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Abstract 

 

To properly assess the impact of labour regulations, the effectiveness of legal norms needs 

to be taken into account, especially since compliance or observance rates are relatively low 

in low-income countries. This paper examines one important element missing from the 

literature on developing countries: workers’ legal awareness. Drawing on a new working 

conditions survey conducted in Tanzania, an optimistic estimate indicates that about one 

third of workers are not aware of statutory regulations on minimum wages, working time 

and maternity leave. More importantly, workers’ awareness is strongly associated with 

better working conditions in practice. To explain this association, the paper examines the 

role of job satisfaction and workers’ behavioural patterns vis-à-vis employers. These 

findings suggest strong potentials for improving working conditions by increasing workers’ 

awareness, without significant institutional change. The paper also contends that debates 

on the economic and employment impacts of labour regulations in the context of 

developing countries are misleading unless awareness gaps are fully taken into account.  
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Introduction 

 

 

It is paradoxical that the expansion and deepening of the research into the economic 

impacts of labour regulations has revealed the simplistic understandings that pervade the 

economic empirical research and which have underpinned the deregulatory agenda. 

Arguably, the most problematic part of the research so far, especially in the context of 

developing countries, is that most studies assume a direct link between de jure and de facto 

application of labour law. As a result, the effectiveness of the existing laws has hardly been 

taken into account in the analysis. For instance, the debate among economists has been 

undertaken between two competing schools of “distortionists” and “institutionalists,” each 

of whom attribute different weights to the economic costs and benefits of labour 

regulations (and has led to a search for “optimal” institutions: for a review, see Freeman 

2009 and Bertola 2008). While these efforts involve the assessment of substantive labour 

regulations, little attention has been devoted to the gaps between law and reality, or the 

effectiveness of labour law (e.g., Lee and McCann 2008).  

 

The importance of the effectiveness of labour regulations has, however, been 

demonstrated in various ways. First, from a comparative perspective, de jure labour 

regulations are often at odds with perceptions of practitioners on the import and operation 

of the legal standards. Chor and Freeman (2005), for example, have shown that the World 

Bank’s Employing Workers Index was not in line with the views of trade unionists and 

employers on the requirements of domestic labour regulations. In addition, recent studies 

with a global coverage have indicated that the gaps between laws and reality are 

considerable. Lee and McCann (2008) have estimated that about 71 per cent of employees 

globally work at or less than the statutory maximum in their domestic regimes; and, 

strikingly, that this “observance” rate is not systematically related to the level of economic 

development.   

 

In economic literature, the intensity of labour inspection and the magnitude of the penalty 

for violation of the law are often taken to account for “observance” or compliance (e.g., 

see Squire and Suthiwart-Narueput 1997). Yet, the picture is far more complex. As many 

studies indicate (Bertola and Cazes 2000; Bhattacharjea 2006: Deakin et al. 2007), the role 
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of the judiciary is often critical in determining the content of laws, and the difficulty in 

capturing this aspect is exacerbated when there is a complex relationship between federal 

and state laws (or state and province-level laws: e.g., see Bhattacharjea 2006; Cooney 2009).  

 

Moreover, the impact of labour regulations can differ depending on the response of 

enterprises. For instance, Edwards et al (2004), investigating the employment impacts of 

minimum wages in small enterprises in the UK, found that the effects varied depending on 

“competitive conditions” (which were more influential than the regulation per se). They 

concluded that “the impact [of minimum wage laws] in practice is often less than the 

rhetoric suggests” (p. 265). 

 

There is substantial evidence, then, of the role of executive, judiciary and enterprise 

behaviours in determining the impact of labour regulations.1 One critical element missing 

from the literature, however, is the worker; in particular, how workers respond to labour 

regulations. Obviously, such reactions can be either individual or collective (e.g., through 

trade unions) and the outcomes will differ accordingly. In the context of developing 

countries, however, a more fundamental issue appears to be whether or not workers are 

aware of their legal rights; where they are unaware, they are very unlikely to benefit from 

legal entitlements.  

