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Preface

Most of the world’s adult women work many hours a day. Their work is 
sometimes paid, sometimes unpaid; sometimes meaningful, sometimes mon-
otonous; sometimes chosen, sometimes a necessity. Sometimes women work 
in conditions that protect their health, safety, and bodily integrity; sometimes 
they encounter health hazards, crushing hours, and sexual harassment or even 
violence. To sum it all up, sometimes women’s work shows respect for their 
equal human worth, and sometimes it does not.

This impressive volume continues the study of women and work begun 
in Volume 1. This volume deliberately focuses on practical strategies and less 
on theory, but in the process it sheds light on a number of highly practical 
theoretical issues.

First, what is work? Most definitions of work in economics contrast wage 
labour with unpaid household labour, and some even classify the latter as a leis- 
ure activity. Obviously that is inadequate. Much of the work women do around 
the world is unpaid care and domestic labour, and even when women also have 
a job outside the home they typically shoulder a large proportion of child care, 
elder care, and homemaking. The present volume, by contrast, begins with the 
conceptually revolutionary definition of the 19th International Conference of 
Labour Statisticians: “Work comprises any activity performed by persons of 
any sex and age to produce goods or to provide services for use by others or 
for own use” (Introduction, p. 22). Many essays in the volume then reflect pro-
ductively on how we might assign a hypothetical monetary value to women’s 
household labour, and also how we may enhance the dignity and working con-
ditions of those who provide such services for a wage, given that these services 
are currently devalued on account of their gendered history.

Another crucial theoretical question that pervades these excellent, di-
verse, and rigorous essays is that of the value of work and its relation to the 
good life. As the Introduction notes, work has not always been understood as 
a constituent part of the good life. For much of history, at least in the West-
ern tradition and in the Indian tradition (the only non-Western tradition at 
all known to me), work has been thought of as instrumental to things that 
are really important, rather than as having any inherent value. Thus in ancient 
Greece (at least for the elites who dominate philosophical discourse) the free 
citizen was imagined as someone who had a lot of free time, and did not have 
to make money. Indeed women were often assigned the job of estate manage-
ment precisely because that task was thought to be banal, base, and lacking in 
inherent value. The Indian tradition imagined the life of the “householder” as 
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a phase to be transcended in the direction of a solitary religious life (usually 
for males, who were free to make this choice).

Such ideas persisted for millennia, as elites disparaged people who did 
wage labour and disparaged, at least as much, women’s unpaid domestic la-
bour. But by the nineteenth century, a different view became common: that 
work is an important aspect of human self-definition, and that its configuration 
thus has immense importance for the fate of human dignity in class-stratified 
social worlds. Marx held that workers are alienated from their own humanity 
because they are permitted neither to control the product of their labour nor 
to organize and affiliate with other workers. This view, enormously influential 
thenceforth, has led to a set of questions that urgently demand answers. What 
are the conditions under which work is meaningful? What types of control 
must workers have over their work in order to be dignified people rather than 
serfs? What protections for health, safety, bodily integrity, and leisure must be 
part of a decent labour arrangement?

These questions obviously pertain to women’s work, but they have rarely 
been posed clearly about the “informal economy”, in which a large propor-
tion of the world’s women are employed, and still more rarely about women’s 
unpaid care and domestic work, whether combined with wage labour or not. 
The essays in this volume thus break new ground and help us all to press such 
questions further.

We need to think, as well, about what work precludes: that is, about leis-
ure and play. Human beings need time to reflect, to imagine, to develop friend-
ships, community affiliations, and political concerns. Many of these “leisure” 
pursuits are made impossible for women by the “double day” – the extra bur-
den of domestic labour at the close of a taxing day of work outside the home.

The essays assembled here suggest directions for law in shaping women’s 
opportunities, but they also make it clear that social attitudes and changes in 
the shape of the workplace are also part of any meaningful solution.

The world economy is changing, and these changes have implications for 
women’s work. Specifically, the transition to a service economy has made edu-
cation far more central for employment than in previous generations. When 
women get educational opportunities, they excel: women are overrepresented 
in most of the world’s universities. But ongoing problems with primary educa-
tion need to be solved if the world’s women are to realize their potential. This 
volume also sheds new light on these urgent current issues.

In my contribution to Volume 1 of Women, gender and work, I defended 
(my version of) the Capabilities Approach as a helpful way of looking at goals 
for women and work. The present volume convinces me that these arguments 
are still important. The Capabilities Approach is valuable in this area, first of 
all, because we need to consider work in a larger context of what women are 
able to do and to be, a context that includes life, health, bodily integrity, prac-
tical reason, emotional health, affiliation, play, and the other capabilities on my 
list. The list helps us remember what to look for. By focusing on substantive 
opportunities, it also provides a rationale for affirmative efforts: if women are 
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to reach the same level of capability as men, social institutions must in most 
cases work harder to overcome existing injustice. The approach thus offers a 
useful corrective to merely formal approaches to equality and non-discrim- 
ination. The focus on capability – rather than actual functioning – makes room 
for choice and expresses respect for women’s agency.

Although my version of the Capabilities Approach focuses on law and 
political principles, it can also be used to study workplace policies and family 
attitudes, so it is a flexible tool that can assist us as we diagnose problems and 
recommend solutions.

This splendid and challenging volume, a feast of diverse arguments and 
perspectives, makes me hungry for even more. So what do I propose for a fu-
ture Volume 3? I would like to see more about progress in law on issues of 
sexual harassment and sexual violence. I would like to see more about the 
contrast between work and leisure or play, and about the value of each in a 
meaningful life. As we approach a future in which much work will be done 
by automata, we need to think about how governments can extend to people 
meaningful active lives without many of the types of work they used to do. 
What will take that place? What new forms of work, and of meaningful activ-
ity outside work, should we encourage?

