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PRESENTATION 

 
Working conditions, wage determination patterns and labour relations 
among domestic workers differ from those of formal wage earners. 
Working conditions are negotiated individually in the realm of the 
household; this includes work intensity, the definition of tasks, the 
regularity of the employment relationship, holidays, access to social 
security, the financing of health care, and the level of wages.  
 
Domestic servants have a weak bargaining position, resulting in high 
rates of unregistered work1 and turnover, lack of representation, and 
low wages. These conditions stem from three factors: The individual 
nature of the employment relationship, the characteristics of the 
labour force employed, and the restrictive character of the norms 
regulating domestic service. The majority of domestic servants are 
women from low income households, low education and migrant 
origin, from the poorest provinces and from neighbouring countries 
(Paraguay, Chile, Bolivia and, recently Peru).2  
 
Domestic servants’ quality of labour protection faces barriers:  

• An ambiguous and incomplete regulatory framework  
• Lack of state monitoring of compliance with these 

regulations  
• Lack of representation 
• Weak bargaining power  

 
The paper examines the evolution of labour regulations concerning 
domestic servants between 2000 and 2007 and discusses the impacts 
of changing regulations on the quality of their working life, focusing 
on Argentina’s urban areas.3  

 

1. WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT 
 
Argentina’s urban labour market in the beginning of the XXIst century 
showed the impacts of a decade of economic and labour law reforms;   
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1
  It refers to the evasion of employer evasion of social security contributions, and/or of domestic 

servants’ registration with the tax authority. 

2 Neighbouring countries’ domestic servants are frequently irregular migrants, facing difficulties for 
accessing the judiciary. A law of 2003 replaced the 1981 restrictive migration law, but has not been 
enacted yet. 

3 The Permanent Household Survey’ sample (INDEC) is limited to urban areas. 

 



   

high unemployment, pervasive unregistered waged work, and 
unstable employment and earnings.  
 
Women’s participation and employment rates have been historically 
lower than men’s. Between 1996 and 2003 in urban areas the 
employment gap between men and women aged 15-65 varied 
between 30 and 25 points. In that same period the employment gap 
among the 30% poorest households reached 32%; among those in 
the highest income brackets it was 19% (EPH, INDEC). This trend 
was more visible among low income households, which faced demand 
and supply constraints. Labour demand geared towards women with 
little education and training has been structurally low, and mainly 
restricted to domestic service and retail trade. These households 
were more numerous, with more children under 14, and with 
restrictions to accessing public provision of care facilities.4  
 
Between 1998 and until the 2002 devaluation of the peso, a deep 
economic recession exacerbated unemployment and poverty.5  
Following the contraction of manufacturing and construction men’s 
participation and employment rates dropped fostering increasing 
participation of women from low income households (Cortés 2003).6  
 
Devaluation and the ensuing expansion of exports boosted domestic 
economic activity and both unemployment and poverty dropped 
substantially.7 Between 2003 and 2007 men’s employment rates 
recovered until 2007, while women’s tended to remain stagnant after 
2004 (table 1.b.).8 
 
Tables 1.a. and 1.b. show changes in women’s employment between 
1996 and 20029 and during the 2003-2006 recovery. In 2002 and 
2003 a big scale conditional cash transfer program – Jefes y Jefas de 
Hogar Desocupados – boosted participation among women from low 
income households. The program mostly absorbed inactive women, 
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4 22% of the poorest 30% households and only 6% of the richest 30% had between 3 and 5 children 

under 10 yrs. (EPH,INDEC). The poorest areas of the capital city concentrated 70% of the unsatisfied 
demand for pre-school children’s care facilities (ACIJ, 2009). 

5 Urban unemployment rates increased from 13.8 to 21.5% between 1998 and 2002. Head-count 
poverty increased from 25.9 in 1998 to 54.3% in 2002 (EPH, INDEC). 

6  Between 1996 and 2003 women’s employment rate increased from 40 to 44%, without considering 
beneficiaries of employment plans as employed, while men’s dropped. 

7 Urban unemployment rates dropped from 20.4 to 11.4% between the first trimesters of 2003 and 
2006. Head-count poverty fell from 47.8 in 2003 to 26.9 in 2006 (EPH, INDEC). 

8
 Men’s employment rates increased until 2007 (EPH, INDEC). 

9 A recessionary period started in 1998 ending in 2003. 

 



   

and those that in previous years were either domestic servants or 
unregistered workers in retail trade. In 2000, 19 % of women worked 
in household services; this proportion fell to 14% in 2002, partly 
because some became beneficiaries of the program (Cortes, 
Groisman and Hoszowski, 2004). 
 
