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Abstract

The Policy Research Working Paper Series disseminates the findings of work in progress to encourage the exchange of ideas about development 
issues. An objective of the series is to get the findings out quickly, even if the presentations are less than fully polished. The papers carry the 
names of the authors and should be cited accordingly. The findings, interpretations, and conclusions expressed in this paper are entirely those 
of the authors. They do not necessarily represent the views of the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development/World Bank and 
its affiliated organizations, or those of the Executive Directors of the World Bank or the governments they represent.

Policy Research Working Paper 8840

Rural economies are in transition around the world; in 
many countries, improved technology and linkages across 
sectors have expanded access to markets and accelerated 
production for some farmers. At the same time, rural 
areas globally are facing a growing base of landless and 
smallholder farmers, out-migration to urban areas, and per-
sistence of low-skilled, informal, and seasonal jobs where 
women are often heavily concentrated. Recent global initia-
tives are examining programs that can effectively raise rural 
incomes, including how addressing shortfalls in women’s 
hours worked and earnings can raise rural productivity and 
growth. But well-designed policies to address these issues 

require improved counting of individuals’ employment, 
accounting for the complexity of measuring rural women’s 
labor force participation, as well as data on social, economic, 
and institutional constraints that women face in seeking 
better economic opportunities. Using recent rounds of the 
Ethiopia, Malawi, Nigeria, and Uganda Living Standards 
and Measurement Study-Integrated Surveys on Agriculture, 
as well as findings from recent country pilots conducted by 
the International Labour Organization, this paper discusses 
best practices and issues to consider when examining rural 
women’s employment in socioeconomic surveys, as well as 
a survey research agenda to improve measurement. 

This paper is a product of the Development Data Group, Development Economics. It is part of a larger effort by the 
World Bank to provide open access to its research and make a contribution to development policy discussions around the 
world. Policy Research Working Papers are also posted on the Web at http://www.worldbank.org/prwp. The author may 
be contacted at koolwalg@gmail.com.  
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I.   The policy case for improved data on rural women’s employment  
 
Across developing countries, rural women are heavily engaged in a range of employment activities —
including smallholder farming, contributing work in the family farm or business, as well as in off-farm jobs 
that are typically seasonal and informal (ILO, 2018a, 2018b).  Employment surveys typically have difficulties 
in collecting data on these types of jobs, as well as on social and economic barriers that women face in 
achieving better-quality employment outcomes.  These include time burdens in unpaid household and care 
work, transport and safety issues, and other local norms and institutional barriers around marriage, work 
and having children (Jayachandran, 2015).  Rural women often find themselves in particularly vulnerable 
employment situations, given limited access to resources, infrastructure and markets, as well as diversified 
sources of income. 
 
A better understanding of rural women’s work, paid and unpaid,1 and the constraints they face is critical 
for policy design as rural economies evolve with economic growth. Depending on country context, growth 
(particularly in the nonfarm sector) has led to rapid out-migration to urban areas, as well as increased 
diversification of rural incomes, although the quality and expected earnings of off-farm opportunities are 
often low (Davis et al 2017, Mellor, 2017).  A growing urban middle class in many developing countries has 
led to increased demand for food and other resources, renewing policy efforts to improve incomes and 
productivity in agriculture, including investments in inputs and new technology.  At the same time, 
however, rural land ownings are increasingly fragmented across countries, leading to a rising global base 
of less-productive, smallholder farmers, as well as growing casual labor on farms among the landless 
(Lowder et al, 2017).  Since rural women are often concentrated in these activities, they are increasingly 
targeted by country programs aiming to raise rural productivity and economic growth (Kochhar et al, 2017).  
But these programs need to be informed by data that more accurately count women who are employed, 
and constraints to working.  These concerns have also helped motivate recent global initiatives in policy 
and statistics to regularly track outcomes of small-scale rural work across developing countries, and 
understand what policies and programs work for raising rural incomes and welfare.     
 
International momentum on measuring paid and unpaid work for rural women 
At the international level, Target 2.3 of the Sustainable Development Goals and the recently-launched 50 x 
2030 Initiative emphasize the role of data in policies to raise productivity and earnings among smallholder 
farmers.2  Resolution I of the 19th Conference of International Statisticians (19th ICLS, 2013) also narrowed 
the international definition of employment to work for pay or profit, requiring more careful data collection 
on (a) economic activities that rural women are concentrated in, including those that are heavily 
subsistence-based and/or unpaid for significant parts of the year, as well as contributing family work; (b) 
complementary data collection on individuals’ total work burdens across paid and unpaid activities; as well 
as (c) additional data on labor underutilization, to provide a comprehensive view of demands and 
constraints among individuals who either want to engage in more paid work, or are out of the labor force 
for various reasons. The Women’s Work and Employment Partnership, a multi-institutional collaboration 

                                                 
1 In this paper, paid work entails time spent on an income earning activity (even if explicit wages or salary are not 
given to the person); this also includes work in non-subsistence farming, nonfarm household enterprises, and as an 
employee. 
2 Specifically, SDG Target 2.3 looks at doubling agricultural productivity and incomes of small-scale farmers, with a 
particular focus on women and poorer/marginalized groups.  The 50 x 2030 initiative is a global partnership to 
conduct regular surveys of small-scale farmers across 50 countries, and make these data available to countries for 
policy making.  

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg2
http://www.data4sdgs.org/50by2030
http://www.data4sdgs.org/50by2030
https://www.ilo.org/global/statistics-and-databases/meetings-and-events/international-conference-of-labour-statisticians/19/lang--en/index.htm
http://surveys.worldbank.org/lsms/our-work/survey-methods/work-and-employment
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between FAO, ILO and World Bank, is also conducting methodological work in countries to operationalize 
the 19th ICLS definitions in employment surveys. 
 
Rural women are also a crucial demographic as countries look to develop strategies for targeting and 
collecting data on informal employment, as part of the ILO’s Recommendation No. 204 on transitioning 
from the informal to formal economy. The recently-revised International Classification of Status in 
Employment (ICSE-18) during the 20th ICLS also includes, relevant for poorer and rural women, the creation 
of a new employment status category  on dependent contractors, including seasonal/casual and short-term 
workers, as well as recommending a survey question on place of work that will also improve data on types 
of employment that are typical for women such as home-based work and street vending.   
 
What additional data could inform rural program design? 
Many countries have recently introduced employment-related initiatives where rural women are 
beneficiaries (Box 1).  Many of these programs have faced difficulties in targeting women, however, owing 
to lack of information about who is employed or available/wanting to work, as well as constraints women 
face in participating.   
 
This includes the need for regular data collection on earnings and hours worked among men and women, 
as well as on constraints to participation — as in the case of India’s National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme, which has had success in keeping poor rural women in the labor force (Sarkar et al, 2018), but 
suffers from lack of available jobs in some areas, lower female labor force participation (LFP) in poorer 
states, and women working longer hours to receive the same daily wage rate as men (Dutta et al, 2014; de 
la O Campos, 2015).  Rural skills/technology initiatives could benefit from similar data. Ethiopia’s Rural 
Capacity Building Project (RCBP), for example, has faced difficulties in targeting agricultural extension 
services to women farmers, due to household-level outreach where the reported decision makers/points 
of contact are often men, as well as gender differences in human capital and networks.  Targeting of RCBP 
and other rural entrepreneurship skills training programs could be improved by devising different delivery 
approaches based on a more accurate counting of self-employed women, and constraints women face to 
participating (Buehren et al, 2017).  And programs to expand productivity-enhancing finance to women 
farmers/small enterprises, while expanding rapidly across countries, are also often hampered by a clear 
understanding of who manages the farm or business, and whether men are ultimately making decisions 
over investments (Holloway et al, 2017).   
 