But a major focus of any future volume must be on the relationship be-
tween gender and ageing. All populations are ageing, and ageing raises many 
new issues of justice that bear on women’s role. First and obviously, there is 
now – as there will be as time goes on – more and more care labour to be done; 
and caring for ageing relatives is usually more difficult, physically and emo-
tionally, than caring for children. At present most countries leave such care to 
the family, and it is therefore primarily assigned to women, as if they will do it 
without pay for love. We must think better about how to provide this care on 
an equitable basis while respecting the dignity of ageing people and without 
debarring younger women from other work and chosen activities.

Second, women make up a large proportion of the world’s ageing people.  
So issues of justice and inclusion that arise in this sphere pertain especially 
to women. The evil practice of compulsory retirement, still practised in most 
countries, removes active women from the work that they love, marginalizing 
them and diminishing their self-respect. I am sixty-nine, and I am lucky to be 
able to work as long as I wish and am able; my friends in other countries are 
not so lucky. A variety of arguments are marshalled to defend this practice, 
but they all fail. Justice usually costs more than injustice, but we have never 
thought that the extra cost of including people with disabilities in schools and 
workplaces counted against their inclusion: indeed courts have ordered schools 
to integrate such children as an instance of the equal protection of the laws, 
and employers in the United States are required by law to make “reasonable” 
accommodations to equip the workplace for any special physical issues that an 
employee may have, a conclusion with obvious implications for ageing workers.

The age when one must stop working is and should be different from the 
age at which one may stop working; and there should be clarity on this point, 
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as well as encouragement for career transitions for people in their sixties and 
seventies who may want to change paths, and public support for late-life edu-
cation, a time when most of us search for meaning. 

Age discrimination, now ubiquitous in all countries, must stop. Now  
people look the other way, as if it were “just nature”, and therefore not at all 
the same bad thing as racial or gender discrimination. Of course, it is. As John 
Stuart Mill remarked about the subordination of women, so here: “Was there 
ever any domination which did not seem natural to those who possessed it?”

Isolation and lack of mobility are big capability issues for ageing people, 
and women are especially likely to live alone, isolated from friends and com-
munity. So a focus on issues of mobility without relying on the car, whether 
through access to public transportation or through a future of self-driving cars, 
is a major aspect of getting ageing women to work or to play, as they choose.

The stigma currently attached to the ageing body is just as damaging as 
racial stigma or the stigma against people with disabilities, and it falls most 
heavily on ageing women, since ageing male bodies code as powerful and se-
ductive, while a long tradition sees ageing female bodies as useless. Stigma is 
an issue for law indirectly: there is much that institutions can do to change 
social attitudes to women’s bodies, by public rhetoric and also by inclusion in 
the workplace.

Law is in its infancy in this area. We need new work on competency and 
guardianship (different, often, in different areas of life), and on the conditions 
under which ageing people can express consent to sex and/or marriage and di-
vorce. Once again, all these issues are disproportionately significant for women, 
since women are disproportionately represented among the ageing.

In short: this volume is a huge contribution, and it is to be warmly  
applauded. Now let us get to work on the next step.

Martha C. Nussbaum
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Care workers in Argentina:  
At the crossroads of labour market 

institutions and care services

Valeria ESQUIVEL*

Abstract. In Argentina, one-third of all employed women, but only 3 per cent of 
all employed men, are care workers. Their relative pay and working conditions 
depend not only on applicable labour market regulations (and enforcement) but 
also, crucially, on the organization of care service provision, including the degree 
of public-sector engagement in the provision of particular services, the different 
care providers, and the locus of care provision (institutional vs other contexts, e.g. 
households). Comparing two childcare-related occupations (early-education teach-
ing and domestic service), the author argues that those two – possibly mutually 
reinforcing – dimensions intersect to explain differences between care workers’  
labour market positions.

In the past 15 years, the feminist economics literature has seen the emergence  
 of a new concept, the “care economy”, as a result of the shift “from labour 

to care” (Himmelweit, 2000). The old emphasis on women’s and households’ 
unpaid care work1 gave way to a new framework, defined “more specifically, 
focusing on the labor process rather than the relationship to the site of produc-
tion (home versus market) or the production boundary (in the SNA or not)” 
(Folbre, 2006a, p. 186).2 In the process, the care-economy framework has ex-
panded the analysis of unpaid care work by including also the study of care 
work performed in the paid economy – the work of care workers.

Following England, Budig and Folbre, this article defines care workers as 
wage workers whose occupations involve providing a “face-to-face service that 
develops the human capabilities of the recipient” (2002, p. 455). This typically 

Originally published in International Labour Review, Vol. 149 (2010), No. 4.
* Universidad Nacional de General Sarmiento, Buenos Aires, email: vesquive@ungs.edu.

ar. The author wishes to thank Rosalía Cortés, Marcela Cerrutti, Shahra Razavi, Silke Staab and 
two anonymous reviewers, for their comments and suggestions on a previous version of this article.

1 Unpaid care work corresponds with “extendedSNA” (System of National Accounts) activ-
ities, i.e. care of persons, housework, and voluntary work.

2 In much of the “Northern” literature at least, that emphasis implied a narrower focus on 
the “direct” care-of-persons component of unpaid care work, excluding most instrumental house-
work tasks, like cleaning or cooking. For an alternative approach in a development context, see 
Razavi (2007).