Table 1.a. 
Women: Evolution of occupations, 1996-2002 
(Urban Areas)  
 
Occupation 1996 1998 2000 2002 

Employer 2.5 2.6 3.1 2.2 

Own Account 15.5 15.4 14.6 14.6 

Public Sector Employees  21.0 20.7 20.7 20.2 

Private Sector Registered  25.7 25.6 25.5 22.0 

Private Sector not Registered 13.2 15.5 15.3 13.2 

Domestic Service 19.0 18.2 19.0 14.6 

Unpaid family workers 3.0 2.1 1.9 1.5 

Beneficiaries Employment Plan n.a. n.a. n.a. 11.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Rate of economic activity (15-65) 51.8 53.2 53.5 55.7 

Table 1.b.  
Women: Evolution of occupations, 2003-2006 
(Urban Areas)  
 
Occupation 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Employer 2.2 2.4 2.4 2.5 

Own Account 16.8 16.9 16.7 15.8 

Public Sector Employees 17.9 17.1 17.4 18.8 

Private Sector Registered 18.8 20.4 23.1 23.1 

Private Sector not Registered 14.9 15.5 15.2 16.2 

Domestic Service 16.1 16.0 16.5 18.0 

Unpaid family workers 2.4 2.2 1.9 1.6 

Beneficiaries Employment Plan 10.7 9.6 6.8 4.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Rate of Economic Activity (15-65) 58.0 59.9 59.3 59.7 

Source: Own calculations, Permanent Employment Survey (EPH) INDEC. 

 
More than half of unregistered women workers worked in retail trade 
and in small scale manufacturing firms with similar proportions in 
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both periods. During the recovery – 2003-2006 – the proportion of 
registered workers increased, pushed by expanded employment in 
trade and in manufacturing.  
 
The Jefes program, still active in 2009, had ceased incorporating 
beneficiaries in 2003; besides, inaugurated in 2004, a new 
conditioned cash transfer program directed to women household 
heads with children and absorbed part of the former beneficiaries of 
Jefes. The program Familias para la Inclusión Social in 2006 absorbed 
140 thousand women who had formerly been beneficiaries of the 
Jefes program (Ministry of Social Development, 2009). This was 
reflected in the drop of beneficiaries among employed women in this 
period, which was accompanied by an increase in domestic servants 
(table 1.b.). In May 2003 the Jefes program reached 1.990.735 
households, falling to 1.472.187 in October 2007 (Ministerio de 
Trabajo, 2009).  
 
Household services have traditionally employed almost exclusively 
women; between 1970 and 2001 no less than 92 of domestic 
servants were women (INDEC, CNP 1970-2001). And the weight of 
this occupation in the country’s total female employment remained 
between 20 and 17 percent (table 2). It absorbed higher proportions 
of younger (14-20) and older (50-65) women than other occupations 
(INDEC, CNP 1991, 2001). Education attained by domestic servants 
was lower than that of other employed women; in 2006 77% of 
domestic servants and 22% of the rest of wage earners had less than 
8 years of schooling. 
 
 
Table 2. 
Evolution of Employment in Domestic Services 1947-2001 
 

Years % * 

1947 30,5 

1960 20,5 

1970 23,0 

1980 19,5 

1991 19,7 

2001 17,1 
*Proportion of domestic service workers in total women’s employment, total country. 
Source: 1947-1970: Recchini de Lattes (1980). 1980 y 1991: INDEC, CNP (1980, 1991, 
2001). 
 

In 2007, 79% of neighbouring countries’ women migrants (including 
Peru) resided in Buenos Aires Metropolitan area; 42% worked as 
domestic servants. The incidence of neighbouring countries’ migrants 
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was higher among this occupation than in the rest of wage earners as 
shown in table 3 below. 
 
Table 3. 
Women workers: Place of Birth (Metropolitan Area) 
1st trimester 2007 
 

2007 
Place of 

Birth 
Registered 

wage 
earners  

Unregister 
wage 

earners 

Domestic 
servants 

Natives 79.1 76.9 42.9 

Other Province 15.7 13.7 37.3 

Neighbouring 
+ Peru 

5.2 9.1 19.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Own calculations, Permanent Employment Survey (EPH) INDEC. 