 
Box 1.  Examples of large-scale country initiatives that target rural women and employment outcomes  

 

Workfare programs 
• India’s National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS), launched in 2005 and which reached 76 

million workers in 2016-17, targets the rural poor and guarantees 100 days of wage work per year, with a 
quota of at least 30 percent women participants.  In 2016, 52 percent of participants were women (Fletcher 
et al, 2018). Under the program, men and women earn equal wage rates, and childcare is also provided for 
groups of women with children under 6 years. 

• Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP) was introduced in 2005 to help the rural poor withstand 
shocks and address food insecurity.  Men and women participate in public works projects, and women are 
also entitled to childcare services.  Projects also include supporting agricultural work on private land owned 
by female-headed households (Jones et al, 2010). 

  

Skills development, and access to markets and technology 
• The Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) in India, the largest trade union in the country, supports 

self-employed urban and rural women (about 900,000 women in rural areas) (de Luca et al, 2013).  SEWA 
helps women entrepreneurs through training/skills development, accessing supplier networks and organizing 
producer groups, and in turn easing access to markets, finance, and technology. 

https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/104/texts-adopted/WCMS_377774/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_636039.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_636039.pdf
http://www.nrega.nic.in/netnrega/mgnrega_new/Nrega_home.aspx
http://www.3ieimpact.org/media/filer_public/2017/01/11/ie55_psnp_ethiopia_v1.pdf
http://www.sewa.org/about_us_structure.asp
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• Ethiopia’s Rural Capacity Building Project (RCBP) was implemented in 10 regions of the country beginning in 
2007.  RCBP strengthens agricultural extension services through raising awareness of improved and 
environmentally sustainable techniques, as well as better targeting farmers’ needs, including a focus on 
women farmers — who constitute (depending on the data source) between 29 percent and 45.5 percent of 
agricultural labor (FAO, 2011; Palacios-Lopez et al, 2017). 

• Malawi’s national Farm Input Subsidy Program for smallholder farmers, part of the country’s Agriculture 
Sector-Wide Approach (ASWAp), includes female-headed households as targets for access to inputs, 
extension and on-farm technologies, as well as supporting access to input and output markets (Deijl et al, 
2017). 

 

Access to finance for self-employment 
• Mexico’s Expanding Rural Finance project, launched in 2015, is targeted towards small farmers and micro, 

small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) in rural areas. In 2017, women agricultural producers and MSMEs 
accounted for more than 70 percent of beneficiaries. 

• Afghanistan’s Women Economic Empowerment - Rural Development Program (WEE-RDP), launched in 2018, 
will cover 34 provinces. A main focus will be on improving access to finance for women-owned MSMEs.  

 
 
Understanding how rural employment responds to market factors 
Better data on factors enabling women’s economic mobility, and opportunity costs for employment, can 
also shed light on how rural women respond to changes in broader economic shifts. Using recent cross-
country data from developing-country labor force surveys, Figure 1 shows that LFP among younger rural 
women follows a U-shaped pattern (discussed in Goldin, 1995; Mammen and Paxson, 2000) — where 
women’s LFP is higher in poorer countries, declines initially with growth as they pursue more education 
and leisure, and then rises again with increases in income/expected earnings opportunities.  However, 
employment for older age groups is less responsive to economic growth (right panel of Figure 1).  This is an 
important policy question which countries like India have recently been grappling with (Fletcher et al, 
2018).  Younger women, who are less likely to have children and may have greater mobility (Including 
opportunities for education), could be more responsive to changes in income and market conditions — but 
better data are needed on economic opportunities and constraints faced by rural women overall. 
 

Figure 1. Rural women’s labor force participation against log GDP per capita (2016-17), by age group 
Younger women (aged 15-24) Women aged 25+  

  
 

Source:  LFP data obtained from ILOSTAT (Key Indicators of the Labour Market (KILM) data), 2016 and 2017.  GDP data obtained from WDI. 
 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/874841503060841531/pdf/WPS8169.pdf
https://www.slu.se/globalassets/ew/org/andra-enh/uadm/global/agrifose/outputs/reports/agrifose-report-2017-1.pdf
https://www.slu.se/globalassets/ew/org/andra-enh/uadm/global/agrifose/outputs/reports/agrifose-report-2017-1.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2017/09/05/women-in-rural-mexico-benefit-from-loan-to-expand-financial-services
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/423151535569891111/pdf/Project-Information-Document-Integrated-Safeguards-Data-Sheet-Womens-Economic-Empowerment-Rural-Development-Project-P164443.pdf
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Overview of the paper 
The paper examines methodological approaches to improving socioeconomic survey data on rural women’s 
employment amid rural economic transitions, presenting stylized facts from recent World Bank Living 
Standards and Measurement Study-Integrated Surveys on Agriculture (LSMS-ISA) conducted in Ethiopia, 
Malawi, Nigeria and Uganda, as well as recent country pilot studies conducted by the ILO to test survey 
question design under the 19th ICLS recommendations.  These surveys are of particular interest in the 
context of rural employment, given their detailed modules on agriculture along with other sectors, as well 
as a broad range of individual and household socioeconomic characteristics that can be used to better 
understand employment trends.  
 
The paper covers five main priority areas (from both research and policy perspectives) in improving the 
measurement of rural women’s employment in surveys: 
 

(a) Accurate counting of rural women’s employment, since their labor contributions are often 
underreported, and particularly given the revised definitions of work and employment under the 
19th ICLS; 

(b) Survey questions to better understand labor underutilization;  
(c) Measuring unpaid work burdens and the role of time use surveys;  
(d) Survey respondent choice in intra-household decision-making questions on earnings and 

farm/business management roles; and  
(e) Capturing additional features of women’s work amid rural transition — including migration, skills 

development, access to productivity-enhancing technologies — along with barriers to economic 
mobility (or being able to seek better economic opportunities). 

 
The aim of the discussion is not to recommend that all issues be tackled together, particularly given cost 
and other considerations, including country context — but to highlight important measurement issues for 
further research and policy design, the implementation of which could be determined based on local 
priorities.  Variations also exist across surveys in how employment questions are asked and modules are 
structured, including within the LSMS.  This paper compares different survey approaches to understand 
best practices in presenting a more comprehensive view of rural women’s employment that is also relevant 
for policy making.   
 

 
II.   Ensuring rural women’s employment is not undercounted 
 
Improving the counting of rural women’s employment in surveys can strengthen the targeting and design 
of rural policies.  Aspects of rural women’s work, such as informality and contributing family roles, can lead 
to underreporting of their employment, including if they perceive themselves mainly in “domestic work” 
when their earnings are low and/or seasonal (see, for example, Benes and Walsh, 2018a; Koolwal, 2018; 
Comblon and Robilliard, 2017; and Fox and Pimhidzai 2013).  
 
Boundary questions for small-scale farming 
Within farming, women have multiple roles, including planting and harvesting crops, raising livestock, 
resource collection, and processing and marketing output. Women farmers tend to manage smaller 
plots/parcels, however — often with only a small share of output sold seasonally, with the remainder for 
household use (FAO, 2011).  Under the narrowed definition of employment under the 19th ICLS, “boundary” 
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survey questions for agriculture are therefore needed to distinguish respondents’ intended production for 
sale versus their own use.  Box 2 presents boundary questions that have been used in  recent rounds of the 
LSMS-ISA in Malawi, Nigeria, and Ethiopia (currently in the field); these were informed by a recent labor 
force survey (LFS) pilot study across 10 countries in different global regions to better understand how the 
19th ICLS definitions should be implemented across different country contexts (Benes and Walsh, 2018a).  
 