Chapter 17
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includes the work of doctors and nurses, early-education, primary and secondary 
school teachers and aides, university-level professors, therapists and nannies. It 
also includes domestic workers, whose work content is more loosely defined but 
cannot be excluded from the analysis of care occupations in Argentina. Domes-
tic workers are expected to cook, clean and do the ironing, but they also mind 
children and take care of elderly or infirm household members if required – the 
work content of their jobs accommodates the needs of the employer’s household.

The sex-typing of unpaid care work – which, at least in Buenos Aires, 
is still overwhelmingly women’s work (Esquivel, 2010) – extends to domestic 
workers, who are almost invariably women. The association of unpaid care work 
with “natural” female characteristics – and not with skills acquired through for-
mal education or training – also implies that most domestic workers have low 
formal educational credentials. Conceptually, the inclusion of domestic workers 
in the analysis of care work is based on the idea that care – particularly that 
performed within households – encompasses both direct care of persons and 
indirect care, in the form of housework that is a prerequisite for the former 
to be performed on an unpaid basis (Folbre, 2006a, p. 188; Razavi, 2007, p. 6).

Previous research on paid care work has found that care workers are, in 
some contexts, relatively low paid and their working conditions deficient as 
compared to other groups of workers.3 Some explanations for this have focused 
on the work content of care occupations, associated with women and mother-
ing and therefore socially undervalued, which might affect “people’s sense of 
how much the [care] job should be paid” (England, Budig and Folbre, 2002, 
p. 457). A related argument justifies care workers’ lower pay on the grounds 
that “care has its own reward”, i.e. “care-prone” workers accept lower wages 
because they “like” doing their work and derive intrinsic fulfilment from it 
(for a critique, see Folbre and Nelson, 2000). Other explanations have focused 
on the particular characteristics of care services, whose productivity might lag 
behind that of other industries. Mounting competitive pressures might thus 
translate into lagging relative wages, falling care standards (particularly in 
the public sector) and/or higher relative costs of care services (Himmelweit, 
2007; Folbre, 2006b).4 Yet other explanations have focused on specific labour 
market contexts and the characteristics of care workers’ employment. For ex- 
ample, the growing supply of migrant care workers (mostly women) might keep 
care-service wages relatively low (Pérez Orozco, 2009). In labour markets with 
wide earnings inequality and/or high unemployment, care workers might be 
placed at the bottom of the pay hierarchy, “crowding” these sectors and put-
ting downward pressure on wages (Folbre, 2006b).

3 On care workers’ pay, see the article by Michelle Budig and Joya Misra (“How care-work 
employment shapes earnings in cross-national perspective”) in this special issue of the International 
Labour Review; on working conditions, see Folbre (2006b).

4 It should be noted that the “cost disease” argument (lagging productivity of care services) 
is strictly valid only in conditions of full employment. Before full employment, there is indeed room 
for care services to expand without pressure on care workers’ wages, since the productivity of these 
services does not necessarily lag behind.
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This article analyses the relative wages and working conditions of care 
workers in Argentina. It argues that beyond similarities in the work content of 
care occupations, two – possibly mutually reinforcing – dimensions intersect to 
explain differences in care workers’ labour market position. The first relates to 
labour regulations and their enforcement (i.e. whether workers are effectively 
protected by labour law), which shape the employment of care workers (and 
workers in other occupations). The second dimension stems from the ways in 
which the provision of care services is organized in Argentina. Given the mul-
tiplicity of care providers, prices (including free provision in some segments) 
and quality levels of different services, this article also argues that the work-
ing conditions and relative pay of care workers in Argentina are crucially de-
pendent on the degree of public-sector engagement in particular services, on 
the “rules of the game” for other care-service providers, and on the locus of 
care provision (institutions or households).

In order to contextualize this analysis, the first of the remaining sections 
of this article reviews the provision of care services in Argentina, focusing on 
the health and education sectors. The second investigates the working condi-
tions and pay of care workers in the particular context of the Argentine la-
bour market. The third section offers an in-depth comparison of two selected 
care occupations, namely, early-education teaching and domestic work. A final 
section concludes.

The provision of care services in Argentina
In Argentina, the State plays a major role in both regulating and providing care 
services (usually at no cost to users) at the national, provincial and municipal 
levels. It is therefore a major employer in the health sector, and the main em-
ployer in education.5

The health sector in Argentina is stratified into three tiers: public-sector 
provision coexists with the “social security sector” (administered by unions and  
therefore directed to unionized, formal wage workers) and the private sec-
tor, whose services are restricted to users with relatively high incomes. In this 
system, the public sector has long been understood to cover the poorest seg-
ments of the population, particularly those with no access to formal employ-
ment (Anlló and Cetrángolo, 2007). During the 1980s, public hospitals, the 
main public-sector health institution, became increasingly short of financial 
resources as the public sector experienced fiscal constraints. Decentralization 
– a heritage of the dictatorship – exacerbated existing local and regional dis-
parities. In this context, the market-friendly reforms of the 1990s brought de- 
regulation of the social security sector (after which workers could choose 
between different union-based health services) and a wave of management 
reforms in public hospitals. The latter put downward pressure on costs and em-
phasized revenue generation, authorizing service fees to be charged to those 

5 This section relies heavily on Faur (2008).
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who could pay. These trends, which continued into the following decade, have 
had a profound impact on the working conditions and wages of health workers. 
Indeed, jobs became more precarious and “flexible”, incomes more variable, 
and the health-sector labour force increasingly professionalized and feminized 
(Pautassi, 2006).

