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Abstract
Self-employed workers, including own-account workers, are at the forefront of a changing world of work, while also representing the majority of informal workers in low- and middle-income countries. Large numbers of them are in vulnerable employment, with no access to basic labour market protections, including social security. Despite the growing body of research on the extension of social insurance to self-employed workers, further research is needed to broaden and deepen the evidence base of country examples.
This paper attempts to fill this gap through the presentation of eight distinct country examples of extension of social protection to self-employed workers. One of the key aims of this paper is to collect evidence on the views and experiences of potential and existing beneficiaries of different policies and mechanisms. Highlighting the continuing resilience of social insurance schemes in low-and middle-income countries, the paper examines the specific challenges of adapting social insurance schemes to the needs of self-employed workers in different contexts. The examples featured in this report represent an attempt to develop more permanent solutions for self-employed workers from varied starting points and reveal a wide range of potential strategies. Identifying common threads across these diverse experiences can therefore provide a basis for informing the development of global policy guidance.
Foreword
The world of work is rapidly being reshaped. Demographic transitions, technological innovation and the growing prominence of new forms of work interact with a range of crises, including climate change, conflicts and geopolitical volatility, to amplify existing vulnerabilities and create new challenges to decent work. In this context, realising comprehensive and adequate social protection for all is more critical and urgent than ever. Yet, despite the important progress made in extending social protection coverage worldwide,1  vast gaps remain.
Many self-employed workers find themselves without adequate social protection. Many of them are part of the informal economy, which accounts for 58 per cent of global employment or nearly two billion workers.2 In fact, almost two thirds of workers in the informal economy (64 per cent) globally are self-employed, and the proportion rises to four fifths (79 per cent) in some low-income-countries. This makes it all the more important to enhance access to social security for self-employed workers by adapting the design, financing and implementation of social security schemes to achieve universal social protection, recognizing that social protection is one of the pillars of decent work, while facilitating transitions from the informal economy. 
This growing necessity for extension of social protection systems in a changing world of work is being increasingly recognised in various international fora. The Second World Summit for Social Development recognized social protection as one of the key enablers for the eradication of poverty, the promotion of decent work and full and productive employment, and social inclusion.3 The G20 Call to Action on Universal Social Protection Systems and Floors4 highlights the need to address the equitable distribution of risk and sustainable financing of social protection. The resolution of the International Labour Conference on addressing informality and promoting the transition to formality for decent work5 also emphasises the central role that social protection plays in decent work and therefore, formalization processes. 
At the national level, many governments have already recognized the importance of extending social security to self-employed workers, and are looking for systematic evidence on what works in practice and pioneering various policies. Demonstrating that social protection systems can adapt to new realities, this paper offers a comprehensive assessment of country practices in extending social security coverage to the self-employed: what policies and promising practices have emerged, and what obstacles and shortcomings remain. It also amplifies the perspectives of self-employed workers themselves, including those in informal employment, through original qualitative research conducted in Thailand and Uruguay.
It is important to emphasise that rights-based and effective formalization efforts require social protection systems that provide adequate and comprehensive benefits to all, grounded in rights, governed in an inclusive way and financed sustainably and equitably, based on solidarity between capital and labour, rich and poor, men and women. Reflecting these principles, social insurance schemes constitute a key element of comprehensive social protection systems that can provide adequate benefit levels, contributing to income security and access to healthcare. At the same time, tax-financed schemes play an important role in guaranteeing at least a basic level of protection for all at critical life-stages through universal child benefits, universal old-age pensions, or social assistance as well as national health services. Together with accessible, affordable and quality care services, national social protection systems are essential for ensuring that workers in all types of employment, including self-employment, and their families enjoy income security and access to essential healthcare without financial hardship throughout their life course. 
The report highlights that, across the board, successful efforts in extending social security to self-employed workers are grounded in legal and policy frameworks and take a system-wide perspective in integrating the extension of social protection with other economic and social policies to facilitate formalization. The diverse case studies illustrate that enabling the inclusion of currently informal workers into national schemes, where necessary through temporarily subsidized contributions, provides greater opportunities for supporting decent work and labour mobility compared to more fragmented approaches. Aligning contributory and tax-financed schemes, and coordinating benefits and incentives all help create coherent systems that both extend protection and foster formalization. 
As self-employed workers are responsible for their own registration, ensuring simplified processes and documentation requirements, as well as leveraging digital solutions and one-stop shops is key. Given their diverse work, care and earnings schedules, offering flexibility with respect to the administrative requirements, the access points for interfacing with social security or tax authorities, the levels and timing of contributions, and the scope and level of benefits provided is critical. Above all, the report showcases that successful efforts to expand coverage are grounded in systematic and trust-based collaboration with workers organizations.
By documenting how countries around the world have successfully extended protection to self-employed workers, this paper demonstrates how national social security systems are able to adapt to evolving labour market conditions. These insights are invaluable and point to the need to understand the experiences and preferences of self-employed workers, who too often remain unheard in policy debates. We hope that this report inspires more in-depth research and engagement on these and other critical issues on the extension of social security to all.   

Shahra Razavi, Director, Labour and Social Protection Department, International Labour Organisation (ILO)
Laura Alfers, International Coordinator, Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO)


1 
         ILO, World Social Protection Report 2024-26: Universal social protection for climate action and a just transition, 2024.
2 
         ILO, Women and men in the informal economy: A statistical update, 2023.
3 
         UN General Assembly, resolution 80/5, Doha Political Declaration of the “World Social Summit” under the title “the Second World Summit for Social Development”, A/RES/80/5, adopted on 4 November 2025.
4 
         G20, Development Working Group. Call to Action: Towards inclusive, resilient and sustainable development through Universal Social Protection Systems and Floors. Final Draft, 2025.
5 
         ILO, Resolution concerning the general discussion on addressing informality and promoting the transition to formality for decent work, International Labour Conference, 113th Session, 2025. 


About the authors
Shea McClanahan is a Senior Officer in Social Security and Social Policies at the International Social Security Association (ISSA), specializing in social security system design, coverage extension, inter-institutional coordination and linkages with broader social and economic policies. Shea was a Senior Social Policy Specialist at Development Pathways at the time of writing. 
Holly A. Seglah is currently a PhD Candidate at the University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia. Here, she is a part of an Evacuations Research Hub where she explores international children’s rights and evacuations from disasters. With a background in international development and humanitarian action, she has conducted interdisciplinary research and advocacy on universal social protection, inclusive disaster risk reduction and the role of non-discrimination under international human rights. At the time of writing, she was a Social Policy Officer at Development Pathways.  
Daisy Sibun is a Social Protection Specialist at the Australian Government-funded Partnerships for Social Protection programme. She is currently working as an advisor to the Fiji Government's Ministry of Women, Children and Social Protection based in Suva, Fiji. Daisy was a Social Policy Specialist at Development Pathways at the time of writing. 
Anasuya Sengupta is a senior social protection consultant, working on the intersections between gender, informality and access to social security. For over 20 years, she has led studies and assessments in East Africa, the Asia-Pacific and MENA. She specialises in qualitative research methods, and community and participatory approaches. Anasuya holds a Masters’ degree from the Institute of Development Studies, United Kingdom. She was a Senior Social Policy Specialist at Development Pathways at the time of writing.


Acronyms
	BPS
	Banco de Previsión Social 

	CASNOS
	Caisse Nationale de Sécurité Sociale des Non-Salariés (National Social Security Fund for Non-Wage Earners – Algeria)

	CCSS
	Caja Costarricense de Seguridad Social (Costa Rican Social Security Fund)

	CNSS
	Caisse Nationale de Sécurité Sociale (National Social Security Fund) – Tunisia

	ECIS
	Extension of Coverage to the Informal Sector – Zambia

	EU
	European Union

	GPF
	Government Pension Fund - Thailand

	ICSE
	International Classification by Status in Employment 

	ICT 
	Information and communication technology 

	ILOSTAT
	International Labour Organization Statistics Department

	INPS
	Instituto Nacional de Previdencia Social (National Institute for Social Welfare) – Cabo Verde

	ISSA
	International Social Security Association

	MEI
	Microemprendedor Individual – Brazil

	MENA
	Middle East and North Africa

	MIDES
	Ministerio de Desarrollo Social (Ministry of Social Development) – Uruguay

	MoLESS
	Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security – Algeria

	MSE
	Micro and Small Enterprises – Brazil

	NAPSA
	National Pension Scheme Authority – Zambia 

	OECD
	Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development 

	REMPE
	Social Micro and Small Business Tax Regime

	RTFR
	Régime des travailleurs de faibles revenus (Scheme for Low-income Workers) – Tunisia

	SPIREWORK
	Social Protection for Informal and Rural Economy Workers – Zambia

	SSF
	Social Security Fund – Thailand 





Executive Summary
Governments around the world grappling with this challenge are finding their way to extending social protection to self-employed workers. Drawing from ten country case studies, this paper has attempted to shed light on a set of ongoing debates surrounding the design and implementation of solutions to extend social insurance coverage to self-employed workers. The solutions do not readily lend themselves to easy classification, but they speak to some of the key debates identified in the literature:
	Incorporating self-employed workers into the general scheme but devising specific mechanisms to encourage their participation, as in Cabo Verde, Costa Rica, Mongolia and Portugal, versus designing special schemes for self-employed or even defined groups of self-employed, as in Algeria and, broadly speaking, Tunisia. The review showed that the debate between general versus special schemes is more complex than is typically appreciated, largely because some of the featured cases fall somewhere in the middle: Brazil, Uruguay, Thailand, as well as Zambia’s pilots, are administered within the institutional framework of the general scheme, while providing dedicated parameters for self-employed workers. 

	Devising simplified and unified tax and social security mechanisms for specific groups of workers, as in Brazil and Uruguay. These monotax mechanisms have shown a high degree of success in addressing affordability and access challenges but, as revealed by the cases, they have struggled in different ways to align the benefit and incentive structure to enable self-employed workers to attain the promise of full coverage and obligations.

	Instituting voluntary participation, as in Mongolia and Thailand, which places a premium on pull factors – subsidies, benefits tailored to the needs of self-employed workers – and communication campaigns, while relieving the state of the need to invest in push factors like compliance enforcement. The review suggested that the experiences with voluntary participation have, by and large, not lived up to the expectations that many had for them, even if they have shown some expansion and provided opportunities for learning and innovation with regards to other dimensions, such as the one-stop shops in Mongolia. 

	Mandating participation under compulsory schemes, as in most benefits for self-employed workers in Algeria, Cabo Verde, Costa Rica, Brazil, Tunisia and Uruguay. Very little information was available on enforcement in these schemes, but Costa Rica’s investments were noted as instrumental in increasing coverage and there is evidence from the qualitative research that registrants in Uruguay were responsive to the “negative incentive” of being subjected to inspections. Moreover, the fact that most of the countries selected from the small universe of noteworthy expansion had mandatory schemes suggests that this was likely an important driver of success.

	Offering some degree of flexibility with respect to the administrative requirements, the access points for interfacing with social security or tax authorities, the levels and timing of contributions, and the scope and level of benefits provided. Indeed, some degree of flexibility for self-employed workers was present in all cases examined, highlighting the necessity of devising flexible schemes to respond to the diverse challenges faced by the self-employed.


Notably, the studies aimed to fill at least two major gaps in the literature on the extension of social insurance more broadly, as well as specifically to self-employed workers. One key finding from the review was that some of the key gaps that the studies aimed to fill still remain. In particular, there was very little information in the written record from the cases on the perspectives of beneficiaries (or potential beneficiaries) vis-à-vis the mechanisms and strategies employed to encourage their participation in the schemes. Of the eight cases, only three – Brazil, Mongolia and Zambia – reported evidence on beneficiaries’ perspectives. Similarly, little information was available on the impacts of the schemes on self-employed workers’ incomes or wellbeing.
Ultimately, the review suggests that self-employed workers’ decisions regarding whether or not to participate in social insurance are as complex as the schemes designed to reach them. Successfully reaching the self-employed population will require continual innovation.
Perhaps the most important message from the review is that the most effective solutions are those that take a system-wide perspective and tend towards greater integration and policy coordination, aligning (a) tax-financed and contributory components of the social protection system, (b) all contributory schemes, (c) tax and social security systems and (d) benefits and incentives to encourage the extension of social insurance and the formalization of employment. Self-employed workers deserve adequate social protection as a core element of decent work.



Introduction
Globally, self-employed workers continue to lack social protection coverage. Historically, they have largely been left out of social insurance schemes and incorporating them poses challenges even for high-income countries. Despite the growing body of research on the extension of social insurance to self-employed workers, further research is needed to broaden and deepen the evidence base of country examples. In particular, very little is known about the impacts on self-employed workers of different policies and mechanisms designed to reach them, or on their perspectives of the relative value and effectiveness of these measures. Collecting evidence on the views and experiences of existing and potential beneficiaries has been a key aim of this study.
Achieving universal social protection has been at the forefront of the global agenda for some time, especially since the outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic. The urgent priority to improve coverage is reflected in the Call to Action adopted by the International Labour Conference 2021, to “achieve universal access to comprehensive, adequate and sustainable social protection, including nationally defined social protection floors, ensuring that, at a minimum, over the life cycle, all in need have access to basic income security and to essential health care, recognizing the right to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health as more important than ever”.6 Importantly, the International Labour Conference also urges governments to “ensur[e] access to adequate social protection to workers in all types of employment”,7 which includes fostering transitions from the informal to the formal economy and preventing the informalization of employment.8
Self-employed workers, including own-account workers, are at the forefront of a changing world of work, while also representing the majority of informal workers in low- and middle-income countries. Large numbers of them are in vulnerable employment, with no access to basic labour market protections, including social security. The COVID-19 pandemic placed the challenges faced by self-employed workers, many of whom were working informally, in sharp relief. Many governments adopted temporary measures to try to shield them from the worst impacts of the crisis, but the measures have since expired (ILO 2020a, 2021d, 2024a). Going forward, extending permanent protection to self-employed workers, through both contributory and tax-financed mechanisms, is vital as part of broader strategies to build universal social protection systems, including floors.
The country examples featured in this report represent attempts to develop more permanent solutions for self-employed workers, most of which began long before the outbreak of COVID-19. They have, with varying degrees of success, made inroads into the common challenges of covering self-employed workers from sometimes very different starting points. The examples of national experiences with extending social insurance to self-employed workers that are presented in this collection reveal a wide variety of strategies, including facilitating registration, subsidizing contributions and offering different combinations of social security benefits and mechanisms to deliver them. Identifying common threads across these diverse experiences can therefore provide a basis for informing the development of global policy guidance. 
The study proceeds as follows. Chapter 1 presents a global overview of the key concepts employed in the analysis, the challenge of covering self-employed workers in national social protection systems and how these offer a lens into broader challenges for improving social insurance coverage and reducing informality. Chapter 2 offers a systematic analysis of global experiences with covering self-employed workers in social insurance schemes, drawing on a secondary review of eight country experiences from Algeria, Brazil, Cabo Verde, Costa Rica, Mongolia, Portugal, Tunisia and Zambia9, as well as from Thailand and Uruguay (Komin et al, 2024; Aguiar et al., 2023). Chapter 3 presents an analysis of the apparent drivers of success, with a focus on identifying common success factors that have led to greater incorporation of self-employed workers into social insurance schemes. Chapter 4 will point to commonalities and contradictions encountered along the three axes of analysis, including the types of strategies employed, the enabling or hindering factors, and the enduring challenges or opportunities for global and national learning based on the cases. A concluding chapter summarizes the key points and provides some policy reflections. 
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Global overview of access of self-employed workers to social protection systems 
This section first presents a high-level overview of key concepts guiding the analysis of the extension of social insurance to self-employed workers, including the global definition and evolution of self-employment, the relationship between informal employment and self-employment, and the challenge of reconciling formal understandings of self-employment with emerging concepts like disguised or dependent self-employment. It then provides a brief overview of the key challenges and obstacles to extending social insurance to self-employed workers within a broader high-level policy framework for the extension of social security. It concludes with a brief overview of the key policy debates surrounding the incorporation of self-employed workers into social insurance schemes. 
Broader debates around social insurance
Social insurance schemes in low- and middle-income countries have long been plagued with low coverage linked to high and, in many cases, growing informality; some commentators have concluded that the characteristics and trends of labour markets in these countries are fundamentally incompatible with social insurance, especially “defined benefit” schemes. As the World Bank sweepingly (and dismissively) noted in its 2019 World Development Report: 
“…But this [Bismarckian] contributory approach is not a good fit for developing countries, where formal and stable employment are not common. Indeed, because eligibility is based on making mandatory contributions, this form of social insurance excludes informal workers, who account for more than two-thirds of the workforce in developing countries […]. This model is also increasingly unsuitable for the changing nature of work in which traditional employer-employee relationships are no longer the norm. The traditional financing model of social insurance often makes employing workers more expensive […].” (p. 113) 
The alternative vision put forward by the World Bank would consist of a combination of voluntary individual savings and social assistance, primarily financed through consumption taxes. 
But even against this backdrop, for a variety of other reasons — historical, financial, institutional and political — social insurance schemes have shown surprising resilience, including in low- and middle-income countries. Governments in the global South continue to search for ways to strengthen their social insurance schemes. Indeed, even when faced with growing informalization in certain contexts, or perhaps because of it, social insurance persists: its institutional legacies are inescapable in national social protection landscapes; it offers a fiscal neutrality that appeals everywhere, but particularly in budget-constrained and relatively young societies; and it remains the most effective instrument for equitably financing more adequate benefits (McClanahan and Barrantes 2021). And, for better or for worse, the design of contributory schemes fosters a tighter sense of ownership, plays well in national debates around “deservingness” and, in the longer run (as evidenced by its institutional stickiness, particularly in high-income countries), still promises to safeguard against the politics of retrenchment (Pierson 2001).  
Although it is true that in many contexts, social insurance schemes are struggling with stagnant enrolment, low contribution densities and other well documented challenges, governments on the whole do not appear to be giving up on social insurance, despite claims, expectations and pressure to the contrary. Figure 1 shows the steady increase in the establishment of new statutory social security schemes over time, the vast majority of which are financed through social insurance arrangements.10 
Figure 1. Evolution of social security legislation, globally, by branch

Source: ILO World Social Protection Database, based on ISSA (International Social Security Administration) and SSA (United States Social Security Administration) data (multiple years). 
Countries as diverse as Ethiopia (2011), Vietnam (2014) and Indonesia (2015) have taken steps to legally establish or significantly expand comprehensive social insurance schemes for workers in the private sector, largely along the lines of the traditional Bismarckian model. Others, such as Cabo Verde (unemployment) and Rwanda (maternity), have extended their existing social insurance frameworks to cover risks that had previously been omitted in national legislation. China has made enormous strides in building up membership in contributory schemes, including social insurance (Holmes and Scott 2016; ILO 2016a; ILO 2022a; Mehrotra 2022). 
The COVID-19 pandemic also provided an opportunity for social insurance schemes to extend their reach, even if the jury is still out on the long-term sustainability of temporary increases in coverage brought on by the extension of emergency measures. On the other hand, the pandemic revealed serious limitations of poverty targeted programmes and individual savings schemes, neither of which offered broad-based platforms capable of reaching those most affected by the crisis (Alfers and Juergens-Grant, 2023).
So, if social insurance is here to stay, the key question centres on how best to leverage and adapt these arrangements and institutions to better serve present and future labour markets as well as the broader society and economy. This report considers the specific challenge of adapting social insurance schemes to the needs and realities of the large number of self-employed workers around the world. 
Challenges faced by self-employed workers vis-à-vis social insurance schemes
Because of the nature of their work, self-employed workers around the globe face a number of particularly vexing challenges that keep them from fully availing themselves of their universal right to social security (ILO 2021b, 2024a, in particular section 3.2.2). Some of the key challenges include: 
	de jure and de facto exclusion from legal and policy frameworks around social security, including restrictions in the types and quality of benefits afforded to self-employed workers under the social protection system; 

	financial challenges impacting their ability to afford social contributions associated with social insurance;

	administrative barriers to accessing social security; 

	insufficient knowledge and awareness of social security, including its availability, benefits and procedures; 

	a lack of (perceived) relevance of the benefits to the situation of self-employed workers;

	a lack of collective representation of self-employed workers vis-à-vis the design, implementation and governance of social security schemes that could in turn positively affect any of the aforementioned factors. 


