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An important component of change in poverty and income distribution in developing countries is to look closely at the evolution of their labor markets. Clearly, standard indicators generally used to characterize the labor market –including the unemployment and employment rates – are inadequate. The absence of formal social insurance mechanisms means that open unemployment is, in effect, limited to a small number of people who have enough resources to wait until a job with the characteristics they are looking for actually opens. Thus, many of the “unemployed” are people relying on their own resources or receiving support from their families queuing for “good jobs” that open at some frequency. Less fortunate people cannot join the queue, or have to leave it to accept any kind of job or occupation that simply allows them to survive. 

In this presentation we shed some light on ‘the quality of jobs’ by analyzing household survey data from Brazil, Ghana and Mexico over the 1991-2002 period, representing contrasting initial economic and labor market conditions and changes in these conditions. The quality of a job is a multidimensional concept, besides earnings and total hours. Other features include including health and safety conditions, affiliation to the social security system, the stability of the job and its career prospect. In this work, we focus on the earnings and hours characteristics of the job. This decision is motivated by the empirical regularity that earnings is a strong predictor of desirable non-pecuniary attributes as well as, from a practical perspective, the widespread unavailability of individual-level data on non-pecuniary characteristics of jobs in developing countries. We also examine the extent of correspondence between adverse labor market outcomes and household poverty.  

We find that all three countries experienced significant changes in labor market conditions. Not only did the employment and unemployment rates change dramatically over the period, but so did the incidence of low pay (bad) jobs.  In some cases, while the economy was able to generate more jobs, the quality of these jobs was found to be wanting, providing workers with low earnings. Furthermore, access to “good” and “bad” jobs, as well as the relationship between “bad” jobs and household poverty, varied in important ways across different groups in the labor market.  

These examples stress the importance of assessing what types of jobs each economy is creating, and who has access to the productive and rewarding ones. The increase in the number of low paid jobs may be associated with the entry in the labor force of more low skills workers with low productivity potentials.  It may also reflect the inability of firms to generate productive jobs, because of different business environment constraints.  But whatever the forces behind, those in low paid jobs may be in need of public support to improve their skills, seek better jobs in the market, and/or move to areas where better job opportunities are available, much like those in unemployment. 

How to create more but also better jobs is also a central topic in the ongoing debate in India.  As stressed in a recent report by the World Bank
, despite some significant improvements, the employment situation in the country is still a source of major concern, with about a quarter of all workers in India are trapped in jobs with low earnings and most of workers in informal jobs. We hope that this research is of some use in the current employment debate and that the expertise on these issues in the country will be of great relevance to proceed in this line of policy research.
� An earlier version of this paper was presented at the ‘Luca d’Agliano Lecture on Development Economics’ at the Fondazione Luigi Einaudi, in Turin, Italy on 22nd May 2006.
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