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Debates about of labour regulations

“Assessments” of labour regulations
“Distortionists” and “institutionalists”

De jure vs. de facto application of labour law 
Law vs. views of unionists and employers (Chor and 
Freeman 2005)
“Observance” gaps (Lee and McCann 2008)
Economic literature sometimes recognizes, but mainly on 
“punishment”: no. of labour inspectors and penalties
Role of judiciary, executive and enterprise behaviours in 
determining the impact of labour regulations (Bertola and 
Cazes 2000)
Enterprise-level dynamics (Edwards et al. 2004)



Missing element: the workers
 “By the way, do workers know all about this?”

Fundamental issue in the context of developing 
countries 

Workers’ awareness of their legal entitlements – or “legal 
literacy”

The issues include:
The extent of workers’ legal awareness in the area of 
working conditions
What determines the variations in the levels of legal 
awareness
Association between legal awareness and actual conditions 
of work



Existing research on legal awareness

Still rare, but increasing
UK, in the context of individualized regulatory frameworks 
(Pollert 2005; Meager et al. 2002)
Also recognized in other countries

Baltic countries (Eamets and Masso 2005)
China (Cooke 2005)
And more broadly (Fenwick et al. 2007)

What about developing countries where the issue is 
more relevant?

Considering two approaches to labour laws
“Formalist”
“Pessimist”

Any dynamics created by legal awareness?



Research questions

The degree of legal awareness and its 
variations
Legal awareness vs. existence of 
employment contracts
Workers’ awareness better working 
conditions
If so, what are the channeling mechanism?

Job satisfaction 
Workers’ behavioural patterns vis-à-vis employers



Data and methodology: 
ILO global module for working condition survey

Survey data from Tanzania based on Working 
Conditions Survey Global Module

Global module for working conditions survey jointly 
developed by ILO and the European Foundation
New survey tool is adapted from the European Working 
Conditions Survey considering the circumstances in 
developing nations

Survey includes set of questions asks whether or 
not workers are aware of their legal rights in working 
conditions



Survey questions about workers’
 

awareness:
 With the potentials of upward bias

Q9-1 Are you aware that most workers are entitled to be paid a specific 
minimum wage (which is currently set at ____ *)? 

1
2

Yes
No

Q9-2 Are you aware that most workers should not be required to work more 
than ___ hours* per week (beyond which overtime premium should be 
paid)? 

1
2

Yes
No

Q9-3 Are you aware that most workers are allowed ___ weeks* of maternity 
leave off work to have a baby? 

1
2
3

Yes
No
Not Applicable

Source: ILO global module for working conditions survey

* It is required that the final survey questionnaire for field work specify relevant 
statutory standards.



Statutory Norms and Workers’
 

Awareness
 % of respondents (N=1,249, tourism sector excluded)

Minimum wage Working time Maternity protection
All 73.9 67.5 61.9
Gender
Male
Female

73.6
73.9 

66.3
69.8 

55.8
77.5 

Age
16-20
21-25
26-30
31-35
36-40
41-50
51 and above 

33.3
63.4
76.3
78.6
71.2
87.3
90.5 

30.6
59.7
69.1
74.5
64.4
78.2
81.0 

41.7
56.2
68.3
65.0
59.2
54.7
55.0 



Table 2 continued
Minimum wage Working time Maternity protection

Education
None
Primary school
Secondary school
Technical school
College/university and above

54.8
69.1
75.8
92.9
87.8 

48.4
59.8
70.4
92.9
83.8 

57.1
56.1
61.2
85.7
81.1 

Region
Dar es Salaam (capital)
Mwanza
Mbeya

71.7
78.1
83.5

61.8
77.2
83.5

52.6
82.2
82.4

Covered by collective agreements
Yes
No

80.7
72.3

71.6
66.7

69.2
59.3

Having a written contract or agreement
Yes
No

64.0
79.6

59.9
71.4

55.8
65.4



Why not strong association between legal 
awareness and employment contracts?

Employment contracts without teeth 
% of written contract or agreements which provide details on wages, working 
time and maternity leave (N=553)

Source: Working conditions survey in Tanzania (2009)

Wages Working time Maternity leave

49.5 52.2 21.9 



Does Awareness Matter?
Can awareness make a difference?: Distribution of weekly 
working hours and workers’ awareness of the statutory 
maximum hours

Source: Working conditions survey in Tanzania (2009)



Can awareness make a difference? 
Logistic regression analysis



Channelling mechanism:
 Through increasing dissatisfaction ( actions)?



Channelling mechanism:
 Proactive workers

How would workers react? (% of respondents)
Suppose you had a problem at work because your working conditions were not in 
line with your legal rights. What would be the most effective way of solving the 
problem? 

Do not 
complain 

Complain to
your employer 

Complain to 
trade union 

Complain to 
colleagues 

Others*

10.4 57.8 3.3 14.81 13.8

Source: Working conditions survey in Tanzania (2009)
* Including “complain to a government agency”, “complain to an NGO”, “contact a 
lawyer”, “bring a claim in a court”, and “others”.



Implications and Conclusions
Our optimistic estimates show ample room for improving legal 
awareness
Weak relationship between existence of a written employment 
contract and workers’ awareness – the presence of a contract is 
not sufficient
High awareness among workers associated with better working 
conditions
Strong potentials for improving working conditions through 
raising workers’ awareness (through job satisfaction and 
proactive behaviours)
Economic and employment impacts of labour regulations in the 
context of developing countries would be misleading without 
considering enforcements gaps

Need to discuss “how”, not “whether or not”
Need to avoid the “wasteful” process of continuous labour 
reforms
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