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UNRELIABLE ACCOUNT OF
WOMEN'’S WORK:

EVIDENCE FROM LATIN
AMERICAN CENSUS STATISTICS

ZULMA RECCHINI DE LATTES AND
CATALINA H. WAINERMAN

Anyone walking through the commercial areas of Mexico City, Lima, or
Quito will be immersed in a crowd of street peddlers—men, women, and
children—endlessly offering their merchandise in the streets and markets.
A casual observer, driving through the roads of the Caribbean islands or
passing through the Bolivian altiplano, will see men, women, and children
working in the fields, harvesting a crop, preparing the land for planting, or
feeding the pigs. The traveler might also see women spinning or canning
goods to offer in the market. It is not difficult to verify the existence of
working women. Yet, for a researcher or a planner to know the exact size of
the female labor force through official statistics will be impossible, even
when they are designed to record the women workers who contribute their
labor to produce goods and services for the market.

This report addresses the quality of the official accounting of that part of
women’s contribution to the economy that is explicitly recognized by
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official statistics.! As is well known, statistics so far have not considered as
an economic contribution the activities performed by women and men to
satisfy human needs through the production of goods and services for their
own consumption or that of their households. We intend to show, with
quantitative examples, that a part of the officially recognized economic
contribution is overlooked.?

The examples are taken from Latin American and Caribbean statistics,
mainly from the 1970 census results.® Because women’s work in the labor
market is partly invisible, national statistics do not fully account for it, and
they therefore present an unrealistic and inaccurate account of women’s
contribution to the Latin American economies.

This appears to be an international problem, as recent findings on the
Middle East," Africa,® and India® have shown, and it has serious ramifica-
tions. According to Elise Boulding: “The invisibility to planners of women’s
activities, including both market and nonmarket labor, has led to a faulty
diagnosis of development problems. [Consequently,] social planners are

! The unreliability of statistics on the economic participation of women is also present in
statistics on the work of children and the elderly of both sexes. The labor force participation of
these two groups shares several of the characteristics of a large proportion of women’s work in
developing countries, as described in this study. Most analyses and conclusions of this article
are also applicable to statistics on the labor force participation of children and the elderly.

* The importance of this topic is noted in numerous recent publications on the subject. See
John D. Durand, The Labor Force in Economic Development (Princeton, N.].: Princeton
University Press, 1975); Stanislaus D’Souza, “Sex-based Stereotypes, Sex Biases and National
Data Systems,” document no. ST/ESA/STAT/99 (New York: United Nations, June 1980);
Monica Fong, “Victims of Old-fashioned Statistics,” Ceres: FAO Review on Agriculture and
Development 13, no. 3 (1980): 29-32; Nancy Baster, The Measurement of Women’s Participa-
tion in Development: The Use of Census Data (Brighton: University of Sussex, Institute of
Development Studies, February 1981); Lourdes Benerfa, “Conceptualizing the Labor Force:
The Underestimation of Women's Economic Activities,” Journal of Development Studies 17,
no. 3 (April 1981): 10-28; Constantina Safilios-Rothschild, The Persistence of Women’s
Invisibility in Agriculture: Theoretical and Policy Lessons from Lesotho and Sierra Leone,
Working Paper no. 88 (New York: Population Council, Inc., Center for Policy Studies,
September 1982); Ruth B. Dixon, “Women in Agriculture: Counting the Labor Force in
Developing Countries,” Population and Development Review 8, no. 3 (1982): 539-66.

% At the time this article was written, results from censuses taken in the 1980s were not
available.

* B. Ibrahim, “Strategies of Urban Labor Force Measurement,” Cairo Papers, vol. 5
(1983); H. Zurayk, “Women's Economic Participation: West Asia and North Africa,” in
Population Factors in Development Planning in the Middle East, ed. F. Shorter and H.
Zurayk (New York: Population Council, Inc., 1985): 3-58.