 

2. LABOUR REGULATIONS 

2.1. Domestic Worker’s Labour Statute 
 
Household workers are explicitly excluded from the Labour Code 
(20.744), from the law regulating child benefits, and from the 
Employment Law (24.013); their working conditions are regulated by 
a 1956 decree.10 The decree differentiates between “dependent” and 
“independent” workers; the first group works a minimum of four days 
per week, and four hours daily. The second group works less than six 
hours per week; “independent” workers under this regime are 
classified as autonomous workers, and are not recognized as wage 
earners, nor regulated by the 1956 norms.  
 
This decree circumscribes the household specific tasks included as 
domestic service, while excluding in-house care work of the elder and 
sick members of household.  

 
Conflicts between domestic servants and their employers are resolved 
within the realm of the Domestic Service Tribunal, dependent on the 
Ministry of Labour. This Tribunal’s competence is restricted to 
conflicts in the area of the city of Buenos Aires. As domestic servants 

                                                 
10 Decree 326/56, sanctioned by the Decree 7979/56.  
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are excluded from the Labour Code they are not entitled to 
conciliation previous to the demand.11 

Employers and domestic servants can appeal to the Labour Court, but 
only if the dispute involves a sum higher than 500 pesos.  
 
The 1956 Statute grants limited entitlements to domestic workers in 
many areas, when compared with the Labour Code regulating waged 
work. These areas concern the causes of lay-off, the length of 
forewarning, the amount of lay-off compensation, sick leave, 
holidays, and the scope of the judiciary institutions in charge of 
dealing with labour conflicts. The following table summarizes the 
differences between the regulations concerning domestic servants 
and registered wage earners. The causes for termination of contract 
in the case of domestic servants emphasize the personal relation 
between employers and workers, and, more particularly, the 
requirement of compliance with unwritten household rules. 
 

 

 

Table 4: Labour Code and Statute for Domestic Workers 

 

DESCRIPTION LABOUR CODE  
N° 20744 (LC) 

STATUTE FOR DOMESTIC SERVANTS  
DECREE° 326/56 AND ENACTMENT 

7979/56 

Extinction of 
the Labour 
Contract 

- Lay-off with a cause  
- Indirect lay-off 
- Unjustified lay-off 
- Resignation 
- Retirement 
- Agreement between parts  
- Death or other involuntary 

fact 
 
 
 

The statute deals with only three 
causes:  

- Lay-off with a cause  
- Indirect lay-off  
- Unjustified lay-off 

 
The employer is entitled to dissolve the 
contract when the period of sick leave 
expired. 
 
Unforeseen causes:  

- Resignation 
- Retirement 
- Desertion 
- Agreement between parts 
- Death, or other involuntary fact  
 

The statute includes unilateral 
extinction of the contract only 

Causes for Lay-
Off 

The LC establishes as cause of 
lay-off severe wrongdoing 
preventing the continuation of 
contract. But the doctrine and the 

- Acts threatening security, honor or 
interests of the employer or 
his/her family 

- Dishonest life  

                                                 
11 The province of Cordoba has a special Code, that will not be examined in the paper. 
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DESCRIPTION LABOUR CODE  
N° 20744 (LC) 

STATUTE FOR DOMESTIC SERVANTS  
DECREE° 326/56 AND ENACTMENT 

7979/56 

legal system sustain that these 
must be insurmountable 
breaches. 
   

- Personal slovenliness 
- Severe or repeated transgressions 

of the contract  
 

- Disloyal behaviour vis à vis the 
employer and family 

- Disrespect towards visitors   
- Non compliance with instructions  
- Neglect regarding vigilance and 

care of household goods 
- Indiscretion regarding the family’s 

political, moral or religious beliefs  
- Insufficient dedication to work  

 
Any breach of the principle of loyalty 
can result in justified cause for 
termination of contract.  

 
Lay-off 
Compensation 

Unjustified lay-off compensation, 
with forewarning,  
1 monthly wage per year or 
fraction higher than 3 months, 
(highest regular salary) 
The final sum should not excede 
the equivalent of 3 times the 
montly sumo of all earnings 
comprised in the corresponding 
collective agreement 
 

 
Half of the monthly wage for each year 
of service (calculated over the average 
of wages perceived tha last 2 years). 
To be entitled, the worker must have 
been continuously employed for more 
than one year.  

