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Abstract

Women domestic workers represent a significant component of Pakistan’s informal

labor market, yet remain largely excluded from formal labor regulation and collective

representation. Despite recent passing of laws for domestic work, unionization within

this sector is limited. This study investigates whether the limited unionization of do-

mestic workers in Pakistan reflects individual preference or structural constraint aris-

ing from legal constraints, economic vulnerability, and institutional exclusion. Using

a mixed-methods research design, the study draws on primary qualitative interviews

and descriptive quantitative data collected in Sindh and Punjab. The findings indicate

that low levels of union participation are primarily explained by the absence of en-

forceable contracts, limited legal documentation, weak institutional outreach, and high

exposure to employment insecurity, rather than opposition to collective organization.

While some respondents expressed conditional support for collective representation,

trade unions were widely perceived as ineffective or misaligned with the immediate

economic priorities of informal domestic work. We recommend that trade unions work

on improving their outreach to female domestic workers. There should be a one-page

contract written in Urdu, accessible to all domestic workers that should be signed

before the onset of their contract.
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1 Introduction

The informal sector refers to work that takes place outside formal legal and regulatory

systems. In practice, this usually means no written contracts, no social security coverage,

and little to no enforceable labour protection. In Pakistan, informality is not marginal—it

is the norm. More than 70 percent of non-agricultural employment falls outside the formal

economy, and women are disproportionately concentrated in this segment of the labour

market. Many of the jobs available to women are low-paid, care-related, and often treated

as socially “invisible,” even though they are economically essential.

Domestic work is among the most precarious forms of informal labour. Domestic workers—

most of whom are women—carry out tasks such as cleaning, cooking, childcare, and elder

care inside private households. Yet because this work takes place in the home, it is rarely

treated as “real” employment. As a result, domestic workers are often excluded from the

protections and recognition that come with formal work. In Pakistan, an estimated 8 to 8.5

million people are engaged in domestic work, nearly half of them women. Most work without

written contracts, earn far below the statutory minimum wage, and have no reliable access

to legal remedies or social security.

Trade unions, in principle, are one of the main ways workers bargain collectively over

wages, working conditions, and job security, and they also provide representation in disputes

with employers or the state. However, unionization depends on certain enabling conditions:

legal recognition of workers, visibility of workplaces, and at least some protection against

retaliation. Domestic work typically lacks all three. Employment relationships are private,

individualized, and shaped heavily by employer discretion, which makes collective organiza-

tion unusually difficult.

This paper asks whether the limited unionization of women domestic workers in Pakistan

reflects personal preference or structural constraint. The distinction matters: framing non-

unionization as “choice” can hide the legal, economic, and social barriers that shape what

workers can realistically do. Using a mixed-methods design, the study draws on qualitative

interviews and descriptive quantitative analysis of domestic workers in Sindh and Punjab.

The paper begins with a review of relevant literature, followed by the methodology, empirical

findings, discussion, and concluding policy implications.

2 Literature Review

The question of why female domestic workers in Pakistan remain largely unorganized is

a central debate in socio-economic discussions.The debate largely revolves around either a

2



lack of willingness or structural inadequacy . Although it may appear that workers “choose”

informal loyalty to their employers, the literature suggests that this is a result of the various

social and legal constraints domestic workers face. The literature calls domestic works legally

”invisible”. Although domestic workers are estimated to be 8 to 8.5 million nationwide,

with almost half of them women, the “home” has historically not been recognized as a

“workplace,” excluding domestic workers from standard labor protections. The experience

of Zehra Khan, the founder of the HBWWF, illustrates this structural barrier clearly.[2]

Zehra Khan notes that home-based women workers are specifically vulnerable because they

are not legally recognized as ”workers” even though their skills contribute to a multi-billion

dollar global textile industry .

Even with the introduction of acts such as the Punjab Domestic Workers Act 2019 and

the Islamabad Capital Territory Domestic Workers Act 2022, structural hurdles persist. Ali

et al. (2025)[1] argue that domestic workers remain excluded from the National Industrial

Relations Commission (NIRC) because domestic labor is not legally classified as an “in-

dustry.” Therefore, the formal registration of unions remains extremely inaccessible, even

though Article 17 grants freedom of association.This disparity between what is constitu-

tionally promised and what is institutionally available suggests that unions are absent not

because workers opt out, but because the law leaves little room for them to exist.