 
Box 2.  Comparing survey questions across LSMS-ISA on main intended destination of agricultural products 

 
Malawi (2016-17) (only for crops):   
For each of the five most important crops you worked on in the last 7 days (question asked separately for each crop): 

- Was production from this crop (a) all intended for sale, (b) some are intended for sale and rest for 
consumption by family, or (c) all intended for family use/consumption? 

- If some intended to be sold, was it (a) less than ¼, (b) ¼, (c) ½, (d) ¾, or (e) more than ¾ ? 
- In the past, were these products mainly sold or mainly kept for consumption? 

 
Nigeria (2015-16 post-planting and post-harvest rounds, and current round in the field); Ethiopia (current round in the 
field) (one question covering all agricultural activities): 
Over the last 7 days, are products obtained from [NAME’s] household agricultural production/family farming (one 
question pertaining to all crop/livestock/fishing activity): 

- (a) only for sale/barter; (b) mainly for sale/barter but some for own/family use; (c) mainly for own/family 
use but some for sale/barter; or (d) only for own/family use?  

 
 
 
There are variations in question design — the Malawi survey asks boundary questions for each of the five 
most important crops; the Nigeria, Ethiopia, and planned future LSMS-ISA surveys ask one question across 
all agricultural activities.  The data across these surveys reflect similar trends, however.  Table 1 shows that 
in both Malawi and Nigeria, own-use production activity in agriculture is high, and significantly higher for 
women than men (for Nigeria, in the post-harvest round).  Under the 19th ICLS standards, these individuals 
would no longer be considered self-employed in agriculture — Desiere and Costa (2018) also find that 
reported employment in agriculture in the Nigeria survey falls considerably under the new standards 
because of high shares of work in own-use production.  Including separate questions in surveys on own-
use production can ensure that the significant time women spend in this work, particularly in poorer 
agricultural contexts, is not missed in employment surveys.  
 
 

Table 1. Malawi and Nigeria LSMS-ISA: intended destination of own-farm products in last 7 days,  
men and women aged 15+ (own-reporting sample) 

 
 Poor households(b)  Non-poor households(b) 

 Men 
(A) 

Women 
(B) 

Gender gap 
(A-B)(c) 

 Men 
(A) 

Women 
(B) 

Gender gap 
(A-B)(c) 

        
Malawi 2016-17:        
Share of individuals in crop agriculture:        
        

Any crop being mainly intended for sale(a) 0.40 0.34 0.06***  0.49 0.39 0.10*** 
[0.49] [0.47]   [0.50] [0.49]  

All crops for household use/ consumption 0.51 0.60 -0.09***  0.41 0.51 -0.10*** 
[0.49] [0.49]   [0.59] [0.50]  

        
Number of individuals in crop agriculture 1366 2191   1337 1737  

https://www.ilo.org/stat/Areasofwork/Standards/lfs/WCMS_627815/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/stat/Areasofwork/Standards/lfs/WCMS_627815/lang--en/index.htm
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Share of total own-reporting sample 0.48 0.45   0.36 0.32  
        
Nigeria 2015-16:        
Share of individuals in any own-farm work:        
        

Post-planting round        

Only/mainly intended for sale(a) 0.27 0.29 -0.02  0.35 0.28 0.06*** 
[0.44] [0.45]   [0.48] [0.45]  

Mainly intended for HH 
use/consumption, some for sale 

0.54 0.51 0.03  0.47 0.47 -0.004 
[0.49] [0.50]   [0.50] [0.50]  

Only for HH use/consumption 
0.19 0.20 -0.01  0.18 0.24 -0.06*** 

[0.39] [0.40]   [0.39] [0.43]  

        
Number of individuals in own-farm work 3163 1706   1800 1452  
Share of total own-reporting sample  0.47 0.26   0.29 0.22  

        
Post-harvest round        

Only/mainly intended for sale(a) 0.41 0.34 0.07**  0.48 0.39 0.09*** 
[0.49] [0.47]   [0.50] [0.49]  

Mainly intended for HH 
use/consumption, some for sale 

0.40 0.44 -0.04**  0.36 0.40 -0.04* 
[0.49] [0.49]   [0.48] [0.48]  

Only for HH use/consumption 0.19 0.22 -0.03  0.17 0.21 -0.04** 
[0.40] [0.42]   [0.37] [0.41]  

        
Number of individuals in own-farm work 1157 474   796 692  
Share of total own-reporting sample  0.53 0.28   0.34 0.27  

        
Notes: 
Standard deviations in brackets.  T-tests of equality of means were conducted across men and women within each 
set of columns; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.  Sampling weights used. 
(a) Mainly intended for sale = either all, or at least half of output intended to be sold  
(b) In Malawi, households were compared above and below the poverty line.  In the Nigeria data, the poverty line 
variable was not available, so households in the bottom two quintiles of consumption expenditure were compared 
against other households. 

 
 
A few gender-related measurement issues need to be addressed with boundary questions.  One is proxy 
response — in separate results from the Malawi survey, women who were proxies for other women/men 
reported significantly lower market activity on average, compared to individuals reporting for themselves.3  
Women proxies might have less information about farm market activity (similar patterns arise with 
estimates of hours worked, as discussed in Section III), but this requires further investigation across 
countries.  Addressing seasonality is also important.  Table 1 shows that in Nigeria, reported production 
that is only/mainly for sale is higher in the post-harvest as opposed to post-planting season, which would 
affect employment estimates; significant gender differences also emerge post-harvest among poor 
respondents.  Asking about intended use of production over the last 12 months in addition to the last 7 
days may be one way to address seasonality (similar to other wage/self-employment questions in the LSMS-
ISA, and other household surveys).  However, further testing may be needed to address recall issues, 
particularly for proxy respondents (Gaddis et al, 2019).  Integrating boundary questions for each 
plot/agricultural activity within the survey’s agricultural module could also improve reporting precision, and 
provide a more detailed view of women’s farming roles along with agricultural module questions on 
production and decision-making/management (GSARS, 2017).  Given the additional burden placed on 

                                                 
3 Results available upon request. 
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respondents, this approach may be better suited for more focused agricultural surveys conducted on a 
rotating basis, that could then be compared with standard employment survey data.  
 
Counting women’s off-farm employment: The role of informality  
Aside from own-farming, rural women are also heavily involved in informal jobs that are more difficult to 
pick up in surveys. Casual wage labor on farms, for example, is increasingly common amid a growing share 
of landless households (Mueller and Chan, 2015).  Figure 2, for example, shows that poor individuals in the 
Malawi 2016-17 LSMS-ISA, and particularly women, reported nearly all wage work in ganyu (or short-term, 
temporary labor). As this work is highly seasonal and typically with little pay, and has traditional 
nomenclature, it can often go unreported if not explicitly asked in surveys (Beegle et al, 2017).  Valenzuela 
(2003) also discusses other contexts where day labor can be underreported for similar reasons — In Japan, 
for example, “laborer” is closely associated with the word romusha, which implies low-skilled, menial labor, 
and many respondents in this work may not self-identify in these roles.     
 