Education, by contrast, is provided free of charge in state-run institu-
tions, which employ over three-quarters of all teachers and professors. Private 
schools do exist, but most are heavily subsidized by the State, which typically 
pays for teachers’ salaries, while other costs are covered by fees. Primary edu-
cation is a constitutional right and therefore nearly universal. And in 2006, the 
National Education Act (Law 26.206, of 28 December 2006) extended manda-
tory schooling up to the completion of secondary education.

During the 1990s, when early, primary and secondary education services 
were decentralized, long-standing disparities in service quality worsened in the 
absence of a concomitant resource transfer from the national administration. 
Indeed, responsibility for infrastructure development, management and admin-
istration, and teachers’ pay was transferred to the provincial level, putting extra 
pressure on the budgets of poorer jurisdictions. The reform implied a profound 
change in the educational paradigm, leaving behind previous aspirations of 
equality. It triggered acute fragmentation along socio-economic lines as well as 
a breakdown of coordination between educational levels at a time when other 
social inequalities – most notably income inequality – were also worsening. In 
this context, teachers’ working conditions and pay deteriorated in parallel with 
widening inequalities in the quality of the schools accessible to children from 
different socio-economic backgrounds (Dirié and Oiberman, 2001).

In sum, the market-friendly reforms of the 1990s diminished public- 
sector coverage and increased disparities in service quality, leaving it up to 
families to find “private” solutions to fill the resulting gaps in public provision. 
While gaps were indeed filled, the solutions have often reproduced existing 
income and gender inequalities. Poor households’ access to health and educa-
tion services depends on the capacity of the local government administration 
to provide care services (inversely proportional to the size of the vulnerable 
population in the jurisdiction) and their own ability to compensate for the lack 
of services by resorting to the unpaid care work of family members, particu-
larly women (Esquivel, 2010). The “market solutions” available to middle- and 
upper-class households, by contrast, include an array of privatized health and 
education services, as well as the hiring of domestic workers. Although not all 
domestic workers perform care work themselves or work for households with 
dependants, they clearly ease the burden of unpaid housework, thus helping 
make room for the provision of care by non-dependent household members, 
or making it possible for women in these households to “reconcile” paid em-
ployment and unpaid care work.6

6 Significant in itself is the fact that “conciliation” is naturalized as a (middle-class) women’s 
issue: men “do” paid work, but typically do not have to “reconcile” spheres (Faur, 2006).
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Care workers in the Argentine labour market
Argentina’s labour market is highly segmented along gender and income lines 
(Cortés, 2000). Women’s labour force participation and average monthly earn-
ings are lower, and their unemployment rate is higher, even though their aver-
age educational credentials are slightly higher than men’s (table 1). Women in 
the lowest household income quintile participate less in the labour force than 
the female average – a historical trend that was reinforced by the improvement 
of men’s employment prospects during the period of rapid economic recovery 
(2003–07). At the same time, the unemployment rate of women in the bottom 
quintile is 10 percentage points higher than the female average. Women in the 
highest income quintile, by contrast, show the highest rates of labour force 
participation and have better employment prospects, which translate into un- 
employment rates 10 percentage points below the female average (Cortés, 
2009). 

The proportion of wage workers is greater among women than men, 
reaching almost 80 per cent. In what represents the main feature of the Ar-
gentine labour market, however, fully half of female wage workers (and  
40 per cent of male wage workers) are in unregistered or “informal” employ-
ment (Beccaria, Esquivel and Maurizio, 2005).7

Argentina’s labour market is also segregated by sex: women are over- 
represented in the least skilled occupations and in social and communal services  
(including public employment programmes), but they remain under-repre-
sented in manufacturing, construction and trade. Women are also over-repre-
sented in the public sector, which has traditionally offered registered, stable 
but low-paid jobs (table 1). Quantitative and qualitative evidence suggests that 
women require better educational credentials than men (all other things being 
equal) to access protected jobs (Esquivel, 2007). Moreover, they generally 
suffer from both subtle and overt discriminatory practices (Novick, Rojo and 
Castillo, 2008).

This article’s focus on the broadly defined category of care workers al-
lows a new reading of these findings, which reflect long-standing features of the  
Argentine labour market. It can also shed light on the processes that might  
underpin them. Yet it must be remembered that the averages presented in  
table 2 result from markedly different situations on account of the widely di-
vergent types of care occupations held by women.

No less than one-third of all employed women in Argentina are wage 
workers in care occupations.8 Roughly half of them are teachers, professors, 
doctors, nurses and related aides – occupations that require relatively high  
educational credentials and skills (see figure 1). That these occupations are  

7 Workers are considered as “unregistered” when employers do not pay their social security 
contributions. In such cases, workers are often also deprived of unemployment insurance, health 
care, annual bonuses, family allowances, etc.

8 Care occupations, as defined above on the basis of England, Budig and Folbre (2002), do 
not include managerial or administrative positions.
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typically performed in state-run health and educational institutions might 
partly explain the slight over-representation of women in the public sector. 
The other half of female care workers are in domestic service. They have low 
educational credentials and are usually “unskilled”, performing their jobs in 
the secluded sphere of the employer’s home. Virtually all domestic workers 
are unregistered, accounting for almost 40 per cent of all unregistered female 
wage workers (see below). Indeed, unregistered female wage employment  
cannot be understood without analysing domestic work.