Forewarning The labour contract cannot be 
terminated voluntarily, it requires 
forewarning; otherwise employers 
must compensate workers 
a. Workers’ forewarning, 15 days 
b. Employers’ forewarning, 15 
days for those in trial period 
c. 1 month for workers with up to 
5 years of work 
d. 2 months, with more than 5 
years. 

With length of service between 90 days 
and two years: 5 days 
Ibid more than two years: 10 days 

Sick leave Leaves 

 
Compensation in case of 
incapacity; right to keep the 
position for a given period 
 
 

 
Having worked a minimum of one 
month, domestic servants are entitled 
to 30 days of leave. If they do not 
return when the leave finishes, 
employers can dissolve the contract 
without compensation (even in the case 
of incapacity). D.S. are not entitled to 
keep their job in case of sickness. 
 

 Holidays  
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DESCRIPTION LABOUR CODE  
N° 20744 (LC) 

STATUTE FOR DOMESTIC SERVANTS  
DECREE° 326/56 AND ENACTMENT 

7979/56 

 
Holidays are to be granted 
between October 1st and April 
30th of the following year. 
Employers have to notify the 
worker 45 days in advance on 
paper.  
 

 
From 1 to 5 years in the job: 10 days 
From 5 to 10 years: 15 days 
More than 10 days: 20 days  
The worker must announce the date 20 
days in advance. The code does not 
specify the time of the year.  
 

Maternity Leave 

A period of licence before and 
after giving birth.  

It is not regulated 

 Other Leaves:  

 - Birth  
- Marriage 
- Death of spouse, children, 

parents, brothers.  
- Examination 

Not included in the Statute  

 
Presumption of 
existence of 
labour contract   

 
It favours the workers  

 
Not included in the statute  

 
Conflicts 

 
Compulsory conciliation within 
the realm of Labour Courts  

 
Previous to presenting a demand, 
possibility of presenting the case 
verbally to the Domestic Sevice 
Tribunal. However, if the amount in 
question is under 500 pesos the 
verdicts cannot be appealed. 
 

 
Certificate of 
Services 

The employers have to extend 
the certificate; if not, they could 
have to compensate the worker. 

 
Not applicable 

Source: Own elaboration on the basis of Parada (2007) and Infoleg. 
 

 

2.2. Access to Social Security 
 
A law enacted in 2000 (25239) created a mandatory retirement 
scheme – “Special Social Security Regime for Domestic Workers” - for 
both “dependent” and “autonomous” domestic servants which could 
be applied to those working between 7 and 16 hours per week. 12 
This scheme granted basic universal pensions, disability pensions, 
and access to the Mandatory Health-Care Program managed by the 
National Health Insurance System. The regime delegated the 
                                                 
12 Régimen Especial de Seguridad Social para Empleados del Servicio Doméstico 

 



   

responsibility of selecting the health-care providers exclusively among 
the  existing obras sociales - trade union based financing of health 
care13. The authority in charge of setting establishing employer 
contributions would reside in the Ministry of Health.  
 
For accessing the basic pension or the disability benefit workers were 
required to contribute to the Public Retirement Scheme.14 Workers’ 
contributions went for accessing the basic health-care program, while 
the incorporation of family members required an extra fee. Employer 
contributions went to the retiremet system. The level of contributions 
of both employers and domestic servants depended on the number of 
hours worked; a 2005 decree legislated that the scheme was 
mandatory only for those working more than 16 hours a week. 
 
The following table illustrates the difference in the monthly 
contributions required for accessing the provision of health care by 
the selected obras sociales in 2006, later modified. 
 
 
 
Table 5. Worker and Employer Social Security Contributions, 2006 
 
Working hours Contributions 

 Worker Employer 

Less than 6 hours 8 12 

6 to 15 hours 15 24 

16 or more hours  24.4 35 

 
 
Source: Boletin Oficial (2006). 
 
 
In 2006 a decree legislated that for accessing the retirement pension 
domestic servants working less than 16 hours had to complement 
employer contributions – through “voluntary contributions” and reach 
the amount contributed by employers in the highest category.  
 