 

In order to advance our understanding of precisely how labour regulations affect working 

life, especially in the context of developing countries, this paper attempts to analyze the 

dimension of workers’ awareness of legal standards. The focus of the analysis is threefold. 

First, the paper attempts to estimate the extent of workers’ awareness in the area of 

working conditions, and in particular of legal entitlements on wages, working time, and 

maternity protection. Second, given some variations in levels of legal awareness among 

workers, the paper asks what determines such variations. Finally, the paper considers 

whether awareness can improve working life or affect actual conditions of work? This 

question can be articulated as a set of more specific enquires: 

 

                                                 
1 Another strand of literature on the enforcement of labour standards has examined the role of trade in 
weakening or strengthening legal measures as developing countries shift to more open economies. See Brown 
(2001) and Berik and Rodgers (2008).  
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• Is high awareness associated with “formality” (e.g., written contract which offers no 

less than legal minimum)? 

• Is low awareness associated with poor working conditions?  

• How significant a role can awareness play in closing or narrowing the enforcement gap? 

 

This paper will examine these issues by drawing on a new survey data from Tanzania.  

 

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. First, the paper explores the significance of 

legal awareness for the effectiveness of labour law and the question it raises for the role of 

regulation in low-income settings. The paper then introduces the working conditions 

survey that provides a new data set for this study, and discusses key methodological issues. 

Next, the survey results from Tanzania are presented, focusing on variations in the level of 

awareness by demographic characteristics. This section of the paper will examine the 

degree of impact workers’ awareness can be expected to have on actual working conditions. 

The relationship of legal awareness with job satisfaction and behavioural patterns will also 

be investigated. This paper will conclude with a brief discussion of its implications for 

future research and policy efforts. 

 

 

Awareness, enforcement and labour regulation in developing countries 

 

 

Worker awareness and enforcement of legal measures has emerged as a subject for research 

in industrialized countries in part due to an awareness of growing vulnerability within 

increasingly individualized regulatory frameworks (Pollert 2005; Meager et al 2002). As 

collective mechanisms decline and legislated individual rights become more significant, the 

enforcement of these entitlements has been displaced from its rather peripheral position 

within labour law debates and ushered to centre-stage. This growing preoccupation with 

the significance and role of individual legislated entitlements has spawned a literature on 

the enforcement of legal standards by individual workers.  

 

This literature is particularly developed in the UK, a regime in which a straightforwardly 

deregulatory government was replaced in the late-1990s with one that remained suspicious 
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of collective regulation of the labour market, but was devoted, at least initially, to enacting a 

set of individual employment rights (e.g. Holt and Grainger 2005; Meager et al 2002; White 

and Croucher 2007; on the ‘New Labour’ labour law project in the UK see further Davies 

and Freedland 2007). In this context, and with backing from a government eager to 

measure the influence of the legislated standards, a literature developed that is centred on 

workers’ awareness of employment rights and the techniques they use to assert their legal 

entitlements. Primarily empirical in nature, this line of work has developed and refined 

methodologies to pursue these issues, and has been drawn on in designing the ‘legal 

awareness’ elements of the Working Conditions Survey (see further below).  

 

Beyond the UK, this line of research is not as advanced, although Eamets and Masso 

(2005) have highlighted the weak enforcement of employment protection laws in Baltic 

countries, which they found partly attributable to poor awareness, and Cooke has reported 

the findings of a survey in China that found most workers and employers to be unaware of 

the legal standards (Cooke 2005). The significance of awareness-raising to improving 

working conditions in developing countries has attracted the attention of Fenwick et al 

(2007) in a study of micro and small enterprises that represents one of few attempts to 

consider the extent of legal awareness and its potential impact on actual working conditions 

in low-income economies. 