Each of these is taken up briefly below.
Legal and policy inclusion/exclusion and comprehensiveness of coverage
While informality is a challenge everywhere, social security systems in low- and middle-income countries have historically been designed in a way that excludes a large proportion of the population, not just the self-employed. Because eligibility for protection provided through social insurance schemes has historically been linked to formal employment, while very narrow eligibility for poverty-targeted programmes has severely restricted coverage to the “poorest of the poor”, many of those on low or middle incomes are completely excluded from basic protections for lifecycle and labour market risks. Many of those in self-employment belong to this so-called “missing middle”, as depicted in figure 2. Indeed, the precarious and irregular nature of income from self-employed work can mean that many self-employed workers form part of “the precariat” (Standing 2011) and miss out on essential protections even in some high-income countries.
Figure 2. Depiction of the prevailing bifurcated social security model in many low- and middle-income countries

Source: Development Pathways’ depiction.
In addition, self-employed workers have historically been excluded from legal coverage under many contributory schemes, including in many high-income countries. This “double exclusion” – deriving from a combination of high levels of informality and legal exclusion of self-employed workers from formal schemes – has meant that coverage of self-employed workers in low- and middle-income countries is exceptionally low. 
A specific type of legal exclusion concerns the differential treatment of self-employed workers vis-à-vis the terms governing their access to specific social protection benefits. Even in many high-income countries, self-employed workers have been legally excluded from certain types of benefits that are afforded to employees, especially unemployment benefits. Even when they are covered, the level and quality of benefits may be inferior to that afforded to employees. For example, in the European Union, as of 2018, self-employed workers were excluded from formal coverage for unemployment in approximately 39 per cent of countries (11 of 28 Member States), for work injury in 36 per cent (10 Member States) and for sickness in 11 per cent (3 Member States), as shown in figure 3. Self-employed workers only had access to voluntary coverage in around 40 per cent of countries for sickness; in around a third of countries for unemployment and work injury; and in just under a third for old-age and maternity (EU 2018). Similarly, the OECD found that access was the same for self-employed workers and employees in only two countries for maternity and family benefits; in one country for sickness, disability and work injury; in one country for unemployment; and in five countries for old-age pensions (OECD 2019; OECD and ILO 2019).
Figure 3. Percentage of EU Member States providing legal coverage for self-employed workers, by social security branch (2018)

Source: EU (2018); reproduced based on p. 6.
These variations in the type and level of legal coverage are in Europe, where Spasova et al. (2017) established four clusters of countries which do not follow common welfare state typologies:
	Full to High Access (cluster 1): the self-employed are required to be insured under all the insurance-based schemes.

	High to Medium Access (cluster 2): the self-employed are not required to be insured under one or more insurance-based schemes; however, they have the possibility to voluntarily opt into the scheme(s) concerned.

	Low to No Access (cluster 3): the self-employed cannot opt into one or more insurance-based schemes that are mandatory for salaried employees.

	Patchwork of Medium to Low Access (cluster 4): the self-employed are not required to be insured under one or more insurance-based schemes; yet they have the possibility to opt into some schemes, while being excluded from others (i.e. a combination of features of clusters 2 and 3).


Even when self-employed workers have de jure coverage, they may still be de facto excluded for other reasons, such as a lack of enforcement of the law, high costs, or procedures and rules that may not be adapted to their situation. For example, there may be incoherence between legislation and regulations (e.g. minimum income thresholds to contribute, inability to cope with presumptive income estimations, requirements to make monthly contributions) or administrative barriers that hinder access (ILO 2021c; ISSA 2012). These are discussed further below. 
Financial challenges due to low and irregular incomes (affordability)
Even when self-employed workers are legally entitled to access social insurance through voluntary or mandatory schemes, many of them are unable to afford contributions, which tend to be much higher – often twice as high – for self-employed workers than for employees (OECD 2019; OECD and ILO 2019; ILO 2021c).
In addition, many self-employed workers, especially own-account workers and contributing family workers, are vulnerable to low levels of productivity. Global comparative data on in-work poverty specifically among the self-employed are not readily available; but according to ILOSTAT, a large proportion of workers in low- and middle-income countries are living at or near the poverty line, as shown in figure 4, which means that making full contributions is unrealistic for many workers. However, low earnings characterize many self-employed workers, even in high-income countries. For example, in France, one in four self-employed workers has annual earnings of less than €12,000 (Cahuc 2018).11 Many self-employed workers may not meet the minimum income requirements to participate (OECD 2018).
Figure 4. Proportion of the working population living below various international poverty lines

Source: ILOSTAT (2022).
Self-employed workers are also more vulnerable to larger income fluctuations due to their direct exposure to rising and falling demand – a risk that, in employer-employee relationships, is largely absorbed by the employer via stable wages (Guiso et al. 2005). Self-employed workers are also often paid at irregular intervals and exposed to time lags between invoicing and payment (OECD 2018). Fluctuating or seasonal earnings are especially characteristic of agricultural work, which is also sensitive to covariate shocks. 
For those self-employed workers who are able to afford contributions, there may be situations in which they will opt to under-declare their earnings in order to reduce their contribution payments; and according to the ISSA (2012), this practice can have a number of adverse impacts. For example, it risks the individual “under-insuring” and depriving themselves or their family of more or better benefits; its inequity undermines overall trust in the system; it creates unfair competition; it reduces financial resources for social security, thereby undermining the financial integrity of contributory schemes; and it reduces the ability of the social security system to exploit economies of scale. Addressing this challenge requires a combination of awareness raising and investing in compliance enforcement.

Administrative barriers (access)
Self-employed workers face additional administrative barriers to formalizing and accessing social security. As sole proprietors, they are typically responsible for their own bookkeeping, declaration of income, payment of contributions and benefit payments (ILO 2021c). The ISSA (2012) identified a range of administrative barriers that may prevent self-employed workers from accessing social security, even when schemes are open to them. In addition to legal exclusion discussed previously, these barriers are summarized here:
	Geographical, timing and ICT barriers. The location of offices may not be accessible to self-employed workers – especially those working in remote areas – or may not be open at times when they would be able to visit them. Online enrolment and access may help in certain circumstances, but many self-employed workers – especially those with very low earnings and low levels of education, as is prevalent in many low- and middle-income countries – may struggle to utilize this route.

	Complexity of procedures. Self-employed workers may struggle to provide the documentation required to access social security benefits, especially if requirements are complex, as tends to be the case when benefits are means-tested.

	Administrative procedures may not be adapted to the specific needs and circumstances of self-employed workers. For example, the estimation of monthly earnings may differ significantly from actual earnings. Requiring monthly declarations or payments can result in a significant time investment for self-employed workers trying to reconcile complex and fluctuating information. 

	Record-keeping barriers that can affect both self-employed workers and social security administrations. Workers may lack the facilities, skills, knowledge or time needed to keep accurate records. Social security schemes may not be adapted to record variable incomes and different contribution and entitlement records.

	Administrative capacity and personnel capabilities may be limited in resource-strapped social security institutions, which will negatively affect their assessment capabilities.

	Calculation and entitlement issues may arise when the contribution history of a self-employed claimant is complicated.


Insufficient knowledge of social security or procedures (awareness)
Self-employed workers may simply lack information – exacerbated by the fact that many of them work alone – or have difficulty understanding the information that is provided. As noted by the ISSA (2012), “lack of awareness can be a barrier to membership as it reduces the perceived value of social security membership”. Globally, many self-employed workers live in remote or hard-to-reach areas; communicating with them using appropriate channels and in terms that make sense can be challenging. Many are not even aware of the existence of social security, much less the terms and conditions that govern their access to it. For example, Phe Goursat and Pellerano (2016) found that in Zambia, the majority of those without coverage had never heard of the main social security administrative body, NAPSA, reflecting a lack of social security awareness campaigns in remote locations.
Lack of relevance of benefits (attractiveness) 
A lack of information is only partly to blame for the low take-up of social insurance when it is made available to self-employed workers. The way that beneficiaries understand the value of social security is also related to the perceived appropriateness of the benefits provided. As noted, there is a dearth of evidence on how self-employed workers perceive the schemes and tools available to them, including those designed specifically with their needs in mind. This report aims to partly fill this gap. 
However, as discussed below, even when social security schemes are open to self-employed workers, they may only concern long-term risks like old-age or disability, while excluding those workers from accessing short-term benefits. Offering support for contingencies that individuals or their families are more likely to experience during their working lives – such as maternity/paternity, sickness and unemployment – could improve the attractiveness of schemes. Provision of short-term benefits can also help to bring people into the system earlier in their working lives, thereby strengthening the financial viability of the whole system and, if workers remain, helping ensure that more workers will meet the minimum contribution requirements for long-term benefits like old-age pensions.
Lack of collective representation (advocacy, association and representation)
Self-employed workers, particularly those working informally, are much less likely to be organized and/or be represented in the processes surrounding the design and management of social security schemes affecting them. Formal tripartite dialogue spaces tend to exclude informal workers, and even when these spaces are open to them as part of a trade union delegation, they rarely benefit from direct representation (Alfers and Moussié 2019). This lack of representation makes them less able to advocate for schemes that include them and that are responsive to their needs. 
Not only are self-employed workers vulnerable to outright exclusion, but when they are included, they can be disadvantaged vis-à-vis more organized groups with respect to the level and quality of rights and entitlements. For example, in Sweden, the lack of unionization of self-employed workers meant that they lacked collective bargaining agreements that would have increased the value of the unemployment benefit, leaving them worse off than employees (OECD 2018). 
Extending coverage to the self-employed – the big questions
Confronting these challenges is far from straightforward, and countries have devised solutions that vary widely. These diverse approaches have given rise to, and reflect, central policy debates in the field, including: 
	whether schemes open to self-employed workers should be separate or integrated within general national social security schemes;

	whether the participation of self-employed workers in social insurance should be mandatory or voluntary, and under which conditions;

	how best to design appropriate financing mechanisms to tackle affordability challenges stemming from often low and irregular incomes;

	how to ensure flexibility to accommodate the particular needs and situations of the self-employed without undermining stability, sustainability of the funds and the adequacy of protection.


Separate versus unified/general schemes
Related to the issue of legal coverage is the question of whether self-employed workers – or specific subcategories of self-employed workers – given their specific needs and profiles, should be covered under separate schemes tailored to their realities or included under general schemes alongside employees. 
Countries like Belgium and Algeria (see Section 4.1) have created separate schemes for self-employed workers, and a number of European countries (France, Germany, Spain) have separate schemes for different types of self-employed workers (ILO 2021c). Typically, the establishment of separate schemes is historically determined. 
While the idea of creating separate schemes for specific categories of workers may have a certain appeal, it also has a number of drawbacks. Some of these include: the potential for institutional fragmentation with the creation of multiple, individually managed schemes; the potential for overlapping eligibility across schemes due to changing or ambiguous status of workers; and the concentration of low earners in the scheme, undermining risk pooling and redistribution. A review of informality and social protection in Africa found that “many of the schemes reviewed […] are vulnerable precisely because they are solely targeted at informal workers, meaning that the risk pool is too narrow, and the benefits of cross-subsidization between formal and informal workers are absent” (UNDP 2021, 12).
Many countries (Brazil, Cabo Verde, Costa Rica, Ghana, Jordan, Kenya, Mexico and the United Kingdom) include the self-employed in their general schemes (ILO 2021c). Some countries, such as the Republic of Korea, have gradually adopted a general model, merging separate schemes over time into unified schemes. Having a single, unified scheme can still offer tailored approaches but allows for portability of rights across jobs as workers change jobs and status over the course of their working lives – combining part-time paid employment with self-employment, for instance (ISSA 2012).
Mandatory versus voluntary participation
One of the most important policy debates surrounding the extension of coverage to difficult-to-reach workers, including the self-employed, concerns the merits of voluntary versus mandatory participation. Here again, there is a sweeping dismissal of even the possibility of mandating coverage of people in the informal economy from the World Bank: “It is not realistic to mandate that a [social insurance] scheme be implemented in the informal sector”. The rationale for this statement is twofold: first, that most informal economy workers cannot afford contributions as they have more pressing demands on their incomes; and second, that they are administratively difficult to reach due to the geographic spread of workers as well as “typical gaps in national identification systems and the absence of robust know your customer procedures to verify the identities of individuals” (Guven 2019, p. 41).
On the other hand, many argue that mandatory participation is necessary to overcome the strong myopic tendencies (or “present bias”) that all insurance arrangements confront and to mitigate against adverse selection, whereby participants include only those most likely to experience a risk, which increases overall costs to members and undermines redistribution. Evidence is mounting that voluntary schemes have not been as effective in achieving meaningful coverage extension as proponents had hoped. In Vietnam, for example, coverage under the voluntary scheme had only reached 1.3 per cent of the total uninsured workforce and 0.54 per cent of the total workforce (McClanahan and Gelders 2019; McClanahan, Gelders and Ramírez López 2019). In Thailand, Article 40 (a scheme designed for informal and self-employed workers) has been in place since 1990 but still only covers around 1 per cent of the workforce, while Article 39 (for former employees who were previously covered under the compulsory scheme) covers between 3 and 4 per cent of the workforce; irregular contributions have undermined benefit adequacy there. The fact that the scheme is voluntary has been cited as a key challenge to achievning its meaningful extension. Voluntary participation in pension schemes has also been low in Ghana and Namibia (ILO 2021c), as well as Uganda (Government of Uganda 2020). 
Evidence from high-income countries points in a similar direction. For example, a 2018 review of OECD experiences of extending coverage to non-standard workers found that voluntary insurance is overly prone to adverse selection, which “leads to a downward spiral of rising premiums and falling coverage, or to additional costs in the system” (OECD 2018). The specific findings are summarized in box 1. 
Box 1. Experiences with voluntary insurance for self-employed workers in OECD countries 
	In Sweden’s voluntary unemployment insurance fund for the self-employed, experience ratings were introduced in 2007–08, resulting in a 300 per cent increase in average premiums as those older and younger workers with lowest expenses left the fund. The study found that counteracting adverse selection would require expensive subsidies (Kolsrud 2018).

	In Canada, an evaluation of the Special Benefits for Self-Employed Workers, which extended voluntary coverage for benefits for maternity, parenting, sickness and care for ill family members, found that claims were tilted disproportionately towards maternity/parenting benefits, that claimants tended to be disproportionately younger (aged 25 to 44) than the wider self-employed population, and that two thirds of voluntary members were women (despite representing just 43 per cent of all self-employed workers), thereby creating serious deficits (ESDC 2016).

	In Austria, self-employed claimants who voluntarily participated in a short-term sickness insurance scheme showed an average benefit duration of 22 days, almost double that of employees in the scheme (Fink and Nagl 2018).


Source: OECD (2018).

Some high-income countries have tried auto-enrolment with a possibility of opting out, as a middle-ground between compulsory and voluntary participation (ISSA 2012). Similarly, some schemes have an opt-in period, but once a decision is made, it is binding thereafter or for a fixed duration, as is the case with Austria’s unemployment insurance for self-employed workers. This was designed to prevent the moral hazard of workers joining when their businesses are waning in order to collect benefits; however, take-up has been low given that start-ups have to commit to long-term costs before they know whether or not their business will be successful (Fink and Nagl 2018; OECD 2018). 
Both mandatory and quasi-mandatory (auto-enrolment) schemes require significant investment in compliance enforcement to be effective. Where informality rates are high, auto-enrolment in social security could potentially be combined with other formalization measures. Indeed, the merging and simplification of tax and social security contributions under initiatives like the Monotax in Argentina, Brazil (see chapter 2) and Uruguay (see chapter 3, based on Aguiar et al. 2023) represent a form of auto-enrolment by making it almost impossible for qualifying workers and businesses to register for one without the other.
Appropriate financing mechanisms to tackle affordability challenges
Extending coverage to self-employed workers requires finding the right financing mechanisms and arrangements to ensure an appropriate balance of sustainability, coverage and equity. Because of the limited contributory capacity of self-employed workers, coupled with the high contribution rates required to finance adequate benefits in an actuarially sound way, a combination of tools may be required to ensure that self-employed workers have access to decent social security benefits. This may involve a combination of revenue sources, including taxes and contributions, and extraction mechanisms. 
For example, one clear way to ensure that self-employed workers can assert their human right to social security is to provide minimally adequate tax-financed benefits (a “floor”) to everyone who is experiencing a given contingency, regardless of their current or previous attachment to the labour market. Particularly if these benefits are provided in a coherent way, via a “multi-tiered” design, there should be no work or contribution disincentives. On the contrary, increased income security – and the prospect/expectation of income security during critical periods – enables self-employed workers to take more risk and grow their businesses, thereby increasing their capacity to contribute over the longer term and enabling the social insurance pool to grow over time. This is in contrast to uncoordinated approaches to tax-financed benefits, such as those based around poverty targeting, which often disincentivize work. These two contrasting models and their implications for coverage extension under social insurance are described in box 2.
Box 2. Designing multi-tiered social security systems that guarantee minimally adequate protection while promoting social insurance
Ensuring that social insurance schemes have an opportunity to grow can depend on the design of the tax-financed benefit that exists alongside them. The prevailing approach, particularly in many low- and middle-income countries, has been to implement flagship, poverty-targeted household benefits. Typically, coverage of these benefits – and their upper threshold for expansion – is arbitrarily determined either by national benchmarks such as the poverty line, or – more commonly – by available budgets. Often, poverty-targeted benefits come with conditions of eligibility that create disincentives to work or to register since doing so may entail a loss of benefits and undermines attempts to expand social insurance (as illustrated in the case of Tunisia in chapter 2). This uncoordinated approach is depicted in figure 5. 
Figure 5. Uncoordinated approach to tax-financed benefits

In contrast, a multi-tiered social security design built primarily around individual, lifecycle-based transfers, enables more effective coordination between tax-financed and social insurance components. In a multi-tiered system, incentives must align between, at a minimum, the different components of the benefit system and ideally with the tax system as well. Where governments seek to preserve or extend social insurance, the challenge is to develop a system in which the net benefits of joining social insurance outweigh the potential benefits of remaining outside or at a lower level of contribution (as highlighted by the case of Brazil in chapter 2). This integrated approach is depicted in figure 6.
Figure 6. Multi-tiered social security approach to tax-financed benefits 

Source: Based on McClanahan et al. (2021) and Ben Braham et al. (2022). See also Kidd, Nycander and Seglah (2023).