This scheme subsisted with few changes; the reforms concerned 
different aspects: the level of contributions, the restrictive inclusion of 
spouses, and the possibility of tax deductions for employers. In April 
2008 worker contributions to the obras sociales increased by 51%, 

                                                 
13 The obras socials, regulated by collective agreements, finance health care and other services, through 

employer and workers’ contributions. 
14 In 2008 a law restructured the Social Security Scheme. 
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from 24.44 to 37 pesos, while the contribution for each family 
member was increased to 31 pesos. The total contribution for each 
domestic servants increased from 59.44 to 72 pesos. These increases 
were similar to those applied to contributing own account workers; 
the 

 
Since 2005 (law 26.063) employers were able to deduct from income 
taxes both their contributions to social security and domestic 
servants’ wages. In 2006 the tax authority dictated a resolution 
unifying all previous regulations concerning domestic servants’ 
contributions (2005/06, AFIP). It also defined which obras sociales 
could be selected by domestic servants, it also increased the 
categories of employers entitled to deducting domestic servants’ 
wages from taxes, and fixed the value of discounts until 2007. 15 
 

2.3. Unemployment insurance  
 
The Ministry of Labour implements a restrictive unemployment 
insurance covering exclusively workers who can certify having worked 
a minimum period of time in the three years previous to the 
finalization of the work contract. In 2006, 80.689 beneficiaries 
received the subsidy (Ministry of Labour, 2009), which covered 8.8 % 
of the unemployed.16  
 
The creation of the Familias program in 2004, as mentioned above, 
divided the beneficiaries of the Jefes program into two groups, 
according to their “conditions of employability and vulnerability” 
(Boletin Oficial, 2006). Those beneficiaries defined by the authorities 
as “not employable”, mainly women with small children, entered the 
program under the responsibility of the Ministry of Social 
Development.  

The Ministry of Labour would deal with the potentially “employable” 
beneficiaries; it instituted the Training and Employment insurance, 
geared to supporting those “potentially employable” workers through 
training and other activities during the period of job search. In a first 
stage, only the beneficiaries of the Jefes program could choose to be 
included in the Training and Employment insurance; in a second 
stage the program would include other workers. It provided monthly 

 12

                                                 
15 The deduction was fixed at 4.020, 6.000 and 7.500 pesos between 2005 and 2007. Employers had to 

prove that they payed regularly both wages and contributions to social security. 

16 In the second semester of 2006, 13% of the million urban unemployed were new entrants to the 
labour force. The coverage of the unemployment insurance is calculated subtracting new entrants 
from the total. 

 



   

cash benefits for a maximum of 24 months: 225 pesos during the 
first 18 months, and 200 pesos the rest of the period. 

Domestic servants were initially excluded from the above insurance 
scheme; however, a resolution (876/2006) from the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Security extended the benefits to workers included 
in the Training and Employment program, “contributing to the Special 
Scheme of Social Security for Domestic Servants will continue 
receiving the benefit for a maximum of 12 months”.  

 

2.4. Wages 
 
The Executive, through the Ministry of Labour, fixes minimum wages 
of domestic servants, according with the 1956 Statute. A set of 
resolutions - 566/02, 21/2003, 134/04, 76/05, 314/06, 962/06, 
306/07 – established minimum monthly earnings for the different 
categories of workers. These categories have been defined in the 
1956 statute, and do not necessarily reflect the actual differences 
within this segment of wage earners.  
 
The categories differentiate workers according with the amount and 
type of responsibility and allude to the skills of the employees.  
 
The first includes governesses, tutors, butlers and nurses; the 
second, specialized cooks and nannies; the third, regular cooks and 
nannies; the fourth, apprentices from 14 to 17 years old; the fifth, 
domestic help working daily more than 8 daily hours. Finally, the 6th 
includes laundrywomen and cleaners working less than 5 daily hours. 
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Table 5: Minimum Earnings by Resolution Number and Category or Worker 

CATEGORY 

Res. N° date Valid 
since  First    Second Third Fourth Fifth 

Auxiliary
Personel 
(Máx. 4 
hs. Per 

day) 

Extra 
hours  

566/02 22/08/02 01/09/02 $ 380,00 $ 350,00 $ 340,00 $ 300,00 $ 300,00 $ 150,00 $ 2,40

21/2003 09/01/03 01/01/03 $ 410,00 $ 380,00 $ 370,00 $ 330,00 $ 330,00 $ 165,00 $ 2,55

21/2003 09/01/03 01/03/03 $ 430,00 $ 400,00 $ 390,00 $ 350,00 $ 350,00 $ 175,00 $ 2,65

134/04 27/02/04 01/03/04 $ 492,00 $ 457,00 $ 446,00 $ 400,00 $ 400,00 $ 200,00 $ 3,00

76/05 07/02/05 01/01/05 $ 554,00 $ 514,00 $ 502,00 $ 450,00 $ 450,00 $ 225,00 $ 3,40