Structural incapacity is further reinforced by what the literature describes as a “survival

choice” that emerges under conditions of extreme economic vulnerability. Ali et al. (2025)[1]

observe that while the Punjab Employees Social Security Institution exists in principle to reg-

ister workers, only 14,717 domestic workers were registered in 2021. This figure is negligible

when set against the overall size of the domestic workforce. Faced with precarious employ-

ment, many domestic workers deliberately avoid contracts or formal registration, fearing that

visibility within state systems may reduce future job opportunities. Rather than reflecting

genuine preference, this behavior is better understood as a rational response to insecurity.

Within such conditions, collective bargaining through unionization is widely perceived as an

unacceptable risk.

Evidence from the HBWWF further shows how material constraints deepen this struc-

tural limitation. The demands of unpaid household labor, combined with unreliable access

to basic services such as water and electricity, directly limit women’s capacity to attend

meetings or sustain involvement in organizing activities.

Social gatekeeping and patriarchal norms function as equally significant barriers to any

sort of formal or informal unioniazation. The HBWWF case documents instances in which

women were actively discouraged from organizing by family members who labeled union

activists as “bad women,” warning that participation would bring social disgrace or moral
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suspicion. These pressures were reinforced by contractors and intermediaries, who employed

intimidation tactics including threats of eviction or increased utility charges to deter collec-

tive action. At the same time, the HBWWF experience illustrates that such constraints are

not immutable. Through culturally adapted organizing strategies and the strategic invoca-

tion of Article 17, women gradually moved away from dependence on contractors toward

collective mobilization. By 2009, home-based workers had organized sectoral unions, later

federating them nationally, a process that contributed to the passage of the Sindh Home-

Based Workers Act in 2018.

Taken together, the literature suggests that the absence of unions among women do-

mestic workers in Pakistan is best explained by structural incapacity rather than individual

choice. Where workers lack legal recognition, institutional protection, and effective safe-

guards against retaliation, unionization remains prohibitively risky. Where these constraints

are less severe as demonstrated by the HBWWF case women display both the willingness

and the capacity to organize collectively.

3 Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This research employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating qualitative and quantitative

methods to examine factors contributing to low unionization rates among women domestic

workers in Pakistan. A mixed-methods design was selected to explore both domestic workers’

perceptions and the structural factors influencing their working conditions. Our main aim

is to assess whether this lack of unionization is driven by individual choice or by structural

factors, including legal, socio-economic, and institutional constraints.

3.2 Sampling Procedures

A sample of 18 female domestic workers was selected using purposive and snowball sampling.

This strategy facilitated the identification of participants with relevant lived experiences in

the informal economy and enabled access to a population that is often difficult to reach due

to the absence of formal employment records. The sample subjects were selected from two

provinces, Sindh and Punjab, to ensure representation from other parts of Pakistan.
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3.3 Data Collection Approaches

Data was collected by semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions in Sindhi and

Punjabi to encourage respondents to feel comfortable. They included factors such as demo-

graphics, working conditions, legal documents, trade union awareness, and perspectives on

collective organizing and unionization.

3.4 Analytical Method

The qualitative data enabled an in-depth exploration of participants’ lived experiences and

perceptions, while the quantitative component supported descriptive statistical analysis of

demographic and employment-related variables. This combined approach allowed us to holis-

tically understand individual attitudes towards unionization among women domestic workers,

as well as the structural issues related to the system.

4 Results

4.1 Data Presentation and Findings

Figure 1: Reason for non-unionization
among domestic workers.

Figure 2: Structural constraint of high de-
pendency ratios versus wages.

Reason for non-unionization

Figure 1 shows that many workers choose not to join unions due to a perceived lack of

benefit. They think that unions are ineffective and economic survival is prioritized over the

cost of membership fees.

Structural constraints: dependents vs wages
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Figure 2 illustrates how high dependency ratios (averaging 5.4) act as a structural con-

straint, leaving workers with no financial flexibility to participate in collective action.