Alternatively, state revenues can be channelled toward matching contributions in order to encourage workers to contribute; though there are potential drawbacks and considerations. Because contribution subsidies tend to be expensive to implement (OECD 2018), it is important that the net distributive impact of subsidies is not regressive. This is especially relevant in contexts with pervasively low incomes, low contributory capacity and high levels of inequality, which characterize large portions of the global South. In these contexts, it may cost more to institute subsidies to incorporate a relatively small number of workers with low contributory capacity than to deliver a tax-financed transfer to a large number of individuals, with potentially greater impacts. Moreover, the cost and effectiveness of subsidies likely depends, at least in part, on whether a scheme is voluntary or mandatory, given the risks of adverse selection (which also depends on the contingency) in the former. Sweden’s experience with voluntary unemployment insurance for self-employed workers is illustrative in this regard, where reductions in public funding to the scheme meant that those least likely to become unemployed left, increasing premiums for those who remained and requiring expensive subsidies to correct (Kolsrud 2018). 
There is increasing recognition that creative solutions may be required to enable greater participation by the self-employed. Sharing the contribution burden with those who benefit from their work is one promising solution in certain specific contexts. Examples of creative financing mechanisms for self-employed workers in New York State, India, Mongolia and Germany are described in box 3. 
Box 3. Innovative financing mechanisms for self-employed workers
New York State
When workers operate through online labour platforms, social security can be financed by passing social insurance costs onto consumers. One policy option is to pass on the employer-equivalent share of payroll taxes to the end-user or consumer of the service. This would be easiest to administer in cases where there is an intervening third party such as an online labour platform. 
In New York State, the Back Car Fund is used. The fund provides protection to ride-sharing drivers in the state against the risk of work-related injury. The scheme is akin to state-based workers’ compensation schemes. The mechanism that is used to impose the cost of the Black Car Fund on consumers (a small surcharge) could be adapted to assess the employer’s share of the Self-Employment Tax on consumers of services. The clear assessment of the contributions on consumers would function similarly to Federal Insurance Contributions Act (national insurance) deductions on a worker’s pay cheque, which serves to remind the worker of their contributions to the program.
Source: United States National Academy of Social Insurance (2018).
India
A mechanism exists in India by which all workers in the construction sector (including those subcontracted and casual workers) should be covered through Worker Welfare Funds, funded by a levy of 1–2 per cent of the value of the total project to be borne by the main contractor.
The Construction Workers’ Welfare Fund and Board, for example, is funded by a combination of worker contributions, state contributions, and a 1 percent tax (cess) on the building costs of any building project that costs more than US$2,000 and contracts more than ten workers. In return, construction workers registered with the board have access to death, injury, marriage, maternity and funeral benefits, as well as a contribution to the education costs of children. In some states there is also access to a pension scheme. 
Beedi workers are often subcontracted workers, working from their own homes. The Beedi Workers Welfare Fund and Board is financed through state and worker contributions, as well as a cess on contractors of US$1 per 1,000 beedis.
Source: Agarwala (2013); ILO (2021c); ILO and OECD (2020).
Mongolia
A joint programme of the ILO and the UN has tested innovative approaches to increasing social insurance coverage of herders. The programme has worked with herders’ self-organizations, including cooperatives, whereby cooperative members have been trained to advocate for social insurance to others. These cooperatives have also been used to assist with unconventional contribution payments. For example, herders with fewer animals and who lack cash or an income to cover insurance contributions can make their social insurance payments to the cooperative through non-cash transactions, which include livestock or raw materials.
Source: UN Mongolia (2022).
Germany
In Germany, self-employed artists contribute to a special mandatory social insurance scheme called Künstlersozialversicherung. (The scheme allows for limited exemptions for low-income and high-income artists.) Artists and writers belonging to the scheme pay a contribution that equates to half the scheme’s budget. In turn, the remaining 50 per cent of the budget is financed through a contribution from users of their services – institutions like libraries, theatres or private companies – equal to 30 per cent of the budget, while a government subsidy covers the remaining 20 per cent. Furthermore, expenditures on fees for writers and artists are also subject to a contribution.
Because the declared earnings of artists and writers are typically low and irregular, their contributions are often insufficient to finance an adequate pension in retirement. As a result, many also rely on Germany’s tax-financed old-age pension as a vital source of income, demonstrating the importance of multi-tiered solutions.  
Source: Tobsch and Eichorst (2018); OECD (2018); Galian et al. (2021).

Ensuring flexibility while preserving stability and adequacy
Given the complexity, diversity and significant challenges that characterize the experiences of self-employed workers, it is important to allow flexibility in the determination of eligibility and access to benefits and services, while not undermining the stability of funds, the adequacy of benefits and trust in the system. For example, allowing potential registrants to pick and choose among a menu of benefits may offer flexibility but also risks leaving new members without coverage for key contingencies when they experience them, which is not only detrimental to their wellbeing but could undermine overall trust in the system among themselves and observers. Similarly, providing flexibility in the payment of contributions, for example by enabling registrants to choose their own income brackets or face little to no consequences for missing contributions, can help address affordability challenges but may also undermine the financial integrity of the fund and jeopardize the adequacy of benefits. Policymakers must consider these trade-offs carefully when introducing flexibility for self-employed and other difficult-to-cover groups into their systems.
A second and related point is that “flexibility” is not synonymous with “optional”. There are ways to introduce adaptable mechanisms within mandatory schemes without making participation optional and vice versa: voluntary schemes may not be flexible, in terms of their suitability to the specific needs and situations of self-employed workers.
Key concepts and trends 
Self-employment – global definition and evolution
According to the International Classification by Status in Employment (ICSE) revised in 2018, self-employment comprises four sub-categories of workers, including employers, own-account workers, members of producers’ cooperatives and contributing family workers, as shown in figure 7. In addition, the ILO considers all those in own-account work or working as contributing family workers to be in “vulnerable employment” because “own-account workers and contributing family workers are less likely to have formal work arrangements and are therefore more likely to lack elements associated with decent employment, such as adequate social security and a voice at work” (ILO 2016b).
Figure 7. Definition of self-employment and vulnerable employment based on ICSE-93 classifications (revised in 2018)

Source: ILO (2016b).
The relative importance of self-employment in the economy varies dramatically across country income groups. As shown in figure 8, in 2019, self-employment represented as much as 80 per cent of total employment in low-income countries, while in high-income countries it only accounted for approximately 12 per cent of all employment. In middle-income countries, self-employment made up around half (51 per cent) of total employment.
Moreover, contrary to the general perception that self-employment is on the rise, global estimates suggest that the share of self-employment as a percentage of total employment is declining across all country income groups, as shown in figure 8. The sharpest decline is observed in middle-income countries, where the average rate of self-employment has declined by around 14 percentage points since 1991, from 64.7 per cent in 1991 to 51.4 per cent in 2019. 
The large variation in levels of self-employment and their overall decline globally reflect structural differences and changes in the underlying economies and labour markets. Notably, the importance of agriculture in the economy is a major determinant of the share of self-employment, with low-income countries relying more heavily on agriculture; although the share has been declining over time across all country income groups. For example, with respect to Europe, Spasova and Wilkens (2018) highlight that the overall decline in self-employment in Europe, which peaked in 2009 before beginning to decline, is linked to the shrinking size of agriculture in the economy, while self-employment is rising in other sectors.
Figure 8. Share of self-employment as a percentage of total employment, by country income 

Source: ILOSTAT, ILO Modelled Estimates. 
Informal employment and self-employment 
The ILO defines informal employment within self-employment, based on the ICSE-18 classifications, as deriving from the status of the economic unit. For own-account workers and employers, if the economic unit is determined to be in the formal sector (see detailed criteria in figure 9), the job is classified as formal employment, and vice versa. Contributing family workers and those working in households are automatically classified as being in informal employment.  
Figure 9. Definition of informal employment in self-employment based on ICSE-93 classifications (revised in 2018)

Source: ILO 2018.
Informal employment is a major global challenge that prevents many workers and their families from accessing basic labour and social protection for key lifecycle risks – protections that are designed to keep people out of poverty. The ILO estimates that around two billion people work in the informal economy, including 58 per cent of all working people and 89 per cent of workers in low--income countries, 82 per cent in lower-middle-income countries, and 50 per cent in upper-middle-income countries (ILO 2023).
Global data reveal that self-employed workers are far more likely to be in informal employment than employees, making them much more likely to lack basic labour protections and social security. The self-employed make up an estimated 65 per cent of all informally employed people globally and 84 per cent of informal employment in low-income countries (ILO 2023). In 2019, whereas around 40 per cent of employees worldwide were working informally, 83 per cent of own-account workers and 54 per cent of employers were informally employed, as shown in figure 10. 
Figure 10. Informal employment as a share of total employment, by status in employment

Source: ILO (2023). Reproduced based on Figure 5, panel A.  
Moreover, while conventional wisdom gives the impression that informality is rising around the world, there is an absence of comparative data to draw definitive conclusions on global trends in informality. However, the ILO found that certain countries have seen notable decreases in informality in recent decades, while the rates appear to be holding steady in many other countries, suggesting that a world of rising informality is not inevitable. In particular, a number of Latin American countries (Argentina, Bolivia, Uruguay, Dominican Republic, Colombia, Ecuador, Paraguay and Peru) have seen noteworthy declines in the rates of informal employment in recent years, with the starkest decline observed in Uruguay, where informal employment dropped precipitously from over 40 per cent to around 25 per cent between 2010 and 2016. Vietnam also stands out as having experienced a decrease in informal employment (excluding agriculture) from upwards of 90 per cent in 2011 to below 60 per cent in 2016. In only a handful of the 24 countries analysed did informal employment noticeably increase – for example, the Russian Federation, Serbia and Egypt stand out – and it remained relatively stable in the rest. While some of the changes are driven by structural transformation, it is clear that policy change played a role in a number of countries (ILO 2018). 
While there is a high degree of variation across countries and income groups, overall, ILO analysis shows that there is a strong gender dimension to informal employment among self-employed workers. As shown in figure 11, contributing family workers make up more than a third of women in informal employment, whereas for men, they represent only around 9 per cent – a three-fold difference. As a result, informally employed self-employed women are less likely than their male counterparts to be earning their own incomes as entrepreneurs (own-account workers or employers): more than half of men in informal employment work on their own account or as employers, versus less than a third of women. Formal employment is therefore out of reach for a large share of women working as contributing family workers, unless they transition to different types of jobs. 
Figure 11. Distribution of total global informal employment, by status in employment and sex (percentages)

Source: Reproduced based on Figure 5 Panel C in ILO (2023). 
Disguised employment and dependent self-employment
In many countries, employees comprise the large majority of informal workers. However, national definitions of employment vary significantly, opening the door to confusion regarding certain key concepts. In particular, with the growth in platform work, a key emerging concept in the literature on self-employment is the concept of “disguised” or “dependent” self-employment. 
Working in this grey area can have serious implications for workers accessing social security entitlements, even if they are formally registered. Most social security schemes require self-employed workers to pay both the employer’s and the employee’s share of contributions, resulting in a heavier financial cost to joining and constituting a barrier to accessing benefits (see chapter 2). Further, in the absence of clear rules, many informally employed wage earners around the world have been erroneously channelled toward schemes and mechanisms designed for self-employed workers – as illustrated by Vietnam’s experience, described in box 4. 
Box 4. False assumptions about uninsured wage earners and social insurance in Vietnam
The efforts to extend coverage of social insurance in Vietnam illustrate the challenge of appropriately classifying workers and devising an appropriate policy framework that accurately accounts for status in employment. 
In Vietnam, high hopes were placed in the voluntary social insurance scheme when it was first established in 2008. However, by 2019, the scheme had only around 350,000 participants, representing only 1.3 per cent of the total uninsured workforce and 0.54 per cent of the total workforce. 
There was a common assumption among policymakers that the voluntary scheme would help close large coverage gaps since it was theoretically open to all uninsured workers, even if it was ostensibly aimed at self-employed workers. Participants could join by making a contribution of 22 per cent of insurable earnings for old age and survivors’ insurance and 4.5 per cent of insurable earnings for health insurance. In contrast, contribution rates for workers insured under the compulsory scheme were 8 per cent under the general scheme and 1.5 per cent for health insurance. These differential rates are a strong indication that the voluntary scheme was intended to cover self-employed (non-wage-earning) workers, while the compulsory scheme was designed for employees (wage earners).
This misconception about the intent of the voluntary scheme created an intractable situation for a large number of uninsured wage earners, who were falsely and unintentionally excluded from the compulsory scheme because they illegally lacked contracts (employers are required under labour law to issue contracts to employees and respect minimum wage requirements) or because their incomes were too low (part-time workers were also effectively excluded due to the lack of pro-rata minimum wage thresholds). Under the voluntary scheme, the minimum income threshold to participate was much lower – equal to the rural poverty line. 
In effect, this false classification meant that uninsured wage earners, representing a quarter of all workers, were being invited to participate in a scheme that required a higher contribution levied on a lower insurable earnings base, while offering fewer benefits. The experience illustrates, among other issues, the importance of aligning policy frameworks to match the intended target population. 
Source: McClanahan and Gelders (2019); McClanahan, Gelders and Ramírez López (2019).

Defining the employment relationship and preventing the misclassification of employees as self-employed – whether intentional, as in the case of disguised employment, or due to a lack of clarity on the definition of dependent employment – is at the forefront of national and global policy debates and requires adapted solutions (ILO 2007; ILO, ISSA and OECD, 2023). Countries around the world are grappling with the need to redefine boundaries so as to account for this grey area, as in the case of Portugal in this report (see chapter 2) and in recent court cases in the United States (Reuters 2022; BBC 2023) and Europe (WEF 2023). 
At the global level, the latest Classification of Status in Employment (ICSE-18), adopted in 2018, introduces new dimensions for classifying jobs that take into account both the type of authority (namely the degree of control that a worker has over the work, the nature of authority over the economic unit and the level of dependence on another person or unit for the work and market access) and the type of economic risk (namely the extent to which a worker is exposed to loss of financial resources in pursuance of the activity and may experience volatility in remuneration). In this sense, dependent contractors and dependent family workers are qualitatively different from other types of independent workers for profit and are particularly vulnerable (ILO 2021c). These new classifications are still being rolled out in national and global statistical processes. 
Generally speaking, this report is focused on bona fide self-employed workers, while the treatment of disguised or dependent self-employed is only tangentially considered. However, at least one case study – namely Portugal – focuses on national efforts to clearly define dependent self-employment as a subcategory of self-employment but with obligations for large contracting entities. The issue is also confronted in the case studies of Uruguay and Brazil with regard to the need to appropriately manage incentives to register economic units under special tax and social security regimes designed for micro-entrepreneurs.
The next chapter introduces the approach to selecting and analysing the cases that are presented in this report.
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         Big claims about the waxing and waning of certain types of social protection instruments should be treated with caution. Some have pointed to the sharp rise in the number of so-called “social assistance” schemes (UNU-WIDER 2018) as evidence of the declining relative importance of social insurance. While efforts to understand the nature and causes of the growth in tax-financed programmes are certainly warranted and welcome, any comparisons made with social insurance that use the number of schemes as an indicator are questionable. This is because social assistance schemes tend to be small, narrowly defined, non-lifecycle based or limited to one social security risk; whereas “new” social insurance schemes may cover many risks at once, or just one, but in any case, remain rare as they usually require new national legislation. Likewise, reforms to expand existing social insurance schemes – which are ongoing and less visible – would go uncounted in a “number of schemes” approach. Finally, comparative longitudinal data on social insurance membership is not readily available – and in any case is fraught with endogeneity challenges – since declining membership is often the result of efforts to privatize public systems.
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         For reference, in 2023, the gross minimum wage in France was set at €1,709.28.


Comparative overview of country cases
The following chapters of the report are based on a review and structured analysis of eight brief case studies from Algeria, Brazil, Cabo Verde, Costa Rica, Mongolia, Portugal, Tunisia and Zambia, complemented by the findings from two in-depth studies from Thailand and Uruguay. 
Selection and overview of cases
Eight shorter case studies were prepared for structured review and published separately as country briefs:
	Algeria’s National Social Security Fund for Non-Wage Earners (CASNOS) (ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways, 2026a).

	Brazil’s Previdência Rural scheme and Simples Nacional monotax regime (ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways, 2026b).

	Cabo Verde’s compulsory social insurance and proactive outreach activities (ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways, 2026c).

	Costa Rica’s collective insurance agreements and mandatory insurance for the self-employed (ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways, 2026d).

	Mongolia’s one-stop shops and subsidies for informal self-employed workers  (ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways, 2026e).

	Portugal’s new scheme for the self-employed and clarifying “economic dependence” (ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways, 2026f).

	Tunisia’s Ahmini [Protect Me] Scheme (ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways, 2026g).

	Zambia’s SPIREWORK and ECIS Pilot Schemes (ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways, 2026h).


In addition, two in-depth reviews of experiences in Thailand and Uruguay carried out by national researchers in each country are summarized and their findings woven into the comparative overview: 
	Thailand’s Article 40 scheme (Komin et al., 2024).

	Uruguay’s Monotax and Social Monotax (Aguiar et al., 2023).


Both of these countries have received a lot of attention globally for their efforts to extend coverage to informally employed and self-employed workers. The in-depth case studies are primarily intended to offer a nuanced and qualitative understanding of the implementation and workers’ experiences with prominent schemes in the two countries. 
The eight cases were selected in collaboration with WIEGO and the ILO based on an initial review of the available literature. The study applies the ILO definition of social insurance (which includes risk-pooling based on the principle of solidarity12) and therefore does not examine cases involving other types of contributory scheme, such as individual accounts. Furthermore, as discussed in chapter 1, even though many informally employed or “under-insured” workers around the world are working in the grey area of disguised or dependent employment, the case studies largely focus on bona fide self-employment as defined by the ICSE-93 (see chapter 1) – with the exception of Portugal, which places a spotlight on this specific issue as an emerging challenge of particular importance. Given the small universe of potential experiences, the cases were proposed and selected based on a number of general characteristics, including:
	countries that reflect a range of levels of development and geographical regions – while prioritizing low- and middle-income country experiences, which have been less well documented in the literature;

	experiences that have been highlighted as successes or potential successes in existing literature and/or that have generated “buzz” in social protection and social insurance policy circles, at times without much scrutiny;13

	cases that offer evidence on the views and perspectives of beneficiaries or potential beneficiaries;

	experiences that employed noteworthy or innovative strategies to reach the self-employed, irrespective of their measurable “success”; and

	cases that offer leverage on (i.e. that confirm or challenge) the conventional wisdom on some of the key debates regarding the extension of social insurance to self-employed workers, as highlighted in chapter 2. 


The analyses of the cases was structured along five dimensions, namely affordability, attractiveness, awareness, access and association – a common framework informally dubbed the “Five As” (Table 1). 
Table 1: The “Five As” of coverage extension – a common framework for exploring challenges and solutions
	Dimension
	Description

	Affordability
	Measures to address financial challenges impacting their ability to afford social contributions associated with social insurance, which are typically much higher – often double – the rates for employees.

	Attractiveness
	Measures to address the lack of (perceived) relevance of the benefits and other incentives to the situation of self-employed workers. 

	Awareness
	Measures to address insufficient knowledge and awareness of social security, including its availability, benefits and procedures.

	Access 
	Measures to counter the de jure and de facto exclusion of self-employed workers from social security, including restrictions in the types and quality of benefits afforded to them and the high administrative barriers to accessing social security linked to the complex nature of their work and to requirements of social security systems themselves.

	Association and representation
	Measures to contend with a lack of collective representation of self-employed workers vis-à-vis the design, implementation, and governance of social security schemes that could in turn positively affect any of the aforementioned factors.



With reference to this framework, table 2 provides an overview of the eight short cases, including a brief description of the experience and the innovations in design that distinguish the cases.