 

Despite the rather limited research, a preoccupation with individual legal rights can be seen 

as highly relevant to developing countries, if the focus is on certain of their parallels with 

deregulated regimes in the industrialized world. As labour markets in which collective 

norms are not a forceful form of regulation and legislation has the most prominent role 

among formal regulatory techniques, these industrialized and developing regimes have 

shared preoccupations, in particular with the regulation of informal and precarious work 

(on industrialized countries, see Ram et al 2004;  Vosko 2006; Fudge and Owens 2006). 

These parallels emerge in Tanzania, where the collective representation of workers is 

minimal and legal rights primarily enforced by way of individual complaint-based 

mechanisms (Ackson 2008).  

 

By drawing on the awareness literature, and through the empirical testing of workers’ ‘legal 

literacy’ with respect to working conditions entitlements, this paper in part marks an 
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attempt to challenge assumptions that pervade influential discourses on the operation of 

labour laws in low-income settings. In this regard, and rather schematically, two schools of 

thought can be identified. The first, the “formalist” school, adheres to a mechanistic view 

of labour laws, in that it assumes their application to be both comprehensive (the laws 

protect all workers who fall within their scope) and complete (these workers are entitled to 

the full array of legal protections outlined in the legal texts, to the maximum extent 

possible). Perhaps not surprisingly, this crude notion of regulation has a muted presence in 

the scholarly literature. It has, however, found favour in the policy realm, where it 

underpins much of the deregulatory rhetoric that has in recent years been extended to 

developing economies. It is most apparent in the work of the World Bank’s Private 

Finance Initiative, and in particular in the conclusions on the economic impact of labour 

standards found in its set of Doing Business reports (e.g. World Bank 2005). While the 

research paper that underpins this project offers a rather more sophisticated understanding 

of the operation of labour laws (Botero et al 2004; although see Deakin et al 2007), the 

Bank’s policy guidance crafted from this work suggests a crude relationship between labour 

laws and economic outcomes that is grounded in formalist assumptions and permits 

simplistic conclusions about the damaging economic impact of labour standards (on 

working time regulation, see Lee and McCann 2008). 

 

This discourse has fuelled an accompanying narrative of the urgency and promise of labour 

law reform that has been influential in many developing countries, prompting governments 

to embark on sometimes semi-continuous projects of labour law reform carried out in the 

absence of empirically-grounded understandings of the operation of the existing measures. 

This process has been documented in Asian countries (Lee and Eyraud 2008). In Tanzania, 

a major project of labour law reform was embarked on in the early years of this century 

with the aim of simplifying the regulation of businesses, attracting foreign investors and 

competing with other developing countries, and culminated in new legislation devoted to 

substantive individual rights (the Employment and Labour Relations Act 2004) and 

enforcement mechanisms (the Labour Institutions Act 2004) (Ackson 2009). 

 

The World Bank literature also illustrates a second narrative of labour law in low-income 

settings. At its crudest, this “pessimistic” account views legal regulation as broadly 

irrelevant to the developing world for a variety of reasons, whether in the assumption that 
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laws are so ineffectively enforced as to be irrelevant, so economically inappropriate to be 

damaging, or transplants from colonial ‘parent’ regimes that have inevitably failed to seed. 

A version of the pessimist narrative suggests a clear-cut dichotomy between ‘formal’ and 

‘informal’ economies within which labour standards are unknown or irrelevant to the 

informal sector (World Bank 2005). There is also found in this literature a degree of despair 

about legal and institutional change that contrasts with the over-optimistic account of 

reform harboured by the formalist narrative. This position in part reflects a suspicion about 

the worth of conventional enforcement mechanisms that is being challenged by the 

evolving literature on labour inspectorates in low-income countries (e.g. Piore and Shrank 

2008). An alternate version of this account of labour law questions the relevance of 

conventional legislated standards by constructing a dichotomy between these and 

alternative - ‘soft’ - forms of regulation, such as regulation through global value chains, and 

positing the latter as the preferred, rather than complementary, mode of regulation. In its 

least sophisticated form, this account of labour law displays an aversion to conventional 

legislated standards, neglecting the potential for intersection and reinforcement among the 

range of regulatory techniques(see further Posthuma 2009). 

