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The Problem of SER-Centrism

Common logic of contemporary regulations:
the tendency to conflate non-standard and 
precarious employment. 

Result: the greater the deviation from the SER, 
the lesser the protection such regulations provide.
Workers most in need of protection are most 
likely to be left out – many of whom are women 
and migrants.



Understanding the SER

Normative model of employment:
Defined by full-time continuous employment relationship 

where the worker has one employer, works under direct 
supervision, and has access to a social wage

Gender contract:
Social, legal, and political practices surrounding the

exchange between breadwinning and caregiving
Male breadwinner/female caregiver contract helped lay the 

basis for SER

Citizenship:
Membership in a community and concomitant rights/ 

obligations
Nation-state centered conception of citizenship premised on 

fusion of continuity of employment and territorial belonging



Illustrating the Problem of SER- 
Centrism I: International Labour 
Regulations
1970s: ‘Precarious employment’ becomes an issue of 
concern

1990s: International labour regulations adopted
on ‘non-standard’ forms of employment to respond to 
precarious employment

Rationale: Within the context of the nation-
state, citizen-workers should not see their 
employment and occupational opportunities and
working conditions limited by barriers erected 
on the basis of form of employment



ILO Convention on Part-Time Work (1994) 
and the EU Directive on Fixed-Term Work 
(1999)

Equal treatment on the basis of form of 
employment among citizens

non-discrimination
comparable worker

Deficiencies: 
lack of minimum standards
applicable to restricted categories of workers
entitlements prorated
gendered effects & citizenship-based 
exclusions



EU Directive on Temporary Agency Work 
(2008)

Baseline for comparison eroded
workers recruited directly by firms 
qualify as ‘standard workers’ vis-à-vis 
temporary agency workers



ILO Recommendation on the Employment 
Relationship (2006)

Echews equal treatment and use of 
comparator

Pursues ‘effective protection’ maintaining 
employment relationship as basis of labour 
protection

Workers engaged in work for remuneration 
falling outside the strictures of the 
employment relationship left out



Illustrating The Problem of SER- 
Centrism II: Part-Time Employment in 
Australia

24% of total employment is part-time employment
63% of part-time employees are casual (i.e., 
lack certainty, and have limited access to certain 
benefits)

Historically and to the present many women engage 
in part-time casual employment since shorter hours 
often available only on this basis

In their aim to bring more otherwise “regular” part-
time employment situations within the range of the 
SER, SER-centric approaches leave intact deeply 
gendered situations diverging most from this 
employment model



Illustrating the Problem of SER- 
Centrism III: Temporary Employment 
in the EU 15

11% of total employment is temporary employment

Forms include fixed-term and temporary agency 
work (TAW)

TAW is of limited duration and defined by a triangular 
employment relationship

Non-national citizens’ participation in TAW is significant

Some national laws and policies extending equal 
treatment to TAWS:

use fixed-term workers as comparators
apply to limited areas (e.g., pay and social security)



Illustrating the Problem of SER- 
Centrism IV: Self-Employment in 
Canada

16% of total employment is self-employment

11% of total employment is solo self-employment, 
most common type of self-employment among women

7% of total employment is full-time solo self-
employment

depicted as choosing independence, freedom and 
autonomy but many pursue it due to inability to find 
paid employment or to “balance work and family”
low income major problem

SER-centric approaches to treat only self-employed 
persons resembling employees 



Alternatives to SER-Centrism

Disentangle precarious employment from 
‘non-standard’ employment

Transform gender relations and citizenship 
boundaries as well as approaches to employment

regulation



Two Alternatives Approaches to 
Employment Regulation

‘Flexible SER’ (Bosch 2004) and ‘Beyond 
Employment’ (Supiot 2001)

Common Principles:
Parity– address diverse needs and 
situations of workers in different forms 
of employment 
Inclusivity– provide for comprehensive 
minimum standards
Address sex/gender divisions



An Alternative Imaginary

New principles for organizing the 
work/care/community membership 
nexus

Global ‘universal caregiving’ (e.g., Fraser 
1997; see also Applebaum 2002)

‘Inclusive citizenship’ (e.g., Lister 1997, 2007)

Mechanisms
Global labour market membership
Global social drawing rights



Conclusion
The SER cannot be understood apart from 

its exclusions. 

Regulating for decent work entails de-
linking employment status and form of 
employment and dimensions of labour market
insecurity, assuming that all workers are 
caregivers, and denationalizing aspects of 
worker-citizenship.
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