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ABSTRACT

Women occupy a large share of the global informal workforce and are disproportionately
represented in low-paid, insecure, and hazardous forms of labor. This paper synthesizes
interdisciplinary evidence on how informal employment affects women’s physical health,
mental health, and overall well-being. Drawing on public health, occupational safety, gender
studies, and labor economics literature, the paper outlines common pathways linking informal
work to adverse health outcomes (hazard exposure, ergonomic strain, lack of social
protection, time-poverty and care burdens, and psychosocial stressors). We propose a mixed-
methods research design for empirically investigating these relationships in urban Indian
settings, present an analysis plan, discuss likely findings and policy implications, and offer

recommendations for interventions, advocacy, and future research.

KEYWORDS: informal employment, women workers, occupational health, mental health,

domestic workers, street vendors, social protection.

1. INTRODUCTION

Informal employment is a defining feature of labour markets in low- and middle-income
countries and remains significant in advanced economies as well [1-7]. Women are heavily
concentrated in many branches of the informal economy domestic work, home-based
piecework, street vending, small-scale agriculture, and care work often performing work that

is poorly paid, unregulated, and physically and emotionally demanding [8-13]. The
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cumulative impacts of precarious work on women’s health are under-researched despite their
implications for equity, productivity, and intergenerational welfare [14-21]. This paper
provides a comprehensive review of evidence on the physical and mental health
consequences of women’s informal employment, develops a methodological roadmap for

primary research, and offers actionable policy prescriptions [22-35].

2. Defining Informal Employment and Scope

For the purposes of this paper, informal employment includes work not covered or
insufficiently covered by formal arrangements, lacking social protection, contracts, or regular
working hours. This encompasses wage-based informal work (e.g., domestic workers,
construction helpers), self-employed informal work (e.g., street vendors, home-based
artisans), and unpaid but economically contributory forms of work that are characteristic of
household economies. We restrict geographical emphasis to urban and peri-urban contexts in
India for the empirical design while keeping the literature review global and comparative [34-
40].

3. Pathways Linking Informal Work to Health Outcomes

We identify five principal pathways through which informal employment affects women’s

health:

1. Physical Hazard Exposure and Ergonomics: Repetitive tasks, heavy lifting, awkward
postures, prolonged standing, poor lighting and ventilation increase musculoskeletal
disorders, respiratory problems, and visual strain.

2. Occupational Safety and Lack of Protective Equipment: Many informal workers lack
access to PPE, safety training, or workplace standards, heightening exposure to chemical,
biological, and physical hazards.

3. Time-Poverty and Care Burden: Double burden of paid informal work and unpaid
domestic/care responsibilities contributes to chronic fatigue, sleep deprivation, and
reduced time for healthcare.

4. Psychosocial Stressors and Economic Insecurity: Income volatility, harassment,
insecure tenure, and precarious employer relationships produce chronic stress, anxiety,
and depressive symptoms.

5. Limited Access to Health Services and Social Protection: Absence of formal contracts
restricts eligibility for occupational health surveillance, sick leave, insurance, and

workplace-based interventions.
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These pathways interact and compound: ergonomic strain may be exacerbated by inadequate

rest and poor nutrition, while psychosocial stress magnifies physiological risk pathways.

4. Literature Review

4.1 Physical Health: Musculoskeletal and Occupational Morbidities

Multiple studies document a high prevalence of musculoskeletal pain among women engaged
in informal trades (weaving, tailoring, beedi-rolling, street vending), with common
complaints of back pain, joint disorders, and repetitive strain injuries. Women working in
home-based crafts and manual labour also report respiratory symptoms from dust and
agrochemical exposure in certain contexts; inadequate lighting and long hours contribute to
visual strain [41-50].

4.2 Reproductive and Gynaecological Health

Evidence suggests that time-poor women and those lacking sanitation at worksites face
higher risks during pregnancy and postpartum periods. Women'’s restricted access to maternal
healthcare due to irregular work hours can increase adverse outcomes [51-56].

4.3 Mental Health: Stress, Anxiety, and Depression

Cross-sectional and qualitative studies link informal employment with higher rates of anxiety,
depressive symptoms, and stress-related somatic complaints. Sources of stress include
income insecurity, precarious work relations, social isolation (especially among domestic
workers), and exposure to gender-based harassment [57-62].

4.4 Occupational Violence and Gendered Harassment

Gender-based violence, including sexual harassment and abuse, is a notable occupational
hazard for women working in private homes, markets, and isolated worksites. These
experiences have both immediate and long-term effects on mental and physical well-being
[63-70].

4.5 Social Determinants and COVID-19 Insights

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed and deepened vulnerabilities among informal women
workers: loss of income, reduced mobility, constrained access to healthcare, and increased
care burdens. Pandemic-related evidence highlights the importance of social protection

measures and targeted outreach [71-80].

5. Conceptual Framework
The paper uses a socioecological model that situates individual health outcomes at the

intersection of work-level exposures (ergonomics, hazards), household-level factors (care
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responsibilities, nutrition), community-level supports (sanitation, health services), and policy-
level protections (labour laws, social insurance) [81-90]. The model maps direct
(biological/ergonomic) and indirect (psychosocial/economic) causal pathways and includes
feedback loops where poor health can reduce earnings and heighten vulnerability [91-100].