 

This paper is in part an attempt to explore and respond to such depictions of labour law 

through the prism of ‘legal awareness.’ To this extent, it is intended to complement an 

emerging literature on the operation and impact of labour law in developing countries 

(Berg and Kucera 2008; Fenwick et al 2007).   

 

 

Data and methodology: the ILO Working Conditions Survey Global Module   

 

 

Reliable information on working conditions in developing countries is difficult to obtain 

and it is even more challenging to find data on workers’ awareness. The data used in this 

paper are drawn from the new survey carried out in Tanzania, based on a Working Conditions 

Survey Global Module that has been developed jointly by the ILO and the European 

Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions. This new survey tool 

is adapted from the European Working Conditions Survey, taking into account the 
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circumstances of developing countries (especially the massive presence of informal 

economy).  

 

One of unique aspects of this survey is that, along with questions about actual working 

conditions (e.g., employment status, wages/incomes, working time and work organization, 

physical work environment, work and family, maternity protection, heath and safety, job 

satisfaction), it includes a set of questions centred on whether the workers are aware of 

their working conditions entitlements. In the survey, respondents are asked if they are 

aware of their legal rights in relation to minimum wages, working time and maternity leave 

(see Table 1).2  

 

 
Table 1. Survey questions about workers’ awareness  
Q9-1  Are you aware that most workers are entitled to be paid a specific minimum wage 

(which is currently set at ____ *)? 
 1 Yes 
 2 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 Yes 
 2 No 
Q9-3  Are you aware that most workers are allowed ___ weeks* of maternity leave off work 

to have a baby? 
 1 Yes 
 2 No 
 88 Not applicable 

Source: The Global Module for Working Conditions Survey (draft) 
* The final survey questionnaire used in the field work specifies relevant statutory standards. 
 
 
While these questions present a reasonable method of capturing workers’ awareness 

(especially given the paucity of such data), there are some outstanding questions. One 

important issue is that these questions have the potential to overestimate the extent of 

awareness, since they specify the relevant statutory standards. Such reminders may tempt 

the respondents to falsely claim that they are aware of these standards. The resulting 

estimates would be much higher than those obtained from other types of questions such as 

those asking the respondents to specify the existing standards.3 Therefore, this potential 

upward bias in the estimation should be taken into account in interpretation and analysis. 

                                                 
2 This module is available from the correspondence author on request. 
3 Some surveys on awareness have posed more direct questions such as: “Can you tell me what you think is 
the current hourly rate of the minimum wage for adult workers?” (e.g., White and Croucher 2007).  
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The pilot testing of this survey was carried out in early 2009 in three major urban areas in 

Tanzania (Dar-es-Salaam, Mwanza and Mbeya).4 The total sample was 1,249, although the 

tourism sector was over-sampled with 399 respondents solely from the formal sector.5 As a 

different sampling framework was used for the tourism sector, this paper excludes it and 

focuses on non-tourism sectors.  

 

Tanzania is a low-income country with around 700 dollars of GDP per capita (in PPP) and 

has witnessed unprecedented economic growth in recent years (higher than 6 per cent). 

Employment growth has also been strong, but with a considerable expansion of informal 

jobs. More than 80 per cent of jobs are informal (KILM 2009).  

 

 

Statutory norms and workers’ awareness: level and variations 

 

 

Table 2 shows the extent of workers’ awareness of working conditions standards.6 Overall, 

a significant proportion of respondents (at least one quarter) were not aware of statutory 

entitlements to working time, minimum wages and maternity protection. Yet, variations in 

awareness of the different standards are also considerable.  

