within the household.

Barrientos (2008) draws on an impact assessment of ethical trading initiatives 

(ETI) and uses the existing framework of (GVCs) and the related approach of global 

production networks (GPNs) to understand the social interaction between firms and 

different social actors and how this interaction plays out in the case of complex 

protection mechanisms for vulnerable informal workers, integrated in the supply 

chains of global corporations. The commercial power of buyers places them at an 

advantageous position in this bargaining model. However, viewed from the perspec-

tive of the bargaining model, there is the possibility of some countering forces in 

the domain of social interaction, where civil society actors are able to target vul-

nerable points in the commercial power of firms to leverage change and to claim 

better working conditions for informal home-based workers. This contribution ar-

gued that the in/effectiveness of codes depends on the interaction between civil 

society and corporate actors encompassing a range of complex positioning and bar-

gaining strategies within global production networks (GPNs) in various local con-

texts. 

Burchielli et al. (2008) discuss homeworker ‘mapping’ as an emerging ap-

proach to organizing. Mapping was used as an instrument to identify workers, fol-

lowed by the engendering of their social identities that leads to the mobilization of 

workers. Mapping helped to create an injustice framework that leads to the eventual 

mobilization of workers. This approach is closely linked with the mobilization theory 
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(Tilly, 1978), which provides an explanation for individual participation in collective 

action and organizations8.  The mobilization theory elucidates the conditions and 

processes that can facilitate organizing. An important component of Mobilization 

Theory is construction of social identity that creates in-group feeling and negative 

behavior towards those outside the group. For informal homeworkers mobilization 

requires some preliminary steps in order to establish   the ‘injustice frames’. Priority 

should be given to the formation of social identity through facilitating the recogni-

tion of their identity as worker. Burchielli et al. (2008) argued that mapping can be 

used to organize workers who lack a basic worker identity and who have not devel-

oped an understanding of their place at the vectors of gender, the economy and the 

employment relationship.  

Burchielli, et al. (2013) apply the lens of responsive regulation theory (RRT) 

to homeworkers’ initiatives9 in Australia to derive implications for homeworkers’

organizations. Under existing global economic, political and social conditions, where 

more and more workers are pushed to precarious work conditions, urgency is felt 

about the installation of new and the strengthening of existing protection mecha-

nisms. The concept of the regulatory pyramid is the central concept to theorize the 

regulation of corporate activity. RRT recognizes key regulatory roles for state and 

corporate actors, with mediating roles for non-state actors such as trade unions and 

NGOs. The regulatory pyramid demands an ascending degree of response from reg-

ulators. Regulatory demands start from persuasion and gradually progress towards 

the imposition of punishment for non-compliance. Abuse of power by transnationals 

may trigger a response from various disparate powers, which may pressurize the 

governance bodies to regulate the actions of corporations. Building upon RRT, the 

concept of network regulation was developed that presents various actors in a net-

work with opportunities to gain and claim legitimacy as regulators. Mobilization 

plays an important role in different organization efforts, because legislation alone 

is not sufficient for protection and promotion of homeworker’s rights, which require 

8 Mobilization theory was applied by Kelly to explain employment relations. According to Kelly, (1998) 
mobilization theory allows us to analyze the process through which workers acquire a collective definition 
of their interest in response to employer related injustices.   

9 Mobilization efforts of the Textile, Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia, undertaken together with 
the Fair Wear Campaign and Asian Women at Work, which enabled the emergence and development of 
comprehensive regulatory mechanisms in Australia. 
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local adaptations of a multi-strategy approach, combining legislation, mobilization 

and social movement strategies adapted for informal workers. 

Delaney et al. (2014) examine the position of footwear homeworkers through 

the lens of global production networks (GPN)10 and network regulation literature. 

GPN as a relational concept has a capacity to reflect on multiple corporate and non-

corporate institutional actors in the network, having diverse power relations at the 

local and global level. However, GPN is criticized for its inability to theorize the role 

of labor in GPN. To broaden the scope of GPN, an analysis of the social relation of 

production labor agency of the workers that is reflected in form of resistance and 

many other agency practices must be recognized. Delaney et al. (2014) combine GPN 

and network regulation literature to figure out the types of policy/institutions/re-

lationships that can help to improve homeworker recognition and power in the GPN.