In contrast, care occupations account for just over 3 per cent of all male 
employment, and 5 per cent of male wage employment. Men in care occupa-
tions are mainly teachers, professors and doctors. It is therefore not surprising 
that over 80 per cent of these men have complete or partial tertiary education;  
29 per cent perform professional work and 56 per cent are engaged in tech-
nically skilled work. The major role of public employment in the areas of edu- 
cation and health care accounts for the fact that half of the male care workers  
perform their jobs in state-run institutions, with above-average levels of employ- 
ment protection. These factors all contribute to men’s average hourly wages 
being 50 per cent higher than those of women in care occupations (table 2).

Table 1.  Labour market indicators by sex (percentages of urban total  
in the second quarter of 2006)

Women Men

Labour force participation rate 38.8 55.3
Employment rate 33.7 50.7
Unemployment rate 13.0 8.4

Employer 2.3 5.4
Own-account workers 16.0 21.7
Public-sector wage workers 18.2 12.1
Registered private-sector wage workers 23.1 32.3
Unregistered private-sector wage workers 16.1 26.3
Domestic workers 17.0 0.2
Employment programmes 5.6 1.3
Family workers 1.8 0.7

Total 100 100

Rate of wage employment 79.9 72.2

Registered wage workers (percentage of total wage employment) 50.8 59.9

Average years of schooling 11.4 10.5
Average hours worked 26 38

Monthly earnings (AR$, 2006) 709 1,066
Hourly wage (AR$, 2006) 5.65 5.95

Note: In 2006, AR$100 was worth approximately US$32.
Source: Author’s calculations based on the “Permanent Household Survey” (EPH) of the National Institute of  
Statistics and Censuses.
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The tiny proportion of male care workers indicates that care occupa-
tions are highly feminized: on average, 86 per cent of all care workers are 
women. The proportions are practically 100 per cent among domestic work-
ers, 77 per cent among teachers and professors, and 69 per cent among doc-
tors, nurses and nursing aides. In Argentina, care occupations are female 
occupations – a fact that could in itself influence care workers’ working condi-
tions and relative pay. However, previous findings suggest that a high propor-
tion of women in any (broadly defined) occupation does not per se produce 
downward pressure on hourly earnings, as sex segregation theory would pre-
dict (Esquivel, 2007).

Care workers in Argentina are therefore a heterogeneous group – in 
terms of educational levels, registration, type of employer, type of care occupa-
tion and degree of feminization. It is possible, however, that even when these 
differences are statistically controlled for, care workers may constitute a distinct 
pool of workers, equally penalized by the care content of their occupations, as 
England, Budig and Folbre (2002) suggest for the United States. In order to 
test this hypothesis in Argentina, a series of Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) re-
gressions on the natural logarithm of hourly wages were performed for female 
and for male wage workers. A care occupation dummy variable was included 
in some of the regressions, while other regressions disaggregated occupations 
into broad groups – doctors and other medical occupations; professors and 
teachers, including teachers’ aides; domestic workers; other care occupations, 

Figure 1.  Care workers in Argentina
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Professors and teachers,
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Men: 5%
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including therapists, nannies, etc. (table 3). Although this exercise could argu-
ably be seen as a highly artificial construct – not exempt of technicalities9 – it 
is valuable because it might indicate some avenues for change.

The results indicate that women working in care occupations are not nec-
essarily penalized as a group – the care occupation dummy gets a positive sign 
but is not statistically significant when included in the regression, yet its value 
becomes negative (−6 per cent) and significant after controlling for sex compo-
sition (FEM) of occupations. In the case of men, the care occupation dummy is 
statistically significant (though weakly) and negative (−5 per cent) irrespective 
of the chosen specification. However, these are the results of highly hetero-
geneous situations. When care occupations are disaggregated, a wage penalty 
of approximately −10 per cent among doctors and other medical occupations 
emerges as remarkably robust for both women and men. This result is consist-
ent with the deterioration of working conditions in health-care occupations in 
the past 15 years. Wage differentials in other care occupations are not statis-
tically significant, and are therefore explained by factors other than the care 

9 As some groups of care workers are highly homogeneous (most domestic workers, for ex-
ample, are unregistered, have low education, and work for households in a highly feminized oc-
cupation), issues of colinearity may arise when controlling for these various characteristics. OLS 
regressions were performed checking for variance inflation factors (VIFs). All values are reason-
able (always <10 and mostly <5), pointing to the validity of chosen variables and of the regressions 
as a whole (table 3).

Table 2.  Selected characteristics of care workers by sex (percentages of urban total 
in the second quarter of 2006)

Women Men

Registered 43 70
Working in a state-run institution 27 56

Partial or no primary schooling 8 1
Completed primary school 23 4
Incomplete secondary schooling 14 4
Completed secondary school 13 10
Partial or complete tertiary education 42 81

Professional 6 29
Technical 34 56
Semi-skilled 7 11
Unskilled 53 4

Monthly earnings (AR$, 2006) 554 1,057
Hourly wage (AR$, 2006) 6 9

Hours per week 26 32

Source: Author’s calculations based on the “Permanent Household Survey” (EPH) of the National Institute of  
Statistics and Censuses.
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content of the work they involve.10 Indeed, after controlling for human cap-
ital, demographic characteristics and other job characteristics, the main deter-
minant of hourly wages is the level of employment registration (table 3). Thus, 
registered female wage workers earn 60 per cent more than their unregistered 
counterparts. Among men, the registration premium is 49 per cent. While men 
are penalized if they work for the public sector (−6 per cent), women get a 
premium of +4 per cent if they do (Model 4 in table 3).