 

 

                                                 
4 For details of the survey results, see Kahyarara and Rustasitara (2009) 
5 This specific focus on tourism is the result of tripartite demands, reflecting their growing interest in this 
sector as a driving force of economic growth and job creation.  
6 For the review of the regulatory framework in Tanzania, see Ackson (2009) 
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Table 2. Workers’ awareness (% of employees: excluding tourism sector: N=666) 
 
 Minimum wages 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 

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 

Source: Working conditions survey in Tanzania (2009) 
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First, the awareness of minimum wages is high at 73.9 per cent, while the incidence is much 

lower for maternity protection at 61.9 per cent, due to lower awareness among male 

workers (55.8 per cent). The awareness of working time standards was higher than that of 

the maternity protection entitlements, but lower than that of minimum wages. The 

comparatively high awareness of minimum wages appears to reflect the relative importance 

that workers tend to attribute to different aspects of working conditions. 

 

Not surprisingly, the incidence of awareness is positively correlated with age and 

educational attainment, with the exception of the relationship between age and maternity 

protection, which does not show any clear pattern. The influence of age is particularly 

strong in the case of working time and minimum wages, which suggests that work 

experience provides a critical opportunity for workers to learn about their legal rights. For 

example, only one-third of young workers aged 16-20 were aware of the statutory 

maximum hours and minimum wages, but the incidence more than doubled for the age 

group of 26-30. Educational attainment displays a similar pattern. 

 

One can easily assume that employment contracts and collective agreements are important 

tools to help workers learn about their legal rights (e.g., statutory regulations provide a 

basis for employment contracts in many countries). However, this assumption does not 

receive strong support from the Tanzanian survey. As Table 2 shows, the incidence of 

awareness is higher among worker who reported that they were covered by collective 

agreements (e.g., in the case of minimum wages, 80.7 per cent versus 72.3 per cent), but the 

difference is rather small (about 5-10 percentage points). In the case of employment 

contracts, the result is more surprising. Table 2 shows that having a formal employment 

relationship, by concluding a written contract or agreement, actually reduces the likelihood 

that workers are aware of the major legal rights in the area of working conditions. The gaps 

are large and significant. 

 

This paradoxical result, however, needs to be interpreted with great care. For instance, it is 

noteworthy that in Tanzania written contracts or agreements lack what can be considered 

“essential” elements. As Table 3 demonstrates, about half of these contracts and 

agreements did not include any details about wages or working hours, and only one fifth 

contained specific references to maternity leave. The lack of these essential details means 
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that the impact of such contracts on both awareness and actual conditions of work is very 

limited.  

 

 
Table 3. Employment contracts without teeth?:  
% of written contract or agreements which provide details on wages, working time and 
maternity leave (N=553) 

Wages Working time Maternity leave 
49.5 52.2 21.9 

Source: Working conditions survey in Tanzania (2009) 
 
 

Does awareness matter?: awareness and actual conditions 

  

The key question for this paper is whether workers’ awareness matters in improving actual 

working conditions. In particular, we are interested in the extent to which workers’ 

awareness can contribute to increasing compliance or observance. The Tanzanian survey 

suggests that it matters considerably.  

 

To illustrate this point, let us take the example of working hours. Chart 1 combines 

workers’ awareness of the statutory maximum hours (i.e., 48 hours) with their actual 

working hours. It depicts the distribution of weekly working hours by the awareness of the 

statutory norm. In the case of working hours of less than 48 hours, the difference between 

“aware” and “not aware” is rather small, with both curves moving in similar patterns. 

