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1.0 
 
Introduction:  
A framework for understanding 
non-standard forms of 
employment (NSFE)	

1.1	 Conceptual framework for non-standard forms of employment

To understand non-standard forms of employment (NSFE), it is important to first appreciate what 
“standard employment” is. Standard employment is defined as full-time and permanent employment. 
This type of employment has been in existence historically. It was associated with properly regulated 
work, guarantee of workers’ fundamental rights and protection, regulated hours of work, stable 
income, adequate health and safety conditions, guaranteed social security, opportunities to freely 
associate and bargain collectively, and opportunities for career advancement and development.  

On the other hand, non-standard forms of employment are defined as employment arrangements 
which are neither permanent nor full-time, but include part-time, contract, fixed-term, casual, on-
call, temporary, teleworkers/home-based employment and more recently, independent contractors 
(Lee and Yoo, 2018). They are also called atypical or precarious types employment, and are a key 
component of “labour market flexibility.” Labour market flexibility as promoted by neoliberal policies 
has resulted in the rise in non-standard forms employment and work organisation. Figure 1 illustrates 
the various forms of non-standard forms of employment.

Figure 1: Forms of non-standard forms of employment

Source: Adapted from ILO, 2016 
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Box 1: The issue of labour market flexibility after the 
1994 OECD Jobs
The issue of labour market flexibility gained prominence 
after the 1994 OECD Jobs study that attributed higher 
unemployment (compared to the US) in Europe to labour 
regulations. Powerful international organisations (most 
notably the Bretton Woods institutions) that matter in setting 
the global development agenda became wary of endorsing 
regulations that seek to protect labour rights and impose 
higher labour standards in developing countries. Only the 
ILO, given its mandate, appeared to put up a battle in favour 
of regulations that sought to protect and enhance labour 
standards, both in rich and poor nations.

Source: Chowdhury, 2009

In recent years, there has been a rapid rise 
in the shift from standard to non-standard 
forms of employment. Unlike permanent 
(standard) employment, non-standard 
employment is associated with insecurity, 
instability and uncertainty. In fact, social 
security systems now face new demands 
triggered by the rise in NSFE and work 
organisation. Thus, NSFE have become 
important features in labour markets across 
the globe and the relationship between 
security and work is gradually diminishing. 

1.2	 Drivers of non-standard forms of employment

The rapid rise in non-standard forms of employment in the past few decades has been driven by a 
variety of forces. Various literature points to the drivers of non-standard forms of employment and 
work organisation being globalisation, labour market liberalisation or deregulation, technological 
advancements, growth of the digital ‘gig’ economy, demographic shift, macroeconomic fluctuations, 
and high unemployment levels where the unemployed workers especially the youths entering the 
labour markets are desperate to accept any job under the context that – “a bad job is better than 
no job.” 

However, it is important to note that some economic sectors have traditionally been associated with 
NSFE, such as temporary (or seasonal) employment in agriculture and construction (also highly 
seasonal and characterised by contractual arrangements – project-based) (ILO, 2015). However, 
the last decade has seen NSFE fast increasing and spreading to economic sectors that were not 
traditionally characterised by these work arrangements. These sectors include hotel, transportation, 
mining, energy, banking and manufacturing among others. According to the ILO, in some instances, 
non-standard forms of employment accommodated such changes and allowed more workers to get 
integrated into the labour market, whilst in others, they posed challenges for working conditions and 
for performance of companies, as well as for the overall performance of labour markets, economies 
and societies.1

Additionally, technological advancements have led to the growth of the “gig” economy and digital 
labour platforms worldwide. Whilst these platforms have brought some positive developments 
in terms of creating new job opportunities and quicker access to service delivery, they have 
however challenged the traditional approaches of regulating work and setting minimum standards. 
Technological advancements have led to flexible production processes and flexible labour markets 
allowing for more non-standard forms of employment. The ILO considers most of the work on digital 
labour platforms as a form of non-standard employment, where the jobs are casual, with work only 
available when there is a specific task needed by a client, and in many instances is informal (ILO, 
2020).

1  https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/non-standard-employment/lang--en/index.htm
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Technological advancements have also enabled employers to assemble teams of employees who 
work around the world in virtual contact with each other. The more recent development of online 
contracting services has allowed employers to find individuals to whom work can be sub-contracted. 
As the work is often done virtually, it involves both limited administrative and physical attachment 
to the organisation. This has seen workers working from home, and this has disrupted the confined 
working hours, as workers have to manage their own hours of work. In such scenarios, there is rise 
in non-bargainable precarious workers, as there will be a tendency for workers to competing against 
each other.

The internet has increased the ability for people to work from home or to set up their own self-
employment business. This has been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic and related “work 
from home” policies (teleworking). Automation, is basically labour-saving, as it reduces labour 
requirements per unit of output produced. The simplification of tasks brought about by technology 
means that tasks can be performed by less skilled workers, who need less training and can thus be 
brought in at short notice. This has also led to reduced hours of work for workers. Labour-saving 
technologies, deployed in the primary and secondary sectors now covers the tertiary sectors. 
Furthermore, the introduction of artificial intelligence (AI) and algorithms, has seen more workers 
that were carrying-out “repetitive” work being replaced leading to more NSFE.

In other circumstances, employers use non-standard workers to attain either numerical and/or 
functional flexibility2 (ILO, 2015a). Workers are brought in at short notice to assist the organization 
deal with seasonal demand or with fluctuations in labour supply. However, with shorter product 
cycles arising from just-in-time production, the ability to hire workers for short time periods provides 
organisations with numerical flexibility, enabling them to expand (or reduce) their workforce fairly 
rapidly (ILO, 2015b). Employers also attain functional flexibility when they are able to hire workers to 
deal with specific, typically short-term, needs requiring special skills not available in-house. 

Another argument for NSFE by employers is that some firms employ temporary workers precisely 
to shield their core workers from any potential downsizing as a result of demand fluctuations or 
adverse shocks (ILO, 2016). Thus, they argue that temporary employment can be a buffer to enable a 
firm to adjust to fluctuations in demand, though it is also important to stress that other alternatives 
may be available, such as rescheduling the production and delivery of certain products and services 
to off-peak periods, or reducing working hours.

2  Numerical flexibility enables a firm to adjust rapidly to changing levels of demand by increasing or decreasing the hours worked by its employees (often 
referred to as “flexibility of time”), or by using subcontractors to undertake work. Functional flexibility refers to the ability of the firm to deploy workers 
between tasks as demand for different types of labour changes.
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1.3	 Discussions on non-standard forms of employment at the 
International Labour Organization (ILO)

The need to protect works engaged in non-standard forms of employment has been on the agenda 
of the ILO in line with upholding workers’ rights. Various ILO Conventions were adopted since the 
1990s to protect such workers, which include:

i.	 Part-Time Work Convention, 1994 (No. 175); 

ii.	 Private Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 181); 

iii.	 Home Work Convention, 1996 (No. 177); and,

iv.	 Employment Relationship Recommendation, 2006 (No. 198).

Whilst these have been in place, the sharp rise of non-standard forms of employment and its impact 
on the labour market and workers once again gained traction at the ILO especially in 2012 after 
recurrent discussions on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work,  and the need to undertake 
research and support national studies on the possible positive and negative impacts of non-standard 
forms of employment on fundamental principles and rights at work and identify and share best 
practices on their regulation. In June 2014, at the 321st Session of the ILO Governing Body it was 
then decided to convene a Tripartite Meeting of Experts on Non-Standard Forms of Employment, 
which was eventually held in 2015 (Box 2). The meeting discussed the following:

i.	 The trends and driving forces with regard to non-standard forms of employment and their 
impact on workers, firms and the labour market; 

ii.	 The experience of countries, including regulatory responses, to address potential 
vulnerabilities associated with non-standard forms of employment;

iii.	 The challenges for realising the fundamental principles and rights at work and other rights 
for workers in non-standard forms of employment; 

iv.	 How to better use existing international labour standards to address non-standard forms of 
employment and the existence of possible gaps in this domain; and, 

v.	 Priorities for ILO action.