GPNs are polycentric in nature and help us to understand how local, national, and 

transnational nodes of production intersect in GPNs. Workers and consumers are two 

important nodes that have the potential to assert pressure on the corporate sector 

and form a private regulatory mechanism. Various other non-state actors like trans-

national networks and unions can claim legitimacy to play a role in a more complex 

and polycentric regulatory landscape. Theoretical development related to GPN and 

networked relationship provides a space for homeworkers to establish a relationship 

with other actors in the network to demand a greater share in the value that they 

help to produce. 

Burchielli et al. (2014) explored and applied Kalleberg’s concept and dimen-

sions of precarious work in relation to garment homework in Argentina. Homework 

is often discussed as a form of informal work in the context of developing economies, 

within which precariousness is one among many other deficits in labor standards. 

Application of the concept of precariousness and its associated dimensions to assess 

the homework helps to assess homework against specific labor standards. Homework 

in small workshops and at home is one of the most precarious forms of work, in line 

with the conceptualization of precarious work defined by Kalleberg (2009). The gen-

dered nature of female homework, that demand for combining homework with other 

unpaid care work, is a major contributing factor for the homeworkers’ lack of public 

10 GPNs is a relational concept that is used in Global Value Chains literature to  encapsulate the numerous 
actors that separately and together, collaborate, compete and communicate across the production, dis-
tribution and consumption continuum.  
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recognition and exclusion from campaign and organizing activities. According to 

Burchielli et al. (2014), using the lens of precariousness to examine homework high-

lights specific features and characteristics relating to the employment relationship, 

representation, advocacy, protection and risk factors that are passed down from the 

firm. Thus, precariousness as a conceptual lens to study homework enables a more 

systematic analysis for identifying labor standards in relation to homework.   

Concluding Remarks 

Existing academic literature on homework paints a complex and variegated picture 

of homeworking practices. Traditional homework persists both in developed and de-

veloping economies, albeit with some differences, indicating the need to consider 

the geography of work. Various factors that contributed to stimulating the growth 

of homework under contemporary conditions include the globalization of production 

through outsourcing and subcontracting arrangements. The generalized adoption of 

neoliberal policies through increased deregulation and an overreliance on markets 

to provide regulating functions has facilitated these new production arrangements 

on a massive scale. Findings from this literature review suggest contradictory evi-

dence about the potential of change through homework. It is manifested from this 

literature review that, although use of the home space for paid production embodies 

the possibilities of exploitation, at the same time it must be borne in mind that it 

also provides opportunities for cash income and boosts their self-confidence and 

self-esteem. However, the potential of homework to bring strategic changes in gen-

der regimes is not so clear from the existing evidence. Therefore, liberating and 

empowering potential of homework from the gender perspective must be met with 

caution.  

The main reasons for and advantages of homeworking reported in most of 

studies were childcare, financial and flexibility, and the main disadvantages were 

poor pay, isolation, mess and irregularity of work. The main reason identified for 

employing homeworkers in production chains included flexibility/dealing with fluc-

tuating workflows, reduced costs, restricted space, and to solve childcare problems 

and the main disadvantages were difficulty with supervision (O’Hara, 2002). Another 

crucial factor in understanding homework relates to gender, and more specifically 
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to gender exploitation, since homeworkers are mostly women. Economic and social 

conditions encourage women to opt for the homeworking activities (Burchielli, et al. 

2013). Extended sub-contracting chains effectively disguise employment relations 

and the responsibility of actual terms and conditions of work is diffused. The neolib-

eral trend of deregulation has promoted such business practices at the expense of 

the vulnerable workers whose work is increasingly and dangerously precarious 

(Benería, 2001).   