The second panel of Figure 2 also shows that among wage earners, the gender discrepancy in ganyu labor 
widens with age; older women wage laborers are as likely as younger women to continue working in ganyu, 
while the share of men in this work declines rapidly with age.  Close attention is needed in surveys to local 
labor arrangements that the poor engage in — and which might get missed with standard questions on 
wage and self-employment, particularly for women who are often highly engaged in these seasonal forms 
of work, and even among more vulnerable/older groups.  
 
 

Figure 2.  Malawi LSMS-ISA, 2016-17: share of men and women in ganyu (short-term, temporary) labor 
 

Share of men and women (total sample) that have worked in ganyu and 
other wage labor, by poor/non-poor households and reference period  

Among poor men and women wage earners, share in ganyu  
in the last 12 months, by age 

  

  
 
 
Within self-employment, another issue is identifying women who run their own business — and separately 
those in contributing family work.  Many rural women who have a business do not necessarily count 
themselves as employed/entrepreneurs, because their operations are typically small in scale, and this work 
is often conducted alongside other family responsibilities (ILO, 2018b).  Cognitive testing that informed the 
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ILO LFS pilot study also found that in some contexts words like “business” were interpreted mostly as formal 
enterprises, and so respondents (often women) would be less likely to report their work as a business if 
they were self-employed in informal settings and/or had unpaid supporting roles in the family farm or 
business.  
 
Women in contributing family roles are also considered employed, since it contributes to household profit, 
but are also often less likely to be identified (or self-identify) in this form of employment.  The ILO LFS pilot 
study found that women in contributing family work often tend to identify themselves first as engaged only 
in domestic work, because of social and cultural norms that diminish the economic value of contributing 
family work, and since this work is also often conducted with domestic activity. As a result, follow-up or 
“recovery” questions were needed to hone in on this as well as other economic activity (also see Benes and 
Walsh, 2018a; Data2X, 2017).  Women respondents in the cognitive testing stage, for example, often said 
they helped with stocking, storing, and other activities on the farm, but they had to be prompted specifically 
to report these activities. Figure 3 also shows, based on recent analysis of the ILO pilot data (Koolwal, 2018), 
that recovery questions on contributing family work re-classifies substantial shares of men and women — 
with the greatest effects for rural women — back into employment.  
 

 
Figure 3.  ILO LFS pilot countries: share of men and women re-classified as employed, 

through recovery questions on contributing family work 
 

Rural Urban 

  
Notes: Similar patterns observed for recovery questions on paid work in agriculture, and to a lesser extent on small/secondary jobs. 
Source: Koolwal (2018), based on ILO LFS pilot study data accessed at ILO. 

  
 
Careful attention to wording choice, adapted to local context, is therefore important in the framing of 
employment questions.  A recent study by Comblon and Robilliard (2017) using data from more than 40 
surveys and censuses conducted in Cameroon, Mali and Senegal between 1976 and 2012 also discusses 
how women’s reporting of employment is more sensitive to questionnaire wording and design, owing to 
the effects of social norms/interpretation of wording, and the specific types of work women in low-income 
contexts tend to be involved in.  Most socioeconomic surveys also do not distinguish between running and 
supporting a family business in their labor modules — within the LSMS, the 2016-17 Malawi and 2013-14 
Uganda surveys do ask separate questions on whether respondents “run a business of any size for 
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themselves or the household” or “helped without being paid in any kind of business run by the household”, 
but in other surveys, “running or helping” in a business is asked in one question. The ILO LFS pilot study 
findings also recommend maintaining separate questions for running versus contributing family work in a 
business, to better identify household members’ roles (Benes and Walsh, 2018a), although similar care 
needs to be taken in the guidance and framing of questions to ensure that respondents do not default to 
traditional gender norms where women are always considered as “helping” in the business and men are 
“running” the business, even if their roles are similar.  
 
Summary and ways forward 
Rural women’s employment can be underreported in employment surveys, owing to multiple factors 
including their concentration in informal and seasonal work, social norms about how they view their labor 
contributions, and other domestic responsibilities they are engaged in.  Box 3 summarizes key points 
highlighted in this section. 
 

 
Box 3.  Summary: Ways forward on counting rural women’s work 

 
• Boundary questions that distinguish between market- and own-use production in agriculture are crucial under 

the 19th ICLS. Further exploration is needed on adapting these questions to account for seasonality, as well as 
proxy reporting.   

• Within off-farm wage work, amid shrinking land ownings and rising seasonal work on farms, asking about 
traditional forms of casual labor on others’ farms that may be missed by standard questions on wage 
employment is also important (as in the case of ganyu in Malawi, where rural women wage workers across most 
age groups are almost entirely concentrated). 

• Greater attention is needed to how questions are framed around self-employment, to identify individuals 
running a farm/enterprise separately from contributing family work.  Owing to social norms and other time 
burdens, rural women are more likely to underreport this work.  Recovery questions have also been shown to 
be particularly effective in re-classifying women as contributing family workers, when they initially report not 
being employed. 
 

 
 
III. Labor underutilization and time use 
 
Labor underutilization 
Given the narrower definition of employment under 19th ICLS, and the role of seasonality in rural jobs, the 
19th ICLS recommends collecting data on two measures of labor underutilization — time-related 
underemployment, and the potential labor force — to better understand outcomes for individuals who 
would like to work more, or are out of the labor force.   
 
Time-related underemployment refers to whether individuals in employment, over a short reference period 
(a) wanted to work additional hours, (b) whose working time in all jobs was less than a specified hours 
threshold, and (c) who were available to work additional hours given an opportunity for more work (ILO, 
2013; para 4).4 Time-related underemployment has significant bearing on women as well; often when 
women get paid jobs, for example, their household responsibilities do not decline, and they are more likely 
to work part-time even if they wanted to work more (Folbre, 2018).   
 

                                                 
4 The 19th ICLS also provides guidance on how to construct different thresholds based on working hours (ILO, 2013).  
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The measurement of time-related underemployment relies on thresholds against which to compare 
working time/hours worked, as well as questions on desire and availability to work.  Desire and availability 
to work are still not included in many socioeconomic surveys, although some LSMS-ISA surveys (including 
the 2013-14 Uganda survey, presented in Table 2 and Figure 4 below) include variants of these questions.  
Accurate reporting of hours worked can be challenging when unpaid activities are conducted 
simultaneously with paid work — as in the case of contributing family workers, whom the ILO LFS pilot 
studies found to report, on average, the least number of hours compared to other employed groups (Benes 
and Walsh, 2018c).  Better counting of employment, as discussed in Section II, can help address some of 
these issues.  Proxy reporting (and in particular, women proxies) can also lead to lower estimates of hours 
worked, as discussed further in this section.  Table 2, which presents data from the 2013-14 Uganda LSMS-
ISA, also shows that women proxies from poor households (who are mostly rural) are significantly less likely 
to report desire to work than male proxies, even though the difference between own-reporting men and 
women is not significant (for the non-poor sample, gender gaps emerge in both own and proxy reporting).  
As with the issues raised in Section II around proxy reporting of market activity in agriculture, further 
investigation is needed across countries on how women proxies, particularly in poorer contexts, might 
affect reporting. 
 