Table 2. Description of eight short cases
	Country
	Scheme/Initiative
	Description 
	Innovation in design

	Algeria
	National Social Security Fund for Non-Wage Earners – CASNOS
	In Algeria, CASNOS demonstrates the effectiveness of a long-established mandatory scheme for self-employed workers – supplemented by other government policies to encourage formalization – in continuing to improve access to social insurance and create opportunities to increase its coverage. Although there is limited literature around the impact of these measures, they present an overlapping and multifaceted approach to extending coverage which may be replicable in other country contexts.
	The design of a social insurance scheme specifically for non-wage earners (CASNOS) demonstrates some recognition of the distinctive challenges facing this population. Legislative instruments are also used to provide access to social insurance for those falling outside the CASNOS.

	Brazil
	Previdência Rural scheme and Simples Nacional monotax regime
	The expansion of the rural pension in Brazil has ensured that many rural workers will now benefit from affordable and accessible social insurance. Meanwhile, the introduction of the Simples Nacional monotax regime – which has facilitated a simplified mechanism for tax calculations, declarations and collection – and its accompanying attractive benefits has led to the improved access and affordability of social insurance. In 2017, 4.9 million MSEs were reported to have applied to the Simples Nacional regime, and between 2009 and 2015, the percentage of individual micro-entrepreneurs registered increased from 33 per cent to 41.7 per cent. However, there continue to be challenges with this approach, such as the low levels of contributions that require significant subsidization by the government, the challenge of ensuring that incentives for enterprise growth are preserved and the continued existence of high tax evasion.
	By taking into account the unique circumstances of rural workers, innovative adjustments to the rural pension have led to an increased coverage of social insurance. Equally innovative strategies have been adopted through the Simples Nacional tax regime that demonstrate how the simplification and flexibility of a tax and contribution collection system can provide greater access to social security. This in turn acts as a driver for formalization and has driven social insurance coverage through the reduction of fiscal obligations on micro-entrepreneurs as well as on micro- and small enterprises.

	Cabo Verde
	Compulsory social insurance under INPS and proactive outreach activities
	In Cabo Verde, more than half of economically active people aged 15 years and above are contributing to social insurance. Social security coverage expanded from 39.8 per cent to 55.3 per cent between 2016 and 2020. During this period, informal employment, on average, reduced by 4.3 per cent annually. Attractive benefits have encouraged formalization and the uptake of social insurance, and the reduction of administrative barriers has improved access. Efforts to expand coverage have been complemented by advocacy and association measures and broad approaches to awareness raising. 
	Compulsory social insurance is complemented by affordable options for low-income earners, while a unique tax regime presents micro- and small businesses with attractive incentives to formalize. These innovative strategies are accompanied by proactive efforts by the Government to build knowledge on social insurance across the wider population. For this, TV programmes, radio shows, newspaper articles, workshops and building alliances with self-employed workers organizations are utilized.

	Costa Rica
	Mandatory insurance for the self-employed under CCSS and collective insurance agreements
	In Costa Rica between 2005 and 2009, registration for health insurance by the self-employed increased from 30.5 per cent to 59.9 per cent, while registration for pensions increased from 15.9 per cent to 44.8 per cent. This case demonstrates the effectiveness of mechanisms to ensure the affordability of social insurance for workers, particularly the use of government subsidies to ensure greater coverage of self-employed workers by supporting those with low contributory capacities. 
	The establishment of collective insurance agreements – that consider the productive activity of the worker to determine contributions and that facilitate access by enabling cooperatives to collect and transfer the contributions of their members – is an innovative strategy to expand coverage of social insurance to self-employed workers, particularly rural ones. These innovative efforts are supported by the imposition of mandatory health and pension insurance as well as investments in human resources which further promote enforcement.

	Mongolia
	One-stop shops and subsidies for informal self-employed workers  
	Mongolia presents a good practice example for governments committing to expanding access for self-employed workers, in a context that is unique and characterized by geospatial and logistical challenges to coverage. The simplification of administrative barriers to accessing social insurance through the one-stop-shop model is a key replicable element to this case study. Although further improvements are required to improve coverage of herders, as well as the other informal, self-employed workers, the introduction of mobile technologies and non-cash-based contribution payment methods provide innovative examples for expansion.
With policy instruments that aim to reduce informal employment, Mongolia has extended access to voluntary social insurance. By working with international partners, specific efforts have been made to ensure that social insurance is affordable; such efforts have been complemented by advocacy and association measures.
	The innovative consolidation of social security services through one-stop shops has facilitated access to social insurance for Mongolia’s widely dispersed population. Subsidization for social insurance, specialized programmes with international partners and engagement with herders’ cooperatives have also driven increased coverage of social insurance.

	Portugal
	New benefits for the self-employed and clarifying “economic dependence”
	The case of Portugal demonstrates how the creation of a new scheme with attractive benefits and amendments to eligibility requirements can increase coverage of social insurance. This case also exemplifies how the recognition of a subcategory of the self-employed can provide affordable social insurance through a fairer re-balance of social insurance contributions between a self-employed worker and a contracting entity. It does so while otherwise respecting the independence of self-employed workers and maintaining their responsibility for self-declaration. In this case, social security has been extended by amending eligibility requirements and by incorporating contractor contributions.
	Easier access and the extension of benefits under existing social insurance schemes have also played a critical role in expanding coverage in Portugal. The classification of “economically dependent self-employed” workers as a subcategory of the self-employed is used as an innovative strategy to effectively facilitate the co-contribution of social insurance by workers and contractors.

	Tunisia
	Ahmini [Protect Me] Scheme
	Tunisia presents one of the rare examples of an attempt to incorporate gender-responsive elements into social insurance extension mechanisms – rendering social security contributions accessible for informal and self-employed women workers. 
The scheme was recently interrupted by the CNSS governing body and participants were transferred to an existing scheme for low-income workers. However, the Ahmini scheme focused national attention on policy gaps in the general scheme that had prevented these workers from joining and sought to address them through both legislative and administrative mechanisms. The scheme nonetheless provides instructive insights into the particular challenges and potential solutions for rural workers, particularly women, on irregular incomes. This is a notably useful example for countries with a more developed internet infrastructure and coverage which may be able to employ similar methods with fewer limitations than Tunisia.
	The Ahmini scheme demonstrates innovative use of mobile technology to facilitate the inclusion of informal workers with high illiteracy rates and further utilizes ambassadors and volunteers to reduce administrative barriers and to raise awareness.

	Zambia
	SPIREWORK and ECIS Pilot Schemes under NAPSA
	Zambia presents a potential good practice example on inclusion of workers in the informal sector – including self-employed – in a low-income context, through legal mechanisms to expand access through increased affordability and awareness. 
The rollout of the new informal sector schemes has been delayed due to the COVID-19 pandemic and publicly available data on coverage rates and impacts is scarce. The Government of Zambia has expressed clear commitment to enable workers in the informal sector (including the self-employed) to access their right to social security. While there are some structural challenges, the innovative approach taken by the National Pension Scheme Authority (NAPSA) involves insightful techniques that could be explored in other low-income contexts in other parts of the region.
	The introduction of two pilot schemes in Zambia demonstrates the use of innovative strategies including a mix of short-term and long-term benefits; an e-registration platform; easily accessible payment and balance information; the alignment of contributions to seasonal income flows; advertisement and awareness through pamphlet and road shows; and a proactive engagement with organizations of informal workers.


Source: Based on ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways, 2026a, 2026b, 2026c, 2026d, 2026e, 2026f, 2026h), which contain more detailed references
While all but two of the selected cases (Portugal and Uruguay) represent low- and middle-income countries, together they represent countries of varying income levels, which is reflected in wide variations in the underlying labour markets, including the prevalence of self-employment and informal employment. For example, as shown in figure 12, the share of self-employment (including own-account workers, employers contributing family workers and members of producer cooperatives) as a percentage of total employment in the cases ranges from 73 per cent in Zambia, a low-income country, to just 15 per cent in Portugal, a high-income country. In the middle-income case study countries, the prevalence of self-employment ranges from as low as 25 per cent in Tunisia (lower middle-income) to more than half of total employment (53 per cent) in Thailand (upper middle-income).
Figure 12. Distribution of total employment by status in employment in selected case study countries (latest year available)

Source: ILOSTAT modelled estimates based on latest available data and ICSE-93 classifications. Note: Latest ILO modelled estimates were available for the following years: Algeria (2017); Brazil (2021); Cabo Verde (2019); Costa Rica (2021); Mongolia (2021); Portugal (2021); Thailand (2021); Tunisia (2021); Uruguay (2021); Zambia (2021). 
Likewise, the rate and structure of informal employment varies enormously across the cases selected. As shown in figure 13, less than 10 per cent of workers are informally employed in Portugal, whereas just 14 per cent of employment is formal in Zambia. Tunisia, Cabo Verde and Thailand also have particularly high levels of informal employment – upwards of 60 per cent – although more recent data sets the level of informal employment in Cabo Verde at 52 per cent in 2022. In Brazil, Costa Rica and Mongolia, informal employment represents around 40 per cent, while in Uruguay the rate is significantly lower at just 22 per cent. 
Figure 13. Rate of informal employment by status in employment in selected cases (percentage, latest year available)

Source: ILOSTAT modelled estimates based on latest available data and ICSE-93 classifications. No data were available for Algeria. Note: Latest ILO modelled estimates were available for the following years; Brazil (2021); Cabo Verde (2015); Costa Rica (2021); Mongolia (2021); Portugal (2021); Thailand (2018); Tunisia (2014); Uruguay (2020); Zambia (2021). 
As figure 13 also shows, the rates of informal employment are markedly higher for self-employed workers than for employees, regardless of the level of development. In Portugal, self-employed workers are nearly four times as likely to be informally employed as dependent employees. In Tunisia and Cabo Verde, even though the overall rates of informal employment are lower than in Zambia, nearly all self-employed people in these countries are working informally. The difference between employees and self-employed workers is most striking in Mongolia, where only 13 per cent of the former are informal compared to nearly 83 per cent of the latter – a more than six-fold difference. 
The structure of informality in the countries also reveals a number of notable differences which can affect the types of strategies employed by governments to reach and incorporate workers. As shown in figure 14, own-account workers make up the vast majority of informally employed workers in Zambia (75 per cent), Uruguay (68 per cent) and Mongolia (75 per cent); around half of informally employed workers in Costa Rica and Brazil; and only a minority in Tunisia, Portugal and Thailand. Contributing family workers make up a comparatively larger share of the informal workforce in Cabo Verde (18 per cent) and Thailand (28 per cent) than in other countries; their transition to formal employment would require a more comprehensive approach. In both Tunisia and Portugal, around 10 per cent of informal workers are employers, who may have specific needs and priorities.  
Figure 14. Distribution of informal employment by status in employment (latest year available)

Source: ILOSTAT modelled estimates based on latest available data and ICSE-93 classifications. No data were available for Algeria. Note: Latest ILO modelled estimates were available for the following years; Brazil (2021); Cabo Verde (2015); Costa Rica (2021); Mongolia (2021); Portugal (2021); Thailand (2018); Tunisia (2014); Uruguay (2020); Zambia (2021). 
Structure of case studies
Based on a gender-responsive approach, the eight case studies (ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways, 2026a, 2026b, 2026c, 2026d, 2026e, 2026f, 2026g, 2026h) examine strategies, experiences, and impacts related to the inclusion of self-employed workers in social insurance, with a view to identifying potential common success factors that have led to greater incorporation of self-employed workers into social insurance schemes, and social protection systems at large. For each case, the literature was probed for evidence to address a common set of research questions along each axis.
Each case begins with a snapshot of the national context as it relates to informality and self-employment as well as specific challenges of self-employed workers in the country, based on a common set of indicators. Summary indicators from ILO modelled estimates are presented for all countries for the latest year for which data are available, as follows:
	distribution of total employment by status in employment;

	distribution of informal employment by status in employment;

	informal employment as a share of total employment, by status and sex.


Each case then provides an overview of the main strategies employed to reach self-employed workers. Where possible, the cases seek to document publicly available evidence on the results and impacts of the strategies from the perspective of informal workers, with particular attention to income security, working conditions, labour productivity or the capacity of self-employed workers to better navigate life and work transitions. Each case then explores the enabling or hindering factors that supported or limited the effectiveness of the strategies, as well as any enduring challenges or opportunities for learning that can be useful for other countries or to inform global policy guidance. 
Therefore, the folowing discussion is structured around (1) the extent to which the cases speak to key policy debates surrounding the extension of social insurance to self-employed workers, including any available evidence from the cases on the effectiveness of specific categories of strategies examined (chapter 3); and (2) a discussion of the role of broader contextual factors that could have influenced the effectiveness of the strategies and enduring challenges (chapter 4). 



12 
         According to the ILO, a social insurance scheme is a “contributory social protection scheme that guarantees protection through an insurance mechanism, based on: (1) the payment of contributions before the occurrence of the insured contingency; (2) the sharing or “pooling” of risk; and (3) the notion of a guarantee. The contributions paid by (or for) insured people are pooled together, and the resulting fund is used to cover the expenses incurred exclusively by those individuals affected by the occurrence of the relevant (clearly defined) contingency or contingencies. In contrast to commercial insurance, risk-pooling in social insurance is based on the principle of solidarity, with contributions typically related to people’s capacity to pay (e.g. proportional to earnings) as opposed to premiums that reflect individual risks” (ILO 2021d; 2024a). 
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         While all cases offer some leverage on key questions surrounding the incorporation of the self-employed into social insurance, there is no common indicator of “success” that can be uniformly applied across them. Where data are available on increases in coverage, these are reported; however, they are not always comparable (e.g. growth in the total insured population versus growth in coverage of the self-employed, over different time periods and/or in different countries). Therefore, it is not possible to conceptualize degrees of success; it is best to highlight noteworthy gains and to contextualize the experience. 


