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Scholarly work on BoP 
development has focused on 
viability and performance

•  Are these programmes sustainable?
•  Do they meet impact targets?
•  How do they build markets?



There is a need to think 
more closely about the 
quality of economic 
opportunities that firms 
offer to workers at the BoP



The employment relationship 
‘mediates the relationship between 
labour and capital in the system of 
production, at the same time as altering 
the distribution of risks and incomes 
within society.’
 

(Adams and Deakin, 2014:)



What’s the problem? 
•  It is hard to understand what is ‘good work’ in the 

context of poverty and deprivation 
•  We cannot rely on market dynamics or labour laws 

to guide acceptable practices
•  ‘Something is better than nothing’ argument 

prevails



Two step approach
•  What is the experience of work at the 

BoP?
•  What can classifying that work tell us 

about a firm’s ethical obligations?



What is  
work like? 



•  What is the experience of 
this work?
•  What do workers enjoy? 

Dislike? Expect? Fear?
•  How is this work 

structured?



Case: Project Insansa 



PEI Methodology
•  ‘a powerful tool to simultaneously gather data 

and empower the interviewee’ (Clark-Ibanez, 2004: 1513). 

•  ‘[the] participant tak[es] the role of an “expert 
guide”, leading the interviewer through the 
content of the pictures’ (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2007: 32). 



Workers enjoy 
and take pride 
in the autonomy 
of self-directed 
work

Workers 
continually 
trade of risk and 
reward, fearing 
illness and theft, 
and face other 
challenges

Few 
opportunities 
for mobility, 
even in salaried 
work; yet 
mobility remains 
elusive 



What kind of 
work is this?  



 
‘Classification as an employee is a 
“gateway” to determine who deserves the 
protections of labor and employment 
laws… 
 
As such, classification as an employee is 
“an important instrument for the delivery 
of workers’ rights.”’  
 

(Cherry and Aloisi, 2017: 638)



Inadequacy of dominant 
constructs
Precarious Work
Rooted in northern notions 
of ‘normal’ work that do not 
travel well. 

Micro-Entrepreneurship
Rooted in (romantic) narratives that 
normalize risk and have been 
uncritically applied to people 
working in poverty. 
Choice vs. necessity.



Independent & Dependent 
Contractors
•  Origins in European labour law
•  Increased interest in gig economy
•  Focus on control, training 
•  Concerns the obligations of the firm to workers 

based on dependency



What does dependency mean in the 
context of severe poverty? 
•  Though the contractual arrangement may not be 

exclusionary, the income stream crucial for the well-
being of the individual. 

•  This is contextual form of dependence, driven by relative 
poverty and a lack of other options.



What are the ethical 
responsibilities of 
firms to workers at 
the BoP?



How does this change our view? 
•  Brings the economic relationship between the seller 

and firm to the fore

•  Provides tools to think about obligations beyond 
contracts, based on context

•  Suggests the need for firms to provide greater 
protections to dependent contractors 



Further questions
•  Why are a firm’s obligations thought of so 

differently at the BoP?
•  Relation of BoP labour to freelance work; race-

to-the-bottom dynamics
•  Suggests basis for firms to provide greater 

protections to dependent contractors
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