®> R. Pittin, “Documentation of Women’s Work in Nigeria: Problems and Solutions”; and
W. De Vries Bastiaans, “Census Data and the Economic Activity of Women,” in Female and
Male in West Africa, ed. Ch. Oppong (Winchester, Mass.: Allen & Unwin, 1983).

® M. Fong, “Designing a Methodology for Measuring Women’s Work in Agriculture,” and
S. Ramachandran, “Methodology for Valuating Women’s Contribution to Economic Activi-
ties under Conditions of Irregular and Uncertain Participation” (papers delivered at the
Technical Seminar on Women's Work and Employment, New Delhi, 1982).
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currently operating with an essentially mythic image of locally available
human resources and capacities, due to [women’s] social invisibility. "

The invisibility of adult women workers in these statistics is related to
the nature of their work, their gender roles, and the assumptions about the
labor force that shape the design of the statistical information. A large
proportion of women’s work in developing countries is discontinuous,
part-time, seasonal, frequently difficult to distinguish from domestic activi-
ties, performed within the traditional sector of the economy, in family
enterprises, or self-employing. The economic role assigned to women is
perceived as marginal whenever a sexual division of labor defines the
economic leadership as male. Finally, official statistics—which follow
either the recommendations of the Inter-American Statistical Institute
(IASI) or of the United Nations Statistical Commission—have been de-
signed to capture a type of activity whose underlying model is the activity
of males in developed economies without crisis, economies characterized
by continuity, an eight-hour workday, a five- or six-day workweek, and a
working year of forty-eight to fifty-two weeks.

The international recommendations of the Committee for the Improve-
ment of National Statistics (COINS) of the IASI, as well as the UN Statisti-
cal Commission recommendations, defined as economically active “all
persons of either sex who furnish the supply of labour for the production of
economic goods and services during the time-reference period chosen for
the investigation.™ The category includes employed as well as unem-
ployed persons. Among the employed are classified all persons having a job
during the time-reference period, including those in the unpaid family
workers category, plus people temporarily absent from their jobs because
of illness, accident, vacation, or strike. The unemployed are defined as all
persons who during the time-reference period had no job but were seeking
one for pay or profit, those who were not seeking one because of temporary
illness or because they thought there were no jobs available, and those who
had already made arrangements to start working in the near future. The
remaining category, the “economically inactive population,” includes peo-
ple engaged in housework, students, people confined in prisons and hos-
pitals, and retirees and pensioners.

The underlying criterion for classifying specific sectors of the popula-
tion as economically active is unclear. While the category “economically
active” includes unpaid family workers who work for a relative’s business,

" E. Boulding, “Human Capacity and Development” (Dartmouth College, 1981, mimeo-
graphed).

® United Nations, Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Cen-
suses, document no. ST/ESA/STAT/SER.M/67 (New York: 1980), 93-94, par. 2.191-95; and
Inter-American Statistical Institute, Programa del Censo de América de 1970 (COTA-1970):
Censos de poblacién: Temas, definiciones, clasificaciones y cuestionarios utilizados por los
paises de la regién americana (Washington, D.C.: 1977), 123-25.
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it excludes people engaged in domestic activities (homemakers) unless
they are paid (domestic servants). In addition, censuses usually exclude
women living in subsistence economies while they routinely count men in
the same situation—a practice inconsistent with a concept that presup-
poses the existence of a market economy. The concept of “economically
active population” (or “labor force”) was developed for capitalist economies
with some degree of industrialization. It is not suitable to the economies of
many developing countries, and it is in these countries that the inconsis-
tencies between concept and measurement instruments become most
apparent. Furthermore, it takes unemployment into account, but it does
not consider a phenomenon of particular relevance in Latin America:
underemployment.

All the Latin American censuses carried out during the 1970s follow the
“labor force” approach. Consequently, it cannot be concluded that the
quantitative assessments of the work force in general and the women’s
work force in particular have been valid or reliable, or that such assess-
ments have produced internationally comparable information. On the
contrary, the implementation of the approach has differed among countries
on the one hand, and, on the other, the conceptual and technical mistakes
frequently threaten the validity and reliability of the results and, therefore,
the comparability that is so highly sought by the specialized international
institutions.

