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I. INTRODUCTION

Informality in the global context

The Policy Brief undertakes a review of the latest analytical 
evidence from the United Nations system on the broad theme 
of the informal economy and consolidates global UN think-
ing to contribute to discussions around the theme at various 
levels. Secondly, the Brief seeks to provide an evidence base 
for additional research and closing data and policy gaps at 
regional and country level. Thirdly, the Policy Brief contex-
tualizes aspects of the theme to country- and regional-lev-

/development/desa/dpad/wp-content/uploads/sites/45/publication/PB_94.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/previous-sessions/104/media-centre/news/WCMS_375615/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/static/english/intserv/working-papers/wp069/index.html
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_901516.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_901516.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_901516.pdf
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https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/307751546982400534/pdf/Global-Economic-Prospects-Darkening-Skies.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/nationalaccount/RADOCS/ENDORSED_IE1_GN_Stat_Framework.PDF
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/nationalaccount/towards2025.asp
https://unglobalaccelerator.org/
https://unglobalaccelerator.org/
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II. THE INFORMAL ECONOMY, HUMAN RIGHTS, 
AND THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

The 2030 Agenda and its 17 SDGs seek to realize the human 
rights of all, including those operating in the informal econo-
my, to ensure that no one is left behind. Since human rights 
bsf!joufsefqfoefou!boe!joejwjtjcmf-!efdfou!xpsl!efǺdjut!jo!uif!
informal economy leads to the infringement of other rights. 
Addressing the informal economy in a way that respects hu-
man rights can provide a multiplier effect to progress across 
all SDGs. It can also help break the vicious cycle of informal-
ity, poverty and inequalities of opportunity, income, wealth, 

7 Franziska Ohnsorge, Yoki Okawa, and Shu Yu (2022), “Lagging behind: Informality and development,” in The long shadow of informality: Challenges and 
policies, Ohnsorge and Yu, eds., Washington, D.C., World Bank Publications.

power and wellbeing.7 As Figure 1 illustrates, a rights-based 
approach to the informal economy is inextricably linked to pro-
gress on goals such as SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 2 (Zero Hun-
ger), SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 5 (Gender Equality), SDG 8 
(Decent Work and Economic Growth), and SDG 10 (Reduced 
Inequalities). These Goals cannot be fully realized unless chal-
lenges and issues inherent to the informal economy are ad-
dressed. Conversely, lack of or reversal of progress on such 
Goals will push millions into the informal economy and exacer-

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/MDGs/Post2015/SDG_HR_Table.pdf
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basic protections and this generates a vicious cycle of vulner-
ability, ill health, virus transmission at work and incapacity of 
the State and other actors to combat the pandemic and its so-
cio-economic consequences.”8

Addressing the complexities of the informal economy through 
a rights-based approach is pivotal in the broader context of 
achieving the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda to leave no one be-
ijoe/! Gps! jotubodf-! TEH! 9/4! jefoujǺft! uif! qspnpujpo! pg! qsp-
ductive activities and decent job creation, the achievement of 
full and productive employment and decent work, with special 
consideration of disadvantaged groups like women and youth, 
and the reduction of youth not in employment, education, and 
training. Also, considering that most workers in the informal 
economy earn less and lack social protection, these two as-
pects impede efforts to reduce inequality between and with-
in groups (SDG 10). Further, women, who are over-represented 

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:3243110
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/607726?ln=en
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_869188.pdf


TRANSFORMING THE INFORMAL ECONOMY TO LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND 5

Figure 2
Percentage of Informal Employment, by sex and region and including agriculture, 2019