 
The meeting unanimously adopted conclusions, and proposed measures to be taken by the social 
partners (Governments, Employers and Workers) to address potential decent work deficits with 
respect to non-standard forms of employment and including recommendations for future action by 
the ILO. Since then, the discussions on non-standard forms of employment and work organisation 
have featured prominently with the ILO underscoring that such forms of employment will undoubtedly 
play a major role in the future of work (ILO, 2018). 
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Box 2: Discussions at the ILO’s Tripartite Meeting of Experts on Non-Standard Forms of Employment, 2015

The meeting brought to the foe the following aspects:

i.	 Temporary work and jobs were more likely to become a trap for workers. Workers in NSFE 
were also often subject to a wage penalty and less opportunities for training. 

ii.	 The use of NSFE had also affected management practices, with shifts in human resource 
strategies away from training and career development in identifying a set of skills in the 
labour market. 

iii.	 Fragmentation of collective bargaining unit when there were multiple labour providers and 
workers fearing their contract would not be renewed if they joined trade unions, particularly 
if they were on temporary contracts. 

iv.	 Countries had attempted to regulate NSFE in various ways such as limiting the duration 
of temporary agency work, passing legal remedies to tackle the issue of misclassified self-
employment and provide more protection for dependent self-employed, non-discrimination 
and equality of treatment of part-time workers.

v.	 The question was not to be in favour or against flexibility, but to address the challenge of how 
to ensure a balanced outcome. Labour market regulations and institutions were developed to 
protect workers against exploitive labour practices and employers against unfair competition.

vi.	 International Labour Standards had to remain relevant for all workers and regulatory gaps 
had to be closed in order to avoid a race to the bottom.

vii.	 The changing world of work was not paralleled by changes in regulations and institutions to 
support it.

Source: ILO, 2015

1.4	 Perspectives, Contestations and Debates on Non-Standard Forms of 
Employment

The shift towards non-standard forms of employment has attracted contestations and polarised 
debate globally about its impact on the quality of work. Discussions have resulted in contestations 
and challenging debates delving into regulatory reform of the labour laws.
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Employers, international financial institutions and multinational company’s 
perspectives

Their arguments for non-standard forms of employment include: 

i.	 It allows employers to meet short-term fluctuations in demand and in business cycles 
by engaging temporary agency workers, or casuals, thus, allowing for adaptability and 
sustainability of enterprises.

ii.	 It provides opportunities for people to access the labour market when they might otherwise 
have difficulty doing so (CPID, 2019).

iii.	 It permits workers to better combine their participation in the labour market with family 
and personal needs – better work-life balance.

iv.	 It allows especially vulnerable workers to access and integrate into the labour market as 
“any job was better than no job.” 

v.	 That a flexible and efficient labour market implies higher employment.

vi.	 It implies an economy that is better able to attract Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) and 
adapt to the changing economic environment, in the context of globalisation, technological 
progress and economic crisis. It has been hypothesized that, rigid institutions governing 
wage-setting and the allocation of labour prevented adjustment to the demand shocks.

However, the job-creating potential of FDIs is one of the main reasons cited by governments for 
advancing labour market flexibility, lowering labour standards and NSFE. This has led to concern that 
countries may weaken labour protections as an incentive to inward investors (ILO, 2006). An OECD 
study on policy competition for FDI suggested that the danger of increasing downward pressure on 
labour standards always exists and the study concluded that there is “no robust evidence that low-
standard countries provide a haven for foreign firms” (ibid). This finding was confirmed by a detailed 
ILO analysis of the possible links between FDI flows and stronger freedom of association, collective 
bargaining rights and democracy (ibid). 

Additionally, the World Bank through its Employing Workers Indicator (EWI) which was a measure 
flexibility in employment regulations) was used in ranking competitiveness in the World Bank’s Doing 
Business Reports. However, the trade unions through International Trade Union Confederation 
(ITUC) criticised EWI because it gave the best ratings to countries with the lowest level of workers’ 
protection and was being used by the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) to pressure 
developing countries to undertake labour market deregulation including shift towards non-standard 
forms of employment (ITUC, 2009).3 Following such criticisms from labour, the ILO and other 
organisations, the World Bank conducted three evaluations (2008, 2011 and 2013) which resulted in 
the Bank withdrawing from using the Employing Workers Indicator (EWI) in rating competitiveness 
and doing business (ALRN, 2015). The argument was that the EWI “presents a measure of flexibility 
in employment regulations, but does not capture other key dimensions of employment policies, such 
as worker protection measures.”

3  https://www.ituc-csi.org/ituc-welcomes-world-bank-s 
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Trade union perspectives 

Trade unions arguments against non-standard forms of employment are that NSFE: 

i.	 Goes against several ILO International Labour Standards (ILS);

ii.	 Undermines the achievement of Sustainable Development Goal 8 on Economic Growth and 
Decent Work; 

iii.	 Exacerbates income inequalities and entrenches poverty among workers;

iv.	 Undermines trade union strength as more of workers engaged in such employment are less 
likely to be organised and unionised thus, adversely affecting worker representation and 
trade union strength;

v.	 Undermines female workers’ rights through unfair dismissals and non-renewal of pregnant 
female workers’ contracts, including their replacement of during maternity leave; and,

vi.	 Misused by employers in order to circumvent employer’s legal and contractual obligations 
and other employment-related responsibilities.

Furthermore, as argued by IZA4 as far back as 2010:

“Whereas many welcomed this development as a blessing for flexible labour 
markets, others were highly critical and hinted very early to disastrous intended 
or unintended side-effects such as low or volatile income, dead-end jobs instead 
of stepping stones, high job insecurity, and poverty in old-age.”

In addition, trade unions in Africa have argued against labour market flexibility indicating that:

“Unlike in the Western and European countries, where the costs of labour 
market flexibility are cushioned by the presence of effective social protection 
schemes and efficient service delivery, in Africa the absence and insufficient 
measures of effective social protection mechanisms and efficient service delivery 
has worsened the plight of workers.” 	 – ALRN, 2015

The Governments perspective

Like employers and IFIs, some Governments argue in favour of NSFE and labour market flexibility 
indicating that: 

i.	 It allows companies to be competitive and to grow; and,

ii.	 It is a key ingredient for luring investors and Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). 

4  Institute of Labor Economics (IZA) in Bonn, Germany.
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Overall, the above perspectives, contestations and debates among various players in the labour 
market bring to the fore the notion of how to accommodate and address the contentious needs, 
concerns and perspectives the workers’, employers’ and governments, while at the same time 
providing decent employment to workers engaged in non-standard forms of employment. In other 
means, how to ensure on one hand, a fair balance between the interest of employers to make a profit 
and adapt the ways of employing workers, and on the other hand, the interest and needs of workers 
such as social justice at the workplace (ILO, 2015). As such, the debate in the developed world, 
especially Europe has now shifted to the balance of flexibility and security (flexicurity) in the context 
of the current global economic crisis. However, for Africa applicability of labour flexibility and rise in 
NSFE remains even more contentious.

1.5	 Non-standard forms of employment and the Labour Act in 
Zimbabwe

The Labour Act Chapter 28:01 recognised four types of employment namely; contract without limit 
of time (permanent); fixed-term contract, contract for casual and contract for seasonal work. 

In terms of casual work, the Labour Act (LA) 
Chapter 28:01 recognises casual work under 
section 12. It states that casual work is: 

“work for which an employee is engaged 
by an employer for not more than a total 
of six weeks in any four consecutive 
months.”

Furthermore, the Labour Act stipulates in  
Section 12:3a that:

“a casual worker shall be regarded a 
permanent worker if he or she exceeds a 
total of six weeks in any four consecutive 
months.”

This means that an employee engaged on the basis of casual contract is deemed to be a permanent 
employee if the employer exceeds a total of six weeks in any four consecutive months.

Weaknesses in the Labour Act (LA)
An analysis of the LA indicates that there are two major weakness regarding the case of casual 
workers. 

i.	 The LA does not provide any legal punitive measures for employers who contravene the 
casual work provisions. As a result, employers can exploit casual workers deliberately 
and anyhow as there are no punitive measures for employers who fail to abide by the law 
regarding hiring and firing of workers, period of engagement of a casual worker, termination 
of employment and probation regulations of a casual worker.

ii.	 The definition of casual work is based on the individual worker (worker-based) rather 
than the actual job performed (job-based). Thus, employers have the flexibility of moving 
away from permanent employment to continuous hiring of casual workers for a job of a 
permanent nature. The argument is that, if work is of permanent nature then there is no 
need of hiring a “casual worker” who is engaged on a short-time basis and “dumped” and 
the employer hiring again a different worker for the same job. In essence, casual work 
must be restricted to short-term jobs, for example, piecework or jobs required during busy 
periods of a business cycle.
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2.0 
 
 
Trends in non-standard forms 
employment (precarious 
employment) in Zimbabwe 

Table 1 shows trends in the share of precarious employment,5 an indicator of NSFE in 2014 and 2019. 
According to the 2019 Labour Force and Child Labour Surveys (LFCLS), precarious employment 
refers to a contract of employment whether verbal or written is of a relatively short duration or 
whose contract can be terminated on short notice, meaning it falls within the category of NSFE, 
which includes casual workers, seasonal workers and short-term workers. An upsurge in the indicator 
corresponds to a deterioration of the decent work, as it points to an increasing number of jobs 
becoming unstable and/or insecure (LFCLS, 2019).