314/06 24/04/06 01/04/06 $ 630,00 $ 585,00 $ 571,00 $ 512,00 $ 512,00 $ 256,00 $ 3,90

962/06 29/09/06 01/09/06 $ 750,00 $ 696,00 $ 680,00 $ 610,00 $ 610,00 $ 305,00 $ 4,65

1306/07 07/11/07 01/11/07 $ 1.021,00 $ 947,00 $ 925,00 $ 830,00 $ 830,00 $ 415,00 $ 6,30

1306/07 07/11/07 01/03/08 $ 1.114,00 $ 1.034,00 $ 1.010,00 $ 906,00 $ 906,00 $ 453,00 $ 6,90

Source: On the basis of Boletin Oficial (2000-2007). 

  

3. DOMESTIC WORKERS: WORKING CONDITIONS AND WAGES 
 
Both the 1956 Statute and the Ministry of Labour’s regulation of wage 
levels define domestic servants’ entitlements – level of wages, 
employer and their contributions to social security – according to the 
number of weekly working hours and days. Table 6 below shows the 
hours worked by domestic servants between 1996 and 2006. It 
illustrates that since 2001 “dependent” workers represented less than 
half of domestic servants, and that the actual coverage of the Special 
System of Social Security was quite limited.  The restrictions same 
applies to the access to the 13th month wage, which corresponds to 
those working at least 4 days and 16 hours.  
 
Since the 1980s and until 2006 around 70% of domestic servants 
worked for only one employer; the rest worked for 2 or more. More 
than half of those working for 2 or more employers worked less than 
16 hours. In 2003 and in 2006 more than 60% of domestic servants 
working less than 16 hours, were actively seeking to work more 
hours. 
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Table 6: Domestic Servants: Hours Worked, Urban totals, 1996-2006 
 

 Working 
Hours 1996 2001 2006 

Less than 6 8.4 10.4 11.4 

6 to 15 26.9 43.8 45.5 

16 to 35 35.6 35.4 32.8 

36 and more 29.1 10.4 10.3 

Total 100 100 100 

Source: Own calculations, Permanent Employment Survey (EPH) INDEC 
 
 
 
There were some changes between 2003 and 2006 regarding their 
contractual conditions, which reflected the increase in the 
regularization of the employees, as shown in table 7. The proportion 
of those accessing obras sociales, still very low, in 2006 doubled that 
of 2003. Contributions to the retirement scheme increased 
accordingly, because mandatory contributions to the Special Social 
Security Regime covered both health-care services and the pension 
scheme. 
 
For accessing paid holidays “dependent” domestic workers had to 
perform a minimum length of service of 1 year; in 2006, of the 16% 
“dependent” domestic servants which benefited from paid holidays, 
only 13% had 1 year of service, and more than 60% had at least 3 
years of service, which suggests that the compliance with these 
regulations was incomplete. 
 
The access to sick leave had less time requirement: just over a 
month of service, also among “dependents”. In 2006 98% of 
“dependent” domestic servants with at least 2 months of service had 
paid sick leave (EPH, INDEC). 
 
More than half of “dependents” received free food in their employers’ 
household, while a very small proportion lived with their employers. 
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Table 7: Domestic Servants, working and contractual conditions 2003-2006 
(Urban Areas). 

2003 2006  

Yes No Total Yes No Total 

Free Food 56.7 43.3 100 54.4 45.6 100 

Housing 7.9 92.1 100 4.5 95.5 100 

Payed Holidays 17.8 82.2 100 16.3 83.7 100 

13th month pay 19.8 80.2 100 17.0 83.0 100 

Sick leave 13.7 86.3 100 14.6 85.4 100 

Obra Social 4.4 95.6 100 8.3 91.7 100 

Discounts on wages 
for Retirment Scheme 

4.6 95.4 100 8.6 91.4 100 

Source: Own calculations, Permanent Employment Survey (EPH) INDEC 
 

 
Given the lax monitoring of working conditions heterogeneous 
working conditions and individual wage negotiation are pervasive 
among domestic service workers. One of its consequences is the wide 
wage dispersion among regions, and categories of domestic servants, 
which vary with the amount of hours worked, as shown in Tables 8 
and 9 below. Table 8 shows differences in wage averages among 
domestic servants working more than 35 hours weekly among urban 
regions. In 2006 in Buenos Aires – that concentrated 55.6% of 
employed women and 57% of domestic servants - wage levels were 
more than 35% higher than in the Northeastern and Northwestern 
regions.     
 