Collecting information on ‘““activity status”

Thirteen Latin American countries® used only one question to obtain
information on “activity status,” one that was a variation on the question,
“What did you do during the week?” or “Of the following types of activity,
which one did you do?” The question was followed by the presentation of a
list of precoded alternatives, the first one of which was “worked” or
something similar to it, followed by those categories defined as “unem-
ployed,” and, finally, by those referring to the economically inactive. The
census enumerators were instructed to read the alternatives to the inter-
viewee in that order, stopping at the first affirmative answer. This order of
presentation of the stimuli, which attempts to give priority to those who are
economically active, is especially relevant to the measure of women’s labor
force participation. If the order of presentation were reversed, and the
“homemaker” category headed the list, it is probable that women would
place themselves in the “homemaker” (inactive) category rather than in the
“economically active” category because of the greater prevalence, social

® Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, Cuba, Chile, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala,
Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Paraguay, and Uruguay.
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Whereas the Brazilian census questions may be too imprecise, Vene-
zuela has carefully questioned women about their labor force participation.
The structure of the instrument of data collection and the level of precision
of the instructions included in the enumerator’s manual resemble a house-
hold survey, in which the “activity status” is measured through a series of
six questions.

In all the censuses of the region, except that of Peru, the item on
“activity status” allows only one alternative for the answer. Given the fact
that women often could answer two of the alternatives, the “active” cate-
gory might receive positive answers more frequently if respondents were
asked to select two categories—as with the census in Peru.

The analysis of the 1970s censuses reveals many other elements
adversely affecting the validity and comparability of the measurement of
the labor force. For example, in Cuba, although the investigation of the
activity status was required for all persons ten years of age and older, the
census instructions indicated that only men and women between the ages
of seventeen and fifty-five could be classified as unemployed. The Costa
Rican census suggested that persons over sixty-five years of age are eco-
nomically inactive. In only some countries of the region, the instructions
required differentiating by sex the people doing domestic chores. In the
censuses of Costa Rica and Cuba, for example, men were to be only
exceptionally classified in the category “domestic chores”; in the censuses
of El Salvador, Haiti, and Panama, the definition of homemaker was
applied only to women who carry out certain types of chores.

Specification for minimum amount of time worked

The minimum amount of time a person had to work in order to be
considered “active” is related to the conceptual definition chosen for the
“economically active population.” The amount of time can range from
full-time work to full-time plus part-time and occasional work. In the Latin
American censuses of the 1970s, this concept was treated in a number of
different ways. Six countries did not specify a minimum amount of time
worked, nine countries collected information exclusively on full-time or
nearly full-time workers, one country also included part-time workers, and
the rest added even occasional workers (between as few as one and eight
hours per week). This lack of a common definition constitutes a threat to
the comparability of the measurement of the labor force among the coun-
tries of the region. This problem affects the measurement of women’s labor
force participation to a greater extent because, as has been repeatedly
mentioned, part-time and occasional employment are much more frequent
among adult women than among adult men.

Work-time measurements are also characterized by internal inconsis-
tencies—this is especially true for the “unpaid family workers” category in
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City in Ecuador, and the Northeast and Sio Paulo regions of Brazil; census
activity rates for Bolivia were compared with those of an earlier demo-
graphic survey. In these five cases, the surveys were made using sampling
procedures while the censuses covered the entire population. The surveys
were taken over periods ranging between three and twelve months by a
relatively small group of specially trained, remunerated interviewers; the
censuses were taken in one day by many enumerators. It can be assumed
that, as is usually the case in Latin America, the census takers received
very little training and no remuneration for an imposed task. Moreover, in
four of the five cases the main goal of the surveys was to measure the
economic characteristics of the population, especially employment and
unemployment.