Legal barrier: Cnic status

Figure 3 shows that 30% of workers lack a CNIC, which is a hard structural barrier to

formal unionization.

Regional comparison: Wage distribution

Figure 4 shows that wages remain consistently low across both Sindh and Punjab, keeping

workers in a cycle of poverty creating economic survival gap where union fees compete with

immediate needs like food, making membership appear as a liability rather than a benefit.

Figure 3: CNIC status as a legal barrier
to unionization.

Figure 4: Regional comparison of wage
distribution in Sindh and Punjab.

4.2 Survey Results

From a sample of 19 women, only one worked in the formal sector as a salesperson in a grocery

store. Therefore, we excluded their results from the main analysis and limited our sample

to 18 women who were domestic workers across Sindh (mostly Karachi) and Punjab (mostly

Lahore). None of the domestic workers knew about trade unions. They had never heard of,

and experienced being under the leadership of someone in terms of their work life. Of the 18

women, 3 believed that trade unions were essential for the protection of their rights, while all

others perceived trade unions as potentially ineffective in securing meaningful improvements

in wages, job security, or working conditions.

Overall, most respondents were reluctant to join trade unions due to immediate economic

constraints, lack of short-term benefits, and low trust in unions’ effectiveness within the

informal sector. Many emphasized survival over collective organization, noting that “roz

ka kaam zyada zaroori hai, union baad ki baat hai” (“daily survival is more important;
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unions can come later”) and that even small membership fees were unaffordable, with one

respondent stating that “200 rupay doodh ke liye behtar hain” (“200 rupees are better spent

on milk”). Others questioned the practical relevance of unions, explaining that “yeh daily

kaam mein madad nahi karti” (“they do not help with daily work”) and that “bonus malik

se zyada reliable hota hai” (“an employer’s bonus is more reliable”).

Concerns about employer retaliation further discouraged participation, as some feared

that “agar malik ko pata chala toh kaam chala jaayega” (“if the employer finds out, I may

lose my job”). Short-term and older workers also viewed unionization as unnecessary, with

respondents noting that “short-term ka koi faida nahi” (“there is no benefit for short-term

workers”) and “ab umar ho gayi hai, naye system ka kya faida” (“I am too old to care about

new systems”). In contrast, a small minority recognized the potential value of trade unions,

emphasizing the need for authority and protection, such as “koi sarbarah hona chahiye”

(“there should be some authority or leader”) and “sirf tab faida hai jab hifazat mile” (“it is

only useful if protection is provided”). However, even among these respondents, skepticism

remained regarding existing unions, which were often described as groups that “sirf paisay

lete hain” (“they only take money”) without delivering meaningful support.

Among our sample, 11 women had CNICs, while 7 did not. None of them had bank

accounts or means of online transfer. The average wage of these women was Rs 13,970 which

is way lower than the minimum wage of workers in Pakistan (about Rs 37,000). None of the

workers worked on written contracts, and most of their wage setting was done verbally with

no guarantee of a wage increase or job protection.

5 Discussion

The findings highlight how the near-complete absence of trade union participation among

domestic workers is not primarily driven by ideological opposition to collective action, but

rather by structural exclusion, legal informality, and limited institutional outreach. Although

none of the respondents had prior knowledge of trade unions, their responses reveal implicit

evaluations of collective organization based on perceived costs, risks, and expected benefits

within highly precarious labor arrangements.

External leadership versus worker-led organization

A recurring theme in the interviews is the lack of any experience with worker-led or internally

elected representation. When respondents spoke about “leadership,” they generally referred

to outside actors rather than representatives emerging from within their own occupational
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group. This helps explain the widespread skepticism toward unions, which were often viewed

as distant organizations that collect fees without delivering meaningful support. In settings

where domestic workers have never seen peer representation or collective bargaining operate

in practice, unions are more likely to be understood as symbolic or ineffective rather than

as mechanisms of accountability. This stands in contrast to sectors where unions develop

organically from worker collectives, suggesting that externally introduced union structures

may struggle to gain legitimacy in informal labor contexts.