Unregistered workers’ average wages were 31% higher than 
domestic servants’; in Buenos Aires the gap was narrower, given that 
domestic servants’ wages were the highest in the country, and 
unregistered workers’ wages were not the highest. In Patagonia the 
gap was broader; one possible explanation is that in this region 
unregistered workers’ average wages were the highest, driven by the 
recent development of tourism-related firms employing transitory 
unregistered workers – which were mainly women.  
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Table 8. 
Domestic Servants and unregistered wage workers, more than 35 
hours: Monthly Average Wages by region, 2006.  
   

Regiones 
Domestic 
Servants 

Unregistered 
Wage earners 

GBA 457.2 540.9 

NOA 269.7 381.6 

NEA 247.4 440.3 

CUYO 334.0 556.0 

PAMPEANA 422.0 526.9 

PATAGONICA 449.2 954.8 

TOTAL 403.7 530.2 
Source: Own calculations, Permanent Employment Survey (EPH) INDEC 
 
Table 9. 
Domestic Service: Monthly Average Wages by hours worked 
(2006 prices; Urban Totals)  
 

Working Hours 2003 2006 
Difference 
2006/2003 

Less than 15  123.9 169.4 36.7 

16 to 35  233.1 309.8 32.9 

36 and more 298.3 403.7 35.3 

Total 209.4 277.5 35.2 
Source: Own calculations, Permanent Employment Survey (EPH) INDEC 
 
 
Table 10. 
Average Wages of Domestic Servants, Registered and Unregistered 
Workers (36 and more hours), 2003-2006 (2006 prices; Urban totals) 
 

 2003 2006 
Difference 
2006/2003 

Domestic servants 298.3 403.7 35.3 

Registered 826.7 1230.3 48.8 

Unregistered 452.5 648.2 43.2 
Source: Own calculations, Permanent Employment Survey (EPH) INDEC 
 
Table 10 illustrates the evolution of average wages of full-time 
private sector registered and unregistered wage earners, and of 
domestic servants. Between 2003 and 2006 the distance between 
registered workers’ wages and those or the other two groups of 
workers widened. In 2003 registered workers earned 1.77 times 
domestic servants’ earnings; in 2006 registered workers’ wages 
doubled those of domestic service. The wage gap between 
unregistered workers and domestic servants also increased in that 
period.  
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The widening gap was mainly caused by the uneven implementation 
of income policies: granting fixed sums to registered wage earners, 
increasing the minimum wage, and fostering collective agreements, 
all of which impacted the level of wages of formal wage workers.  

Wage levels regulated by the Ministry of Labour, particularly those 
fixed for skilled personnel, were higher than average wages 
measured by the Permanent Home Survey. Table 5 for example, 
shows minimum wage levels fixed in 2003 with application since 
March that year, which set minimum wages in a range between 492 
and 400 pesos. Hypothetically, these wage increases could be 
reflected in the survey of the 2nd semester of that year; however, the 
Permanent Household Service’s data show that in 2003 total average 
wages, full-time workers’ average wages and earnings of domestic 
servants with more than 5 years of service fell below the regulated 
minimum (tables 9 and10). 

In 2006 the Ministry of Labour fixed the minimum wage for the fifth 
category (8 hours per day or more) in 512 pesos, to be enacted since 
April. However, the 2006 survey indicates that on average this 
category earned 414 pesos. In the web pages of the Ministry of 
Labour we find information on average earnings of domestic services 
between the first trimester of 2004 and the first trimester of 2007, on 
the basis of the Permanent Household Survey, confirming that 
nominal average domestic servants’ wages varied between 331 to 
458 (Ministerio de Trabajo, 2009). 
 
 
Table 11 
Domestic Service: Average Wages by Time of Service, 2003-2006 
(2006 prices) 
 

Time of Service 2003 2006 
Difference 
2006/2003 

Less than 6 
months  

299.0 233.8 -21.8% 

7 months to 1 
year 

340.8 328.2 -3.7% 

1 to 5 years 299.5 281.4 -6.0% 

More than 5 
yrs. 