Table 1:  The Share of Precarious Employment in Total Employment

 Year Precarious Employment Total Employment
% Share of Precarious 

Employment

2014 829,646 6,265,869 13.2

2019 551,953 2,897,064 19.1

Source: LFCLS, 2014 & 2019

As reflected in Table 1, there was a rise in precarious employment in Zimbabwe from 13.2% of total 
employment in 2014 to 19.1% in 2019, meaning a rise indecent working conditions within the labour 
market. The share of precarious employment by gender is illustrated in Figure 2.

5  2014 marked the beginning of the LFCLS to enumerate precarious employment.
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Figure 2: Share of Precarious Employment by Gender (%)

Source: LFCLS, 2014 & 2019

Overall, the share of males in precarious employment is higher than females for both 2014 and 2019. 
However, what is interesting is the rise in precarious employment for females from 35.9% to 39.1% 
between 2014 and 2019, whilst that of males declines from 63.9% to 60.9% in the same period. The 
rise in female employment in NSFE, also termed “feminisation of NSFE” was also supported by the 
2019 Confederation of Zimbabwean Industries (CZI) Manufacturing Survey Report (Figure 3).
 

Figure 3: Contract Employment by Gender in Manufacturing Sector (%), 2019

Source: CZI, 2019

Figure 3 shows that the share of NSFE in the form of contract employment rose significantly for 
females from 15% in 2018 to 22% in 2019. This reinforces LFCLS results that shows the increasing 
feminisation of precarious employment (NSFE), meaning that more females are holding down 
unstable and insecure jobs which perpetuates poverty among female workers and gender pay gaps. 
Table 2 further breaks down precarious employment by sex and age between 2014 and 2019.
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Table 2: Precarious Employment by Sex and Age (%), 2014 & 2019

2014 2019

Age group Male Female Total Male Female Total

15-19 11.3 16.0 13.0 17.7 12.8 15.7

20-24 19.9 22.6 20.9 24.3 16.7 21.3

25-29 19.6 16.2 18.4 13.6 13.8 13.7

30-34 16.4 13.3 15.3 11.3 12.7 11.8

35-39 9.8 11.0 10.2 11.4 14.7 12.7

40-44 7.6 7.2 7.5 6.8 9.7 7.9

45-49 4.9 5.7 5.2 5.9 8.2 6.8

50-54 2.8 3.3 3.0 3.6 3.7 3.6

55-59 3.2 2.5 2.9 2.2 2.7 2.4

60-64 2.1 1.4 1.8 1.3 2.3 1.7

65+ 2.3 0.9 1.8 2 2.7 2.3

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: LFCLS, 2014 & 2019

Table 2 shows that for both years, precarious employment was high among the youths (15-34 years), 
67.6% cumulatively in 2014 and 62.5% in 2019. This means more youths are holding NSFE which are 
unstable, insecure and indecent. There was also a rise in the share of precarious employment in 2019 
for all age categories except for 25-34 years and 55-64 years. 

In terms of gender comparison, between 2014 and 2019’s age distribution, there was also an increase 
in the share of females in precarious employment from 5 age group categories in 2014 to 8 age 
categories in 2019 (from 25-49 years; and from 55-65 years and above), reinforcing the feminisation 
of NSFE. Hence, there is feminisation of precarious work, where females are overrepresented in 
NSFE more than male in all age categories except for 15-24 and 50-54 age categories. 

Figure 4: Precarious work among Youths by Geographical Area and Sex (%), 2019
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Figure 4 indicates that precarious employment among the youths was higher in rural areas than in 
urban areas for both age categories. This shows that precarious employment (NSFE) is predominantly 
a rural phenomenon. 

Table 3 further divides the employment levels by status of employment distinguishing between paid 
permanent and non-permanent categories of workers which are largely a reflection of NSFE. 

Table 3: Status of Employment by Gender (%), 2004, 2011, 2014 & 2017

  2004 2011 2014 2017

Status of Employment M F T M F T M F T M F T

Paid employee permanent 28.9 12.6 20.9 21.8 9.2 15.5 20.7 10.4 15.5 15.9 8.7 12.3

Non-permanent* 71.1 87.4 79.1 78.2 90.8 84.5 79.3 89.6 84.5 84.1 91.3 87.7

 Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: LFCLS, 2004, 2011, 2014 & 2017

Notes: *includes paid employee (casual, temporary, seasonal), employer, own-account worker (communal, resettlement 
& peri-urban farmer), own-account worker (other), unpaid contributing family worker, and member of a producer 
cooperative.

Table 3 shows that only a small proportion of employed are in paid permanent employment and the 
number of paid permanent employees has been on decline between 2004 and 2017. For instance, 
the total share of paid permanent (standard) workers has been declining since 2004 from 20.9% in 
2004 to 15.5%  in 2011 and 2014 and further downward to 12.3% in 2017. Contrary, non-permanent 
(non-standard) workers for both males and females have been on the rise between 2004 and 2017, 
rising from 79.1% in 2004 to 84.5%  in 2011 and 2014 and further upwards to 87.7% in 2017. Of all the 
total females employed, 87.4% were in non-permanent (non-standard) employment in 2004 a figure 
which rose to 90.8% in 2011, 89.6% in 2014 and 91.3% in 2017, thus, reinforcing the feminisation of 
NSFE. Similarly, of all the males employed, the share of non-permanent (non-standard) employment 
rose from 71.1% in 2004 to 78.2% in 2011, 79.3% in 2014 and 84.1% in 2017. This shows the share of 
males on NSFE has been rising but at a slower rate compared to that of females. 
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Table 4: Share of Employment by Status and Gender (%), 2004, 2011, 2014 & 2017

  2004 2011 2014 2017

Status of Employment M F T M F T M F T M F T

Paid employee 

permanent 70.8 29.2 100 70.1 29.9 100 66 34 100 64.9 35.1 100

Paid employee - casual, 

temporary, seasonal 60.2 39.8 100 61.2 38.8 100 64.5 35.5 100 65.7 34.3 100

Employer 82.1 17.9 100 69.8 30.2 100 75 25 100 77 23 100

Own-account 

worker (communal, 

resettlement & peri-

urban farmer) 38 62 100 43.2 56.8 100 43.1 56.9 100 43.3 56.7 100

Own-account worker 

(other) 47.9 52.1 100 48.3 51.7 100 47 53 100 53.5 46.5 100

Unpaid contributing 

family worker 51.9 48.1 100 34.6 65.4 100 39.8 60.2 100 50.8 49.2 100

Member of a producer 

cooperative - - - 0 0 0 83.5 16.5 100 0 0 0

Not stated - 100 - 52.8 47.2 100 31.4 68.6 100 0 0 0

Total 51.4 48.6 100 49.8 50.2 100 49.3 50.7 100 50.4 49.6 100

Source: LFCLS, 2004, 2011, 2014 & 2017

Table 4 indicates that the share of paid permanent employment remained lower for females as 
compared to males being 29.2% in 2004, 29.9% in 2011, 34% in 2014 and 35.1% in 2017. This confirms 
that more females than males have less opportunities for paid permanent employment which is 
more decent. Whilst the share of paid NSFE (casual, temporary, seasonal) remained low for females 
as compared to males, however, this has been followed by rising unpaid contributing family worker 
which rose sharply from 48.1% in 2004 to 65.4% in 2011 before declining to 69.2% in 2014 and 
49.2% in 2017. Furthermore, more than 50% females were either own-account worker (communal, 
resettlement & peri-urban farmer) or own-account worker (other).
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3.0	  
 
 
Non-standard forms of 
employment and  
informal employment

Non-standard employment and informal employment are twin concepts that overlap. 

Box 3: The concept of informal employment

In the past, employment was categorised according to the production unit (or enterprise) in 
which a person works, but this approach was criticised owing to its failure to ‘capture all aspects 
of the increasing so-called “informalisation” of employment, which has led to a rise in various 
forms of informal (or non-standard, atypical, alternative, irregular, precarious, etc.) employment’. 
Given the increased informalisation of work, it became necessary to capture the nature of an 
employment relationship in both the formal and informal sectors of the economy. This resulted 
in the adoption, at the 2003 International Conference of Labour Statisticians, of a job-based 
concept of informal employment which looks at the characteristics of a person’s job and not just 
the enterprise that employs them.

Source: Building from the Rubble, FES, 2018.

Therefore, the LFCLSs have integrated the concept of informality: (i) the enterprise-based concept of 
informality, and (ii) the jobs-based concept of informality, in order to assess the quality of employment 
in Zimbabwe. Informal employment is however higher when the job-based concept is used than 
under the enterprise-based concept. This arises because most workers in the formal sector are also 
informally employed using the job-based definition of informality as they lack secure contracts with 
entitlements to social security and other employment benefits. Figure 5 below indicates the extent 
of informal employment using the job-based definition. 