Leverage on key policy choices and debates
The experiences documented in this summary report and its associated country briefs have attempted to address the lack of coverage of self-employed workers in social insurance using a variety of strategies. It is worth noting that the available data and literature do not permit a systematic analysis of all of the dimensions outlined above. In particular, there is a notable absence of evidence regarding the impact of the measures on beneficiaries, as well as the perspectives of both beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries on those measures and on social security in general. Importantly, the cases examined are not representative of the global universe of efforts to extend social insurance to the self-employed, for which comparative global data are lacking. 
The discussion below is structured around the following key policy choices and debates: those surrounding the legal and policy framework: the relative merits and drawbacks of voluntary versus mandatory participation: the decisions regarding the comprehensiveness and scope of benefits available to self-employed workers and their implications for the system’s attractiveness; the use and design of appropriate financing mechanisms to ensure affordability; options for lowering administrative barriers to access; and strategies to address low level of awareness, organization and representation of self-employed workers vis-à-vis the social security systems.
Legal and policy framework 
Whether a scheme is grounded in legislation is fundamentally important for governance and the ability of workers to claim their rights. In most of the cases within this report, coverage was legally extended to self-employed workers via updates to national social security legislation; this was the case for Algeria, Brazil, Cabo Verde, Costa Rica, Mongolia, Portugal, Thailand and Uruguay. In contrast, in both the Ahmini scheme in Tunisia and the SPIREWORKS and ECIS initiatives in Zambia, the experiences analysed were pilots and have not yet been incorporated into national frameworks. 
The cases do present an opportunity to offer some insight into decisions concerning whether to incorporate self-employed workers into a general scheme or to create separate schemes; they reflect a variety of approaches. Having a unified administrative structure under a general scheme can simplify access and enable workers to transfer entitlements more easily when they change status, while separate schemes can be more administratively complex and be more vulnerable to financial challenges due to adverse selection. According to this approach, self-employed workers are incorporated on roughly the same terms, with funds pooled across all workers and administered by the same entity. We see this approach in Cabo Verde, where the self-employed are incorporated alongside employees on essentially equal terms for the contingencies for which they are legally covered.14 A similar approach is taken in the case of Costa Rica, where the CCSS manages all social security in the country and, apart from differential contribution rates and subsidies (further discussed below), does not distinguish between employees and the self-employed in the parameters of the vast majority of benefits provided.15
The cases also offer some nuance to the debate as regards the definitions of “separate scheme” or “fund” and the relative importance of the broader institutional and administrative environment. Examples of an approach in which self-employed workers are covered under a separately managed scheme, are Algeria (CASNOS) and Tunisia (eventually via the RTFR). In Algeria, CASNOS is a stand-alone, separate agency, whereas in Tunisia, the RTFR fund for self-employed workers sits within the broader CNSS institutional framework, alongside a number of separately managed funds (Ben Braham et al. 2022).16 Similarly, there are several examples of “schemes within a scheme” – in which special schemes or parameters are devised for self-employed workers within the common framework of the general scheme. This approach applies to the Monotax mechanisms, and to Thailand’s informal-sector scheme. A detailed exploration of the management of specific funds and schemes within broader institutional frameworks is beyond the scope of this exercise but would potentially offer greater leverage on this key question. 
In addition, the case studies – especially the cases of Uruguay and Brazil – raise important questions about the overall objectives of special schemes for specific categories of self-employed workers, and particularly, whether they should be transitory or permanent. In Uruguay, both beneficiaries and policymakers questioned whether the Monotax mechanisms should be oriented more clearly and deliberately toward transitioning registrants from a low-contribution–low-value situation into higher quality benefits with higher contributions. A similar phenomenon has been observed in Brazil, with potentially adverse implications for formalization and the growth of businesses (see box 7). This issue is revisited in the discussion of mechanisms to address affordability that follows.
Voluntary versus mandatory participation
The cases under consideration also provide some interesting insights as to decisions around whether participation of the self-employed should be voluntary or mandatory. Of the ten cases considered in this report, a majority (six countries) mandated participation for at least one contingency, as figure 15 shows, while participation was completely voluntary in Mongolia, Thailand, and Zambia. In Tunisia, the situation is less clear.17 Furthermore, in some cases, a mix of mandatory and voluntary provisions exists for the self-employed. For example, in Uruguay, health insurance is optional while participation in the general regime for those eligible for Monotax or Monotax Social is mandatory, and in Costa Rica, affiliation is voluntary for employment injury insurance but compulsory for other risks. 
While it is not possible to draw definitive conclusions, many of the noteworthy gains were observed in the case studies that had compulsory coverage for a comprehensive set of benefits. Notably, coverage increased significantly in four countries: in Cabo Verde, social security coverage overall increased from 39.8 per cent to 55.3 per cent from 2016–20; in Brazil, coverage of individual micro-entrepreneurs under the Simples Nacional regime went from 33.0 per cent to 41.7 per cent; in Costa Rica, between 2004 and 2009, registrations by the self-employed went from 15.9 per cent to 44.8 per cent for pensions and from 30.5 per cent to 59.0 per cent for health insurance; and in Uruguay, the rate of informality has halved over the last 20 years, although the case study notes that coverage of the potentially insurable population under the Monotax is only around 23 per cent. 
In contrast, coverage gains were more modest, or even disappointing, in cases where participation was voluntary. For example, in Mongolia, coverage under social insurance was already limited in 2014 to 23 per cent of herders, self-employed and informal workers, and by 2020 had actually fallen to 16 per cent, although it has since recovered,18 as discussed further below. Similarly, in Thailand, after thirty years of implementation of Article 40, which offers a broad range of benefits, take-up remains low.  
The cases provide some evidence to suggest that certain factors – such as the type of benefits offered, the degree and types of enforcement, and the existence of financial incentives – may mediate the influence of voluntary or mandatory design choices on take-up rates, but the evidence is not clear. In Mongolia, for example, while coverage under voluntary schemes was low overall, it was higher for health insurance than for general social insurance, suggesting that potential adherents might value health coverage more than other benefits. However, in Uruguay – where participation is compulsory for Monotax and Social Monotax participants for risks covered under the general scheme, but participants can opt into health insurance – take-up of health insurance is low, which the case study attributes to the perceived high cost of additional premiums. 
In most cases, overall expansion was only partly fuelled by expansion of coverage to the self-employed, but in many of the more successful cases, such expansion was part of a whole-of-government approach to reducing informality. Where participation is mandatory, it must be accompanied by adequate investment in enforcement, which is evident in some of the cases with more noteworthy gains. For example, the Government of Costa Rica invested in physical, material and technological resources to ensure the implementation of mandatory social insurance provisions under the law, while increasing the number of social security inspectors (Durán-Valverde et al. 2013); the increase in social security compliance was linked to the strengthening of minimum wage inspections.19 In Uruguay, workers insured under the Monotax mechanisms cited the desire to avoid falling foul of inspectors as a main motivator for joining: according to the study, being legally registered gives peace of mind, allowing one to have “a clear conscience” without fear of tax inspections (Aguiar et al. 2023). 
Improving attractiveness through relevant benefits and incentives
With regard to the comprehensiveness of coverage (the scope and range of benefits offered), the experiences covered in this report have provided a mix of coverage for both long-term and short-term risks. This combined approach reflects an attempt to provide attractive packages that respond to the perceived needs of self-employed workers. As shown in figure 15, all ten cases provided access to old-age benefits (either monthly pensions or lump sums). In general schemes, old-age, disability and survivors’ insurance are often linked under unified legislation and comparable eligibility conditions. In the cases examined, most followed this pattern: of the ten that offered old-age protections, all of them also provided access to long-term disability benefits, and only Mongolia appears to not also provide some protection for survivors in case of loss of a breadwinner. 
In theory, short-term benefits are offered in social insurance schemes as a way to help potential registrants overcome myopia related to the tendency to underestimate long-term risks. The cases examined show a greater degree of variation in the approaches to covering short-term risks for self-employed people in working age. Notably, all of the initiatives except Mongolia offered maternity (and in some cases paternity/parental) benefits to self-employed workers, suggesting that covering this risk is perceived – at least by policymakers – to be an important component in attracting self-employed workers to social insurance. Health coverage was also provided in eight cases (all except Zambia), demonstrating the perceived importance of health insurance to reduce the risk of high or catastrophic out-of-pocket expenditures as key to attracting self-employed workers. 
Other benefits were somewhat less commonly provided: six countries (Brazil, Cabo Verde, Costa Rica, Portugal and Thailand) provided access to sickness benefits; four countries (Costa Rica, Mongolia, Portugal and Uruguay) provided insurance in case of employment-related injury; and, notably, only two countries (Mongolia and Portugal) offered self-employed workers access to unemployment insurance. This is in keeping with the international literature on the experience of high-income countries and suggests that challenges with demonstrating unemployed status, as well as concerns about moral hazard, are likely to be behind decisions to limit unemployment coverage, even in many of the relatively successful and comprehensive cases examined here. In addition, three countries included some form of child or care benefit in their packages: for example, in Thailand, only those enrolled in Article 40(3), which carries a higher contribution, receive a monthly child allowance for children aged 0–6; while in Portugal, benefits include allowances for clinical risk during pregnancy, adoption allowance, child allowance for children with disabilities and grandchild allowance. Finally, Mongolia and Thailand also provide a funeral grant; while in Zambia, the pilots also included weather index insurance to cover the risk of droughts, dry spells and limited rainfall. 
Though the evidence on beneficiaries’ perspectives on the value of individual benefits, services and incentives is noticeably thin, the study gathered available evidence from the cases reviewed, which are summarized in box 5. Interestingly, while the literature has suggested that short-term benefits are more likely to attract workers at an earlier stage of life, in Uruguay, Monotax registrants valued retirement benefits most and actually opted to not make extra contributions for better quality health coverage, though they appreciated maternity benefits (Aguiar et al. 2023). This could be related to a combination of the relatively high quality of free public health care in Uruguay and the high cost of health insurance premiums. In Zambia, when potential recipients were polled about their preferences for certain benefits, pensions and work injury benefits rated highest, followed by health and maternity benefits.20 This suggests that the preference for different types of benefits is complex and context-specific, and likely depends on the gaps in, and provisions of, the existing policy landscape – as well as how benefits are communicated to potential participants. 
Box 5: Beneficiary perspectives on measures to extend social security to self-employed workers from the case study countries
An important dimension this study sought to capture concerns the perspectives of self-employed workers themselves on the different policies and mechanisms that are designed to reach them and incorporate them into social security systems – considering, in particular, the relative value and effectiveness of these measures from the perspective of both existing and potential beneficiaries. However, this study has found the perspectives of self-employed workers to be a key gap in the existing literature. This box summarizes the limited evidence found across the ten countries included in the study. 
Brazil
There is some evidence from Brazil that offering social security benefits for self-employed workers and MSEs acts as an incentive to join the Simples Nacional scheme and transition to formality. 
A qualitative study by Brazilian Support Service for Micro and Small Enterprises (SEBRAE 2017) gathered perspectives on the primary motivating reasons for self-employed workers registering as an MEI. The study found access to social security to be the primary driver of registration, with the formalization of an enterprise and having permission to issue formal invoices cited as the secondary and tertiary motivations. However, it should be noted that when one groups the different motivating reasons into a broader category defined as “the benefits of formalization”, this becomes the overall primary motivator of formalization (by 63 per cent). 
Mongolia
There is some evidence on the attitudes and perspectives of self-employed workers in Mongolia towards their inclusion in social and health insurance mechanisms, and key drivers and barriers to their formalization. 
Research from the ILO (2021b) found that many employers and own-account workers were not interested in changing their status from informal to formal. The survey of self-employed workers investigated reasons for refusing to register work or services. When asking about the difficulties self-employed workers expected in formalizing a business, the survey found that 63.5 per cent cited paying taxes and insurance premiums, 31.8 per cent mentioned lack of knowledge of tax and fee law, 28.6 per cent reported difficulties in accounting, 26.8 per cent cited complexity of registration procedures, 25.3 referred to lack of fixed assets/equipment and 19.6 per cent cited employees’ social protection issues. When asked about the reasons that self-employed employed workers did not want to formalize their economic activity, the most frequently cited reason differed according to employment status. For example, the most common reason for employers was an increase in social security and tax burden (21.7 per cent), while for own-account workers it was simply a lack of interest in changing their status (15.4 per cent). 
Zambia
There is some evidence from Zambia on the perspectives of self-employed workers on barriers to inclusion in social security and their willingness to contribute. 
A study by Phe Goursat and Pellerano (2016) gathered perspectives towards social security among four key categories of informal workers in Zambia (domestic workers, small-scale farmers, sawmill workers and construction workers), large numbers of whom were self-employed. The study found that, despite legal provisions, the majority had never heard of the main social security administrative body, NAPSA – reflecting a lack of social security awareness campaigns, particularly in remote locations. The research found that potential beneficiaries having limited knowledge or wrong information on social security risks creating misunderstandings that can potentially discourage registration with social security institutions. 
However, when NAPSA benefits and modalities were explained, this generated interest and enthusiasm from respondents. The study found a relatively high willingness to contribute among potential beneficiaries. For example, 98 per cent of domestic workers, 88 per cent of small-scale farmers and 86 per cent of casual sawmill workers (the latter two groups of whom were considered self-employed for the purposes of testing potential contribution rates), would be willing to make contributions ranging from 2.5 per cent to 7.5 per cent, depending on their status. This willingness, which was also reflected among employers, was conditioned on the understanding that good-quality benefits would actually be delivered, with low administrative costs and barriers and prudent financial management of funds. Further, potential benefits were viewed favourably among potential beneficiaries, with pensions and work injury benefits rated highest, followed by health and maternity benefits. 
Thailand
The in-depth case study on the experiences of self-employed workers who participate in SSF Article 40 in Thailand found some evidence on beneficiary perspectives, based on interviews and focus group discussions (Komin et al., 2024). 
In regard to affordability and attractiveness, a key reason for lack of enrolment was a perception that the value of affiliation does not justify the cost of enrolment in SSF Article 40. Many noted challenges with keeping up with regular monthly contributions. 
In terms of access, most respondents noted that they found it relatively straightforward to register for SSF Article 40 through a number of available channels but noted that it was more difficult to access benefits. Respondents note that claiming benefits involves complex and time-consuming processes. Most respondents have never received benefits under Article 40, while some have received compensation for lack of income from sickness during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
In terms of awareness, many respondents learned about Article 40 during the pandemic, when the Government used the scheme to deliver a temporary emergency payment, which triggered a surge in registrations. Others learned from attending trainings and speaking with social security officers and community volunteers. 
Uruguay
The in-depth case study on mechanisms to formalize self-employed workers in Uruguay (namely the Monotax and Social Monotax regimes) conducted for this report by Aguiar et al. (2023) found rich evidence on the perspectives of existing and potential beneficiaries, including findings from several focus-group discussions and interviews.
In general, regardless of their personal differences and their industries, many respondents who were formerly informal workers cited the affordability of incorporation in the Monotax and Social Monotax, explaining that the regimes presented an opportunity to access the benefits of formalization at a relatively low monthly cost. While monthly contributions were generally considered to be reasonable, several interviewees mentioned that it had sometimes been difficult for them to pay during months of low income. 
Many respondents also noted the attractiveness of accessing social security benefits through the Monotax and Social Monotax regimes. Respondents cited pensions as the most important benefit, with others also valuing other elements of social security coverage that they could access through the regimes, such as maternity and occupational accident or illness benefits. 
Respondents cited positive experiences in terms of access, describing registration procedures as simple and ease of access improving over time. A few older people noted that the online process was challenging, and some offered recommendations to improve accessibility for economically vulnerable groups to the Social Monotax registration process. Some registrants reported facing difficulties with procedures subsequent to registration: in particular, keeping track of payments due and refinancing overdue payments. 
With regard to awareness, an issue that appears repeatedly is the lack of information on the benefits of the Monotax. Some registrants did not know that they do not have access to the Family Allowance, nor the amount of their retirement pensions, or that they do have access to sickness pay and occupational accident insurance. 

In a majority of cases examined, particularly where participation was mandatory (see below), self-employed workers were given access to the general scheme with comparable levels of rights and entitlements to employees. This is the case even where there were limited exclusions for specific benefits and/or they were incorporated on special terms (as in the case of the monotax initiatives, for example). In Algeria, Tunisia and to some degree Thailand, however, self-employed workers were covered under separate schemes and/or had significantly different levels and access to benefits provided under the general scheme. Given the lack of comparative data on enrolment rates, it is not possible to draw firm conclusions on the extent to which a separate versus unified/general scheme approach determined coverage levels of self-employed workers. 
In addition to the mix of social security benefits provided, a number of countries also experimented with additional incentives aimed at micro- and small businesses. Because self-employed workers and small business owners face multiple, often complex obligations in addition to social security contributions, these incentives are aimed at reducing the overall cost of registering and operating, in order to encourage more entrepreneurs to regularize. In Uruguay, registrants reported that these additional incentives were among their primary motivations for joining the Monotax regime. Box 6 summarizes the experiences from the case studies. 
Box 6. Examples of additional incentives to formalize in order to reduce overall costs in Brazil, Cabo Verde and Uruguay
Brazil’s Simples Nacional: The Simples Nacional programme was created in 1996 to simplify tax and social security administration. In 2007, Brazil introduced a single, simplified monotax regime that consolidated six different federal taxes, a municipal tax and social security contributions and that reduced compliance costs such as varying filing and payment dates, and different calculation methods. Over time it has extended to include both micro- and small enterprises (MSE) and individual micro-entrepreneurs (MEI). Registrants have access to similar benefits as wage earners.  
Uruguay’s Monotax: The Monotax was established in Uruguay in 2001 and gradually expanded over the last two decades. It allows defined groups of self-employed workers and microenterprises to combine social security contributions and income tax into a single payment that is collected by the BPS. Registrants are able to contribute at lower rates (around 57 per cent of the minimum contribution under the Sole Proprietor regime) and receive access. Moreover, participants can begin at a lower rate and gradually increase to the full contribution over three or four years, depending on the regime.
REMPE in Cabo Verde: Under REMPE in Cabo Verde, micro and small businesses have access to a favourable tax regime which provides a 30 per cent reduction in taxes for the first year and a 20 per cent reduction in the second year. A simplified registration system allows eligible businesses to register at one-stop shops called Casa di Cidadão. It further subsidizes legal personal income tax, value-added tax, fire tax and social security contributions for micro and small businesses that hire employees. For social security contributions, micro and small businesses are required to contribute 2.8 per cent of annual sales towards all branches of social security, while workers contribute 8 per cent.

Figure 15. Summary of benefits provided to self-employed workers under voluntary and mandatory arrangements in a selection of case studies

Source: Authors’ analysis based on case studies in this report.
Appropriate financing mechanisms to tackle affordability challenges
As discussed in chapter 2, because they do not have an employer who can share the cost, self-employed workers are often required to contribute a higher share of their earnings to finance social insurance benefits. Recognizing that comparing contribution rates is fraught with challenges (see the appendix to this document), figure 16 shows the reported contribution rates for the main statutory schemes covering private-sector workers in the countries that feature in the case studies. Contributions vary widely, ranging from around 10 per cent in Costa Rica (although this is the lowest end of a range that varies with income) to nearly 30 per cent in Portugal. In a couple of cases, the self-employed are required to shoulder a significantly higher share of the cost than employees, often more than double. As discussed, self-employed workers struggle to make these contributions for a variety of reasons, primarily related to their low and irregular earnings. 
Figure 16. Statutory contribution rates for formally employed workers, by status in employment

Source: ISSA country profiles21 and national sources.  Note: Rates are for statutory schemes covering workers in the private sector. Rates reported may not be comparable or fully representative as rates may vary according to income level, degree of risk, and may be assessed on different reference earnings. Flat-rate contributions are not included in the totals. When a range of rates is reported, the lowest value is included. See the appendix to this document for a detailed breakdown of contribution rates by branch and further explanations. Unless otherwise noted in the appendix, data are valid as of 1 January 2022 (Mongolia, Thailand), 1 July 2022 (Algeria, Cabo Verde, Tunisia, Zambia), 1 January 2023 (Brazil, Costa Rica, Uruguay), or 1 July 2023 (Portugal). 
To meet these challenges, governments in the cases presented in this report pursued a range of strategies that included enabling a gradual scale up of contributions, providing matching subsidies, adjusting contributions to income levels and facilitating the settlement of arrears. 
The Governments of Algeria and Uruguay allow new self-employed contributors to begin contributing at a lower rate and then gradually increase to the full level over time, allowing contributors to adjust. In Algeria, the Supplementary Budget Law in 2015 enabled non-covered individuals who were newly joining to gradually increase their contribution levels and formalize their professional situation over a period of three years, thereby allowing them time to adapt to the welfare impact of a contribution and smoothing the transition from informal to formal employment (ILO and FAO 2021). In Uruguay, both Monotax regimes allow a stepped approach to reaching the full contribution. Under the Social Monotax, the contribution is 25 per cent of the full contribution in the first year, 50 per cent in the second, 75 per cent in the third and 100 per cent from the fourth year. Starting in 2021, registrants under the General Monotax regime can also transition from 25 per cent to 50 per cent, then to 100 per cent, in the first, second and third years, respectively.22 
In several cases considered, governments have provided matching subsidies or kept contributions low for certain groups. For example, in Mongolia, contributions for herders (and other informal and self-employed workers) are comparable to the mandatory contributions for formal employees. The Government of Costa Rica implements a proportional matching subsidy, with rates that vary with the income of the contributor and an inversely proportional schedule of subsidies. In this way, the value of the total contribution on behalf of the registrant is not jeopardized, which is more likely to preserve the actuarial relationship between contributions and benefits and, in turn, adequacy. Whereas in Costa Rica, coverage has increased dramatically, gains have been slower or stagnant in Mongolia, as discussed above. 
In both of these cases, government programmes to help self-employed workers settle social security arrears are likely to have helped bring back former contributors who had accumulated debt from periods without paying. For example, the Government of in Costa Rica has periodically implemented payment plans, moratoria and interest/fine cancellation, including following the COVID-19 pandemic when employers and self-employed workers were given 12 months to apply for cancellation of surcharges, interest and fines – a measure which is expected to restore the rights of some 140,000 workers.23 In Mongolia, the case study found that affordability was indeed a challenge, but subsidies do not appear to have been sufficient to achieve meaningful coverage extension. Coverage has increased and declined under the same subsidy regime, recovering to previous levels in 2020, which according to the ILO, the Independent Research Institute of Mongolia and Maastricht University (2022), was at least partly driven by policies aimed at debt resettlement. The Law on Retrospective Payment of the Pension Insurance Contributions of Herders and Self-employed, implemented in 2020, enabled participants to settle arrears on favourable terms (including back payment at a rate of 10 per cent of the minimum wage).24 
The case studies also illustrated how reducing contributions – or keeping them low – to address affordability challenges can have negative or unintended implications for adequacy, especially if not paired with subsidies to make up the difference in revenue. In the case of the Monotax in Uruguay, it is not possible to make contributions above the set amount. Registrants considered the benefits to be of low value, particularly retirement benefits and the occupational injury benefit (see box 7), and expressed a desire to be allowed to make additional contributions if they had the means to do so, and to be offered a path to transition from the Monotax to the Sole Proprietorship regime as their incomes and businesses grew (Aguiar et al. 2023); The Government has successfully experimented with this approach with respect to street vendors of fruit, flowers and vegetables. 
The case of Brazil in particular highlights the tension that can emerge between prioritizing coverage extension and adequacy of social security benefits on the one hand, and promotion of other policy goals such as encouraging participants to seek higher degrees of formalization, on the other. Notably, in Uruguay, registrants expressed that social security benefits were secondary to other motivations to joining the Monotax regime, whereas in Brazil, a survey found that access to social security benefits was the single primary motivation among those surveyed, although other incentives were clearly important. The complex interaction and potential trade-offs between addressing affordability and improving attractiveness, highlighted by the experience of Brazil and Uruguay, is described in box 7.
While affordability is clearly a challenge for self-employed workers across all cases examined, it is by no means the sole determinant. A study by the ILO (2021b), using data from the 2021 Informal Employment Survey for Mongolia, reported that paying taxes and insurance premiums were cited as the greatest difficulty faced by the informally employed when seeking to formalize. However, the ILO, the Independent Research Institute of Mongolia and Maastricht University (2022) found that willingness to contribute in Mongolia was largely, but not solely, influenced by financial constraints, suggesting that other mechanisms hold promise for furthering expansion, up to a point.
Box 7. At the intersection of affordability and attractiveness – getting the incentives right under special tax/social security regimes in Brazil and Uruguay
The experiences with the Monotax regimes in Brazil and Uruguay highlight the importance of finding ways to smooth the transition from one status to another, while also ensuring that the value of benefits is in keeping with the rising costs of increased formalization for the self-employed workers and micro and small enterprises covered under these special social security and tax regimes.
Uruguay
In Uruguay, the case underscored the importance of deciding whether the ultimate goal is to have a mechanism that effectively encourages registrants to progress to the general tax regime, or to permanently have two types of social contribution regimes, the second being more affordable but with limited social security benefits.
Both policymakers and registrants interviewed for the case study indicated a need to establish supportive pathways to transition from the Monotax regime to full Sole Proprietor status or to an associative process. Officials from the MIDES pointed to the difficulty of "taking the leap" to other regimes and described the transition as "cruel", in particular for Social Monotax registrants, and stressed the need for strategies to promote a progressive transition from the Monotax to the Sole Proprietorship regime. 
The Government has already attempted to address this in the case of street vendors of fruit, flowers and vegetables. Decree No. 282 of 2018 created a special transition regime between the General Monotax and the Sole Proprietorship status, based on a gradual increase in monthly contributions. The regime was possible thanks to an agreement between the Ministry of Economy and Finance, the Asociación de Feriantes (Association of Street Vendors) and Banco República (the largest bank of the country and state-owned) that made the regime open to registrants who began to accept payments with credit and debit cards through the bank. Participants have so far viewed the scheme positively, but it has not yet been extended to other sectors.
Workers in other sectors interviewed for the case study expressed a desire to explore similar options to promote gradual transitions, such as potentially allowing registrants to voluntarily increase contributions as a means to improve protection benefits. For example, one workers’ organization proposed staggered contributions, to enable workers to contribute more when they are younger and likely to be working more, while artisan workers' associations also raised the possibility of a “retrospective payment”, to support those who enter into the regime later in life. 
Brazil
Similarly, in Brazil, the transition from Individual Micro-Entrepreneurs to the Monotax regime entails a steep step up of tax obligations, from US$13.60 under the IME regime to 4 per cent of annual turnover under the Monotax, and another steep rise to the general regime. Meanwhile, benefits remain largely similar across the different regimes, especially for those with low earnings. Studies have pointed to a lack of incentives to grow or to accurately declare workers or income. For example:
	Risk of under-declaration: Some reports indicated that the regime has put some employees at risk, when their employers decide to register as an MEI to afford lower contributions. Employees, in these circumstances, may be dismissed and re-hired by the same employer but under more precarious employment terms (a phenomenon known as “pejotização”). 