Table 2.  Uganda National Panel Survey, 2013-14: share of women and men who would like to work more 
paid hours, by own- versus proxy reporting, and poverty status 

 
 Women (W)  Men (M)  Gender gap 

(W-M, own  
reporting) 

Gender gap 
(W-M, proxy 

reporting) 
  Own 

reporting 
Proxy Diff. (own-

proxy) 
  Own 

reporting 
Proxy Diff. (own-

proxy) 
   

           
Below poverty line (sample) 545 475   327 584     

           

Would like to work more (additional 
paid hours in same/different job) 

0.62 0.47 0.15***  0.65 0.54 0.11***  0.03 -0.07** 
[0.49] [0.50]   [0.48] [0.50]     

Would not like to work more 
0.36 0.42 -0.06**  0.34 0.36 -0.03  0.02 0.06** 

[0.48] [0.49]   [0.47] [0.48]     

Don’t know 0.02 0.10 -0.08***  0.01 0.10 -0.09***  0.01 0.002 
[0.13] [0.30]   [0.12] [0.30]     

           

           
Above poverty line (sample) 1786 1496   1173 1992     
           

Would like to work more (additional 
paid hours in same/different job) 

0.49 0.34 0.15***  0.59 0.42 0.17***  -0.10*** -0.08*** 
[0.50] [0.47]   [0.49] [0.49]     

Would not like to work more 0.48 0.57 -0.09***  0.39 0.48 -0.08***  0.09*** 0.09*** 
[0.50] [0.49]   [0.49] [0.50]     

Don’t know 
0.02 0.10 -0.08***  0.03 0.09 -0.06***  -0.01 0.01 

[0.14] [0.30]   [0.17] [0.29]     
Notes: 
(1)  Source: UNPS 2013-14 round.  The question on desire to work additional hours was asked, for those employed, as follows: “In the last 7 days, 

would [NAME] have liked to work more hours than [NAME] actually worked, provided the extra hours had been paid?” (1=Yes, in the current job 
2=Yes, in taking an additional job 3=Yes, in a different job with more hours 4=No, and 9=Don’t know).   

On availability to work, recent LSMS surveys ask respondents if they would “want to work if a job or business opportunity becomes 
available.”  In the ILO LFS study, respondents were asked two separate questions on (a) whether they would want to work more 
paid hours per week than usual (desire to work), and (b) whether they could start working those hours in the next two weeks 
(availability to work).   

(2) T-tests of equality of means were conducted between proxy and own-reporting, as well as across men and women within each of these categories.  
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.   
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Figure 4 also underscores the importance of examining these relationships by income and age — among 
poor households, younger women and men are equally likely to want to work additional paid hours.  This 
diverges substantially, however, among groups aged 35 and older, likely due to women’s greater 
responsibilities within the home, including care of children.  Also, some women may want to work more 
but are time constrained, so may consider themselves as neither available nor willing to work given their 
circumstances.   As discussed further in Section V, asking additional contextual questions on reasons for 
wanting/not wanting to work more, including factors related to the quality of available economic 
opportunities as well as time constraints, can help in better understanding the trends in Figure 4.  
 
Figure 4.  Uganda National Panel Survey, 2013-14: relationship between age and desire to work more  

(own-reporting sample) 
 

Households below the poverty line  Households above the poverty line 

 

 

 
 

 
Finally, to complement statistics on unemployment, the 19th ICLS also introduced the concept of the 
potential labor force to provide additional data on those out of the labor force, but who could be responsive 
to employment policy.  This includes (a) unavailable jobseekers, who are seeking employment but not 
available; (b) available potential jobseekers, who are available but not seeking; and (c) willing potential 
jobseekers, who are neither seeking nor available for employment, but who want employment.    
 
A question on desire to work, in particular, is critical for capturing (c) – and with important implications for 
women, who may be out of the labor force and not actively seeking work5 because of unpaid work burdens, 
lack of suitable economic opportunities, not being allowed to work/other barriers to seeking work, or other 
social/cultural norms affecting their time allocation (see Section V as well).  The ILO LFS study found, for 
example, that a much higher percentage of women cited family responsibilities as a reason for not 
searching for employment (Walsh, 2018).  Wording can also matter — the ILO LFS study found that more 
women tended to report job search when the question on search was split into two (seeking a job, and 
seeking to start their own business) as opposed to a single question on seeking work for pay or profit (Benes 
and Walsh, 2018c). 
 
                                                 
5 19th ICLS defines the concept of unemployment as “active job search by persons not in employment who are 
available to work.” 



 13 

Unpaid work burdens and the value of time use data 
As seen above, desire and availability for paid work, and hours worked, are not independent of unpaid 
responsibilities. Recent evidence from available time use surveys across countries shows that women’s 
total (paid and unpaid) work burdens are substantially greater than men’s (United Nations, 2015).  Figure 
5, using the 2013-14 Uganda LSMS-ISA, shows that time spent across paid and unpaid work is also higher 
for rural women, stemming from their engagement across paid and contributing family employment, own 
use production, and domestic activity. Figure 5 also indirectly highlights the role that unpaid care work 
plays in rural women’s work burdens; women’s time spent in unpaid work rises steeply in their childbearing 
years, whereas for men it falls, and women’s unpaid work burdens also fall much more slowly than time 
spent in paid work as men and women age.   
 
 
Figure 5.  Uganda National Panel Survey, 2013-14: hours spent across paid and unpaid non-market activities 

in the last week 
 

Rural (own-reports)  Urban (own-reports) 

 

 

 
 

 
Few socioeconomic surveys have detailed data on time spent across different areas of unpaid work (among 
the LSMS surveys, for example, the Uganda survey has the most detailed breakdown of time spent across 
multiple unpaid activities; see Figure 6).  Well-designed time use surveys are critical in highlighting total 
work burdens, but are not without significant costs and measurement issues (Buvinic and King, 2018), and 
may be best as standalone surveys. Among socioeconomic surveys, narrowing the set of activity categories 
to those that are most contextually and policy-relevant is a priority measurement initiative under the EDGE-
2 project with UNSD and ILO (ILO, 2018d).  
 
Figure 6 shows, for example, that despite asking about time spent over multiple non-market labor activities, 
reported hours in the Uganda survey were concentrated in only a few areas (catch-all categories for 
agriculture and domestic work, in addition to water and fuel collection).  Rather than a broad range of 
activities, therefore, surveys could break out specific activities within agriculture that are relevant for policy 
targeting. One such activity is time spent marketing/selling output — Koolwal (2018) shows that across the 
ILO LFS pilot countries, for example, around a third of women who were involved entirely in own use 
production in agriculture (and thus classified as not employed) nevertheless reported regularly selling a 
share of their agricultural production.  Within domestic work, as well, breaking out time spent in childcare 
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is crucial.  Collecting data on time spent in childcare in standard surveys can be complex, as it is often a 
secondary activity conducted with other domestic or paid work, and as a result underreported.  The new 
Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI) survey module includes more detail in the 
interviewer-guided introduction about time spent with children to lower the risk of being masked by other 
activities (Seymour, 2018); other approaches such as activity tracking devices or phone-based apps (Kilic, 
2018; Daum, 2018) could help in recording which activities are conducted together/simultaneously, with 
less recall error. 
 
Figure 6.  Uganda National Panel Survey, 2013-14: hours spent across paid and unpaid non-market activities 

in the last week 
 

Rural 
  

Urban 

 

 

 

 
Summary and ways forward 
By narrowing the definition of employment as well as highlighting the need to collect data on individuals’ 
total work burdens, the 19th ICLS motivates the need for additional data on labor underutilization, as well 
as ways that data on unpaid work could be better incorporated in socioeconomic surveys.  This has 
important implications for rural women. Box 4 summarizes areas for future work.  
 

