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This policy brief describes how employment and decent work are incorporated 

into the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and discusses the 

implications. While it supports the prominent role of decent work in the SDGs, it 

criticizes the implied policy prescriptions and proposes some entry points for 

context-specific development agendas for growth and employment generation 

. 

 

 

Decent work for all is a central part of the vision, goals and targets of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development adopted by the UN General Assembly in September 2015. The 2030 Agenda sets out a 

universal, comprehensive commitment to action to achieve sustainable development, building on the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). It comprises 17 global and ambitious Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 associated targets, embracing the economic, social and 

environmental dimension of sustainable development.  

Employment and decent work feature prominently in the Agenda. They are subject of goal 8 to 

“promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment 

and decent work for all”. The employment-related targets for this goal are: 
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8.2 enhancing economic productivity through a focus on high-value added and labour-

intensive sectors; 

8.3 promoting development-oriented policies that support productive activities, decent job 

creation, entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, and encourage the formalization and 

growth of micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises; 

8.5 achieving full and productive employment and decent work for all women and men, 

including for young people and persons with disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal 

value; 

8.6 reducing substantially the proportion of youth not in employment, education or training; 

8.7 eradicating forced - and child labour in all its forms; 

8.8 protecting labour rights and promoting safe and secure working environments for all 

workers, including migrant workers, in particular women migrants, and those in 

precarious employment; 

8.9 promoting sustainable tourism that creates jobs. 

As means of implementation to achieve SDG 8 it is foreseen to increase Aid for Trade support to 

developing countries (8.a) and to implement the ILO Global Jobs Pact and a global strategy for youth 

employment (8.b). Other employment-related aspects are mainstreamed in targets under other 

proposed goals. The Agenda emphasizes job creation in certain economic sectors, including labour-

intensive sectors (8.2), the rural non-farm sector (2.3), tourism (8.9), manufacturing (9.2), R&D (9.5), 

health (3.c) and education (4.c). It further mentions several population groups that shall receive special 

attention in employment policies. These are young people and persons with disabilities (8.5), (female) 

migrant workers and those in precarious employment (8.8). 

While SDG 8 touches upon gender equality in employment opportunities and outcomes and stresses 

the need to include vulnerable groups into the labour market, SDG 10 recognizes the importance of 

(more) equal labour earning to reduce inequality within and among countries. In particular, target 10.4. 

aims to “adopt […] wage and social protection policies, and progressively achieve greater equality”. 

Policymakers are now asked to integrate the global 2030 Agenda into policy and programming 

frameworks. But what do these goals and targets mean for policy planning and implementation? What 

are starting points and necessary steps to implement this agenda? 

 

 

By calling for “full and productive employment and decent work for all” SDG 8 addresses the quantity 

and quality of employment opportunities and outcomes. The quantitative component implies that 

unemployment is to be reduced. Another variable to be considered under this aspect is the labour force 

participation rate. The qualitative characteristics of employment are described by the terms 

“productive employment” and “decent work”.  

Productive employment requires that the returns to labour are sufficient to permit the worker and 

her/his dependents a level of consumption above the poverty line. A deficit of productive employment 

is manifested in the working poor, who are not able to achieve a minimum consumption level despite 

being employed, as well as in the unemployed. Decent work is understood as “productive work in 

which rights are protected, which generates an adequate income, with adequate social protection” (ILO 

1999). Social protection refers to (i) the coverage and effectiveness of social security schemes and (ii) 

decent conditions of work, including wages, working time and occupational safety and health. SDG 8 

thus captures multiple dimensions of work. The following table illustrates the current situation 

regarding some of these aspects by world regions.  

 EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS  
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Table 1: Selected indicators of full and productive employment and decent work 
 

Source: ILO (2015): The Director-General's Programme And Budget Proposals 

The figures presented in table 1 demonstrate that the 2030 Agenda indeed addresses the most pressing 

employment challenges. Employment creation is low in many parts of the world. Young persons are 

particularly affected by this situation. In the Middle East, youth unemployment reaches almost 30 per 

cent. Low female labour market participation rates can be found in particular in the Middle East 

and South Asia, where women still face major impediments to accessing the labour market.  