	Risk of disguised employment: Some MEIs further use their new status to maintain an employee under a “disguised employment relationship”, whereby either an employer classifies their employee as self-employed to avoid responsibilities associated with formal employment contracts, or workers declare themselves as self-employed to avoid certain tax and contribution obligations.  

	Risk of illicit registration: There are also reports of illicit registrations, with certain highly skilled MEIs registering despite not being eligible and thereby impacting sustainability. For example, some individuals inaccurately indicate that they conduct an economic activity that is eligible for inclusion in the MEI scheme, despite conducting an activity that is not. Others register as MEIs by under-declaring their turnover or sub-dividing their enterprises to access lower tax brackets.


To partly address this, the Government instituted a more progressive tax schedule in 2018, whereby the highest tax rate only applies to the portion of turnover that exceeds the turnover threshold, but additional efforts are required to ensure appropriate alignment of incentives – including obligations and benefits – and smoothing of the transition across categories. Overall, the experience suggests that gradually increasing obligations with each change in status, potentially coupled with a clearer improvement in the benefit package, could help to improve the situation.
Source: Aguiar et al. (2023) and ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways (2026b).

Lowering administrative barriers to address access challenges
The cases provide some useful examples of how to lower administrative barriers to facilitate greater access to social security among self-employed populations. For example, efforts have been made to reduce administrative barriers by simplifying registration procedures in Algeria, Brazil, Cabo Verde, Mongolia and Tunisia. 
One notable method through which administrative procedures have been simplified – thereby facilitating greater access – is through the introduction of online portals and one-stop shops. These have been introduced with relative success in Algeria, Brazil, Cabo Verde, Mongolia and Tunisia. 
	In Algeria, the Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security (MoLESS) introduced an online portal, called Damancom, which allows members to carry out a range of activities online, including checking their account and status, declaring their activities, consulting their career statements, making payments online, declaring their contribution base and requesting documents (Algérie Presse Service 2021). This has been highlighted as an example of good practice. 

	In Brazil, the Simples Nacional – which has aimed to simplify tax and contribution collection and facilitate compliance, including by introducing monotax regimes – has utilized an online portal for registration to the MEI scheme, making it free of charge and facilitating a simplified registration process, such as by providing an automatic tax return to complete each month. 

	In Cabo Verde, the Special Micro and Small Business Tax Regime (REMPE) provides a simplified registration system for eligible businesses by facilitating their access and their ability to register at one-stop shops called Casa di Cidadão. 

	In Mongolia, the innovative consolidation of social security services through one-stop shops has facilitated access to social insurance for Mongolia's widely dispersed population. In 2011, it was estimated that 60 per cent of the population used one-stop shops on a regular basis. For those unable to travel or herders unable to leave their livestock, the Government of Mongolia has deployed mobile one-stop-shop services. The use of one-stop shops has helped the Government to address challenges with the physical inaccessibility of administrative processes, which has been highlighted as a key barrier to access in Mongolia, particularly among the herder population. 

	In Tunisia, the Ahmini scheme took steps to minimize administrative barriers, having previously required the completion of 13 forms to be collected across multiple administrations. Affiliates could now enrol via a free app (downloadable on a mobile phone), saving them time and money that would otherwise have been spent travelling to pay social insurance contributions at a service point. A member’s social security number would be linked to their mobile phone, allowing them to make contributions via mobile transactions (UNDP 2021; see also USAID 2019; Ourir 2020). 


Other countries have minimized administrative barriers to facilitate access by reducing the documentation needed to register. In Brazil, for example, a 2010 reform of the Previdência Rural (Rural Pension) meant that evidentiary requirements, such as sales receipts and rental or leasing contracts, were no longer required. At present, registration only requires the completion of a questionnaire, either online or in an interview with a social security officer, thereby simplifying access to the scheme for many self-employed agricultural workers (ILO and FAO 2021).
Other cases provide insights on how to effectively use innovative technology to improve access and facilitate contribution collection, specifically among disadvantaged groups who would otherwise risk exclusion. In Tunisia, for example, the Ahmini scheme has employed mobile technology to facilitate the inclusion of informal workers with high illiteracy rates by incorporating voice activation technology.  
Enhancing awareness and representation by leveraging workers’ organizations
Two key challenges facing self-employed workers globally are their generally low level of awareness of their rights and obligations, and their lack of organization and representation in the processes that determine their eligibility and rights vis-à-vis the social security system. The two challenges, and the solutions to address them, are mutually reinforcing; raising awareness about social security often requires the active engagement of community members and vice versa. The case studies provide noteworthy examples of ways in which governments have engaged with stakeholders to raise awareness and aid the extension of social security to self-employed workers, improving trust and setting in motion a virtuous cycle.
Several cases facilitated awareness raising through carefully designed and targeted communications campaigns. For example, in Cabo Verde, the INPS proactively leverage TV programmes, radio shows, newspaper articles and workshops. These efforts were notably enhanced by actively building alliances with organizations of self-employed workers and community groups, fostering stronger channels for advocacy and broader platforms for association. The case study found that these relationships were key to their ability to effectively engage locally with groups such as trade unions, women’s organizations, and children and youths – through child and youth education centres – to increase awareness of the benefits of social insurance. These kinds of campaigns that aim to build a “culture of social security”, including in the education system, are recognized globally as best practice (ISSA 2022). 
Similarly, government actors have engaged with workers’ organizations in Zambia, Mongolia and Tunisia. In Zambia, NAPSA advertised its ECIS pilot scheme to informal workers in urban areas to raise awareness by designing and distributing easy-to-read pamphlets, hosting road shows, seminars and exhibitions, while also engaging with specific groups, such as employers of domestic workers, to educate them on the benefits of social security and how to register their worker. In Mongolia, the UN Joint Programme has worked with the Government and cooperatives to train members to advocate for social insurance, and social insurance officers have been equipped to reach out to herders to assist with enrolment, resulting in an increase in social and health insurance coverage of 5 per cent amongst herders nationally, and 10 per cent in the targeted districts. Notably, international actors provided key support in both cases. In Tunisia, the Ahmini scheme fostered links with civil society organizations to provide a space for the voices of beneficiaries to be heard. Women’s organizations in rural, agricultural regions of Tunisia were engaged by the CNSS alongside ministries (including the Ministries of Women’s Affairs, of Social Affairs, of Digital Economy and of Agriculture) to collectively design the scheme (UNDP 2021). 
Costa Rica’s use of collective insurance agreements stands out among the case studies as perhaps one of the most distinctive and wide-ranging approaches to engaging self-employed workers and their representatives in the management of their schemes. For nearly forty years, the collective insurance agreements have been instrumental to the state’s ability to extend social insurance coverage to workers in rural areas with low contributory capacity. As explained in box 8, they have expanded the bargaining power of rural workers, especially women, to ensure that the parameters of national schemes are suited to their particular realities, while also facilitating access among their members by serving as a vital intermediary between the social security administration and workers. 
Box 8. Costa Rica’s collective insurance agreements enhance bargaining power and affordability of coverage of self-employed rural workers
Collective insurance agreements have enhanced the bargaining power of rural workers and played a central role in Costa Rica’s extension of coverage, especially to women in farming. Their success is due to their historical role in negotiating contribution rates that reflect the realities of their members; their role as a key administrative interface between the state and members of the collectives; and their role in promoting social cohesion and building trust among rural workers.
Since 1984, certain types of own-account workers, such as farmers, have been able to enter into collective insurance agreements with the national social security institution. To qualify, an organization can be an association, cooperative, union, or any legally established entity composed of at least 50 workers. A collective is responsible for registering workers, facilitating social insurance contributions to the state authority for social security (the CCSS) and ensuring the provision of contributory benefits to all workers on equal terms. In a collective, registered workers have the same rights and benefits as salaried workers and formally employed workers.
Historically, collectives have played a central role in ensuring contributions are affordable for members, where contributions are based on the productive activity of registered workers and the overall contributory capacity of the group. Until recently, collectives negotiated contribution rates with the social security administration in a process that was reviewed annually, and members contributed based on scales set by the collective and subject to confirmation by inspectors. Today, rates are harmonized for all the self-employed but still correspond to five income categories.  
The collectives are also a key administrative interface with the social security administration. They are responsible for collecting and transferring the contributions of their members, thereby simplifying procedures and reducing costs. 
Finally, collective insurance agreements can also act as a tool for the strengthening of social cohesion and the organizational and political capacity of farmers organized into cooperatives and associations. At the same time, it should be acknowledged that the organizational capacity of workers in Costa Rica is high and likely helped determine the successful incorporation of self-employed workers.

The cases examined provide important insights into key debates in social insurance extension and design, particularly efforts aimed at self-employed workers. However, the findings presented here reflect a wide variety of country contexts. As such, they are only indicative of potential trends and patterns and should be treated with caution. The following chapter explores the potential enabling and hindering factors that contributed to (or constrained) the success of the initiatives under review, as well as the enduring challenges that will continue to shape their future success.
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         They are excluded from employment injury, unemployment and family allowances. 
15 
         The main exception is with respect to eligibility under employment injury insurance, which is optional for self-employed workers and mandatory for employees. 
16 
         Both cases however represent schemes that include a degree of risk-sharing within the scheme, which is different from approaches where self-employed workers are offered only individual savings schemes.
17 
         The Ahmini scheme was established as a sort of public-private partnership in which a private partner registered and collected contributions on behalf of the state. Once registrants were registered with the scheme, their participation would theoretically be compulsory and on similar terms to RTFR/CNSS members, but this could not be confirmed from the case study. 
18 
         Participation rates recovered again in 2020, which was at least partly driven by the Law on Retrospective Payment of the Pension Insurance Contributions of Herders and Self-employed, passed in 2017 and implemented in 2020, to encourage settling of arears on favourable terms (including back payment at a rate of 10 per cent of the minimum wage). More than 95 per cent of those who took up the option were aged over 40 and more than half were women. See Section 4.5.
19 
         Gindling, Mossaad and Trejos (2015) found evidence that a comprehensive government programme to increase compliance with legal minimum wages (the Campaign for Minimum Wages) led to an increase in compliance with minimum wage laws. The Campaign led to the largest increases in the wages of women, younger workers and less-educated workers.
20 
         However, the authors warn that results should be interpreted with caution, since the “results may have been biased by the core purpose of the study – focusing on pension and work injury – and little knowledge surveyors had on maternity and social health insurance benefits.” 
21 
         ISSA country profiles (n.d.). 
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         Interestingly, in Uruguay, Monotax registrants actually reported working longer hours and having higher incomes than either the average formal worker or potential Monotax registrant, which suggests that complex income and employment dynamics are at play (Aguiar et al. 2023).
23 
         The impact of such recent measures is not yet known. See the case study in chapter 2 for further discussion. 
24 
         Similar terms existed for repayment of health insurance contributions.


Enabling or hindering factors and enduring challenges
The review attempted to identify common threads with regard to exogenous enabling factors or obstacles to extension of coverage to self-employed workers across the selected cases. 
Enabling or hindering factors
The cases reflect an enormous diversity of experiences. However, the analysis revealed at least six common groups of contextual drivers or enabling factors that the case studies highlighted as either enabling or hindering factors to potentially explain the relative success in incorporating self-employed workers into social insurance schemes. These include:
	Trust in government: High or low levels of trust in government can be either an enabler or an obstacle. 

	Strength of institutions and governance framework: Strong institutions can enhance prospects of success, while weak ones may prohibit or stall it.

	Legislative and policy framework: The policy and legislative framework may be more or less conducive to extending coverage.

	Administrative capacity: Administrative capacity can unlock the potential of policies or create bottlenecks and barriers.

	Workers’ organizations and movements: Workers themselves can be better or worse equipped to lobby for their interests.

	International actors: The role of international actors can create opportunities or impede them.


The most common enabling factor across all case studies was a strong institutional and governance framework. Strong institutions were cited in Algeria, Brazil, Mongolia, Costa Rica, Uruguay and Tunisia, and were also significant factors in Cabo Verde and Portugal. Clearly, the presence of well-established, visible and powerful social insurance and related delivery systems makes it much more likely that measures to enhance coverage of self-employed workers will be successful. For example, in Algeria, the study pointed to the longstanding presence of CASNOS as an institution, which likely lent it visibility and credibility. In Brazil, at a higher level, robust governance mechanisms enabled the establishment of a Steering Committee that facilitated both horizontal (spanning tax and social security frameworks) and vertical (across three levels of government) coordination in a highly complex environment. In Mongolia, the strong social insurance institution offered comprehensive “roots” on which to graft solutions – nearly everyone has had experience with the social insurance scheme. In Costa Rica, the CCSS formed the administrative bedrock for the policies to extend coverage, notably benefiting from a rich history of delivering high-quality health coverage to the population. In Uruguay as well, the BPS looms large in the success story of the Monotax, and beneficiaries clearly held it in high regard – viewing it positively while also expressing respect for the inspection and enforcement mechanisms. Finally, in Tunisia, the CNSS is the dominant institution, where, even if it did not initiate the Ahmini scheme, it played a role in supporting it and appears poised to apply some of its lessons to the scheme for low-income workers, where Ahmini workers are now registered.
After strong institutions, the legal and policy environment was highlighted as an important enabling factor in Brazil, Cabo Verde, Costa Rica, Uruguay and Tunisia. In each of these countries, strong legislative frameworks and changes opened the door for credible, formal changes to the approach to covering the self-employed that were backed by a judicial right. For example, in Brazil, consistent legislative reforms going back to 2003 were gradually expanded and specified the terms of legal coverage for self-employed workers and small businesses, while constitutional amendments enabled administrative reforms to the revenue collection system. Likewise, in Costa Rica, the broader legislative and policy environment clearly opened the door for early and more recent successes: the social protection system has promoted broad-based incorporation from its inception some 70 years ago. And, in Tunisia, a robust framework for social security legislation meant that a relatively minor amendment to existing legislation paved the way for a potentially dramatic change in eligibility and access for low-income self-employed rural workers. Notably, in Tunisia, the policy environment was also cited as a potential hindering factor, in relation to challenges with incentives around the intersection of the poverty-targeted benefit scheme with the Ahmini scheme that could have slowed or undermined expansion.
Several of the case studies – namely Brazil, Costa Rica, Mongolia, Portugal and Uruguay – indicated high administrative capacity as a key enabler of success. Brazil is a global leader in developing ICT capacity in social protection delivery and having the management information and digital technology infrastructure – hardware and software – as well as the “brainware” (Chirchir and Barca 2020) to implement and maintain the monotax and facilitate access for the rural pension was a clear advantage. In Mongolia, the development of ICT (specifically, fibre optic network expansion) and telecom infrastructure has opened new possibilities for social security: “e-kiosks’ (similar to one-stop shops) provide users with access to 21 types of government service (Handayani et al. 2017), while mobile apps help with payments and making claims.
Less frequently, but not less importantly in each country, additional enabling factors included relatively high levels of trust in government or expressed willingness to contribute (Algeria, Zambia); the involvement of international actors (Mongolia, Zambia); and the strength of workers’ movements and organizations (Costa Rica). 
In all cases, no one factor alone resulted in success; each worked in tandem with other factors, the strategies employed by governments and the idiosyncrasies of the unique historical, political, economic and institutional contexts and legacies. That said, a combination of high institutional capacity, strong legal and policy frameworks, and high administrative capacity appear to have been powerful drivers of success in countries like Brazil, Costa Rica and Uruguay. These were also countries that opted for wide-reaching, mandatory programmes and, to varying degrees, invested in relatively robust enforcement mechanisms to give their initiatives a chance to succeed. 
Enduring challenges
The cases examined also point to a number of enduring – and in some cases, intractable – challenges to extending social insurance to self-employed workers. Unlike the enabling factors, the enduring challenges cited in each case study were quite contextually specific but nonetheless speak to the general challenges uncovered in the broader literature related to insuring self-employed workers: attractiveness, affordability, access, awareness and stakeholder engagement.  
Challenges related to potential strategies to incorporate self-employed workers include:
	Attractiveness (design of benefits and incentives)
	Challenges with the balance of incentives and benefits (Brazil, Uruguay, to some degree Tunisia)

	Challenges with broader formalization mechanisms (Cabo Verde) 

	Questions around voluntary versus mandatory participation (Thailand, Mongolia)



	Affordability (and adequacy)
	Low contributory capacity (Algeria, Costa Rica, Zambia)

	Gaps in tax-financed guarantees (Cabo Verde, Costa Rica)

	Challenges with fiscal sustainability (Brazil) 

	Challenges with gender equality (Zambia)

	Balancing distributive impacts of subsidies (Thailand)



	Access
	ICT and administrative capacity challenges (Mongolia, Tunisia, Zambia)



	Awareness and engagement 
	Low awareness (Zambia)

	Trust and concerns about mismanagement (Zambia)




In addition, several of the countries highlighted challenges related to the broader macroenvironment, including legal and policy framework. For example:
	Fragmentation and lack of coordination (Algeria, Mongolia, Tunisia)

	Challenges with the macroenvironment (Portugal, Tunisia)

	Lack of data for monitoring and evaluation (Algeria, Tunisia)

	Legal challenges (Portugal)


These concerns underscore the need to adequately account for broader constraints in the greater policy and institutional environment when designing and implementing strategies to extend social insurance coverage to self-employed workers. 
The main enduring challenges underlined in each case are summarized in table 3.

Table 3. Main enduring challenges

	Case
	Enduring challenge

	Algeria
	A lack of data to monitor progress: A lack of information on the impacts of Algeria’s investments in improving access for self-employed workers on coverage prohibits a fair evaluation of the initiative.
Low contributory capacity: In addition, despite widespread low incomes of self-employed workers, affordability of participation remains an enduring challenge that existing government initiatives have not appeared to address. 
Administrative fragmentation: Finally, the establishment of a dedicated scheme for self-employed workers contributes to institutional fragmentation in the administration of social security in Algeria. 

	Brazil
	Risk of misalignment of incentives: Brazil’s monotax regime has reportedly skewed incentives for micro- and small entrepreneurs. 
Concerns over fiscal sustainability: There are overall concerns on its fiscal sustainability, given the reduction in contribution rates in 2011 in the second phase of the programme. Fiscal sustainability is further threatened by the methods used for evading taxes and contributions as discussed above, and tax arrears. In 2018, 46 per cent of MEIs registered in the system were in arrears. 