 
Box 4.  Summary and ways forward: Labor underutilization and time use 

 
• Labor underutilization: Including questions on desire to work, along with reasons for wanting/not wanting 

to work, is important, to accompany questions on working hours, availability, and search.  
• Unpaid work burdens: in developing a refined set of unpaid work categories for socioeconomic surveys, 

key areas to cover for rural women include market activity in agriculture (significant even among own-use 
producers), as well as care work. Exploring newer, more cost-effective and direct approaches (including 
using mobile and other technology) to collect these data could possibly shed greater insight on their 
working day and secondary activities as well.   

• Proxy reporting also has a significant downward effect on reporting of hours worked in paid and unpaid 
work, particularly for women proxies.  Reasons for this pattern need further investigation, and have 
implications for respondent choice going forward.   
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IV.   Earnings and decision-making roles 
 
Complementing missing data on earnings 
In surveys, earnings are measured through (a) individual wage/salary earnings; (b) profit from the farm 
(measured at the household or plot level); and (c) profit from the nonfarm enterprise (measured at the 
enterprise level, which if own-account could be assigned to an individual household member).  The quality 
of rural earnings data can vary substantially across country surveys, often resulting in missing and outlier 
values for occupations where rural women also tend to be overrepresented.  In wage employment, for 
example, this includes informal and seasonal jobs that can be paid out irregularly and/or in-kind; and in 
self-employment, in family farms/businesses where the value of household members’ labor is not recorded 
(if, as is common in rural areas, multiple family members are involved).  
 
For individual wage/salary earnings, carefully collected community-level data on average wages or earnings 
for men and women, for formal/casual work across different sectors, could be useful as complementary 
data to understand expected labor market returns — particularly in contexts when many women are out 
of the labor force.  For self-employment, within farming, several recent studies have discussed the use of 
individual-level data on productivity that is associated with farm income (see, for example, studies from 
Sub-Saharan Africa including Doss, 2018; Kilic et al, 2015).  And as discussed in more detail below, for cases 
where income is pooled (across individual earnings, and farm/non-farm enterprises) the LSMS and other 
household surveys are exploring alternative questions about decision making over earnings to better 
understand individuals’ control over income. A joint pilot study in Sri Lanka by the World Bank and ILO 
under the WWEP, to coordinate survey questions across the LFS and LSMS, will also test questions on 
decision making in agriculture (Gaddis and Palacios-Lopez, 2018, Walsh, 2018).   
 
A closer look at decision making over earnings  
Questions on decision-making over wage earnings, as well as income from self-employed farm/off-farm 
operations are receiving increasing attention in surveys, as well as recent rounds of the LSMS-ISA.  A main 
issue with decision-making questions, however, is the choice of respondent, which as seen earlier with 
Ethiopia’s RCBP can lead to gender inequalities in program targeting. A growing number of within and cross-
country studies are also showing that men and women within the same household can respond very 
differently to the same sets of questions on the main decision maker (see Donald et al, 2017 for a cross-
country study from Sub-Saharan Africa; Anderson et al, 2017 from rural Tanzania).  One approach to 
address this issue (albeit more costly) is to ask both the most knowledgeable adult man and adult woman 
in the household. The Demographic and Health Surveys ask both husbands and wives, for example, in 
decision making questions over their spouse’s earnings and large household purchases.  Within farming, 
the WEAI survey module also asks both men and women about decision making roles in production and 
income (Malapit and Quisumbing, 2015).  The Uganda GSARS pilot also had two respondents for the module 
on decision making – (a) the plot holder, and (b) the holder’s spouse/partner if they lived in the household 
and were also engaged in agricultural work on the holding (GSARS, 2017).  
 
Similarly with enterprise income, cross-checking ownership and management of the enterprise across 
male/female respondents would be important, to understand whether gender norms affect reporting of 
these outcomes — including whether women entrepreneurs themselves underreport their decision-
making roles in the business, as was found in an entrepreneurship training program in rural Pakistan (Giné 
and Mansuri, 2014). Using the 2016-17 Malawi survey, for example, Figure 7 compares men’s and women’s 
responses on whether they ran a business in the household labor module, with responses in the non-farm 
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enterprise module on who owns/manages each business (in the enterprise module, the respondent for 
each enterprise may not be the same as the business owner/manager; in the data, there was also nearly 
total overlap between ownership versus management). Where men were the respondents in the non-farm 
enterprise module, they agreed with women who reported in the labor module that they ran a business in 
68 percent of those cases.  Women who were respondents in the enterprise module, however, agreed with 
men who reported operating a business in the labor module in 86 percent of cases.  Gendered views of 
business ownership are likely a major factor for this discrepancy. In this case, the value-added of decision 
making questions over ownership/management of the enterprise is questionable without ensuring 
consistency of responses across men and women in the same household.  For example, a similar analysis 
of the 2013-14 Uganda LSMS-ISA revealed a much lower degree of inconsistency, as there was closer 
matching of respondents across the labor and non-farm enterprise modules.   

 
 
 

Figure 7.  Malawi LSMS-ISA, 2016-17: share of respondents in NFE module, that agree with men and 
women who report in labor module that they run a business 

 
Total sample (proxy+own-reporting in labor module)  

 
 

Notes: Sample sizes of men/women respondents in NFE module presented on each bar. 
 

 

Within self-employment, an additional issue is that contributing family workers, often women, may also 
have significant roles in managing the business. Asking contributing family workers whether they were 
involved in the day-to-day administration of the business and earnings, as well as the frequency of 
involvement (on a regular basis; only during the current period/season; from time to time; or rarely), can 
help clarify economic roles for men and women beyond legal ownership of the business, and in doing so 
inform policy making (ILO, 2018c). Such questions were also recommended by the 20th ICLS in the revision 
of ICSE-18. 
 
Summary and ways forward 
Since a large share of rural women’s employment is concentrated in contributing work in family 
farms/businesses, as well as informal wage employment that can be paid irregularly, strictly relying on 
individual earnings data to make comparisons on the value of women’s and men’s labor may not be very 
informative.  Box 5 presents some recommendations from this section. 
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Box 5.  Summary and ways forward: Earnings and decision making 

 
• Particularly in contexts where seasonal/irregular wage employment is common, using community data on 

average wages for men and women, across more disaggregated categories/sectors of employment, can 
help complement individual-level data on wage/salary earnings — and enhance an understanding of 
expected labor market returns. 

• Within household farms/businesses, given difficulties in valuing individual family members’ labor 
contributions to household income, decision-making questions over earnings and management of 
operations can be helpful. Reported decision-making roles, however, may not be consistent across 
different household members, and trying to ensure the same respondents across modules is important (for 
example, across labor and non-farm enterprise modules). Asking about contributing family workers’ 
decision-making roles is also important for policies on rural women. 

 

 
V.   Rural transition and barriers to economic mobility  
 
Rural economies are in transition around the world, although country experiences vary in the pace of 
growth.  In some countries, rural women have benefited from improved access to improved inputs and 
technology, as well as greater access to labor and output markets and accelerated growth in production 
stemming from agricultural commercialization (see IFC, 2016 for case studies from Bangladesh and 
Indonesia).  However, rural women have been left out in many other cases.  This section discusses areas of 
data collection needed to better understand, for policy making, how (a) rural women’s employment is 
affected by structural changes occurring in rural economies and (b) factors affecting their ability to take 
advantage of new economic opportunities. 
 