These results show that aside from medical occupations, working condi-
tions and pay in care occupations cannot be separated from the overall labour 
market features identified above. In Argentina, improving care workers’ relative 
wages will thus require substantial progress in registration levels – as is the case 
with other wage workers. The results also point to the relative wage advantage 
of female workers in the public sector (vis-à-vis other women in wage employ-
ment), which might explain their above-average employment levels in public 
institutions. Importantly, these results do not indicate that domestic workers are 
penalized per se, maybe because their low qualifications (−50 per cent) and lack 
of registration (−60 per cent) fully account for their disadvantages.

A comparison of two “polar” care occupations:  
Early-education teaching and domestic service
The finding that care workers’ wages depend on the regulation and overall 
structure of the labour market – along with the aggregate nature of the stat-
istical exercise performed in the previous section – called for in-depth ana- 
lysis of two care occupations: earlyeducation teachers and domestic workers.11 
These care occupations are both related to the provision of care for a particu-
lar group of dependants (children). Their work contents therefore overlap. At 
the same time, these occupations are sufficiently different (“polar”) in terms 
of their employment characteristics – regulatory framework and actual labour 
protection, working conditions – which are themselves dependent on general 
conditions in the care sector and the “locus” of care provision. Clearly, this  
in-depth analysis does not “correct” for human capital, demographic and other 
job characteristics, as the previous one did.12 Rather, it characterizes the se-
lected occupations in order to find elements that could help enhance the po-
sition of care workers.

10 Domestic work gets a positive and significant value in specifications not controlling for 
sex composition.

11 The study of female domestic workers is based on Cortés (2009), who processed data from 
the “Permanent Household Survey” (EPH). The study of female early-education teachers is based 
on Cerrutti (2008), who processed data from the 2004 National Census of Teachers (Ministry of 
Education, Science and Technology).

12 I will therefore not analyse relative earnings, which are heavily influenced by these charac-
teristics. A comparison of means shows that female primary teachers’ monthly income was AR$826, 
and hourly wages AR$9.4, in the second quarter of 2006 (these figures are the best available proxy 
for female early-education teachers’ earnings). The corresponding figures for domestic workers 
were AR$304 and AR$3.3.
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Demographic and job-related characteristics
Both early-education teaching and domestic work are highly feminized oc-
cupations, deeply charged with particular gender meanings (see below). This, 
however, is where the similarities end, for the women working in these two 
occupations come from different social backgrounds, have very different work 
experiences and employment prospects, and present enormous differences in 
terms of educational attainment.

Early-education teaching is a highly professionalized and regulated oc-
cupation. Work as an early-education teacher requires a tertiary-level degree: 
97 per cent of all early-education teachers hold one.13 Teaching takes place in 
crèches for children under the age of three and in kindergartens for children 
aged between three and five years, which are run and/or regulated by the State.

The daily organization of the teachers’ work is clearly defined on the 
basis of the number of hours pupils attend the institution, the size of the classes, 
parents’ and teachers’ responsibilities, etc. Furthermore, particularly in the pub-
lic sector, early-education teaching is organized as a “closed internal labour 
market” in which entry is possible only at the base of the pyramid and oppor-
tunities for development and promotion are associated with seniority and, to 
a lesser extent, continuous training.

Female early-education teachers14 – i.e. 95 per cent of all early-education 
teachers and 99 per cent of classroom teachers – are younger than the average 
age of employed women, as might be expected given that early education has 
been expanding (Faur, 2008). Their below-average age might also be related to 
the fact that teacher training takes three years – making it possible to gradu-
ate and start teaching at the age of 21. Female early-education teachers are 
also more educated and better paid, on an hourly basis, than are female wage 
workers overall; as a group, they also receive higher monthly wages than the 
average for female care workers.

At the other extreme, domestic work is a care occupation without “bar-
riers to entry” – one of the few employment options open to women from 
poor households, who alternate between domestic work, public employment 
programmes, unregistered work in trade, and unemployment. Indeed, 30 per 
cent of the employed women in households with incomes in the first quintile 
are domestic workers, while the proportion is close to zero in households in 
the fifth quintile. The demand for domestic services is also highly responsive 
to changes in middle- and upper-class incomes: it contracted sharply in the  
immediate aftermath of the 2002 macroeconomic crisis and recovered only  
in 2006, when public employment programmes started to shrink (Cortés, 2009).

Although many female domestic workers are young, a substantial num-
ber of them are middle-aged, being mostly heads of households (35 per cent) 

13 These tertiary-level degrees are awarded by specialized institutions, usually after shorter 
courses than those required for university degrees.

14 Eleven per cent of early-education teachers are directors or hold administrative positions, 
76 per cent are classroom teachers, and 13 per cent are teachers’ aides.
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or spouses (39 per cent). A high proportion of domestic workers are inter-
nal migrants (37 per cent) or migrants from bordering countries and Peru  
(20 per cent). Domestic workers’ levels of educational attainment are the low-
est among female workers (although the increasing proportion of migrants 
from neighbouring countries, with higher educational levels, is raising the aver-
age educational level); 16 per cent of female domestic workers have not com-
pleted primary school, and 61 per cent have not completed secondary school. 
Their average monthly earnings are not only lower than those of female wage 
workers overall, but also lower than the statutory “minimum wage”.

Regulatory framework and actual labour protection
Labour regulation is a key factor in explaining the different levels of registra-
tion of the workers in the two occupations examined here.

Early-education teachers in public establishments have rights and obli-
gations defined by the “Teachers’ Statute”,15 depending on whether they are in 
a tenured position (permanent teachers) or not (interim and substitute teach-
ers). Permanent teachers enjoy the fullest range of workers’ rights, including 
employment security. The rights of interim and substitute teachers are more 
limited: though registered, they are not tenured,16 and therefore not fully cov-
ered by the provisions of the Teachers’ Statute. Teachers in private establish-
ments are subject to the Employment Contracts Act,17 which gives them the 
same rights and obligations as other registered wage workers but less than 
those granted by the Teachers’ Statute.18 Virtually all early-education teachers 
are registered workers.