	Cabo Verde
	Exclusion from unemployment and family benefits: Self-employed persons still lack any legal coverage in case of unemployment, and they are also excluded from the contributory family allowance scheme (though, notably, household workers and REMPE workers are covered). 
Limited coverage of social pension: Pension coverage is high overall, at around 85 per cent. However, social pensions are limited to persons aged 60 or older who live in extreme poverty. This design excludes around 30 per cent of older people, many of whom likely engage in self-employment or low-wage work.
Addressing informality beyond self-employment: The proportion of informally employed workers who are self-employed is relatively small in Cabo Verde. To address informality more broadly, additional measures will be needed to reach the 70 per cent of informally employed workers who are employees. 

	Costa Rica
	Low contributory capacity: Widespread low incomes among informally employed workers, including informally self-employed, will continue to impede progress. Even after a relatively comprehensive strategy designed to cover all workers, including self-employed workers, under mandatory social insurance, rates of informal employment remain significant. 
Inadequate tax-financed tier: Costa Rica’s social protection system offers very limited tax-financed guarantees – for example, there are tax-financed pensions for disability and old age, but these are poverty-targeted, and child/family benefits are also restricted to households living below the poverty line. As such, there are significant gaps in social protection coverage. 

	Mongolia
	ICT safeguarding and continued development: Certain constraints remain with regard to the development and use of ICT for social security, including issues of data, cybersecurity and identity theft, the setting up of ICT infrastructure across Mongolia’s wide territory, as well as the dependence on unreliable power supplies.
Coordination challenges with one-stop shops: There is currently a lack of vertical and horizontal coordination between One-Stop Shop at different administrative levels. Due to there being no unified or single registry in Mongolia, there is a disconnect between each individual One-Stop Shop. 
Questions around voluntary participation: Mongolia’s experience with stagnating and even declining membership over the life of the subsidy system for self-employed workers raises questions about the effectiveness of voluntary participation. 

	Portugal
	Rapidly changing world of work: Changing forms of work – including work on digital labour platforms, temporary work, disguised or dependent self-employment and remote working, among others – and new technologies require the continual adaptation and innovation of social protection policies and administrative mechanisms to ensure that the trajectory for extending coverage remains positive. 
Legal challenges to the new definition of dependent self-employed: The extension of new rights for the economically dependent self-employed comes with new obligations that are likely to continue to be contentious until the legal landscape is settled, as evidenced by ongoing litigation by large platform employers. 

	Thailand
	A lack of mandatory coverage for self-employed workers: The scheme available for self-employed and informal workers (SSF Article 40) remains voluntary, resulting in low levels of take-up. 
High levels of inequity in the distribution of government financing across contributory schemes: The government contribution per member for the Government Pension Fund (GPF) is over 78 times larger than it is for SSF Article 40 members. 

	Tunisia
	Digital barriers to access: The low levels of digitalization across administrative systems and social security in Tunisia have posed a bureaucratic barrier to the success of the scheme. Relatedly, the founder of the Ahmini scheme, Meher Khelifi, expressed that it has been difficult to convince people to adopt new technologies. 
Lack of adequate, qualified human resources: There appears to be an overreliance on ambassadors who are untrained and who lack the soft skills necessary to convince rural women to trust and engage with the platform and the wider programme. Inadequate training of ambassadors has been an obstacle to increasing the participation of rural women in the programme. 
Challenges with monitoring information systems: As the programme has expanded, the database upon which it relies has become increasingly difficult to manage, with information being decentralized and poorly organized.
Unclear links with mainstream programming: One of the main questions surrounding the Ahmini scheme is how it would have related to the RTFR scheme, given the lower level of contributions. 
Fragmentation of contributory schemes: Tunisia has multiple separate schemes, many of which are managed by the CNSS, with different conditions depending on the category of workers, which creates challenges for building awareness of social security and for mobility and portability of rights across schemes. 
Political and economic challenges: The political context in Tunisia is increasingly restrictive and could hinder further progress with regard to active and open engagement with civil society organizations, while the macroeconomic context, including serious concerns about debt sustainability, is a further constraint to investment in social protection. 
Combatting misclassification: Anecdotal evidence suggests that there may be cases of social evasion, namely, workers who rather than being registered under this more affordable scheme, should instead be covered under a more protective status with stricter obligations.

	Uruguay
	The persistence of precarity in working conditions: Even with the advantages of formalization, the experiences of self-employed workers participating in focus group discussions for this study suggest that working conditions remain precarious in many sectors and the state of inequality, exclusion and socio-economic vulnerability persists. 
Balancing affordability and incentives: Benefits are perceived as being of low value, with no possibility of scaling up to greater degrees of formality and better-quality benefits as incomes rise. The challenge will be to gain clarity on the ultimate objective of the Monotax mechanism (whether the status is intended to be permanent or temporary) and develop policies to promote gradual transitions across categories.

	Zambia
	Low awareness: Most small-scale farmers are still unaware that social protection is a right. 
Low incomes: Sixty per cent of informal economy survey respondents held a negative view of the ECIS. Many stated that the scheme benefits did not align with their priority needs, highlighted as being access to loans (credit), funeral cover, school fees (education stipend) and medical expenses (health insurance). 
Gendered divide: For the pension component under the ECIS, women informal workers who have a much lower contributory capacity are likely to have a much lower pension in old age; therefore, this component may perpetuate gender inequalities.
Administrative barriers to access: There remain some fundamental barriers to registration for those lacking digital literacy, or access to mobile phones or the internet. There are only a few physical NAPSA offices throughout the country, leading to inadequate human resources to enable on-site registrations in proximity to rural, remote areas. 
Low levels of trust and compliance: Low levels of trust and the widespread lack of compliance are likely to affect take-up by self-employed workers under the new schemes. In general, most employers are unaware of their obligations to register domestic workers and many workers fear discussing social security out of fear of losing their jobs. Anecdotal evidence also suggests that a lack of formal representation of informal workers on the board of NAPSA could discourage participation.




Source: ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways (2026a, 2026b, 2026c, 2026d, 2026e, 2026f, 2026g, 2026h); Komin et al (2024) and Aguiar et al., (2023).


Conclusion
Self-employed workers face a range of intersecting challenges that are not unique to them, but that disproportionately affect them. These include, for example, a higher likelihood of informality (invisibility vis-à-vis the tax and social security systems); a risk of operating in a grey zone of employment status (independent/dependent, potential for multiple jobs with different status, and so on); difficulty managing the volatility of earnings (irregular, seasonal); a higher likelihood of encountering administrative barriers (responsibility for bookkeeping, remote location, and so on); and perhaps most daunting of all, the deep challenges associated with affordability, given the high contributions rates that apply to self-employed workers in standard systems and the low contributory capacity of a large number of them.
Governments around the world grappling with this challenge are finding their way to diverse solutions, and the ten countries examined here reflect this. Drawing from the experiences of the selected case studies, this report has attempted to shed light on a set of ongoing debates that surround the design and implementation of solutions to extend social insurance coverage to self-employed workers. The solutions do not readily lend themselves to easy classification, but they speak to some of the key debates identified in the literature:
	Incorporating self-employed workers into the general scheme but devising specific mechanisms to encourage their participation, as in Cabo Verde, Costa Rica, Mongolia, and Portugal, versus designing special schemes or parameters for the self-employed or even defined groups of the self-employed, whether these are administered within the institutional framework of the general system, as in Brazil, Uruguay, Thailand or Zambia’s pilots, or as separate funds, as in Algeria, and, broadly speaking, Tunisia. The review showed that the debate between general versus special schemes is more complex than is typically appreciated, largely because some of the featured cases fall somewhere in the middle. 

	Devising simplified and unified tax and social security regimes, a specific type of special regime for specific groups of workers, as in Brazil and Uruguay. These monotax mechanisms have shown a high degree of success in addressing affordability and access challenges, but, as is revealed by the cases, they have struggled in different ways to align the benefit and incentive structure to enable self-employed workers to attain the promise of full coverage and obligations.

	Instituting voluntary participation, as in Mongolia and Thailand, which places a premium on pull factors – namely subsidies or benefits tailored to the needs of self-employed workers – and communication campaigns, while releasing the State of the need to invest in push factors like compliance enforcement. The review suggested that the experiences with voluntary participation have, by and large, not lived up to the expectations many had for them, even if they have shown some expansion and provided opportunities for learning and innovation with regards to other dimensions – such as the one-stop shops in Mongolia. 

	Mandating participation under compulsory schemes, as in most benefits for self-employed workers in Algeria, Cabo Verde, Costa Rica, Brazil, Tunisia and Uruguay. Very little information was available on enforcement in these schemes, but Costa Rica’s investments were noted as instrumental in increasing coverage, and there is evidence from the qualitative research that registrants in Uruguay were responsive to the “negative incentive” of being subjected to inspections. Moreover, the fact that most of the countries selected from the small universe of noteworthy expansion had mandatory systems suggests that this was likely an important driver of success.

	Offering some degree of choice and flexibility with respect to administrative requirements, access points for interfacing with social security or tax authorities, levels and timing of contributions, and the scope and level of benefits provided. Indeed, some degree of flexibility for self-employed workers was present in all cases examined, highlighting the need to devise flexible systems that can respond to the diverse challenges faced by the self-employed.


Notably, the studies aimed to fill at least two major gaps in the literature on the extension of social insurance more broadly, as well as specifically to self-employed workers; one main finding from the review was that some key gaps remain. In particular, there was very little information in the written record from the cases on the perspectives of beneficiaries (or potential beneficiaries) vis-à-vis the mechanisms and strategies employed to encourage their participation in the schemes. Of the eight cases in chapters 2, 3 and 4 evidence on beneficiaries’ perspectives was identified and reported in only three – Brazil, Mongolia and Zambia. Similarly, very little information was available on the impacts of the schemes on self-employed workers’ incomes or wellbeing. If there were surveys or evaluations of the schemes undertaken by implementing agencies or governments, these were not generally publicly available, at least not in languages accessible to members of the research team. Future research would need to specifically assess these in each context, and/or apply a common methodology across a set of cases to derive comparative conclusions. 
The two qualitative in-depth studies in Thailand and Uruguay (Komin et al., 2024; Aguiar et al., 2023) were carried out separately by national researchers and relied on key informant interviews and focus group discussions; as a result, they were able to directly address these questions in their respective contexts. The results of these studies have been summarized and integrated into the overall analysis and can be separately consulted for more detail. 
Ultimately, the review suggests that self-employed workers’ decisions regarding whether or not to participate in social insurance are as complex as the schemes designed to reach them. Successfully reaching the self-employed population will require continual innovation, in line with a rapidly changing world of work. 
Perhaps the most important message from the review is that the most effective solutions are those that take a system-wide perspective and tend toward greater integration and policy coordination – aligning tax-financed and contributory components of the social protection system, aligning all components of the contributory system, aligning tax and social security systems, and aligning benefits and incentives to encourage social insurance and formalization, rather than undermine it. Social insurance is here to stay in the vast majority of countries around the world, and self-employed workers deserve to have a stake in its future.



Annex Contribution rates of main statutory schemes in the countries represented in the case studies 
	
	
	Old Age, Disability and Survivors
	Sickness and Maternity25
	Employment injury
	Unemployment
	Family and Child
	Total

	Algeria
	Employee 
	7
	1.5
	0
	0.875
	0
	9.375

	Self-employed
	7.526
	7.527
	n.a.
	n.a.
	0
	15

	Employer
	11.25
	11.5
	1.25
	1.375
	0
	25.375

	Government
	0
	0
	0
	0
	Total
	0

	Brazil
	Employee 
	7.528
	see Old Age
	0
	0
	see Old Age
	8

	Self-employed
	2029
	see Old Age
	n.a.
	0
	see Old Age
	20

	Employer
	2030
	see Old Age
	131
	0
	see Old Age
	21

	Government
	0
	see Old Age
	
	Total
	see Old Age32
	0

	Cabo Verde
	Employee 
	333
	434
	0
	0.5
	0
	8.5

	Self-employed
	10.535
	836
	Total (pays insurance premiums)
	n.a.
	n.a
	25.5

	Employer
	737
	438
	Total (pays insurance premiums)
	2.5
	1.539
	18

	Government
	0
	0
	0
	1.5
	0
	1.5

	Costa Rica
	Employee 
	5.1740
	5.541
	0
	0
	0
	10.34

	Self-employed
	442
	2.8943
	2.9944
	n.a.
	0
	9.55

	Employer
	8.6745
	9.2546
	Total
	1.5
	547
	24.08

	Government
	1.5748
	0.2549
	0
	0
	0
	1.49

	Mongolia50
	Employee 
	8.5
	2.851
	0
	0.2
	0
	0

	Self-employed
	11.5
	352
	0
	n.a
	0
	

	Employer
	8.5
	353
	Variable54
	0.2
	0
	

	Government
	Subsidies for certain groups55
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	

	Portugal
	Employee 
	1156
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	0
	11

	Self-employed
	21.457
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	see Old Age58
	0
	29.6

	Employer
	23.7559
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	see Old Age60
	0
	23.75

	Government
	061
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	0
	0

	Thailand
	Employee 
	362
	1.563
	0
	0.5
	see Old Age
	5

	Self-employed
	flat rate64
	see Old Age
	n.a.
	n.a.
	see Old Age
	0

	Employer
	365
	1.5
	0.266
	0.5
	see Old Age
	5.2

	Government
	167
	1.568
	0
	0.25
	see Old Age
	2.75

	Tunisia
	Employee 
	4.74
	3.17
	0
	see Old Age
	0.89
	8.8

	Self-employed
	7
	7.71
	0.469
	see Old Age
	n.a
	14.71

	Employer
	7.76
	5.08
	0.470
	see Old Age
	2.21
	15.45

	Government
	0
	0
	0
	see Old Age
	0
	0

	Uruguay
	Employee 
	1571
	372
	0
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	18

	Self-employed
	1573
	flat rate74
	0
	n.a.
	n.a.
	15

	Employer
	7.5
	575
	Total76
	see Old Age
	see Old Age
	12.5

	Government
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Zambia
	Employee 
	577
	178
	0
	n.a.
	n.a.
	5

	Self-employed
	10
	179
	0
	n.a.
	n.a.
	10

	Employer
	5
	180
	Total
	n.a.
	n.a.
	5

	Government
	0
	Subsidies for certain groups
	0
	n.a.
	n.a.
	0


Source: ISSA country profiles (forthcoming) and national sources. 
Notes: n.a. refers to “not applicable” and indicates that the self-employed have been classified as not legally covered for the branch. Rates are for statutory schemes only. Those reported may not be comparable or fully representative as rates may vary according to income level, degree of risk, and may be assessed on different reference earnings. When a range of rates is reported, the lowest value is included in the summary table. A value of 0 for the government contribution may not reflect cases in which the government subsidizes by covering any deficit in the fund. Where specific subsidies are reported, these are noted in footnotes. Unless otherwise noted in the appendix to this document, data are valid as of 1 January 2022 (Mongolia, Thailand), 1 July 2022 (Algeria, Cabo Verde, Tunisia, Zambia), 1 January 2023 (Brazil, Costa Rica, Uruguay), or 1 July 2023 (Portugal).