Figure 5: Trends in Formal and Informal Employment (%)

Source: LFCLS, 2004, 2011, 2014 & 2019

Notes: For 2019, ZIMSTAT applied a new 
definition to employment which refers 
to persons working for pay or profit only, 
excluding persons engaged wholly or 
mainly in subsistence foodstuff production. 
The resultant effect was the reduction 
of the employment numbers (including 
informal employment) from those obtained 
in 2014 and preceding year) using the 
previous definitions.  
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Informal employment increased from 80.7% of all the employed in 2004 to 84.2% in 2011 and 
94.5% by 2014. By 2019, informal employment was at 75.5%. This decline was not in real terms 
but was influenced by the changes in the definition of employment introduced by ZIMSTAT in 2019. 
Given the overlap between NSFE and informal employment, it can be concluded that the high rise in 
informal employment is a reflection of a rise in NSFE and decent work deficits. Table 5 indicates the 
share of informal employment by industry and by gender.

The agriculture, forestry and fishing sector has been largely dominated by informal employment 
which exhibit a growing trend over the years from 2011 to 2019. On second position in terms of 
informal employment is wholesale, retail trade, sale and repair of motor vehicles and motor cycles, 
followed by manufacturing and mining and quarrying. The number of females in informal employment 
compared to formal employment has been on the rise in these three sectors except for agriculture. 
The same applies to male employment.  

Table 5: Percent Distribution of the Currently Employed Persons in Informal Employment by 
Industry and Sex, Zimbabwe 2011, 2014 & 2019 LFCLS

  2011 2014 2019

 Sector/Industry M F Total M F Total M F Total

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 73.4 79.7 76.7 66.3 74.2 70.3 37.6 31.8 35.2

Mining and quarrying 1.7 0.2 0.9 2.1 0.3 1.2 12.3 3.1 8.4

Manufacturing 5.3 1.6 3.3 5.7 1.6 3.6 9.7 6 8.2

Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 0 0 0 0.2 0 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1

Water supply; sewerage, waste management and 
remediation activities 0 0 0 0.2 0 0.1 0.6 0.3 0.5

Construction 3.1 0.2 1.6 2.9 0.1 1.4 6.8 0.9 4.3

Wholesale, retail trade, sale and repair of motor 
vehicles and motor cycles 7.3 9.1 8.2 7.8 12.8 10.4 12.2 28.9 19.2

Transportation and storage 2.3 0.1 1.1 3 0.2 1.6 5 0.6 3.2

Accommodation and food service activities 0.3 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.5 0.8 2.1 1.3

Information and communication 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.6 0.1 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.3

Financial & Insurance activities 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.4 0.1 0.3 0.5 0.6 0.5

Real estate activities 0 0.1 0 0.4 0.1 0.3 0 0 0

Professional, scientific and technical activities 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.6 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.3

Administrative and support service activities 1.9 0.4 1.1 1.5 0.3 0.9 2.4 0.8 1.7

Public administration and defence, compulsory social 
security 0.2 0 0.1 2.3 0.8 1.5 0.6 0.4 0.5

Education 1.1 1.2 1.1 1.9 2.1 2 2.8 5.8 4.1

Human health and social work activities 0.3 0.8 0.6 0.5 0.9 0.7 0.8 1.7 1.2

Arts, entertainment and recreation 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.7 0.1 0.4 0.5 0.1 0.3

Other service activities 1.8 3 2.4 1.4 1.7 1.5 2.9 3.2 3.1

Activities of households as employers of domestic 
personnel 0.4 2.6 1.6 1.1 4 2.6 3.6 12.9 7.5

Activities of extraterritorial organisations and bodies 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.1 0.1 0.1

Not stated 0.1 0.1 0.1 0 0 0

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: LFCLS, 2004, 2011, 2014 & 2019

Notes: For 2019, ZIMSTAT applied a new definition to employment which refers to persons working for pay or profit only, 
excluding persons engaged wholly or mainly in subsistence foodstuff production. The resultant effect was the reduction 
of the employment numbers (including informal employment) from those obtained in 2014 and preceding year) using 
the previous definitions.  
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4.0	  
 
 
Non-standard forms of 
employment and  
the informal economy

With the deindustrialisation that has taken place over the years, the informal economy has taken 
the centre stage in terms of employment. By virtue of its nature, the informal economy is highly 
characterised by NSFE. According to an IMF Study of Shadow Economies the World Over of 2018, 
Zimbabwe has the third largest shadow economy with an average of 60.6% of GDP, after Georgia 
(64.9%) and Bolivia (62.3%) for the period 1991-2015 out of 158 countries worldwide. Figure 6 shows 
the gender dimensions in the informal economy over the years.

Figure 6: Percentage Share of Currently Employed Population in the Informal Economy by Sex, 
2004, 2011, 2014 & 2019

Source: LFCLS, 2011, 2014 & 2019

Figure 6 reveals the growing feminisation of the informal economy where females have constituted 
over half of those in this economy from 2004 to 2014. For 2019, the picture changes, however, mainly 
due to the new definition of employment, which in this case excludes the majority of females who 
undertake subsistence work (work for no pay). The over-representation of females in the informal 
economy is synonymous with rising NSFE among females. 
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5.0 
 
 
Drivers of non-standard forms of 
employment (NSFE) in Zimbabwe

Historically, most workers in Zimbabwe in for the formal sector were employed as permanent 
workers which was characterised by ‘standard’ employment contracts, where workers worked 
full-time, usually for a single employer, which presented opportunities for workers to advance in 
their careers. The use of temporary workers was therefore more of a stopgap measure employed 
by companies to fulfil short-term needs of the company. However, with growing globalisation and 
implementation of Economic Structural Adjustment Programmes (ESAP), and its prescriptions of 
the liberalisation agenda especially in trade and labour market. This then required companies to 
readjust their production mechanisms as foreign competition and advances in technology also 
intensified. Companies responded with cutting down of production and labour costs and introducing 
employment contracts which required less statuary obligations on the employer. Thus, instead of 
using non-standard forms of employment as a stop-gap measure, more companies started using 
these strategically and systematically in the name of maintaining competitiveness on the global 
market. Sectors that were mostly affected include manufacturing, wholesale and trade, tourism and 
hospitality, among others. 

Reforms of the Labour Legislation and Regulatory Framework

The Labour Amendment Act Number 5 of 2015, saw the operationalization of NSFE coming to full 
throttle. The Act that speaks to capping of the number of back-to-back contract, and now puts 
the burden on the sectoral National Employment Councils (NECs) - employers and trade unions to 
negotiate and agree on the capping period for non-standard forms of employment (casual, contract, 
part-time, among others). However, there has been a dragging of feet by the employers to dialogue 
on these issues at NEC level, whilst spelling doom for workers in sectors without NECs.

Neo-liberal Economic Policy Framework

Labour market flexibility and the accompanying rise in NSFE can be traced back to as far as the 
Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP) (1991-1995) period. In line with the promotion 
of neo-liberal policies (structural adjustment programmes), the Government reformed the labour 
legislation, regulations and wage setting institutions in a bid to tackle ‘labour market rigidities’. 
In the early 1990s the Government of Zimbabwe amended the labour law to make it easier for 
the employer to terminate a workers’ employment contract. To enhance flexibility, the Government 
enacted Statutory Instrument 404 of 1990 and 252 of 1992. This saw the growth of casualisation of 
labour and the introduction of fixed-term contracts (LEDRIZ, 2004). 
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Since then, non-standard forms of employment and work organisation have been occurring against 
the backdrop of deindustrialisation, structural regression of the economy and volatile macroeconomic 
environment. Resultantly, employers have been trying to avoid obligated employment benefits that 
are associated with permanent employment in the name of improving global competitiveness. 

Furthermore, the push towards labour market flexibility and the resultant non-standard forms of 
employment has been driven by key Ministries such as the Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of 
Industry and Commerce and has been articulated in key national blueprints such as the national 
budget. For instance, in 2010, through the then Minister of Finance - Tendai Biti, noted that the 
Government was expediting the review of labour laws to make sure they were in tandem with 
the economic trends, by bringing  flexibility  to the  labour market  and ensuring that  wages were 
not putting business in a precarious position. Consequently, the country witnessed a “race to the 
bottom” in terms of weakening workers’ protection in order to attract the much needed foreign 
direct investment by the then Government. 

For the first time ever, the 2014 national budget had a section pushing for the review and flexibility of 
the labour laws in Zimbabwe (para(s) 932-939). The then Minister of Finance alluded to the fact that 
the labour laws were skewed in favour of the employees without due cognisance of productivity and 
the capacity of companies to pay. In the National Budget, the Minister further encouraged that the 
labour law reform be expedited to make them flexible. With such statements, it presented employers 
with good basis to increase casualisation of labour and other non-standard forms of employment. 