As is the case at other educational levels, early-education teachers in the 
public sector (in contrast to the private sector) are highly unionized. Teach-
ers’ unions take part in collective bargaining, on a centralized basis, with edu-
cational authorities.19

While the Teachers’ Statute provides teachers in early-education estab-
lishments with rights beyond those set forth in the Employment Contracts Act, 
the latter explicitly excludes domestic workers. Domestic work is regulated 
by the 1956 Domestic Service Regulations (made under Legislative Decree 
326/56), which covers employees working for a period of one month or more, 
at least four hours per day and no less than four days per week for the same 
employer. Workers below this threshold are not considered wage workers but 

15 Act No. 14473, of 12 September 1958, to approve the Statute governing the teaching staff 
of the Ministry of Education and Justice (in Boletín Oficial, 27 November 1958).

16 In the public sector, the right to be considered for tenure is neither automatic nor decided 
by the educational institution, but depends on political decisions.

17 Act No. 20744, of 11 September 1974, to approve the rules governing contracts of employ-
ment (in Boletín Oficial, 27 September 1974, No. 23003, p. 2). For an English translation, see Legis-
lative Series, 1974 – Arg. 2, Geneva, ILO.

18 Remuneration is an exception to this rule, since the wages in public establishments set 
minimum wages in privately run schools.

19 Early-education teachers’ wages are negotiated along with primary school teachers’ wages.
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own-account workers, and their employers are not required to register them.20 
The labour rights granted to domestic workers within this legal framework are 
not on a par with those enjoyed by other wage workers. At best, their rights 
partially replicate those granted to formal wage workers, as in the case of sever-
ance pay, sick leave, and annual vacations. However, domestic workers are com-
pletely deprived of some important rights, including the right to state-funded 
maternity leave and entitlement to family allowances.21 This makes them par-
ticularly vulnerable when they become pregnant or have children (ELA, 2009).

Beyond the weakness of this legal framework, domestic work has trad-
itionally been (and continues to be) characterized by high levels of unregis-
tered employment. In the second half of 2006, only 8.6 per cent of female 
domestic workers were registered – i.e. their employers paid their social  
security contributions – and another 2.2 per cent contributed as own-account 
workers. These figures, however, do not reflect the positive impact of the regis- 
tration initiative on domestic work that started in early 2006. This initiative in-
volved deducting domestic workers’ wages and social security payments from 
employers’ income tax, together with simplified procedures for registration and 
payment of contributions, and an intense advertising campaign. According to 
administrative registries, as much as one-third of domestic workers were regis- 
tered by the end of 2008 – a huge improvement from the situation in 2006 
(Estévez and Esper, 2009).22

Unlike in business, the employment relationship in domestic service is 
between an employee and a household. This highly personalized context ex-
plains the weak bargaining position of domestic workers, which is compounded 
by extremely low levels of registration, the absence of unionization and col-
lective bargaining, and high turnover rates, as unregistered domestic workers 
can be fired without notice or severance pay (Cortés, 2009).

Working conditions
Working conditions (including tasks, schedules, workloads and job stability) are 
also associated with the characteristics of the employment relationship, the care 
sector, and the locus or “site” of care provision. While most early-education 
teachers work in public (66 per cent) or private establishments subject to su-
pervision by educational authorities, female domestic workers are employed by 
households. In other words, employers’ visibility and the degree to which they 
comply (or can be compelled to comply) with labour regulations differ widely.

20 This differentiation has in fact contributed to discourage registration – it could be very dif-
ficult to prove whether a domestic worker was above or below this threshold in court.

21 Registered female wage workers have the right to three months of maternity leave. Fam-
ily allowances are regular or lump-sum subsidies to help workers cover the costs associated with 
childbirth and adoption, children and children’s schooling, marriage, etc.

22 Although this improvement may imply some cost to the state budget, the tax allowance 
has an upper limit, roughly equivalent to six to nine monthly minimum wages, which means that 
registered domestic workers are only partly subsidized by the State. In the short term, however, 
registration increases tax collection when compared with non registration.
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The high proportion of tenured teachers (78 per cent) and their conse-
quent job stability are reflected in the average seniority of this group: 55 per 
cent of early-education teachers have at least ten years of seniority, with the 
proportion rising to 87 per cent for principals and assistant principals. These 
percentages are even higher in state-run establishments – 72 per cent of teach-
ers and 89 per cent of principals and assistant principals – translating into 
greater job stability (less turnover) and better career opportunities for teach-
ers in the public system. Seniority in teaching is associated not only with op-
portunities for promotion, but also with higher pay.23

In terms of teaching hours, 61 per cent of early-education teachers have 
workloads of 13 to 24 “classroom hours” (i.e. 45-minute periods) per week – 
approximately equivalent to a half-time workload. By contrast, 40 per cent of 
domestic workers work up to 15 hours weekly (i.e. under the threshold for 
coverage by Legislative Decree 326/56), 33 per cent of them work between  
16 and 34 hours, and 27 per cent of them work 36 hours or more. Half of the 
latter group work 45 hours or more (i.e. they are “over-employed”). Such heavy 
workloads are not exclusively associated with live-in arrangements, as only  
4 per cent of domestic workers live in their employer’s home.