Furthermore, the high prevalence of informal employment in many developing and emerging econ-

omies is striking. Estimates by the World Bank predict that even under the most optimistic scenario, 

formal sector employment creation will be far below the levels required to absorb the considerable 

expansion of labour supply in the Middle East, Africa and parts of South Asia. In consequence, many 

labour market entrants will be self-employed, most often in informal micro and small enterprises.  

Finally, employment is often characterized by the combination of very low labour earnings (as 

illustrated by the working poverty rate) and missing social protection, in particular in (Sub-

Saharan) Africa. In economies without social support programs, people depend on decent labour 

incomes and productivity growth that translates into higher returns to labour becomes even more 

important.  

Our own comparative analysis of employment-related indicators in two selected country cases – 

Peru and Uganda – highlights the importance of country specificities, while it confirms the general 

challenge of the lack of productive employment and decent work. In Uganda, for example, the 

monthly median labour income was only Int $ 25.8 in 2009, which implies that more than 57 percent 

of workers earned less than an absolute threshold of Int $ 1.25 per day – demonstrating forcefully the 

lack of productive work. In both countries, more than a third of workers earn less than 60 percent of 

the median labour income, even though the median earner already earns well below the average labour 

income in the respective country. The data thus clearly shows that labour incomes are very 

unequally distributed.  

Differences in income portfolios between the two countries imply that overall poverty rates in Uganda 

are higher than working poverty rates while the two are more similar in Peru. Specifically, non-labour 

incomes, such as old-age pension or other types of transfers, which partially sustain households 

without employed individuals, are more commonplace in the Peruvian than in the Ugandan context.  

 Africa South 

America 

Arab 

States 

Asia-

Pacific 

Europe – 

Central Asia 

Working poverty ($2/day), % of total 

employment (2013) 

55.4 6.6 8.4 33.2 3.6 

Youth unemployment rate, % (2013) 13.7 13.9 27.6 10.9 20.4 

Female employment-to-population ratio 

(adult), % of male rate (2013) 

68.4 70.9 23.9 60.3 74.6 

Informal employment, % of non-agricultural 

employment (latest year available) 

49.6 47.7 - 72.9 20.2 

Old-age pension coverage (proportion of 

women and men above statutory pensionable 

age, receiving an old-age pension, weighted by 

population, latest year available) 

21.5 29.5 56.1 47.0 93.3 

Ratification of eight fundamental ILO 

Conventions concerning labour rights (2014) 

97.7 94.3 79.5 71.3 99.8 
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The explicit and frequent reference to employment and decent work in the vision, goal and targets of 

the 2030 Agenda reflects the recognition of the important role of decent work for poverty 

eradication, inclusive growth and equity. In particular the qualitative dimension of work has 

received greater attention through the inclusion of targets relating to the prohibition of forced and 

child labour (8.7) as well as the enforcement of labour rights, occupational health and safety (8.8). 

This can have major implications for many national development/employment strategies which so far 

have often focused on the quantitative aspects of employment.  

The SDG agenda is fairly explicit with regard to the possible policies to achieve the employment-

related targets: promoting labour-intensive sectors, fostering the formalization of micro and small 

firms, training young persons, and creating jobs in sustainable tourism.  

It seems fairly obvious that this policy-toolbox – while not completely meaningless – does and should 

not provide guidance to development strategies that take national circumstances and peculiarities into 

account. This is why many observers have long argued that targets and means ought not to be 

confused in the SDG agenda and here we have a case in point. The policy prescriptions very much 

suggest that a blueprint for achieving employment-generating growth exists. However, it is far from 

clear that the promotion of labour-intensive sectors is an adequate development strategy to be 

pursued.  