However, a substantial diversification appears after 48 hours. As Chart 1 shows, the 

incidence of working more than 48 hours increases sharply for those workers who are not 

aware of the statutory norm. The likelihood of long hours remains much lower among the 

“aware” group. A similar pattern has also been observed for maternity leave (details are not 

reported in this paper). This distribution clearly suggests that being aware of the legal 

entitlements is associated with different working conditions for workers. 
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Chart 1. 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) 

 
 

To test the impact of awareness on actual working conditions in a more rigorous manner, a 

series of logistic regressions controlling for standard demographic variables have been 

undertaken. The results are reported in Table 4 in which all of three coefficients show the 

expected signals. The first column reports the relationship between two binary variables: 

working more than the statutory standard (48 hours) and being aware of this standard. The 

reported coefficients indicate that workers who are aware of the statutory standard are 1.6 

times less likely to work more than this standard (holding constant other standard 

demographic variables). In the case of maternity protection, the impact of awareness is 

much greater. Women workers who are aware of maternity protection law are 2.6 times 

more likely to benefit from maternity leave.  

 

The likelihood of earning no less than minimum wages is positively related to the 

awareness of the statutory minimum wage rates. It is estimated that workers’ awareness 

would increase this likelihood by 35 per cent, but the coefficient is not statistically 

significant. This is partly due to the fact that this statistical exercise is less relevant to 

minimum wages. For instance, high-wage earners are not particularly interested in the 

statutory minimum wage, as their wages are far above it.  
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Table 4. Can awareness make difference?: The results of logistic regressions 
 Working Time 

(all) 
Minimum Wage 

(all) 
Maternity protection 
(women only) 

Coefficient -1.59 (.28)* .35 (.23) 2.6 (.43)* 
Odds ratio .20 (.06)* 1.42 (.33) 13.42 (5.83)* 
Source: Working conditions survey in Tanzania (2009) 
Notes:  
(1) * Significant at 5% 
(2) Standard errors are in parentheses.  
(3) Logistic regressions which include awareness as an independent variable, along with control 
variables such as gender, education, age, industry, occupation, and size of the establishment. 
(4) Dependent variables: working more than 48 hours (working time); being paid more then 
minimum wages (minimum wages); and benefiting from maternity leave (maternity protection) 
 
 

How can awareness improve actual working conditions?: job satisfaction and 

workers’ behavioural patterns 

 

The analysis so far has shown that increased awareness can contribute to improved 

working conditions. The question is then how this can happen, or more specifically the 

channelling mechanism through which awareness translates into actual improvements in 

the work environment. While this is a complex question that needs to take into 

consideration a variety of factors, in this paper we will examine two possible elements: job 

satisfaction and workers’ behavioural patterns in relation to non-compliance with labour 

laws. 

 

 
Table 5. Awareness and job dissatisfaction: working hours – regression coefficients  
 Constant Awareness 

(Statutory maximum hours) 

Dissatisfaction with working hours 
(1=very satisfied, …, 4= not satisfied at all) 
All 
Men 
Women 

 
 
 

1.818 (.102)* 
1.877 (.126)* 
1.779 (.180)* 

 
 
 

.196 (.060)* 

.103 (.036)* 
.050 (.118) 

Source: Working conditions survey in Tanzania (2009) 
Notes: 
(1) Figures in brackets refer to standard errors 
(2) * Significant at 1% level 
(3) Actual hours (5 categories) are controlled for, along with other standard variables (see Table 4). 
Coefficients for actual hours are positive and significant at 1% level. 
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First, the awareness of legal rights and the resulting recognition that they are not being 

complied with can make workers view their working environment in an unfavourable way, 

and therefore may reduce overall job satisfaction. Such an impact on job satisfaction can 

prompt efforts to remedy the situation, and in fact it is known that job satisfaction can 

determine workers’ performance and future behavioural patterns such as turnover (Green 

2006 for a review; Lee 2005). It is feasible to examine this possibility with regard to 

working time, as the survey includes a question asking if the respondents are satisfied with 

current working hours. 7   Table 5 reports the results of a simple regression on job 

dissatisfaction which controls for actual working hours. It is clear from this table that 

workers’ dissatisfaction with working hours increases with their levels of awareness of 

statutory maximum working hours, once their actual working hours are controlled for.  