Legal informality and institutional constraints

The legal context further limits the scope for unionization. None of the respondents were

employed under written contracts, and a notable share did not possess CNICs, reinforcing

their exclusion from formal labor protections. Even among those with CNICs, the lack of

bank accounts or access to digital payment systems points to broader patterns of financial

exclusion. These conditions restrict workers’ capacity to claim rights, record grievances,

or engage with formal institutions. As a result, fears of employer retaliation—especially

job loss—are better understood as rational responses to their circumstances rather than as

misunderstandings. In the absence of enforceable legal protections, collective action may

increase risk rather than reduce it, which helps explain why immediate survival and job

continuity shape workers’ decisions.

Choice, awareness, and institutional targeting

Non-participation in unions should therefore not be read as a fully informed or deliberate

choice. Instead, it reflects limited awareness alongside weak institutional outreach. While

organizations such as the Home-Based Women Workers Federation (HBWWF) do exist,

their activities appear to be concentrated among non-domestic informal workers, leaving do-

mestic workers largely outside their reach. This helps explain why none of the respondents

had heard of trade unions, even though several expressed conditional support for collective

representation if it could offer protection or bargaining power. The constraint, then, is not

opposition to unions as such, but the absence of credible, accessible institutions that are

relevant to the specific conditions of domestic work. Short-term economic pressures further

shape workers’ decision-making. Average earnings among respondents were low relative to

the statutory minimum wage, narrowing their planning horizons. Even modest union mem-

bership fees are weighed against immediate household needs, making collective organization

appear as a discretionary expense rather than a long-term investment. This is consistent

with broader accounts of collective action in informal labor markets, where income insecurity
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and high labor substitutability reduce incentives for sustained organization.

Overlapping Social Dependencies as a Structural Constraint to

Union Integration

The study finds that women domestic workers’ participation in trade unions is limited by

their strong reliance on family, neighbourhood, and employer-based social relations. Entry

into domestic work rarely occurs through formal labour markets; instead, employment is

typically secured and maintained through informal networks in which trust, reputation, and

personal recommendation play a central role. In this setting, preserving employer goodwill

is critical for income stability, particularly for workers who depend on a small number of

households, or even a single employer, for their livelihood. Trade unions, which are often

associated with confrontation or collective demands, may therefore be seen as potentially

disruptive to these relationships rather than as sources of protection. This perception is

reinforced by the ease with which domestic workers can be replaced, making the risk of

job loss immediate. Women’s disengagement from unions thus reflects not a rejection of

collective action, but a response shaped by structural dependence on informal social relations

for continued access to work and income.

Overall implication

Taken together, the results suggest that improving union participation among domestic

workers requires more than legal recognition of unions. It necessitates targeted outreach,

legal inclusion, financial access, and forms of representation that emerge from within workers’

lived realities. Without addressing these foundational constraints, trade unions are unlikely

to be perceived as credible or beneficial by domestic workers operating at the margins of the

formal economy.

6 Policy Implications

The findings of this study suggest that policy interventions aimed at improving unioniza-

tion and labor protections for domestic workers must move beyond centralized or abstract

institutional frameworks and instead adopt localized, community-based approaches. Rather

than relying on a single large entity to reach a highly informal and dispersed workforce,

outreach efforts should be organized at the neighbourhood level, particularly in residential

areas where domestic workers both live and work. Trusted community spaces—such as lo-

cal mosques, neighbourhood committees, and weekly door-to-door engagement rounds—can
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serve as effective platforms for raising awareness about labor rights, unionization, and re-

cent legislative developments in culturally accessible ways. Such localized engagement can

help overcome informational barriers, social mistrust, and fears of employer retaliation that

currently deter collective participation. At the legislative level, the continued “invisibility”

of domestic work must be addressed through stronger legal recognition that reflects the sec-

tor’s substantial contribution to the economy. This includes expanding labor protections,

formalizing domestic work as a recognized category of employment, and simplifying access

to legal safeguards. A practical and immediate policy step would be for provincial labor

departments to issue a standardized, one-page model employment agreement in Urdu that

outlines basic employment terms—such as working hours, monthly wages, weekly rest days,

and notice requirements for termination. Such a document would not only provide minimum

protection for workers but also normalize contractual relationships within domestic work, re-

ducing arbitrariness and creating a foundation upon which collective organization and legal

accountability can gradually emerge.
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