Percentage informal employment

Source: ILO (2023), Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical Update, Geneva. 
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https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_869188.pdf
https://interactive.unwomen.org/multimedia/infographic/changingworldofwork/en/index.html
https://www.ilo.org/static/english/intserv/working-papers/wp069/index.html
https://www.ilo.org/static/english/intserv/working-papers/wp069/index.html
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_869188.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_869188.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-social/census/documents/isic_rev4.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-social/census/documents/isic_rev4.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/nationalaccount/docs/SNA2008.pdf
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and food service activities, as well as vehicle repair among 
other services activities (about 3 in 5 workers for those three 
last industries). The United Nations development system has 

https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fhdl.handle.net%2F10855%2F43652&data=05%7C02%7Cbabruskinas%40un.org%7C1cd62bc60f5f415dc5fe08dc3ea936eb%7C0f9e35db544f4f60bdcc5ea416e6dc70%7C0%7C0%7C638454144093914870%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=NrDY8K5LL1H1oNt%2BHeBLLk%2BbIqZwOs8W7HYdPlhvrx8%3D&reserved=0
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/informal-economy/publications/WCMS_832476/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.undp.org/es/paraguay/publicaciones/diagnostico-del-empleo-informal-en-la-cadena-de-la-construccion-del-area-metropolitana-de-asuncion
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/technical_guidelines_informal_settlements_e.pdf
https://unglobalaccelerator.org/sites/default/files/2023-05/Roadmap_Care Economy and Health Workers.pdf
https://unglobalaccelerator.org/sites/default/files/2023-05/Roadmap_Care Economy and Health Workers.pdf
https://interactive.unwomen.org/multimedia/infographic/changingworldofwork/en/index.html
https://lac.unwomen.org/en/stories/noticia/2022/09/el-trabajo-domestico-y-de-cuidados-conforman-un-sector-feminizado-con-alta-informalidad-y-bajos-salarios
https://lac.unwomen.org/en/stories/noticia/2022/09/el-trabajo-domestico-y-de-cuidados-conforman-un-sector-feminizado-con-alta-informalidad-y-bajos-salarios
https://unhabitat.org/news/22-nov-2022/understanding-the-informal-waste-and-recovery-sector
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2022/11/un-habitat_niva_report_leaving_no_one_behind_1.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2022/11/un-habitat_niva_report_leaving_no_one_behind_1.pdf
https://www.undp.org/vietnam/publications/inclusion-informal-waste-workers-iwws-transition-sustainable-waste-management
https://www.fao.org/urban-food-actions/resources/resources-detail/en/c/1324785/
https://www.undp.org/zimbabwe/blog/navigating-informality-patterns-categorization-street-vending
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_624286.pdf
/development/desa/dspd/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2021/09/PB_113.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/economic-and-social-development/rural-development/WCMS_437189/lang--en/index.htm
/en/observances/rural-women-day
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/economic-and-social-development/rural-development/WCMS_437189/lang--en/index.htm
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Figure 5
Population over 15 years of age receiving wages in cash

Source: World Bank Global Findex Database.
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21 Luis Cabezas and Alejandro Jara (2021), “The demand for cash: stylized facts and substitution by electronic means of payment,” Revista CEPAL, Naciones 
Unidas Comisión Económica para América Latina y el Caribe (CEPAL), December.

22 UN Principles for Responsible Digital Payments. 
23 ILO (2023), Brief: Promoting responsible digital wage payments – Digital Wages.

Responsible digital payments: Cash as a percentage of GDP 
is higher in developing countries, and this is partly due to the 
greater share of the informal economy, higher precautionary 

https://ideas.repec.org/a/ecr/col070/47820.html
https://ideas.repec.org/s/ecr/col070.html
https://responsiblepayments.org/
https://digitalwages.org/insights/brief-promoting-responsible-digital-wage-payments/
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/informal-economy/publications/WCMS_832476/lang--en/index.htm
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IN ZIMBABWE
Historical trends and the persistence of informality

Uif! jogpsnbm! fdpopnz! jo! [jncbcxf! jt! tjhojǺdbou! boe! ibt! fy-
panded over the years. The macro-level drivers of high informali-
ty levels in Zimbabwe include economic structural adjustments, 
economic crises, globalization pressures, and climate change. In 
terms of contribution to GDP, Zimbabwe was estimated to have 
the third largest ‘shadow economy’ in the world at 60.6 per cent.a