6. Research Objectives

Primary objective: To assess how participation in informal employment affects women’s
physical and mental health, and to identify mediators and moderators of these relationships in
urban India.

What are the most common physical health conditions reported by women in selected
informal occupations?

What is the prevalence of depressive symptoms, anxiety, and perceived stress among these
workers compared to matched controls?

How do working conditions (hours, ergonomics, hazard exposure), care burdens, and social
protection access mediate the relationship between informal work and health outcomes?
What workplace and policy-level interventions are associated with improved health outcomes

among informal women workers?

7. Methodology

7.1 Study design

A convergent mixed-methods design combining a cross-sectional quantitative survey with in-

depth qualitative interviews and workplace observations.

7.2 Sampling and Site Selection

Select two metropolitan areas and one secondary city with sizable informal workforces.

Stratified purposive sampling to include major women-dominated informal occupations:

domestic workers, street vendors, home-based artisans, small-scale manufacturing helpers,

and agricultural migrants when relevant [101-111].

Target sample size: 1,200 women (400 per metropolitan site distributed across occupations)

and 400 matched community controls not engaged in informal paid work, powered to detect

moderate differences in depression prevalence and common musculoskeletal outcomes [112-

120].

7.3 Data Collection Instruments

e Structured questionnaire: demographics, employment characteristics, working hours,
income variability, exposure checklist (hazards, PPE use), validated health modules
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(WHO-5 for well-being; PHQ-9 for depression; GAD-7 for anxiety), Nordic
Musculoskeletal Questionnaire for pain, questions on reproductive health and healthcare
access [121-130].

Objective measures: basic anthropometry, blood pressure, spirometry where feasible, and
rapid tests (e.g., hemoglobin) if ethically approved and resourced [131-138].

Qualitative guides: semi-structured interviews exploring lived experiences, employer
relations, harassment, coping strategies, and healthcare-seeking behaviour [139-144].
Observational checklist: ergonomic assessment, sanitation availability, proximity to
health facilities [145-150].

7.4 Data Analysis

Quantitative: descriptive statistics, bivariate comparisons, multivariable logistic and linear
regression models to estimate associations between work exposures and health outcomes,
mediation analysis (e.g., structural equation modeling) to quantify indirect pathways
through care burden and income volatility, and stratified analyses by occupation and age
[151-154].

Qualitative: thematic analysis to contextualize quantitative findings and surface

mechanisms, using NVivo or manual coding [155-158].

7.5 Ethical Considerations

Obtain institutional ethical approval; informed consent emphasizing confidentiality; referral

pathways for participants with severe mental health symptoms or medical needs; gender-

sensitive interviewer training and, where possible, female interviewers [159-163].

8. Expected Findings

1.

High prevalence of musculoskeletal complaints and chronic pain among women in
manual informal occupations.

Elevated prevalence of depressive symptoms and anxiety compared to non-working or
formally employed controls, with income insecurity and harassment as strong predictors.
Time-poverty and unpaid care responsibilities will partially mediate the association
between informal work and poor well-being.

Access to social protection, collective organization (e.g., cooperatives, unions), and

workplace adaptations will correlate with better reported health outcomes.
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9. DISCUSSION AND INTERPRETATION

Findings are anticipated to confirm that informal employment is a multidimensional social
determinant of health for women, acting through physical exposures and psychosocial stress.
Policy solutions must therefore be multisectoral: occupational safety interventions
(ergonomic training, PPE), labour rights and formalization pathways, targeted mental health
outreach, expansion of social protection schemes to informal workers, and investments in

childcare and sanitation.

10. Policy Recommendations

1. Extend social protection and basic occupational health services to informal workers
through portable benefits schemes and community-based health outreach.

2. Invest in low-cost ergonomic interventions and education for priority occupations
(vendors, home-based artisans, domestic workers).

3. Implement gender-sensitive workplace harassment policies and accessible reporting
mechanisms, including legal aid for domestic workers.

4. Support collective organization and microinsurance products tailored to women in
informal work.

5. Integrate mental health screening and referral into primary health services that reach

informal communities.

11. Programmatic Interventions and Implementation Considerations

e Pilot day-care and flexible hours programs in locations with dense informal worker
populations to reduce time-poverty.

e Mobile health camps offering screening (BP, anemia) and counselling in market areas.

e Partnerships with NGOs and worker associations to deliver PPE, training, and

information on entitlements.

12. Limitations

e Cross-sectional design limits causal inference; longitudinal follow-up would strengthen
causal claims.

e Self-reported data may be subject to recall or reporting bias; objective measures should be
included where feasible.

e Heterogeneity within the informal sector makes generalization challenging;

contextualization is necessary.
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13. CONCLUSION

Women’s concentration in informal employment creates layered risks to physical and mental

health that require integrated research and policy responses. Addressing these risks will

improve health equity, economic productivity, and women’s capacity to contribute to

community resilience.
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