The percentages of under-enumeration of the labor force by sex in the
census, compared with the survey, are presented in table 1. For each case,
some disaggregation is provided, either by urban or rural population
residence, educational level, agricultural or nonagricultural activities, or
for certain occupational status categories. Totals for women very clearly
show that, relative to surveys, censuses underestimated economic partic-
ipation by between 12 and 52 percent. In contrast, men’s economic activity
as registered by the censuses would have been only slightly underesti-
mated. Negative figures for Bolivia (as well as for certain categories in the
other cases) indicate that census activity rates for men were higher than
survey activity rates. This suggests that survey results are incomplete and
that, therefore, under-enumeration of economically active women in the
census would be much greater than shown in the table.

The table also shows that census under-enumeration was higher in
rural than in urban areas in Bolivia as well as in Colombia, was higher
among women with only elementary education or no education than among
those with at least a high school education in Guayaquil,was higher for
agricultural than for nonagricultural activities in the Sdo Paulo and the
Northeast regions in Brazil, and was higher still among unpaid family
workers (under-enumeration was over 80 percent in the two Brazilian
regions) than among wage earners in these same areas. In other words,
these measures confirm what the literature on women’s labor force partic-
ipation has so often suggested: population censuses underestimate the
economic activity of women, especially the contributions of those engaged
in agricultural activities (prevalent in rural areas), those working as unpaid
family workers, and those women with little or no education. These figures
also show that censuses not only under-enumerate the economic participa-
tion of these groups, but that they also under-enumerate the economic
participation of women in urban areas and in nonagricultural activities,
wage-earning women, and highly educated women (between 6 and 44
percent in the examples given in table 1, with the only exception of the
capital of Bolivia). The figures for the Sao Paulo and Northeast regions also
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developing countries in general.” It is in developing countries, however,
that the problem assumes greater proportions because of the prevalence of
traditional economic activities that are frequently carried out in the home
and not distinguished from domestic activities.

From the 1970s to the 1990s

The qualitative and quantitative analyses of the Latin American censuses of
the 1970s have shown that they are not good instruments for measuring
economic participation of women. UN Statistical Commission and IASI
recommendations for the 1970 round of censuses contribute to the prob-
lem, as in the case of those countries that established a different minimum
work-time requirement for unpaid family workers and the other categories
of the economically active population. At the time those recommendations
were made, there was no particular concern with the quality of the statis-
tics on women. The 1980s recommendations acknowledge the need for
improvement" but do not make any specific suggestions for changing the
definition of work or give any recommendations for the translations of
concepts into information-gathering techniques.

What can be expected for the future? A report prepared for the Interna-
tional Conference of Labour Statisticians, whose recommendations will
probably guide the censuses of the 1990s, recognized “the need to reex-
amine the existing concepts and methods so as to improve the concep-
tualization and measurement of the participation of women in economic
activities both in and outside the home.

The conference report introduced some changes in the basic concepts.
It expanded the definition of the economically active population to include
production for one’s own consumption. For example, the definition of
“self-employment” explicitly includes the work of people who produce
goods for their own household consumption “if such consumption com-
prises an important contribution to the total consumption of the house-
hold” (emphasis added).* It makes specific mention of people engaged in

3 See, e.g., the analysis of the 1950 U.S. census in G. Bancroft, The American Labor
Force: Its Growth and Changing Composition (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1958).

"4 United Nations (n. 8 above), 93, par. 2.190.

** International Labor Organization, Statistics of Labour Force, Employment, Unemploy-
ment and Underemployment, Report prepared for the Thirteenth International Conference of
Labour Statisticians, Geneva, October 1982, Report 2, ICLS/13/II (Geneva: International
Labor Organization, 1982), 3, par. 12.

!¢ “Resolution concerning the Statistics of the Economically Active Population, Employ-
ment, Unemployment and Underemployment,” Thirteenth International Conference of
Labour Statisticians, Resolution I (Geneva: International Labor Organization, October 1982),
p. xii, par. 9.(6). This is reiterated in many paragraphs of Resolution I. An explicit definition of
the production of economic goods and services is included for the first time, to serve to define
the economically active population (xi, par. 5).
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