In Zimbabwe earlier studies indicated that the ‘informal econo-
my’ was relatively small during the early 1980s, accounting for 
less than 10 per cent of the labour force. However, following 
rapid de-industrialization since the early 1990s associated with 
the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP), infor-
nbm! fnqmpznfou! hsfx! fyqpofoujbmmz/! Vtjoh! uif! ofx! efǺojujpo!
of employment in the 2019 Labour Force and Child Labour Sur-
veys by the Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZimStat), in-
formal employment accounted for 75.6 per cent of total employ-
ment, while 24.4 per cent were in formal employment. Informal 

https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1007%2F978-3-030-93072-1_5&data=05%7C02%7Cbabruskinas%40un.org%7C1cd62bc60f5f415dc5fe08dc3ea936eb%7C0f9e35db544f4f60bdcc5ea416e6dc70%7C0%7C0%7C638454144093924340%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=az8dL8ssFXB%2FQS8xTDOZ8DnajJ4XQgTLJL1g5hw5Nik%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1007%2F978-3-030-93072-1_5&data=05%7C02%7Cbabruskinas%40un.org%7C1cd62bc60f5f415dc5fe08dc3ea936eb%7C0f9e35db544f4f60bdcc5ea416e6dc70%7C0%7C0%7C638454144093924340%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=az8dL8ssFXB%2FQS8xTDOZ8DnajJ4XQgTLJL1g5hw5Nik%3D&reserved=0
https://unsse.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/A_RES_77_281-EN.pdf
https://unsse.org/
https://www.unglobalaccelerator.org/pathfinder-countries
https://www.unglobalaccelerator.org/pathfinder-countries
https://www.inegi.org.mx/temas/empleo/#tabulados
http://bibliodigitalibd.senado.gob.mx/bitstream/handle/123456789/3853/Informalidad - IBD.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://bibliodigitalibd.senado.gob.mx/bitstream/handle/123456789/3853/Informalidad - IBD.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---americas/---ro-lima/documents/publication/wcms_645159.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---americas/---ro-lima/documents/publication/wcms_645159.pdf
http://omawww.sat.gob.mx/cifras_sat/Paginas/datos/vinculo.html?page=PadronPorSitRFC.html
http://omawww.sat.gob.mx/cifras_sat/Paginas/datos/vinculo.html?page=PadronPorSitRFC.html
https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/country-profiles/
https://colombia.un.org/es/228951-inclusi%C3%B3n-productiva-en-colombia-mediciones-y-marco-de-pol%C3%ADtica
https://colombia.un.org/es/228951-inclusi%C3%B3n-productiva-en-colombia-mediciones-y-marco-de-pol%C3%ADtica
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2021/07/28/na-072821-five-things-to-know-about-the-informal-economy
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2021/07/28/na-072821-five-things-to-know-about-the-informal-economy
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economy and unpaid work within households, including un-
paid family workers.26, 27

IN NIGERIA
Digital Transformation to manage and measure informality

Nigeria is the largest economy in Africa with a GDP of $447bna 
in 2022, but with very high levels of informality. In 2022, 92.6 per 
cent of all employment was considered as informal according to 
uif!JMP!efǺojujpo/b According to the IMF, Nigeria’s general govern-
ment revenue to GDP, at 7.3 per cent in 2021, was one of the lowest 
in the world ranking 191st of 193 countries examined. The high lev-
els of informality impact government tax revenue and the capacity 
of government to respond to shocks in the informal sector.

Ojhfsjb!ibt!ipxfwfs!voefshpof!tjhojǺdbou!usbotgpsnbujpot!pwfs!
the previous decades that can change the narrative of informal-
ity. The proportion of households that had access to mobile 
phones increased from 53.6 per cent in 2011 to 87.6 per cent in 
2021 with over 75 per cent of the population covered by at least 
a 3G network.c The country also implemented a digital National 
Identity Scheme that looks to link various government databases 
boe!lfz!tfswjdft-!tvdi!bt!npcjmf!qipof!vtbhf!boe!Ǻobodjbm!tfs-
vices, to a single national registry. The registry may then serve as 
the basis for delivering key public services to people hitherto re-
ferred to as “informal.”