Additional features of women’s employment amid rural transitions 
 
Migration 
Rapid out-migration to urban areas has significant implications for rural women.  Rural women often face 
greater barriers to migrating for work, but nonetheless find their work and time allocation are affected 
when other male household members do so.  Mu and van de Walle (2011) and Slavchevska et al (2016), for 
example, discuss how rapid economic development and rural-urban migration led to lower engagement in 
paid work and greater on-farm work for women who remained in rural areas, but not for men.  And when 
rural women do migrate, they are much more likely to be engaged in vulnerable, informal forms of work 
(ILO, 2018a).  
 
Additional individual-level questions on migrants’ employment outcomes, including place and date of 
migration, would help shed light on how economic development is associated with work-related migration 
and outcomes of remaining household members, including women.  Among the LSMS-ISA, currently only 
the 2015-16 Ethiopia survey asks individual-level questions on migrants spanning these topics.  The 2013-
14 Uganda LSMS-ISA asks on the second visit to the household whether any member from the roster has 
left, reasons why (economic/education/marriage/conflict), and where (region of the country, or abroad) 
they went. The question on locality of migration, if within the country, is asked at the district level.  Having 
a similar, consistent set of questions across surveys and survey rounds is valuable in cross-country 
comparisons, as well as the longer-term effects of migration in these areas.   



 18 

 

Data on remittances received from migrants (whether men or women, and if they had migrated for work) 
is also useful in understanding changes in rural men’s and women’s opportunities and income from rural-
urban migration. Among the LSMS-ISA, the 2016-17 Malawi survey is the only one that asks about money 
sent back to the household from children aged 15 and older who have migrated (including the amount, 
frequency, mode of payment, and recipient within the household).  Extending these questions to include 
parents who have migrated, across different country surveys going forward, would also be helpful. 
 
Skills development 
Despite the narrowing of rural gender gaps in school enrollment over time, rural women face substantial 
inequalities in skills development and the ability to seek improved economic opportunities.  Broad 
questions remain on (a) understanding how to target interventions to narrow these gaps and (b) how skills 
and economic mobility translate into better employment outcomes.  Several randomized controlled trial 
(RCT) program-level studies have introduced formal business training for women entrepreneurs but often 
with little effect, due perhaps to skills not improving enough or the right skills not being taught (see 
McKenzie and Woodruff, 2014).6 Underreporting of rural women’s employment also makes targeting 
training programs and extension services difficult.  At present, most nationally-representative household 
surveys typically do not ask skills-related questions beyond literacy and having formal schooling, which as 
seen in Van den Broeck and Kilic (2018) may not be relevant for designing policy in contexts where only 
low-skilled opportunities are available.  The World Bank’s STEP skills measurement program has 
implemented household and employer-based surveys between 2012 and 2017 in 17 countries, spanning a 
range of cognitive and non-cognitive skills through objective and self-reported measures, but only covers 
urban adults aged 15-64.7  
 
To inform areas that surveys should cover on collecting data on different types of skills, and in turn how to 
evaluate outcomes from different types of employment-related programs, guidelines were developed 
during the 20th ICLS on the measurement of qualifications and skills mismatch — where skills span (a) job-
specific/technical skills, (b) basic skills such as literacy, numeracy and ICT skills, and (c) skills that can be 
transferred from one job to another, including cognitive as well as non-cognitive skills such as personal 
initiative and managerial acumen) (ILO, 2018e).  In low-income, wage labor contexts, relevant job-specific 
and basic skills would typically be focused on physical/labor-intensive capacities, but would range more 
widely for those running their own business/farm operations where numeracy-related skills (including 
financial acumen, for example) are relevant.  Better data on non-cognitive factors associated with 
employment are also highly relevant in low-income, rural contexts, where gender norms on employment 
opportunities tend to be highly entrenched — approaches used in psychology have also been introduced 
in the WEAI survey module to understand the extent to which respondents’ economic actions are driven 
by self-motivation as opposed to others’ preferences (Malapit et al, 2017).  Similarly, the importance of 
personal initiative (as opposed to acting out of necessity) for women entrepreneurs has been raised by 
Campos et al (2017) and Buvinic and Furst-Nichols (2014).  
 

                                                 
6 Few studies are focused in rural areas, however (see Calderon et al, 2013 for one exception from rural Mexico). 
7 See http://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/step/about for more details. 
 
 

 

http://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/step/about
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Productivity-enhancing technology in rural areas 
On economic mobility, another important area for future work is developing individual-level questions on 
use of technologies, including frequency and purpose of use, that can help expand economic opportunities 
and access to markets.  Mobile phones, for example, can reduce costs of business and farm-related 
transactions, provide information on market prices and job opportunities, broaden personal and business 
networks, and ease access to financial services, including mobile money accounts that allow women better 
control over their income (Demirgüç-Kunt et al, 2017). Among the LSMS, the 2016-17 Malawi and 2013-14 
Uganda LSMS-ISA ask about individual ownership of a mobile phone (in the household roster for Malawi 
and the module on asset ownership for Uganda), but not questions about how they use their phones that 
can improve policy design; only the 2015-16 Ethiopia LSMS-ISA asks about individual mobile money 
accounts in the module on savings.  The link between mobile phone use and agriculture is also missing. The 
2017 Global Findex provides guidance on use-related questions that can be policy-relevant (for example, 
how individuals have used their mobile phones in financial transactions, whether these transactions are for 
agriculture, and with what frequency).   
 
Another important issue within rural areas is the use of improved agricultural technology and inputs. Recent 
LSMS-ISA agriculture modules ask about the use of improved seeds and other inputs at the plot level, that 
could be compared across men and women plot owners/managers (along with jointly managed/owned 
plots), and linked to indicators of production and income.  However, because women also make up a much 
smaller share of independent farmers, and are often not equally targeted by agricultural extension and 
technology initiatives, simply looking at use of improved technologies without understanding who is left 
out — and why — can skew an understanding of demand for technology.  Direct questions on reasons 
for/against adoption that have been documented in more focused country-level studies are lacking in 
broader socioeconomic surveys, including skills/knowledge (Udry, 2018); information networks (Munshi, 
2004; Moser and Barrett, 2006); other economic activities farmers may be involved in (Ibrahim, 2013); 
credit and other liquidity constraints (de Janvry et al, 2016); and other factors such as individuals’ desire to 
minimize volatility in expected profits (Zhu, 2019). 
 
Constraints to economic opportunity 
 
Along with data on migration, access to skills and technology, socioeconomic surveys need to better 
capture constraints that rural individuals often face in seeking these economic opportunities. Some surveys 
have introduced questions on whether women need permission to leave the house for work (as in the DHS), 
as well as safety and commuting time to work; these are important for understanding mobility constraints 
for wage workers, but are less relevant for home-based workers or farmers.  
 
Asking about a wider range of constraints in surveys is also in line with Kabeer (2012), who presents a 
research agenda on specific barriers and alleviating factors to women’s economic mobility.  Survey 
questions in this area would essentially be qualitative/subjective in nature, but if asked carefully (and honed 
through cognitive testing to account for language and local context) could be helpful in understanding 
where policy might be more effectively targeted.  Respondents could choose from multiple options 
affecting their economic mobility, including (a) time/distance to work, as well as markets and other 
institutions (financial, administrative, etc.); (b) social and work-related norms affecting the ability to work, 
work longer hours, and/or advance in one’s position — including discrimination in hiring and advancement, 
and the risk of harassment; (c) unpaid work burdens at home affecting available time, including childcare; 
and (d) lack of skills in that field (specifying which skills are needed).  For self-employed individuals, 
additional response categories could include (a) access to inputs/technology (across both farm and off-
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farm activities), and (b) market-related factors including demand for one’s products, prices, and costs, as 
well as access to local markets.  Individuals’ motivations and confidence are also important, as discussed 
earlier. More contextual questions were also included in the ILO LFS pilot study on reasons for respondents 
wanting to change their employment situation, that could help in a better understanding of women’s labor 
supply decisions across different countries (for example, to better match skills, improve other working 
conditions, earn more income, etc.).   
 