Under the prevailing scenario where homework is a rapidly expanding phe-

nomenon, urgency is felt to push for installing and strengthening the protection 

mechanisms for these workers. Factors that keep homeworkers’ families in low equi-

librium traps are the involvement of children in home-based work at the cost of 

schooling, the excessively long hours worked by women, especially young women 

(the ‘double burden’), the low piece rates, the unhygienic working conditions, the 

lack of pension benefits. According to Mehrotra & Biggeri (2002), without some ex-

ternal intervention poor home-based workers may remain at the margin of human 

capabilities trapped in poverty and will be the source of an intergenerational trans-

fer of poverty as well. The specific nature of homeworking makes it difficult to de-

sign and implement protection mechanisms for homeworkers. A combination of fac-

tors like worker invisibility, precariousness of work, predominance of disenfran-

chised women, worker isolation and the ambiguity of the employee status of the 

homeworker contribute to the plight of homeworkers worldwide (Burchielli et al., 

2009). Lack of worker status and absence of a shared work context pose serious 

challenges and difficulties in joining unions to secure legal and social protection 

(Burchielli et al., 2008). Therefore, attention needs to be paid to the development 

of the workers’ identity that is important for workers in the informal economy to 

establish their social identity.

There is a great similarity in the issues faced by the homeworkers across the 

world. Thus, in late 1980s, many homeworking groups and associations realized that 

it made sense for local and international organizations to work collectively in order 

to make the changes that they desired. Workers’ use of these broad networks to 

influence corporate behavior is an emerging stream in literature, wherein various 

actors have opportunities to gain and claim legitimacy as regulators in (GPNs) Global 

Production Networks (Delaney, et al. 2014). Placing homeworkers as actors in the 
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power relation sector within the GPN network framework opens the theoretical 

space for exploring other ways in which homeworkers might contribute some power 

in the production network (Coe et al., 2008, Levy, 2008; Delaney, et al. 2014). Local, 

national, and transnational nodes of production intersect in GPNs and add to the 

complexity of the regulatory mechanisms required for this polycentric landscape.  

The plurality of actors, types of mechanisms, relational and the spatial loca-

tion of actors, with GPN network framework point towards the need for more inclu-

sive responsive mechanisms. Various actors at different nodes of the GPN potentially 

have the opportunity to claim legitimacy as regulators within this dynamic regulatory 

field.  Although neoliberal globalization has considerably reduced state protection 

of labor rights, various forms of other private regulations like multi-stakeholder ini-

tiatives, global framework agreements, corporate codes and industry initiatives 

have, to some extent, opened up new opportunities and degrees of accountability.

The GPN concept and related theoretical developments such as networked regula-

tion create the theoretical space for imagining how homeworkers might establish 

relationships with other influential actors and work with them to demand a greater 

share in the value they are helping to produce. (Delaney, et al. 2014) 

Some Implications for Future Research 

It come out clearly from the review of literature that homework can be explained 

not only in economic terms but also in technical, social, territorial and institutional 

terms. It is not the form of work that can just be placed along marginality and ex-

ploitation nor does it just represent the survival of social relations and forms of work 

doomed for extinction or taken up only in times of crisis. Homework is likely to grow 

and as a model of female employment will continue to capture the attention of 

academics as well as practitioners. This literature review confirms that knowledge 

about homework has grown in depth and breadth over the years. However, the con-

ceptual lens need to be expanded to include the perspective of homeworkers in the 

theoretical development of the field. There are some gaps and research areas, which 

need to be explored further by addressing following questions: 

 What is homeworkers’ perspective about their work and its potential for 

change? 
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 What are the main concerns of homeworkers about their work and associated 

wellbeing? 

 What factors constrain homeworkers’ ability for labor activism? 

 How might marginalized and informal workers increase the power and capacity 

of their labor activism by participation in GPNs? 

 Can homework provide opportunities to change gender roles and relations 

within the given broader cultural milieu? 

 Can CSR evolve to benefit homeworkers to increase their power and capacity 

as actors in production relations? 

 How are homeworkers socially and spatially embedded in a particular geogra-

phy and culture? 

 What are the reasons for and meaning of the homework for the women them-

selves (actor-oriented aspects of homework)?
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