In response to COVID-19, despite limited data on actual incomes, 
digital cash transfers enabled the government to mitigate poverty 
impacts on informal workers due to lockdowns. The National So-
djbm!Tbgfuz.Ofut!Dppsejobujoh!PǼdf (NASSCO) used mobile phone 
top-ups to validate other primary and secondary data on the poor-
est households. In this respect, there is greater potential for man-
aging and measuring informality through digital governance.

Source: UN Resident Coordinator’s Office in Nigeria.
a Data from World Bank. 
b Nigeria National Bureau of Statistics.
c Nigeria 2022 CCA and 2022 Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey – Nigeria.

https://nassp.gov.ng/
https://nassp.gov.ng/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?location
https://nigerianstat.gov.ng/elibrary/read/1241365
https://digitalwages.org/insights/brief-promoting-responsible-digital-wage-payments/
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/37511318c092e6fd4ca3c60f0af0bea3-0350012021/related/Informal-economy-full-report.pdf
https://ideas.repec.org/p/unm/unumer/2020024.html
https://ideas.repec.org/s/unm/unumer.html
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/organigramme/governance/dialogue/WCMS_750495/lang--en/index.htm
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�� Access to public spaces and public land: Access to reg-
ulated public spaces and natural resources is one of the 

TRANSFORMING THE INFORMAL ECONOMY TO LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R204
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R204
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R204
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_901516.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_901516.pdf
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/oa-edit/10.4324/9780429200724/informal-economy-revisited-martha-chen-fran%C3%A7oise-carr%C3%A9
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_891009.pdf
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tion from the informal to the formal economy, and sup-
port the transition for all workers and entities, including 
those in the SSE. Relevant measures may include to facili-
tate the registration of SSE entities and other enterprises, 
upgrade their skills, improve technology and productivity, 
boe!foibodf!fǼdjfodz!bu!tdbmf-!bqqmzjoh!qvcmjd!qspdvsf-
ment strategies.

d)�Strengthen the education and training system to meet the 
current and future demand for skills, by providing techni-
cal and vocational education and training (TVET) oppor-
tunities and apprenticeships to facilitate the transition to 
the formal economy. Provide entrepreneurship and busi-
ness development training to facilitate the development 
of formal MSMEs, including SSE entities.

3. Facilitate the transition of workers and economic 
units from the informal to the formal economy by 
fostering a conducive environment

a)�Promote a conducive environment for MSMEs, includ-
ing SSE entities, enabling their access to markets, remov-
ing entry barriers and facilitating market access and mar-
ket development, including facilitating business linkages 
and spillovers between domestic entrepreneurs and for-
nbm!tvqqmz!dibjot-!boe! ubshfufe!Ǻobodf!boe!qvcmjd!qsp-
curement schemes for informal businesses as transition-
al pathways to registration and formalization.

b)�Jefoujgz!benjojtusbujwf!cpuumfofdlt!uibu!nblf!ju!ejǼdvmu!gps!

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R202
https://internationalbudget.org/wp-content/uploads/Maximum-Available-Resources-booklet.pdf


https://data.undp.org/informal-economy/
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/informal-economy/lang--en/index.htm
https://unctad.org/topic/enterprise-development/business-facilitation
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_869188.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_869188.pdf
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/fileasset/IEATWEAEX.pdf?cid=va-com-compd-ieatw
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/fileasset/IEATWEAEX.pdf?cid=va-com-compd-ieatw
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/csw61/women-in-informal-economy
https://unhabitat.org/news/22-nov-2022/understanding-the-informal-waste-and-recovery-sector
https://unhabitat.org/news/22-nov-2022/understanding-the-informal-waste-and-recovery-sector