Subsequently, the labour market flexibility agenda was pushed through the Zimbabwe Agenda for 
Sustainable Socio-Economic Transformation (ZimAsset): October 2013-December 2018. ZimAsset 
was the government’s 5-year development plan spanning from 2013-2018. The document specifically 
mentioned the issue of flexibility of labour laws under the cluster on Crop Production and Marketing. 
One of the cluster output was the alignment of the labour laws to productivity whilst the strategies 
were two-fold (i) alignment of labour laws to productivity; and, (ii) review labour laws. However, the 
policy strategies for this cluster was rather unclear since the agriculture sector already exhibited 
non-standard forms of employment based on seasonal contracts or short-term contracts. The 
question was how further flexible should the agriculture sector employers be when they are already 
practising extreme flexibility. 

Furthermore, the agenda of labour market flexibility was pushed through the Transitional Stabilisation 
Programme (TSP): 2018-2020, meaning labour market flexibility has remained on the agenda of the 
Government as further reflected in the TSP. Part III on Productive Sector Reforms, paragraph 108, 
states.

“In order to enhance competitiveness of industries, the Transitional Stabilisation 
Programme will institute measures that address underlying causes of high cost 
of doing business, including inputs supply across various value chains, access to 
enabling public utilities, domestic cost of finance, and introduction of flexibility 
in Zimbabwe’s labour laws.”
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In this case, the lack of labour market flexibility was cited as one of the major causes for the high cost 
of doing business and the lack of competitiveness, an ideology of neo-liberalism clearly embedded 
in the TSP’s thrust. However, an analysis of the Global Competitiveness Report of 2019 showed that 
labour market pillar for Zimbabwe was not amongst the top areas that required attention (Table 6). 
Hence, the argument for labour market flexibility to increase global competitiveness fell away, since 
it was not among the top binding constraints undermining the country’s global competitiveness. This 
is contrary to the Government claims that the labour market needs to be more flexible. In fact, areas 
that need attention in order to improve business competitiveness in the country include market size, 
financial system, institutions, innovation capability, infrastructure, business dynamism, health, and 
product market, respectively. Similarly, the 2019 Confederation of Zimbabwe (CZI)’s Manufacturing 
Sector Survey ranked the following constraining factors for business: foreign currency shortages 
(37%); power outages (31%); inflation (24%); machinery breakdown (6%) and water shortages (2%). 

Table 6: Global Competitiveness Index, 2019

Pillar Global Rank

National Rank – factors 
undermining global 

competitiveness

Overall 127/141

Macroeconomic stability 97/141 11

Skills 110/141 10

ICT adoption 112/141 9

Labour Market Flexibility 115/141 8

Market Size 115/141 8

Financial System 120/141 7

Institutions 125/141 6

Innovation capability 126/141 5

Infrastructure 129/141 4

Business dynamism 129/141 3

Health 135/141 2

Product Market 136/141 1

Source: The Global Competitiveness Report, 2019

Globalisation and the competitiveness drive

The globalisation of production systems and the drive for global competitiveness, has resulted in 
companies seizing every opportunity that allows them to reduce the cost of production, providing 
companies an edge over their competitors in pricing their goods. There has been a gradual increase 
in outsourcing of even key activities of the firm or production line in the name of focusing core-
competences. Due to this, a majority of companies and employers in Zimbabwe have often argued 
that the effective way of lowering costs is by shifting to non-standard workers. Workers in NSFE are 
seen as cheaper, either because of lower wages, or as a result of savings on social security (such as 
NSSA) and other statutory obligations and benefits (such as medical aid, paid leave, maternity leave 
and benefits), and that they often come with lower firing costs. The banking sector in Zimbabwe has 
been negatively affected by this development. 
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“International banks have been changing the way work is organised in a way 
that is capital intensive and anti-employment creation. Most of them have set 
up their headquarters in Kenya where all managerial work for other branches 
in different countries is being handled. This means that the branches left in 
Zimbabwe are only doing clerical work, most of which is automated. This 
arrangement removes room for growth and motivation to work towards self-
actualisation for workers because only lower level positions are available.”  
	 – Trade Union Official from the Banking sector

This was also reiterated by one respondent:

“The reason why banks in Zimbabwe are engaging labour brokers and hiring 
employees on non-permanents contracts is that they want to cut employment 
costs associated with recruitment, employee benefits entitled to permanent 
workers and to increase their flexibility in terms of firing workers.” 

– Trade Union Official in the Banking sector

In some instances, regulations may unintentionally – or deliberately – encourage the use of alternative 
arrangements, such as part-time workers falling below the threshold for social security benefits, or 
fixed-term workers being exempt from severance pay. For example, NSSA states that: 

Casual workers within the formal employment sector who receive 
payment in any one calendar month for at least 18 days’ employment 
should contribute to the national pension scheme. So should 
casual workers employed in any six weeks of a 12-week period.6 

This has seen employers manipulating or tailor-making employment contracts that subvert the said 
requirements, thus employing a worker for less than six weeks in a 12-week period, and renewing 
such a contract on a back-to-back basis.
 
Additionally, the regulatory environment affects the cost of different arrangements, and thus 
influences the employers’ decision regarding whether or not to engage workers under non-standard 
arrangements. For example, workers who are managed by third parties have been seen to save an 
organisation the expenses involved in screening, administering and supervising workers. This has 
seen the growth of labour-broking in the country.7 For instance, the research noted that workers 
will be working in a sector with a high wage rate (for example, the banking sector), but their 
employment contracts will be held by a firm registered in the commercial sector (where the wage 
rate is significantly lower), thus resulting in labour market distortions and fragmentation.

6  https://www.nssa.org.zw/uncategorized/all-you-need-to-know-about-nssa-contributions/
7  Workers that were mostly affected by the practice of labour broking were in the retail, food industry and beverage manufacturing, but this has grown to 
other major sectors including the banking sector.
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Deindustrialisation and growth of informal economy 
 
Economic instability and crises in Zimbabwe (2007-2008) and (2013-) largely emanating from 
institutional weaknesses, policy inconsistences, a volatile and unstable political environment, 
liquidity challenges and supply side constraints, has contributed to persistent deindustrialisation 
and informal economy. From a peak of 76% in 1996, capacity utilisation continued to fall sharply 
to reach 52.7% in 2011 to as low as 36.1% in 2013 and further downwards of 34.3% in 2015 (Figure 
7). Although the rate increased to 48.2% in 2018, the growth momentum could not be maintained 
leading to a lower rate of 36.4% in 2019. These profound structural changes, resulted in the loss of 
jobs such that between 2011 and 2014, about 4,610 firms closed resulting in an estimated 55,000 
jobs being lost (FES, 2018). Deindustrialisation and structural regression not only weakened the 
economy but encouraged perpetual rise new patterns of employment, precariousness of work 
and devaluation of labour, as employers claimed inability to pay. Those who lost jobs in the formal 
economy were absorbed in the informal economy leading to a further rise in NSFE nationally. 

Demographic changes

The growth in the youth population, the “youth bulge” against stagnant employment growth in 
the economy has seen more youth not being absorbed in the formal labour market after leaving 
school, leaving them desperate for any type of job. As such, employers have taken advantage of this 
desperation by engaging them in NSFE. This explains why there is a high concentration of youths in 
NSFE as reflected in Table 2.

Figure 7: Manufacturing Sector Capacity Utilisation, 2009-2019

Source: CZI Manufacturing Reports
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Information, Communication and Technology (ICT) advancements

ICT advancements are rapidly changing the world of work including work organisation. The country 
has also started witnessing the growth of the gig or platform economy and Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) bringing to the fore the rise in NSFE and new transformations in the country’s labour market. 
In Zimbabwe, for example, the banking sector has taken huge leaps in the use of platform economy 
where clients can open bank accounts, process transactions and close the account, without stepping 
into a banking hall or talking to an account manager. For instance, Steward Bank has introduced their 
robot called “Batsi” which can basically replace a physical worker. In fact, this trajectory has been 
accelerated by the outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic with most banking services now being accessed 
online. Steward Bank has also been heavily criticised by the trade unions for engaging workers 
under “voluntary contracts” which is an emerging form of NSFE and precarious work.