For some countries, agriculture and the integration into the corresponding value chains in food 

processing can be a possible focus. These industries - if they are supposed to be paying decent wages 

- may not be overly labour-intensive. Tourism, in turn, may be a viable option for only few poor 

places in the world. The target to formalize micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises (8.3) still 

reflects a dichotomous view of a labour market split into a formal and an informal sector; the latter 

being characterized by subsistence activities and indecent working conditions. However, this notion 

does not reflect the reality of labour markets in developing countries and does not have a firm 

empirical foundation. What matters is that micro and small enterprises (MSEs) generate employment 

and increase productivity, not whether they are legally formal or not. Indeed, empirical evidence 

clearly suggests that firms appear to benefit little from a mere legal act of formalizing in an 

environment where legal status is of little practical relevance for a business. Clear benefits from 

formalization need to be offered. In addition, interventions to foster labour- and social protection 

should encompass the employed in micro and small enterprises. Another SDG policy prescription 

suggests putting resources into training the unemployed youth. While laudable at first sight, making 

this a policy priority is prone to produce failure in many contexts, most notably in those where 

resources are more urgently needed elsewhere, for example in primary and secondary education, and 

where the capacity to deliver any meaningful training is limited.  

This brief discussion of policy choices illustrates that context-specific policy agendas are needed, 

not one-size-fits-all prescriptions. In addition, the comprehensive character of the 2030 Agenda and 

competing targets will require countries to prioritize and sequence. One obvious starting point for such 

an exercise is to design national agendas according to the current and prospective employment 

challenges a country faces. 

In Asia and the Pacific, for instance, low rates of ratification of international labour standards (see 

Table 1) as well as low compliance in practice with the labour standards anchored in law remain a 

major concern. Thus, the targets on eradicating forced and child labour (8.7) and protecting labour 

rights and safe and secure working environments (8.8) have to be stressed in national planning and 

programming. Employment challenges may also vary systematically by national per capita income 

levels. Whereas many low-income countries need policies that foster productive employment and 

income growth, middle-income economies may put a stronger focus on the adoption of wage- and 

social protection policies to reduce income inequality. For many high-income countries, (youth) 

unemployment and precarious working arrangements pose problems to be addressed. In drafting their 

 POLICY IMPLICATIONS  
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plans, all countries should focus on those targets that imply synergies with other goals and 

targets, i.e. win-win situations. For example, inclusive business models for agriculture, most notably 

certified contract farming, aim both at productive employment and at improved land and soil quality.  

To monitor progress towards the SDGs a global indicators framework is currently developed. This list 

is to be complemented by more specific indicators at the national level. The increased focus on the 

qualitative dimension of employment poses challenges to the formulation of corresponding (global) 

indicators. Global and national indicators will have to provide information about the working 

situation of own-account and informal workers, a group that has been excluded or naturally 

associated with indecent working conditions under the MDGs and the Decent Work Agenda. Different 

national customs, labour regulations and enforcement mechanisms make it difficult to identify 

indicators informing about working conditions that are comparable across space and time. In addition, 

compliance with labour standards and occupational health and safety regulations in practice is difficult 

to monitor, especially in the informal sector.  

While good data collection practices can be found, for example in the European Union, there are 

almost no data available for developing countries. Therefore, a serious monitoring of the employment-

related SDG targets will require capacity development for statistical institutes and labour 

inspectorates. Yet, there already exist several initiatives – especially in industries embedded in 

global value chains – that may serve as data sources if their indicators were aligned to the 2030 

Agenda. One such example are the Better Factories/Better Work Programmes of the International 

Labour Organization (ILO) that independently monitor and report on working conditions in export-

oriented factories in apparel and shoe manufacturing. 

  

 

The objective of this research is to reflect upon the challenges of incorporating employment and 

decent work in the 2030 Agenda. In a related paper, we have specifically looked into (global) 

indicators to measure employment and decent work within the wider context of poverty measurement. 

From the analysis of the employment targets and indicators of the MDGs we have derived some 

conceptual considerations and critical points that guided the development of our proposed indicators. 

We demonstrate the empirical application of these indicators using household survey data from 

Uganda and Peru. In this document we summarize the relevant findings from this paper and other 

work focusing on micro- and small enterprises to derive at implications of the employment SDGs for 

policymaking.  
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