In household surveys like the LSMS, questions on constraints to economic mobility are gradually being 
introduced, although not necessarily in a systematic way.  The non-farm enterprise modules of the 2015-
16 Ethiopia and Nigeria LSMS-ISA, for example, ask questions about constraints faced in enterprise 
operations and growth, as well as opening a new business (see Box 6).  To allow for comparisons across 
different household members who own enterprises, this question needs to be asked at the enterprise level 
(as is done in the Ethiopia survey; in the Nigeria data, this question appears to be aggregated at the 
household level.)  Adding a similar question to the individual labor module is also important, to include 
household members who may not necessarily be running an enterprise but have aspirations to work in 
other areas.  
 
As questions in this area evolve, response categories also need to be relevant for both women and men.  
Looking at Box 6, for example, potential constraints to nonfarm enterprise growth span infrastructure, 
financing, market access, technology, and institutional issues.  However, a key response category on unpaid 
work, and in particular child care, is missing.  Given the importance of estimating women’s time burdens, 
including a set of options around this issue is imperative.  Skills development, as well as social norms around 
areas that women are expected to be involved in (often lower-earning sectors) also need to be addressed 
in these questions (both in enterprise and labor modules). 
 

Box 6.  2015-16 Ethiopia and Nigeria LSMS-ISA: 
Questions on constraints to non-farm enterprise growth 

 
Question from nonfarm enterprise module: List three most important constraints to (a) non-farm business operations 
and growth (for each enterprise), and (b) preventing household members from opening a non-farm enterprise: 
 
Response categories: 
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Using the Ethiopia LSMS-ISA, Figure 7a also shows that response categories can be refined/condensed.  
Compared to other reported constraints, most enterprise owners overwhelmingly report “market access” 
as the biggest factor affecting enterprise growth — and within this group, distance and cost are the most 
common issues.  Developing a more detailed set of response options around these market access issues is 
therefore useful, and conducting testing prior to survey implementation to tailor options to specific country 
contexts.  Differences between men and women across all three categories of market-related constraints 
were also statistically significant, and Figure 7b also shows that reporting of these constraints followed 
markedly different trends for men and women by age (reporting of market-related constraints increases 
with men’s age, and falls — albeit with a flattening-out in between — with women’s age).   

 
Figure 7a.  Ethiopia 2015-16 LSMS-ISA: Reported constraints to non-farm enterprise growth 

(own-reporting sample) 
  

Across all reported constraints Within those reporting market-related constraints 

 
 

Notes: 
There were 818 male and 811 female entrepreneurs in the own-reporting sample (and within those reporting market-related constraints, 489 
and 511 men and women, respectively). 

 
Figure 7b.  Ethiopia 2015-16 LSMS-ISA: Reported constraints to non-farm enterprise growth  

(own-reporting sample) 
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Overall, the data reveal important target areas from a gender perspective (for example, younger women 
and the prominence of market-related constraints) that policy could be targeted towards — but more 
refined data in this category of constraints would be useful. Specifically, looking more carefully within 
market access issues related to distance and cost — for example, commuting times, how often individuals 
can reach markets, infrastructure quality and modes of transport for products — would better inform how 
policy might be directed, particularly since distance/cost affect marketing of products as well.  
 
In surveys with a community module like the LSMS, better data on access to child care and caregiving 
arrangements can also help in understanding women’s labor underutilization amid rural economic 
transitions.  This could include, for example, community-level data on care centers along with existing data 
collection on local schools — including how long schools and centers are open — as well as other questions 
on informal caregiving arrangements among family members or other individuals within the community, 
which could be more relevant for poorer, rural contexts.   
 
Summary and ways forward 
There are large survey data gaps in understanding how rural economic transition is associated with changes 
in individual employment outcomes.  Data on constraints faced by rural women in seeking better economic 
opportunities or improving productivity are also very important for policy targeting (for example, in 
technology adoption programs).  Box 7 summarizes these issues and priorities for survey data collection 
going forward. 
 
 

 
Box 7.  Features of work amid rural transition, and barriers to economic mobility 

 
• Consistent individual-level data on work-related migration across surveys is needed (including data on 

individuals from the household that have migrated for work, place of migration, sector of work, and 
remittances) to understand how rural-urban migration has affected rural women left behind. 

• Survey questions on skills acquired (or needed), as well as questions on economic mobility (including, 
relevant to women, information on respondents looking to move to paid work in the formal sector, and 
those transitioning from home and subsistence production into market work), are still rare and need 
further exploration in socioeconomic surveys.   

• In addition to asking about desire to work, to better inform programs to improve economic mobility in rural 
areas, questions on constraints to seeking economic opportunities —  questions relevant to both wage and 
self-employment, across safety, market access, and time-related constraints —should be included regularly 
in surveys. These outcomes are also tied to non-cognitive factors affecting employment, an important area 
to examine as well.   As with constraints to seeking economic opportunities, understanding constraints to 
using technology are also important, given inequalities faced by women in areas such as mobile phone 
ownership and access to improved agricultural inputs and extension services. 

 

 

VI.   Conclusions 
 
Policies can be better targeted with more accurate counting of rural women’s employment, as well as other 
important factors that affect their decisions to work and seek better economic opportunities.  Shifts in 
international standards for data collection and measurement have also brought many work- and 
employment-related issues faced by rural women to the forefront — including underreporting of their 



 23 

market activity, unpaid work burdens, informality, constraints to accessing markets, and inequalities in 
access to skills and productivity-enhancing technologies and inputs.  Along with an overview of the policy 
and research landscape, this paper presents data from recent LSMS-ISA surveys (Ethiopia, Malawi, Nigeria, 
and Uganda), as well as recent country pilots conducted by the ILO, to highlight priority areas on measuring 
rural women’s employment.  The recommendations in this paper outlined at the end of each section can 
broadly be categorized into two areas: first, what we already know and should currently be incorporated 
in surveys; and second, where survey methods still need to be explored through research and testing.  
 
Under the first set of recommendations, ensuring the accurate counting of rural women’s employment is 
important through boundary questions in agriculture, asking about different forms of casual labor, and 
framing/recovery questions to ensure key areas of self-employment are not underreported.  Adding 
questions on desire to work can also be explored in the short term.  On decision making, ensuring the same 
respondents are reporting across labor/non-farm enterprise modules is important (or that both men and 
women are asked).  A question on constraints to seeking better economic opportunities is also needed, 
across safety, market access, and time-related constraints.   
 
The second category of recommendations requires further research, including how unpaid work burdens 
can be better elicited in surveys, why proxy reporting tends to under-report time in paid and unpaid work, 
and how community data could complement individual data on hard-to-measure topics such as wages and 
access to child care.  It also includes developing a survey research agenda around measuring work amid 
rural economic transition, including individual-level data on work-related migration across surveys, skills 
and access to technology. 
 
Overall, this paper provides an initial overview of specific issues that should be highlighted in surveys to 
ensure more accurate counting of rural women’s employment, and in turn improving links to the design of 
rural employment policies. When collected over time, additional data in these areas can also help provide 
insights on the dynamics of women’s employment during economic cycles and rural economic shifts, and 
help in broader economic planning as well.  
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