As noted by an ILO Official:

“These non-standard forms of employment are rising with the rise of the 
‘gig economy’, which refers to all sorts of contingent work arrangements, for 
example, freelancers, consultants, independent contractors and professionals; 
and, temporary contract workers. Technology has lowered barriers to entry so 
much that “gigs”, colloquial for short jobs have become easily accessible to 
an unprecedented number of people and it has created new jobs on internet 
platforms like YouTube.” 	 – Interview with an ILO Official

Other emerging trends include promoting digital labour platforms/web-based platforms, where 
work is outsourced through an open call to a geographically dispersed crowd “crowd-work”, and 
location-based applications (apps) which allocate work to individuals in a specific geographical area, 
typically to perform local, service-oriented tasks such as driving, running errands or cleaning houses. 
Examples in Zimbabwe include platforms such as Vaya, Errand Girl, ZimTaxi, and Fresh In A Box, 
among others. Although the research could not obtain the exact number of (new) jobs emanating 
from such platforms, it is anticipated that as technology advances, there is a greater likelihood 
for the continued rise in such kind of platforms which are characterised by NSFE, precariousness, 
informality and decent work deficits. 

Anti-union tendencies 

Emerging economic trends such as deindustrialisation and rising levels of informality have weakened 
organised labour and its strengths in collective bargaining. In addition, decline in unionisation 
over the past years has created opportunities for companies to develop employment practices 
that conflict with prevailing laws. In some instances, companies have turned to subcontracting or 
temporary workers specifically to avoid unionisation and to weaken unions.
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The COVID-19 pandemic and NSFE

Although actual figures on the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on NSFE could not be obtained at the 
time of the study, what was however clear from the research respondents was that workers in NSFE 
both in formal and informal economy suffered the brunt of the pandemic. They either lost their jobs, 
incomes, experienced wage cuts and lost paid leave days during the lockdown and irregular business 
hours since their remuneration mostly depend on actual hours worked. Unlike other Governments, 
the Government of Zimbabwe did not introduce wage subsidies to cushion companies and workers, 
which negatively affected by the pandemic. The vulnerability of workers in NSFE was worsened due 
to lack of savings and limited access to social protection. 

Additionally, workers in NSFE were among the first to lose their job during the crisis as contracts are 
not being renewed. The World Employment and Social Outlook (WESO, 2021) stated:

“Those in diverse forms of employment, such as temporary and casual workers, 
have suffered disproportionately.” 	 –WESO, 2021
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6.0	  
 
 
Effects of non-standard forms of 
employment: Study findings

6.1	 Effects on decent work

Being employed in non-standard work can have multiple repercussions on working conditions and 
decent work for all. Being engaged in NSFE results in an inability of such workers to exercise their 
freedom of association and collective bargaining rights. It also undermines workers’ access to social 
security benefits, training, and occupational safety and health, resulting in decent work deficits. The 
prevalence of NSFE has a negative impact on seven securities that promote decent work which ILO 
stated are critical for workers, namely:

i.	 Labour market security: adequate employment opportunities, job choice;

ii.	 Employment security: protection against employment instability;

iii.	 Job security: promotion of occupational stability, career development;

iv.	 Work security: promotion of occupational health and safety standards, limit on hours of 
work;

v.	 Skill reproduction security: opportunities to obtain and retain skills through both off-the-
job and on-the-job training;

vi.	 Income security: promotion of adequate and stable earnings; and,

vii.	 Representation security: protection of collective rights.

In fact, very few workers in NSFE enjoy these securities. NSFE has turned these worker securities 
into insecurities.

Wage and benefits differentials 

Zimbabwe’s labour legislation entrenches the principle of equal pay for work of equal value, but 
this is not in practice due to the prevalence of NSFE. The study revealed the existence of wage 
differences (wage penalties) between workers in standard (permanent) employment and those in 
non-standard employment. Due to the fact that they are casual workers, some employers regard 
them as, “passers-by”, and they are often told that they do not qualify for any benefits provided to 
permanent workers. These differentials are leading to greater income insecurity for these workers 
in NSFE. The research also revealed that workers in NSFE do not only get earnings below that 
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of workers in standard employment, but also lose out on other employment benefits provided to 
workers in standard employment. Lost benefits include: food allowance, transport allowance, medical 
aid, maternity leave and benefits, leave days, housing allowance, tools’ allowance and annual bonus. 
Furthermore, the majority of workers in NSFE face unequal treatment and longer probationary 
periods beyond what the Labour Act stipulates. 

Weakening worker solidarity

The research revealed that the rise of NSFE was causing tensions and conflicts between permanent 
and non-permanent workers thus weakening worker solidarity even at the company. For example, 
in cases where permanent workers fight to better wages and working conditions, they are at times 
not supported by their fellow counterparts employed in NSFE who fear victimisation or fear non-
renewal of contracts from the employer, subcontractor or labour broker. Resultantly, they do not 
act in solidarity with the permanent workers which ultimately undermines worker collectivism and 
worker solidarity. 

Lack of payslips and risk of manipulation by employers

Another key challenge raised by most workers in NSFE was that they were not provided with payslips 
and as a result they were not aware of their employment grade and wage and deductions if any from 
their wages. From the interviews, it was revealed that the lack of payslips undermines the worker’s 
ability to open back accounts or have access to any credit facilities offered on the financial market. 
Furthermore, lack of payslips leaves them at the mercy of the employer who can easily manipulate 
figures and even overtime benefits without the worker’s knowledge. 

Limited access to employment-based social security and worker compensation benefits 

Although non-standard workers in the country are in principle entitled to the same benefits as 
standard employees, in reality, workers employed under NSFE contracts frequently have zero to 
inadequate employment-based social security coverage. Whilst the NSSA Act covers all workers 
employed for more than six weeks in a twelve-week period, some employers abrogate their 
responsibility and tend not to register workers employed under NSFE in a bid to run away from social 
security and worker compensation contributions.  In such scenarios, it means that the employers are 
not also contributing to the workers’ injury compensation insurance for the workers according to 
the NSSA regulations. However, in the event of workplace injuries for workers under NSFE, it means 
that such cases are not reported to NSSA by the employer, and the worker is exposed, as both the 
worker and the employer cannot claim compensation from NSSA. Some workers end up taking loans 
some from the company to seek medical attention and this loan is deducted from the future salaries 
(agriculture sector), or they automatically get their employment contract terminated (beverages 
sector). On the other hand, some other workers themselves due to low earnings tend to opt out of 
payments to social security schemes. 

Workers in NSFE in the informal economy also face high social security deficits and have no worker 
compensation scheme to support them in cases of workplace injuries or fatalities since the NSSA 
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Act excludes them from the formal social security schemes. No wonder the country has a very low 
national social security coverage of only 2% of the population, and a national medical aid scheme 
coverage of only 7% of the population (LFCLS, 2019). However, there were indications that NSSA 
was working on developing a self-contributory scheme targeting the informal economy.

Irregular working hours and overtime

The research revealed that non-standard workers are largely associated with (i) longer, irregular, 
unpredictable and atypical hours or work schedules; (ii) unpaid overtime; (iii) absence of sick leave 
and adequate daily, weekly and annual rest periods as compared to permanent workers. Additionally, 
these workers are often subjected to frequent pressures to work during holidays. In the context of 
COVID-19 pandemic induced transport challenges, these workers face greater personal insecurity. 
The case is worsened if the gender aspects are factored in. 

Combined with weaker bargaining power, job insecurity for workers in NSFE is also causing 
“presenteeism”.8 This has seen some pregnant women in NSFE reporting to work up-until the day of 
delivery and reporting back to work a day or two after giving birth, so as to secure their employment 
even when this exposes them to health risks.

Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) insecurities

Whilst the lack of adequate provision of personal protective clothing and equipment (PPC/E) affects 
all workers, the case is worse for workers in NSFE. The four broad categories of OSH risks associated 
with non-standard work include: 

i.	 Injury-related risks and accidents;

ii.	 Mental health and harassment risks;

iii.	 Exposure to poorer working conditions and hazards; and, 

iv.	 Fatigue issues. 

The study revealed that several reasons for these higher injury and accident rates among workers in 
NSFE either through sub-contracting or labour broking. These include the fact that (i) the workers 
are hired to accomplish difficult and hazardous jobs that other workers at the worksite would not 
perform; (ii) they would be multi-tasking which is not accompanied by adequate training for the job; 
and, (iii) they are young and inexperienced. For most youths, the fear of losing their jobs in a context 
with high unemployment and the fact that they are easily replaceable, makes it more difficult for 
them to demand better working conditions or participate in any company-based worker action. 

In cases where it is provided, it is not adequate and is not the right standard for workers in NSFE. 
For example, females would be provided with overalls instead of work suits and oversize gumboots 

8  Presenteeism - a situation in which workers work additional unpaid hours because they feel that it is expected of them to do so and they wish to show 
their seriousness about work, or else they go to work when they are ill.
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instead of the proper safety shoes. Other workers in NSFE noted that they were provided with 
second-hand clothing, returned by other workers in similar employment contracts. Some workers 
have to bring their own equipment as they are not provided with proper equipment and failure to 
perform will see one’s wages reduced. 