 

Another important point worth noting when we evaluate the role of legal awareness is that 

workers are not passive once they recognize the gaps between legal entitlements and their 

actual conditions of work. In fact, awareness may tend to lead to corrective actions, 

although they may not always be successful. This is clearly demonstrated from the 

responses to our survey question on techniques to address divergence from the legal 

standards: “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?” The majority of respondents (57.8 per cent) preferred the direct method of 

complaining to their employers. Passive measures such as “do not complain” or “complain 

to colleagues” were minority options. Striking also, is that resorting to trade unions, lawyers 

or government authorities were not the popular options. This result implies that workers’ 

awareness can play a significant role in improving working conditions by creating a new 

dynamic (e.g., complaint, negotiation, confrontation) at the workplace. Evidently, this 

process is cheaper but can be more effective than other methods such as labour inspection. 

 

 

                                                 
7 Such an analysis is not feasible for minimum wages and maternity protection.  
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Table 6. 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 14.8 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 rather optimistic estimates show that although the majority of workers in Tanzania are 

familiar with the statutory standards on working time, minimum wages and maternity 

protection, a substantial number, around one-third, are unaware of these legal standards. 

However, workers’ awareness has little to do with the existence of a written employment 

contract, which suggests that employment contracts in Tanzania often lack the necessary 

substances. At the same time, workers’ awareness is strongly associated with better working 

conditions, particularly in the case of working time and maternity leave. While the 

channelling mechanism for this association is yet to be fully understood, this paper will 

argue that this effect can take place through influencing job satisfaction and/or changing 

workers’ behavioural patterns especially vis-à-vis employers. These findings suggest strong 

potentials for improving working conditions through increasing workers’ awareness, 

without much institutional changes. It will also be argued that debates on the economic and 

employment impacts of labour regulations in the context of developing countries would be 

misleading unless these awareness gaps are taken into account.  

 

The findings from the survey reveal that there are certain factors affecting workers’ 

awareness of working conditions laws, which appear to have a significant bearing on actual 

working conditions. Furthermore, the logistic regression results for working hours and 

maternity protection bolster our hypothesis that legal awareness will make some difference 

in actual working conditions.  

 

Despite the limited research on workers’ awareness of labour laws and working conditions, 

especially in the context of developing countries, the case of Tanzania suggests a strong 
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linkage between workers’ awareness and their actual working conditions.  Moreover, when 

workers’ legal rights were violated at the workplace, a large portion of the respondents 

noted that they would resort to direct confrontation method such as complaining to the 

employer.  Hence, it can be suggested that learning about legal rights at the workplace is 

akin to providing different perspectives to workers of acceptable working conditions, 

which they can then use to re-think their current working environment or any 

dissatisfaction they might have previously experienced.  This implies that workers’ legal 

awareness has the potential to become an effective instrument to improve working 

conditions, increase job satisfaction and encourage proactive behavioural patterns. 

 

The findings of this paper also provide important insights into the on-going debates on the 

labour market impact of labour regulations. First, the Tanzania survey confirmed the 

presence of enforcement gaps (e.g., Chart 1). These gaps are massive, so that the relevance 

of common statistical exercises which regress the indicators of labour regulations on labour 

market variables becomes questionable. It also means that the indicators of labour 

regulations (particularly the “Employing Workers” indicators that have formed part of  

World Bank’s Doing Business Indicators) do not properly capture the actual “constraints” 

employers encounter. In other words, the “constraints” on business summarized in these 

indicators tend to suffer from over-estimation. Finally, the finding that this enforcement 

gap may be narrowed to some degree by awareness-raising supports the view that, at least 

in developing countries, the debate should not be between “regulating” and “de-

regulation” but rather on how these countries can best promote labour laws and policies or 

“how to regulate” (Lee, McCann, and Torm 2008; Fenwick et al. 2007). In this way, 

countries can avoid the wasteful process of continuous labour law reform carried out in the 

absence of any opportunity to evaluate the impacts of these reforms; an approach that has 

overwhelmed the governments of many Asian and African countries under pressure from 

the international financial organizations.  
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