343.6 369.1 7.4% 

Source: Own calculations, Permanent Employment Survey (EPH) INDEC 
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4. CONCLUSIONS 

 
The paper examined the regulatory framework of domestic servants’ 
work in Argentina until 2007. The 1956 Statute still regulates working 
conditions; it defines the categories of employers according with the 
number of hours worked. It establishes a formal wedge between 
those working 4 days and at least 16 hours per week and those who 
work less. In 2006 The Permanent Household Survey indicates that 
57% of of urban sector domestic servants worked less than 16 hours 
per week (Table 6). This means that less than half of domestic 
services are entitled to accessing registered employment, lay-off 
compensation, right to sick leave, holidays, and other issues. Besides, 
the description of household duties typified as domestic service 
excludes care work within the household, such as caregivers for elder 
or sick members of the family.  

The degree of protection of domestic servants has been limited from 
start. The 1956 Statute’s dismissal and compensation norms foster 
employer prerogative; the “subjective” causes of dismissal, the short 
period of forewarning, the amount of lay-off compensation which 
halves that of regular wage earners go in that direction. Formal wage 
earners were the sole beneficiaries of income policies applied between 
2002 and 2004, namely resolutions granting fixed sums for specific 
periods of time.  

Besides, the authority in charge of regulating and implementing 
labour norms is fragmented among different state institutions. Access 
to the retirement system, the financing of health-care, wage setting 
and treatment of conflicts are in hands of diverse ministries. The 
norms regarding the retirement system are ruled by the National 
Administration of Social Security (ANSES); the amount of employer 
and worker contributions to the financing of health-care services of 
domestic servants is fixed by the tax authority (AFIP). In addition to 
this, the Ministry of Health is in charge of defining the Mandatory 
Health Program applicable to domestic service workers, as well as of 
selecting the obras sociales providing these services. The Ministry of 
Labour’s resolutions fixed minimum wage standards for the 
categories of domestic workers. Finally, the Domestic Service 
Tribunal, only applicable to Buenos Aires, under the scope of the 
Ministry, deals with labour conflict. 

Institutional fragmentation is an obstacle to monitoring employer 
compliance with the statute and with social security regulations, and 
fosters evasion. 

Regarding contributions to the health insurance regime, recently 
trade union leaders asked for an increase worker and employer 
contributions to obras sociales, on the grounds that the demand for 
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health-care services had increased spectacularly with the inclusion of 
both autonomous and domestic service workers. This demand was 
granted, and both in 2008 and 2009 the tax authority increased 
contributions of “dependent” domestic servants. Between 2006 and 
2008 domestic workers’ contributions were increased to from 24.5 to 
37 pesos; later a 2009 resolution increased them again, now to 46.75 
pesos. The mandatory quota for each family member increased from 
31 to 39 pesos.  

The weight of health-care financing on domestic servants’ wages was 
heavier than among formal wage earners; in 2006 average wages of 
domestic servants working between 16 and 35 hours was 309.8 
pesos (table 9); the proportion of worker contributions represented 
12% of the wage, an amount far superior to 3%, the contribution of 
formal workers. Moreover, domestic servants working less than 16 
hours, had to bear not only the cost of their own contributions; for 
accessing health care services they have to pay the difference 
between the meagre employer contributions and the required total 
amount.  

This segment of the labour force does not access child-benefits or 
maternity subsidy which formal workers do; in 2008 an employer who 
paid maternity subsidy to her employee presented an action 
demanding compensation. This was denied, and the Ministry of 
Labour appealed, on grounds that both child benefits and maternity 
subsidy were not applicable to domestic servants (La Ley online). 

Domestic servants’ access to unemployment insurance is non 
existent, however, on paper, the Ministry of Labour regulated the 
possibility of obtaining a subsidy during a fixed period of time, for a 
very reduced group of former beneficiaries of the Jefes program, that 
were contributing to the Special Regime of Social Security, and were 
to be supported during the period of job search. 

In the frame of this incomplete regulatory framework working 
conditions of domestic service in Argentina have remained 
persistently precarious. Even if at the end of 2006 there was a slight 
increase in the proportion of registered workers, the incidence of 
unregistered work has been and continues to be the highest in the 
urban labour market. Minimum wages fixed by Ministry of Labour’s 
decrees have been permanently above the level of earnings according 
to the Permanent Household Survey. This source shows that the 
earnings gap between domestic servants and other categories of 
wage earners has been increasing in the last 3 years. The contrast 
between the regulatory framework, social security and income 
policies covering formal wage workers and domestic service explains 
the improvement of the one and the relative deterioration of the 
other. 
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The combination of an ambiguous set of regulations, fragmented 
institutions and weak monitoring of employer compliance, render the 
regulatory framework an almost dispensable instrument for domestic 
service workers’ protection.  
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