At times, the non-provision of personal protective clothing has seen most workers failing to meet 
certain targets and when the client conducts a field visit or labour inspection takes place, the 
employer can easily instruct all workers without personal protective clothing off the worksite and 
with high probability that the employer (contractor) will not pay for the affected days.

Access to training is not just important for developing workers’ skill and improving their earning 
potential, but also for preventing accidents. In the majority of cases, workers in NSFE do not receive 
training on basic safety at the workplace and are at high risk of having an accident with potentially 
serious consequences at the workplace and themselves. They are also likely to be excluded in OSHE 
committees as they may be seen as not part of the company’s workforce. For sub-contracted workers 
an injury at work, leads to termination of employment. 

Limited freedom of association and collective bargaining
 
The majority of workers employed in NSFE experience difficulty in joining trade unions or participating 
in workplace structures. Whereas the labour law allows every worker to join a trade union of their 
choice, the reality is different. The research revealed that workers in NSFE including self-employed 
are significantly less likely to be members of trade unions, despite the huge efforts by trade unions 
to make them join. As such the “representation gap” has widened overtime.

Some of the workers in NSFE highlighted that they could not exercise their right to freedom of 
association, as they were forced by employers to join a trade union aligned to the employer and 
those that went against such orders were threatened with contract termination or non-renewal of 
contract. Due to their vulnerable state and fear of job loss or non-renewal of contract, some casual 
workers succumb to the demands of the employer, leading to low trade union membership and 
weakening of the sectoral trade union. 

Trade unions face significant challenges trying to 
organise casual and subcontracted workers as a 
result of their weak and short attachment to a single 
workplace or employer. Subcontracted workers are 
often unaware of their rights at the workplace and 
are led to believe that they have no right to join a 
trade union and/or they fear victimisation if they 
were to join a union. Similarly, subcontracting has 
led to the decline union numbers and strength, as 
some workplaces can have as much as 70% of the 
workforce being non-permanent or subcontracted 
workers.

Research findings on how to get your 
contract renewed for workers in NSFE 
include:

a)	 Perform sexual favours;

b)	 Do not join the trade union;

c)	 Pay a bribe;

d)	 Have someone of influence that you 
know; and, 

e)	 Buy personal merchandise for the 
Supervisor.
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The prevalence of NSFE at workplaces is also undermining the effective exercise of collective 
bargaining rights of workers. For instance, the study revealed that some workers in NSFE were being 
used by the employer in the following ways: 

i.	 To block trade union organisation initiatives; 

ii.	 To replace pro-union permanent workers with those in NSFE, thereby weakening the 
existing unions; and,

iii.	 To force concessions at the bargaining table by replacing, and/or threatening to replace 
striking workers with casual workers. An interesting case was one in the agriculture sector 
where workers in NSFE were being timeously paid on a weekly and some on monthly basis 
yet permanent workers were at times experienced delayed wages, thus forcing permanent 
workers to shift to NSFE in order to be paid on time. The employer argued that it was easier 
for him to pay workers in NSFE as their wages did not include statutory obligations. The 
union had to quickly intervene as workers were opting out of the SFE for the NSFE so as to 
ensure that they were paid monthly. 

One respondent noted:

“NSFE diminish bargaining power- the non-permanence of their jobs places workers 
at a disadvantage. If they push management too far they may risk termination or 
non-renewal of their contracts.”

– Trade Union Official in the brickmaking industry

Increasing prevalence of violence and harassment

Workers in NSFE (both formal and informal economy) revealed that they were more susceptible 
to bullying and harassment, including unwanted sexual advances towards females. Female casual 
workers indicated that they are subjected to sexual and verbal harassment in return for renewal 
of contracts. Whilst the research could not obtain the number of sexual harassment cases, it was 
clear that it is rampant in most sectors with women in NSFE being affected more than their male 
counterparts. In previous studies undertaken by LEDRIZ (2018 and 2019), female workers in NSFE 
revealed that failure to provide sexual favours at times led to change of task to a more difficult one 
as a way of punishment or frustrating the worker for refusing sexual advances. 

Undermining of employer-based workplace training

On-the-job training is important in upgrading workers’ skills and improving their productivity and that 
of the enterprise. Whilst the rate of employer-based workplace training was on the decline in general 
for all workers, the case of workers in NSFE was worse. There was a clear indication from the research 
findings that most employers were either not providing training or have reduced the frequency of 
training for workers sighting lack of financial resources to undertake these programmes. Making 
matters worse was that multi-tasking, often associated with NSFE was not being accompanied by 
relevant skills training. The lack of appropriate training was sighted by some workers as one of the 
major contributors of workplace hazards and injuries. 
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6.2	Effects on the labour market, wage inequality and productivity 

What is clear from the research is that the effects of the use of NSFE do not end at the worker and 
firm level, it has macro-level consequences that can affect how labour markets function, overall 
wage distribution, and sectoral and economy-wide productivity. An important concern regarding 
the growth of non-standard employment is that it can exacerbate labour market segmentation, and 
duality given that some jobs remain protected while others are highly flexible. The rise in precarity 
led to deeper divisions between well-protected workers and those with limited access to social 
protection and employment rights. This describes a situation where one part of the labour market 
faces inferior working conditions and greater insecurity and where transitions from one segment 
of the labour market to the other are compromised. According to the 2019 Labour Force and Child 
Labour Survey Report, 76% of the labour force is informal employed (in NSFE), creating the dual 
labour market. 

Labour market segmentation points to unequal risk-sharing, between standard and non-standard 
workers regarding income security. It also points to unequal risk-sharing, between standard and 
non-standard workers in non-standard work arrangements disproportionately bear the brunt of any 
workplace change. 

Labour market segmentation and the general casualisation of employment can also exacerbate 
wage and income inequality. NSFE are not only associated with lower wages but also with stagnant 
and falling wages. Hence increased cases of workers classified as the working poor in the country 
and high levels of poverty among the working population. As noted before, most workers in NSFE do 
not have access to skills training, this may further undermine productivity levels. 

Other existing and potential negative effects include:

i.	 High labour turnover as workers continuously look for secure jobs which offers them more 
security;

ii.	 Transient workplace dialogue structures which quickly dismantle when workers leave or are 
terminated or seek better working conditions;

iii.	 High recruitment costs for employers as they constantly seek to replace workers; and, 

iv.	 Adverse impact on productivity due to high labour turnover and absenteeism.

Table 7 shows some of the sectoral experiences with NSFE.
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Table 7: Selected Sectoral Experiences with NSFE

Sector/Industry NSFE Experiences

Insurance and pensions Sector

	◆ There were few workers (less than a quarter of total employment) on NSFE especially 
in low level positions like cleaning and security.

	◆ The nature of the industry requires a high degree of employee retention because a 
significant amount of money and time goes into developing the skills of employees. 
As such employers strive to give workers incentives to retain them, e.g. introduction 
of the skills retention allowance.

	◆ There was high level of compliance with the labour law because the industry is 
regulated by the Insurance and Pensions Commission (IPEC).

Banking Sector

	◆ Labour broking and non-permanent work contracts have become the order of the day 
in the banking industry. 

	◆ Approximately 40% are female workers on non-standard forms of employment and 
60% are male.

	◆ Concentration of these NSFE is skewed toward non-managerial positions like bank 
tellers. 

Brickmaking Industry

	◆ The use of non-permanent labour is not new to the sector, it has always been pervasive 
due to the nature of the industry where work is seasonal. 

	◆ The use of NSFE has however increased and accentuated by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
as companies have resorted to more usage of casual labour, fixed-term contracts and 
labour brokers. 

Source: Questionnaire and Interviews with Key Informants
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7.0	  
 
 
 
Conclusion

The world of work has undergone unprecedented changes including the rise of NSFE in both the 
formal and informal economies. Whilst NSFE were historically present in the country’s labour 
market, their use was limited to particular sectors such as agriculture and construction (seasonal, 
contract). However, the extent of NSFE and work organisation has over time risen in coverage 
and occupations within and without these sectors. The growth of the informal economy and lately 
the COVID-19 pandemic has further contributed to this rise including the rise decent work deficits 
associated with NSFE. 

Whilst various ILO Conventions have been in place since the 1990s to protect workers in NSFE, 
contestations and debates have arisen among social partners (Government, business and labour) 
on the pros and cons of NSFE. In the majority of cases, the employers, International Financial 
Institutions (IFIs) and governments are proponents of NSFE arguing that it provides business 
flexibility, adaptability to market demands and business competitiveness and growth and is a 
key policy prescription for attracting FDI inflows. On the contrary, labour (trade unions) opposes 
NSFE as it undermines workers’ rights and decent work, including freedom of association and the 
right to collective bargaining, equality and non-discrimination, and security of employment and is 
counter cyclical to sustainable economic development. The trade union position has been supported 
by various studies that concluded that there is “no robust” evidence that low-standard countries 
provide a haven for foreign firms (ILO, 2006).