Over one-third (36 per cent) of domestic workers have been in their 
jobs for no more than a year, while 26 per cent of them have been engaged 
between one and five years. A great majority of female domestic workers  
(78 per cent) work in a single home (i.e. they have only one employer), while 
13 per cent of them work in two homes. Thus, the opportunity to increase hours 
of work (and monthly income) is associated more with the needs of a single 
employer than with the possibility of working for multiple employers. Indeed, 
36 per cent of domestic workers seek to work more hours and are thus under-
employed; and 23 per cent of them hold additional jobs, even when domestic 
work is reported as their “primary occupation”. This shows the severe limita-
tions of earnings derived from domestic work.

Gender images
The foregoing examination of early-education teaching and domestic work 
does not explain the fact that both occupations are almost completely femin-
ized. Questioning the complex and evolving meanings that these occupations 
hold for the workers who perform them – and for society at large – might help 
to explain this.

As a working hypothesis, it could be argued that the work contents of 
both occupations are perceived as extensions of two romanticized ideals: that 
of the “good mother” in the case of early-education teachers, and that of the 
“good wife” for domestic workers. Neither of these “ideals” is innocent, as they 
both symbolically deprive these women of their labour status – i.e. their care 
occupation is not considered a “proper” job. As Fischman puts it regarding the 

23 Early-education teachers with ten years of seniority earn 50 per cent more than their  
junior colleagues, while those with 20 years of seniority earn 100 per cent more.
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teaching profession, “the lack of recognition of the specific characteristics of 
women who work at schools […] and their replacement by romanticized ways 
of naming them associated to domesticity supports ‘domestication’ and child-
like social treatment of teachers” (2005, p. 8). As for domestic work, these 
social meanings are highlighted in the definition of its content simply as com-
prising the tasks that are “part of domestic life” (Legislative Decree 326/56) 
and, therefore, women’s work.

The gendered meanings of early-education teaching are forcefully con-
tested by teachers themselves, and might conflict with families’ demands. As 
explained by former pre-school director Patricia Redondo, early-education 
teachers “are not grandmothers, [they] do not ‘hold’ babies; [crèches and kin-
dergartens] are public institutions”.24 Early-education teachers rightly claim 
recognition of their role as educators – as opposed to “mere” carers – on the 
basis of their professionalization (as opposed to “natural” knowledge) and in-
stitutionalization, i.e. work in the public sphere as distinct from the household 
and family.

In a characterization of the views that households hold on domestic work-
ers, the National Tax Collection Office (AFIP) found that “homeowners” view 
themselves as “providers of work opportunities”, emphasizing the refuge role 
of this occupation in times of crisis.25 Moreover, “employers do not feel respon-
sible for the short-term (health) and long-term (retirement) needs of domestic 
workers. This is partly due to the fact that this relationship takes place in the 
domestic sphere”,26 which is difficult to reach and control by public authorities. 
Some of these ideas were challenged in the advertising campaign that AFIP 
launched in support of its registration initiative, emphasizing employers’ “re-
sponsibilities” towards domestic workers, even though other gender images 
were not questioned (e.g. the employer is always another woman, as if house-
work were only a woman’s issue). However, the campaign helped to recast do-
mestic work as a formal employment relationship.

Conclusions
Based on a broad definition of care work derived from England, Budig and  
Folbre (2002), this article has shown that care workers in Argentina are not a 
homogenous group, even though most of them are women and their occupa-
tions display some similarity in terms of job content. Differences in their socio- 
economic characteristics and skills, as well as the types of care work they  
engage in, all contribute to this heterogeneity. However, two factors have 

24 See María Rosa Mayer’s interview of Patricia Redondo: “Nosotros no recibimos bebés, 
no somos abuelas, somos instituciones públicas”, in Redacción y Editorial – Entrevistas, No. 86  
(1 Aug. 2008), at: http://redaccionyeditorial-entrevistas.blogspot.com/2008/08/educacin-patricia- 
redondo.html [accessed 12 Oct. 2010].

25 This view also permeates the language of Legislative Decree 326/56, which reflects a  
patriarchal model of the family and the strong prerogatives of male “homeowners”.

26  Verbatim responses of an AFIP official quoted by Estévez and Esper (2009, p. 19).

http://redaccionyeditorial-entrevistas.blogspot.com/2008/08/educacin-patricia-redondo
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proved crucial in explaining the working conditions and pay of care workers: the  
particular ways in which the provision of care services is organized, and the 
degree of employment protection care workers enjoy.

The analysis suggests some avenues for enhancing the position of care 
workers in Argentina. The case of early-education teachers demonstrates that 
even in a care occupation clearly identified with motherhood, working condi-
tions and pay can improve with professionalization and registration, the latter 
being guaranteed by both public-sector provision and a strong legal frame-
work. Conversely, occupations related to health care might have experienced 
downward pressure on wages as a result of the expansion and deregulation of 
the market for health-care services.

The scale of female domestic employment as well as wages and work-
ing conditions in this occupation are directly related to the wide income in-
equalities in Argentine society, and to the fact that domestic workers are at 
the bottom of the pay hierarchy. Improving their relative pay through “indica-
tive wages”, as it is currently done, might improve their position. Yet, efforts  
to promote the registration of domestic workers should be continued, along 
with improvements in the legal framework that regulates their occupation.  
Indeed, the situation of domestic workers will not improve until they are 
treated on a par with other registered wage workers.

Post scriptum
On 8 March 2010, the Executive submitted to the National Congress a new 
legal framework for domestic workers, which has yet to be considered by the 
country’s lawmakers. If passed without amendment, it will equalize most of 
domestic workers’ rights with those of other wage workers.
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