As these contestations continue, global developments have continued to push for NSFE. For 
instance, the push for labour market flexibility by IFIs through their neoliberal policy frameworks 
which they continue to sell especially to developing countries such as Zimbabwe; globalisation and 
competitiveness edge drive of most companies; technological advancements; demographic changes; 
economic volatility, and more recently the unprecedented impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
further worsened NSFE. These drivers are proving more powerful than the labour institutions which 
have a slow response rate to deal with the adverse and emerging impacts of NSFE. 

In the case of Zimbabwe, the socio-economic costs of NSFE on workers and their families have 
outweighted the benefits of NSFE. Work should be a route out of poverty, but the rise of NSFE 
is largely contributing to the “working poor”. In fact, NSFE have exacerbated wage inequalities, 
undermined trade union strength, entrenched poverty among workers, increased social security 
deficits, and undermined freedom of organising and collective bargaining. A growing phenomenon 
in Zimbabwe is where some workers continue to be regarded as permanent workers in their 
employment contracts (on paper) yet in reality their treatment is synonymous with conditions of 
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those in NSFE, for instance, lack of access to medical aid, pension, leave days, maternity benefits, 
among others. Another growing phenomenon in the Zimbabwe labour context has been labour 
broking. Of concern is that labour broking that promotes NSFE is not recognised in the Labour Act, 
meaning there is no labour regulation to stop it. 

Non-standard forms of employment in Zimbabwe are heavily gendered, with women over-
represented in NSFE. Trends in NSFE in Zimbabwe revealed its feminisation which also comes with 
loss of maternity benefits and increased gender pay gaps. For female workers, NSFE have increased 
sexual harassment and violence in exchange for job security and protection. NSFE are also prevalent 
among the youths.

However, according to the ILO, the nexus between economic growth and poverty reduction is decent 
work, yet, decent employment is being robbed by the rise in NSFE. This has led to what is referred 
to the “lost generation” where the majority of the youths employed in NSFE (in both formal and 
informal economy) may never enjoy protection and statutory benefits that comes with permanent 
employment. Being employed in NSFE also means losing out on protection that comes through 
joining a trade union, since the majority of youths in NSFE succumb to intimidation and victimisation 
from employers if they join or are seen to be associated with trade unions.

Furthermore, NSFE has eroded the seven (7) securities that ILO stated are of interest to workers. 
These include:

i.	 Labour market security,

ii.	 Employment protection security, 

iii.	 Job security,

iv.	 Skills security,

v.	 Work security,

vi.	 Representation security (having a voice); and,

vii.	 Income security.

The above securities have been turned into insecurities in the context of NSFE and work organisation, 
clearly indicating the extent of decent work deficits. According to the ILO, if left unchecked, these 
decent work deficits risk contributing to increased insecurity and greater inequality (ILO, 2015).

Overall, addressing NSFE should be seen in the holistic context of the informalisation of the economy 
and the future of work where all forms of employment (standard or non-standard) will not be 
immune to the ongoing transformations in the world of work. NSFE has accelerated labour market 
fragmentation, representation gap and, has become a “poverty-trap” for majority of workers. As the 
world of work is undergoing structural transformation so should the policy and legal frameworks, 
and labour market institutions in order to ensure that decent work for all workers remains a priority 
for sustainable development. 
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8.0	 
 
Recommendations:  
Addressing decent work deficits in  
non-standard forms of employment 
and work organisation

Based on the analysis above, the following are recommended for each social partner in order to 
tackle the challenges and impacts emerging from NSFE.

8.1	 Trade Unions

Trade unions must: 

i.	 Use SDG 8 and the COVID-19 pandemic as entry points to upscale advocacy and worker 
activism on decent work; 

ii.	 Integrate measures to address NSFE challenges in the Decent Work Country Programme 
for Zimbabwe;

iii.	 Enhance trade union data management systems which are gendered at sector level to focus 
on statistical data on both quantity and quality of NSFE so as to provide well-grounded, 
researched and informed policy positions;

iv.	 Strengthen their capacities for evidence-based research on the extent of NSFEs and impact 
on workers and the gendered impacts so as to fill substantial knowledge and policy gaps 
concerning the diversity of NSFE and 
their impact on workers’ rights;

v.	 Enhance worker activism on fighting 
potential risk of non-standard form of 
employment and work organisation. 
The case of the Zimbabwe Congress 
of Trade Unions (ZCTU) fighting for 
the application of the Labour Act in 
the Special Economic Zones Act is a 
typical successful story;

vi.	 Push for adoption of new collective 
bargaining models that integrate 
aspects of coverage of Collective 
Bargain Agreement (CBA) to workers 
employed in non-standard forms 
of employment, enforcement of 

Box 4: Brick-making Industry CBA review to cater for 
workers in NSFE

In 2020, the NEC amended the Collective 
Bargaining Agreement SI 13 of 2006 by SI 156 
of 2020 with the insertion of Section 57 on 
gratuities in an effort to improve realisation 
of workers’ rights for those in non-permanent 
work. The section incorporated seasonal 
workers on the entitlement to gratuity after 
completing 5 or more seasons with the same 
employer regardless of the break in service 
occasioned by annual shutdowns. The benefit 
was previously a preserve of permanent 
workers.

Source: Interview with a Trade Union Official in the 
Brickmaking Industry
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adherence to CBA for employers engaging in NSFE, and extending scope of bargaining to 
ensure extension of benefits to all workers including those in NSFE, restrict use of NSFE 
in some occupations which are permanent in nature so as to prevent workers abuse and 
exploitation, and assigning obligations and responsibilities to employers of non-standard 
forms of employment (Box 4); 

vii.	 Fight for judicial and labour law reforms and national social security systems that align to 
decent work in the context of the changing dynamics in the world of work. For instance, in 
Chile and South Africa reforms entailed changes in the judicial system that allowed labour 
cases to be resolved in a much timelier manner, just a few months (ILO, 2015); and,

viii.	 Enhance collaborative efforts, partnerships and alliances with like-minded organisations to 
fight for decent work for all workers regardless of the status of employment in the broader 
framework for social justice.

8.2	Employers Organisations

Employers need to: 

i.	 Promote inclusive forms of collective bargaining and create a conducive working 
environment at both workplace and sectoral level;

ii.	 Facilitate finalisation on discussions at NECs regarding the capping period for workers in 
NSFE to graduate to permanent employment as stipulated in the Labour Amendment Act 
No. 5;

iii.	 Ensure equality of treatment among workers regardless of their type of employment; and,

iv.	 Fully participate in social dialogue structures at sectoral and national level and adhere to 
the provisions in the sectoral CBAs.

8.3	The Government

According to the ILO, the functions of the State as a regulator of markets and as the guarantor of 
citizens’ rights are central issues in a continuing search for a balance in which greater importance is 
given to the organisation of work and employment growth (ILO, 2006). 

In this context, the Government must:

i.	 Ensure rigorous enforcement of compliance with international labour standards through 
adequately resourcing the labour inspectorate on tackling emerging challenges brought 
about by NSFE in line with SDG 8 provisions;

ii.	 Ratify, domesticate and enforce the ILO Conventions especially the 8 core ILO Conventions 
and the ILO Convention No. 190 on Eliminating Violence and Harassment in the World of 
Work; 
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iii.	 Fully commit to the progressive realisation of SDG 8 through adequate budgetary support;

iv.	 Strengthen and align social security schemes to meet and respond to the growing NSFEs as 
well as facilitate extension of social security to workers employed in the informal economy; 
and,

v.	 Integrate measurable decent employment targets in all macroeconomic policy frameworks.

8.4	National Employment Councils (NECs)

The role of the NECs must go beyond facilitating wage negotiations alone, but to: 

i.	 Facilitate effective social dialogue and conclusion on the establishment of the sectoral 
capping system on NSFE to permanent employment as stipulated in the Labour Act 
Amendment No. 5; and,

ii.	 Maintain functional data management systems at sector level that focus on statistical 
data on both quantity and quality of NSFE so as to provide well-grounded, researched and 
informed policy positions to stakeholders.

8.5	The International Labour Organization (ILO)

The ILO regional and country offices must continue to: 

i.	 Facilitate national dialogue and continue to provide technical expertise to social partners to 
address challenges emerging from NSFE;

ii.	 Document and disseminate best practices of countries that have managed to address 
vulnerabilities arising from NSFE; and,

iii.	 Document and disseminate information on good practices and approaches to extend decent 
work to informal economy, the majority who hold NSFE through the transitioning from 
informality to formality as guided by the ILO Recommendation 204. 
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