25 
         The rate includes health insurance if noted.
26 
         The reference base is annual covered declared earnings.
27 
         Rate is for health insurance. 
28 
         The rate is 7.5 per cent (of monthly earnings up to 1,302.00 reais), 9 per cent (with monthly earnings from 1,302.01 reais to 2,571.29 reais), 12 per cent (with monthly earnings from 2,571.30 reais to 3,856.94 reais), or 14 per cent (with monthly earnings from 3,856.95 reais to 7,507.49 reais); 1.3 per cent of the family production sales for small rural producers. Voluntarily insured persons contribute 20 per cent of monthly declared earnings; or 11 per cent of the legal monthly minimum wage. Housewives and homemakers of families with an income up to two times the legal monthly minimum wage pay 5 per cent of the legal monthly minimum wage if they have no individual income.
29 
         The rate is 20 per cent; 11 per cent of the legal monthly minimum wage (for self-employed who do not perform services for companies); 5 per cent of the legal monthly minimum wage (for individual micro-entrepreneurs under the MEI programme).
30 
         The rate is 20 per cent; 8 per cent for employers of domestic workers; 3 per cent for employers participating in the MEI programme for individual micro-entrepreneurs; a variable contribution depending on annual earnings declared in the last 12 months and the economic sector for microbusinesses and small businesses (namely, enterprises with annual earnings up to 360,000 reais and from 360,000 reais to less than 4.8 million reais, respectively).
31 
         From 1 to 3 per cent (depending on the assessed degree of risk); 0.1 per cent for employers of rural workers in predominantly family-based subsistence activities and 0.8 per cent for domestic employers.
32 
         The Government pays the total cost of social assistance.
33 
         Plus 1 per cent for administrative fees.
34 
         The rate also includes health insurance.
35 
         Plus 1.5 per cent for administrative fees.
36 
         The rate is 8 per cent plus administrative fees (see old age, invalidity and survivors). The rate also includes health insurance.
37 
         The rate is 7 per cent in general, plus 1 per cent (administrative fees); for micro and small enterprises, 2.8 per cent (for all branches; the contribution includes administrative fees). The reference income is gross monthly covered earnings (in general); annual sales (for micro and small enterprises).
38 
         The rate also includes health insurance.
39 
         The rate is 1.5 per cent in general; 3 per cent for civil servants of the central Government first employed after December 31, 2005, and civil servants of the local governments after December 31, 2007; or 3 per cent for household workers.
40 
         For social insurance, 4.17 per cent (gradually increasing every three years to 4.5 per cent by 2029) of gross monthly covered earnings; 4.00 per cent to 8.26 per cent (based on five income categories) for the voluntarily insured. For the mandatory individual account, 1 per cent plus up to 0.5 per cent once a year (administrative fees).
41 
         Rate also includes health insurance.
42 
         From 4.00 to 8.26 per cent of gross monthly covered declared earnings (based on five income categories).
43 
         From 2.89 to 10.69 per cent of monthly covered declared earnings based on five income categories. Rate also includes health insurance.
44 
         From 2.99 to 10.99 per cent of net monthly declared earnings, depending on the type of economic activity. 
45 
         For social insurance, 5.42 per cent (gradually increasing every three years to 5.75 per cent by 2029) of gross monthly covered payroll; for mandatory individual accounts, 3.25 per cent of monthly payroll.
46 
         Rate includes health insurance and cash benefits.
47 
         A total of 5 per cent of monthly payroll finances the Family Allowance and Social Development Fund (FODESAF). This programme is partially funded by contributions; however, they do not determine benefit entitlement. Certain public institutions and employers with revenues below certain thresholds are exempted from paying contributions. FODESAF is used to finance social assistance family allowances, health benefits, and certain other education, infrastructure, and social assistance programs, including the Avancemos cash transfer program. Contributions also finance social assistance in health benefits.
48 
         For social insurance, 1.57 per cent (gradually increasing every three years to 1.91 per cent by 2029) of the gross monthly covered earnings of all employees; 1.33– 5.29 per cent for voluntarily insured persons (inversely proportional to the declared earnings) based on five income categories; contributes as an employer.
49 
         The rate is 0.25 per cent of total covered earnings; 1.31–9.11 per cent of declared earnings for self-employed persons and the voluntarily insured (inversely proportional to the declared earnings) based on five income categories. Rate includes health insurance and cash benefits.
50 
         Rates differ according to source. Information for Mongolia is taken from ISSA country profile (forthcoming), complemented with the Law on Social Insurance, available at: https://legalinfo.mn/mn/detail?lawId=390.
51 
         Rate includes 2 per cent for health insurance and 0.8 per cent for cash benefits. 
52 
         Sources differ on the rate and inclusion status of the self-employed in social health insurance. The rate shown here (3 per cent) assumes that the self-employed are voluntarily covered for both health insurance (2 per cent) and cash benefits (1 per cent). 
53 
         Rate includes 2 per cent for health insurance and 1 per cent for cash benefits.
54 
         Up to 2.8 per cent, based on Article 15(5) of the 1994 Law on Social Insurance, as amended: “Amount of social insurance premium on industrial accident and occupational disease shall be established at a different rate, which is up to 2.8 per cent of employer’s payroll and similar income depending on occupational health and safety requirement […]” Available at https://legalinfo.mn/mn/detail?lawld=390. 
55 
         According to ILO, IRIM and Maastricht University (2022), the 2015 Parliamentary Resolution No. 53 (State Pension Reform Policy 2015/2030) established the subsidy as “at least 50 per cent of the pension insurance contributions for herders, self-employed and informal workers, and regulation (by law) of the period for the cover of pension insurance contributions” See: ILO, IRIM (Independent Research Institute of Mongolia) and Maastricht University. 2022. Study on herders’ behaviour towards social and health insurance
56 
         The rate is 7.5 per cent for working old-age pensioners; 8.9 per cent for working invalidity pensioners.
57 
         The rate is 25.2 per cent for special categories of self-employed persons, such as sole proprietors and owners of Single Member Limited Liability Companies as well as their spouses or partners. The reference base is one third of quarterly covered income, which includes 70 per cent of the total value of services provided or 20 per cent of total sales income in the three months immediately preceding the month of the quarterly declaration.
58 
         Companies responsible for between 50–80 per cent of self-employed persons’ total annual income contribute an additional 7 per cent; companies responsible for more than 80 per cent contribute an additional 10 per cent.
59 
         The rate is 16.4 per cent for working old-age pensioners and 19.3 per cent for working invalidity pensioners.
60 
         Companies responsible for between 50–80 per cent of self-employed persons’ total annual income contribute an additional 7 per cent; companies responsible for more than 80 per cent contribute an additional 10 per cent.
61 
         The rate is 10 per cent of the monthly reference income for self-employed persons who are economically dependent on an employer (if they receive 80 per cent of total annual income from the employer).
62 
         Old age benefits only. Voluntarily insured employees contribute a monthly flat-rate contribution of 432 baht.
63 
         A monthly contribution of 144 baht for the voluntarily insured.
64 
         The contribution rate varies depending on the benefit package the self-employed person chooses: 100 baht a month (old-age, disability, survivors and sickness benefits); or 300 baht (old-age, disability, survivor and sickness benefits and family allowances). Additional contributions up to 1,000 baht a month is possible on a voluntary basis for the old-age benefit. Those voluntarily insured under the provident fund contribute at least 50 baht.
65 
         Old age benefits only.
66 
         From 0.2 per cent to 1 per cent of annual covered payroll, depending on the assessed degree of risk.
67 
         For formal sector employees who are voluntarily insured, the Government contributes 48 baht a month (old-age benefits). For informal sector affiliates, the Government pays either 50 baht a month (old-age, disability, survivor and sickness benefits) or 150 baht a month (old-age, disability, survivor and sickness benefits, and family allowances), depending on the benefit package chosen by the self-employed person. For the National Savings Fund, the contribution depends on the insured person's age: 50 per cent of their contributions if younger than age 30, 80 per cent if aged 30–49, and 100 per cent if aged 50 or older. The maximum annual government contribution is 600 baht if the insured is younger than age 30, 960 baht if aged 30– 49, and 1,200 baht if aged 50 or older.
68 
         Plus a monthly flat-rate contribution for the voluntarily insured.
69 
         From 0.4 per cent to 4.0 per cent of gross payroll, depending on the assessed degree of risk and the employer's reported accident rate.
70 
         From 0.4 per cent to 4.0 per cent of gross payroll, depending on the assessed degree of risk and the employer's reported accident rate.
71 
         Social insurance contribution only. There is a mandatory individual account that covers employed and self-employed persons born after 1 April 1956, or who first entered the labour force after 1 April 1996, and have monthly earnings exceeding 57,846 pesos. Voluntary coverage for employed and self-employed persons born on or before 1 April 1956, or who have monthly earnings up to 57,846 pesos. 
72 
         Rate is for health insurance. Additional premiums depend on income and family situation. Sickness and maternity cash benefits are financed under old age.
73 
         Cash benefits are financed under old age. Health insurance contributions are a flat rate of 7,229 pesos a month (with no child or spouse); 8,516 pesos a month (with a child and a spouse); 7,780 pesos (with a child and no spouse); or 7,964 pesos a month (with a spouse and no child).
74 
         A monthly flat rate of 7,229 pesos.
75 
         Contribution rate is for health insurance.
76 
         The total cost, which varies depending on the assessed degree of risk; 3.10 per cent of earnings for household workers. 
77 
         10 per cent for the voluntarily insured.
78 
         Rate is for health insurance.
79 
         Rate is for health insurance.
80 
         Rate is for health insurance. Employers cover the total cost of cash benefits. 


References
Agarwala, Rina. 2013. Informal Labour, Formal Politics and Dignified Discontent in India. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Aguiar, Sebastián, Mauricio Coitiño, Cecilia Matonte, Martín Sanguinetti and Ana García. 2023. Monotributo y Monotributo Social en Uruguay: Apreciaciones de trabajadores y trabajadoras monotributistas. WIEGO and ILO. OIT Cono Sur – Informes Técnicos / 38 – 2023.
Alfers, Laura and Florian Juergens-Grant. 2023. “Social Protection, the COVID-19 Crisis, and the Informal Economy: Lessons from Relief for Comprehensive Social Protection”. UNU-WIDER (United Nations University World Institute for Development Economics Research) Working Paper 2023/93.
Alfers, Laura and Rachel Moussié. 2019. “Social Dialogue towards More Inclusive Social Protection: Informal Workers and the Struggle for a New Social Contract”. Paper presented at the Sixth Regulating for Decent Work Conference, ILO, Geneva, 8–10 July.
Allieu, Andrew Mundalo and Ana Ocampo. 2019. On the Path to Universal Coverage for Rural Populations: Removing Barriers of Access to Social Protection. Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO).
BBC. 2023. “US court rules Uber and Lyft workers are contractors”. 14 March 2023. 
Ben Braham, Mehdi, Shea McClanahan, Clara Decamps and Silvia Nastasi. 2022. “Shifting the Paradigm: Building an Inclusive Lifecycle Social Security in Tunisia”. Inclusive Social Security Policy Forum (ISSPF) Working Paper Series: Shifting the Paradigm, No.6.
Cahuc, Pierre. 2018. “France: Social Protection for the Self-employed”. In The Future of Social Protection: What Works for Non-standard Workers?, OECD Publishing, Paris.
Chirchir, Richard and Valentina Barca. 2020. Building an Integrated and Digital Social Protection Information System. Technical Paper. GIZ (German Department for International Development).
Durán-Valverde, Fabio, Jorge Flores Aguilar, José Francisco Ortiz Vindas, Daniel Muñoz Corea, Ana Carolina De Lima Vieira and Lou Tessier. 2013. “Innovations in Extending Social Insurance Coverage to Independent Workers: Experiences from Brazil, Cape Verde, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Philippines, France and Uruguay”. ILO Extension of Social Security Working Paper No. 42. 
ESDC (Employment and Social Development Canada). 2016. Evaluation of the Employment Insurance Special Benefits for Self-employed Workers.
EU (European Union). 2018. Access to Social Protection for Workers and the Self-employed: Best Practice Examples from EU Member States.
EuroFound (European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions). 2017. Exploring Self-Employment in the European Union. 
Fink, Marcel and Wolfgang Nagl. 2018. “Austria: How Social Protection Rules Affect Self-employed and Independent Contractors”. In The Future of Social Protection: What works for non-standard workers?, OECD Publishing, Paris.
Gaarder, Edwin, Judith van Doorn, Christina Behrendt and Quynh Anh Nguyen. 2021. Enterprise Formalization: Tailored Registration, Tax and Social Security Requirements for MSEs. ILO Thematic Brief No. 3/2021.
Galian, Carlos, Margherita Licata, and Maya Stern Plaza. 2021. “Social Protection for Workers in the Cultural and Creative Sector: Country Practices and Innovations”. ILO Working Paper No. 28.
Gindling, T. H., Nadwa Mossaad, and Juan Diego Trejos. 2015. “The Consequences of Increased Enforcement of Legal Minimum Wages in a Developing Country: An Evaluation of the Impact of the Campaña Nacional de Salarios Mínimos in Costa Rica”. In Industrial and Labor Relations Review 68(3): 666–707.
Government of Uganda. 2020. Social Protection Sector Review 2019. 
Guiso, Luigi, Luigi Pistaferri and Fabiano Schivardi. 2005. “Insurance within the Firm”. Journal of Political Economy 113(5), 1054–1087. 
Guven, Melis. 2019. “Extending Pension Coverage to the Informal Sector in Africa”. World Bank Discussion Paper No. 1933.
Handayani, Sri Wening, Michelle Domingo-Palacpac, Clifford Chi Burkley and Peter Lovelock. 2017. “Improving the Delivery of Social Protection Through ICT: Case Studies in Mongolia, Nepal and Viet Nam”. Asian Development Bank Working Paper No. 50.
Holmes, Rebecca and Lucy Scott. 2016. “Extending Social Insurance to Informal Workers: A Gender Analysis”. Overseas Development Institute (ODI) Working Paper No. 438.
ILO. 2007. The Employment Relationship – An Annotated Guide to ILO Recommendation No. 198. 
———. 2016a. “China: Extending Social Protection to Rural Migrants”. In Social Protection in Action: Building Social Protection Floors brief series.
———. 2016b. “KILM 3: Status in Employment”. In Key Indicators of the Labour Market – Ninth Edition. 61–63.
———. 2020a. “Extending Social Protection to Informal Workers in the COVID-19 Crisis: Country Responses and Policy Considerations”, ILO brief. Social Protection Spotlight. 
———. 2020b. Improving and promoting the extension of social protection coverage to those groups of people more affected by COVID-19.
———. 2021a. Building the Future of Social Protection for a Human-Centred World of Work. ILC.109/Report V.
———. 2021b. Extending Social Security Coverage to Workers in the Informal Economy: Lessons from International Experience (Good Practice Guide).
———. 2021c. “Extending Social Security to Self-Employed Workers: Lessons from International Experience”, ILO Brief. Social Protection Spotlight.
———. 2021d. World Social Protection Report 2020–22: Social Protection at the Crossroads – in Pursuit of a Better Future. 
———. 2022. Social Security Policy Monitor China, February – May 2022, Issue 10.
———. 2023. Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical Update.
———. 2024a. World Social Protection Report 2024-26: Universal Social Protection for Climate Action and a Just Transition. 
———. 2024b. Realizing Decent Work in the Platform Economy. 
ILO and FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization). 2021. Extending Social Protection to Rural Populations: Perspectives for a Common FAO and ILO Approach. 
ILO and OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development). 2020. Ensuring Better Social Protection for Self-Employed Workers. Paper Prepared for the G20 Virtual EWG Meeting, Riyadh, 8 April 2020. 
ILO, ISSA, and OECD. 2023. Providing Adequate and Sustainable Social Protection for Workers in the Gig and Platform Economy, Technical Paper Prepared for the 1st Meeting of the G20 Employment Working Group under the Indian Presidency.
ILO, WIEGO and Development Pathways. 2026a. Extending social protection to self-employed workers: Algeria’s National Social Security Fund for Non-Wage Earners.
———. 2026b. Extending social protection to self-employed workers: Brazil’s Previdência Rural scheme and Simples Nacional monotax regime.
———. 2026c. Extending social protection to self-employed workers: Cabo Verde’s compulsory social insurance and proactive outreach activities.
———. 2026d. Extending social protection to self-employed workers: Costa Rica’s collective insurance agreements and mandatory insurance for the self-employed.
———. 2026e. Extending social protection to self-employed workers: Mongolia’s one-stop shops and subsidies for informal self-employed workers.
———. 2026f. Extending social protection to self-employed workers: Portugal’s new scheme for the self-employed and clarifying “economic dependence”.
———. 2026g. Extending social protection to self-employed workers: Tunisia’s Ahmini [Protect Me] Scheme.
———. 2026h. Extending social protection to self-employed workers: Zambia’s SPIREWORK and ECIS Pilot Schemes.
ISSA (International Social Security Association). 2012. Handbook on the Extension of Social Security Coverage to Self-Employed. 
———. 2022. Guidelines on Communication by Social Security Administrations.
Kidd, Stephen, Gunnel Axelsson Nycander and Holly Seglah. 2023. Advocating for Universal Social Security: How to Win Hearts and Minds. Act Church of Sweden and Development Pathways. 
Kolsrud, Jonas. 2018. “Voluntary Unemployment Insurance as an Option for Non-Standard Work: The Case of Sweden”. In The Future of Social Protection: What Works for Non-Standard Workers?, OECD publishing, Paris.
Komin, Wichaya, Boonsom Namsomboon, Borvorn Subsing, Kanokporn Deeburee. Florian Juergens-Grant. 2024. “I Want to Be Protected’: Experiences and Perspectives of Informal Workers on Social Security in Thailand”, WIEGO Policy Brief No. 31.
McClanahan, Shea and Alexandra Barrantes. 2021. “Worker’s Rights and Human Rights: Resolving Historical Tensions through a Multi-tiered Social Security Agenda”. International Journal of Labour Research 10(1–2), Special Issue, “COVID-19 and Recovery: The Role of Trade Unions in Building Forward Better”. 
McClanahan, Shea and Bjorn Gelders. 2019. Assessing the Potential for Multi-tiered Child Benefits in Viet Nam. ILO.
McClanahan, Shea, Bjorn Gelders and Betina Ramírez López. 2019. A Focus on Families – A Short-term Benefit Package for the Extension of Multi-tiered Social Security in Viet Nam. ILO.
McClanahan, Shea, Richard Chirchir, Stephen Kidd, Alexandra Barrantes, Sarina Kidd and David Hillson. 2021. Global Research on Governance and Social Protection – Global Overview. UNDESA (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs) and ILO. 
Mehrotra, Santosh. 2022. “Can Asia Assure Social Insurance for all its Informal Workers?”, Asia-Pacific Sustainable Development Journal 29(2). November 2022.
OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development). 2018. The Future of Social Protection: What Works for Non-Standard Workers? OECD Publishing, Paris. 
———. OECD Employment Outlook 2019: The Future of Work. OECD Publishing, Paris. 
OECD and ILO. 2019. Tackling Vulnerability in the Informal Economy. Development Centre Studies.
Ourir, Melek. 2020. “Target the Frontier Markets”. WARC.
Phe Goursat, Marielle and Luca Pellerano. 2016. Extension of Social Protection to Workers in the Informal Economy in Zambia: Lessons Learnt from Field Research on Domestic Workers, Small Scale Farmers and Construction Workers. ILO. 
Pierson, Paul (ed). 2001. The New Politics of the Welfare State. Oxford University Press, Oxford.
Reuters. 2022. “Biden Labour Proposal Shakes Up Gig Economy that Relies on Contractors”. 12 October 2022. 
SEBRAE (Brazilian Support Service for Micro and Small Enterprises). 2017. Perfil do Microempreendedor Individual.
Spasova, Slavina and Mathijn Wilkens. 2018. “The Social Situation in of the self-employed in Europe: Labour market issues and social protection”. In Social Policy in the European Union: State of Play, edited by Bart Vanhercke, Dalila Ghailani and Sebastiano Sabato, 97–116. European Trade Union Institute (ETUI).
Spasova, Slavina, Denis Bouget, Dalila Ghailani, and Bart Vanhercke. 2017. Access to Social Protection for People Working on Non-Standard Contracts and as Self-Employed in Europe: A Study of National Policies. European Commission.
Standing, Guy. 2011. The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class. Bloomsbury Publishing. 
Tobsch, Verena and Werner Eichhorst. 2018. “Germany: Social Insurance for Artists and Writers”. In The Future of Social Protection: What Works for Non-Standard Workers? OECD Publishing, Paris.
UN Mongolia. 2022. “Building Herders’ Resilience to Shocks through Social Insurance Scheme”. 23 February 2022. 
UNDP (United Nations Development Programme). 2021. Informality and Social Protection in African Countries: A Forward-looking Assessment of Contributory Schemes.
United States National Academy of Social Insurance. 2018. Social Security and Independent Contractors: Challenges and Opportunities.
USAID (United States Agency for International Development). 2019. Ahmini: Creating Shared Value. 
WEF (World Economic Forum). 2023. Can new EU rules make gig work fairer?, 7 February 2023. 
World Bank. 2019. World Development Report 2019: The Changing Nature of Work. 


Acknowledgements
The report benefited from guidance and feedback from Florian Juergens-Grant, Laura Alfers and Martha Chen of WIEGO and Alix Machiels, Christina Behrendt and Céline Peyron Bista of the ILO. The authors are further grateful for the valuable contributions, comments and suggestions from the following ILO experts: Pascal Annycke, Joana Borges Henriques, Simon Brimblecombe, Nuno Meira Simoes Cunha, Fabio Durán-Valverde, Guillermo Montt and Fernando Sousa Júnior. This project was commissioned and coordinated by WIEGO.


	Inclusive social insurance Exploring real solutions to reach the self-employed	Abstract*	Abstract
	Foreword


	About the Authors*	About the authors


	Acronyms	Acronyms


	Executive Summary	Executive Summary


	Introduction*	Introduction


	Chapter 01*	Global overview of access of self-employed workers to social protection systems 	Broader debates around social insurance
	Challenges faced by self-employed workers vis-à-vis social insurance schemes
	Extending coverage to the self-employed – the big questions
	Key concepts and trends 	Self-employment – global definition and evolution
	Informal employment and self-employment 
	Disguised employment and dependent self-employment






	Chapter 02*	Comparative overview of country cases	Selection and overview of cases
	Structure of case studies




	Chapter 03*	Leverage on key policy choices and debates	Legal and policy framework 
	Voluntary versus mandatory participation
	Improving attractiveness through relevant benefits and incentives
	Appropriate financing mechanisms to tackle affordability challenges
	Lowering administrative barriers to address access challenges
	Enhancing awareness and representation by leveraging workers’ organizations




	Chapter 4	Enabling or hindering factors and enduring challenges	Enabling or hindering factors
	Enduring challenges




	Conclusion	Conclusion


	Annex	Annex Contribution rates of main statutory schemes in the countries represented in the case studies 


	References*	References


	Acknowledgments	Acknowledgements





OEBPS/images/26335.png
Zambia
Uruguay

Tunisia B
Thailand .9%

Portugal E
Mongolia

3% 33.9%

Costa Rica

Cabo Verde 4.3% 25.6%
Brazil 4.1% 27.3%
Algeria 4 %

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

m Contributing family workers Employees
mEmployers Members of producers' cooperatives

m Own-account workers m Workers not classifiable by status





OEBPS/images/26336.png
120.0

100.0

80.0

60.0

40.0

20.0

Percentage of workers

o
o

Bi25)

9.7
‘6.3
n

Portugal

5589

219
is.o

Uruguay

70.2

39.2
'3.5

Brazil

M Total

71.2 65.0

6.
40.8
iGS

0
432
is

82.1 82.9

Costa Rica Thailand Mongolia

M Employees

M Self-employed

94.7

63.8
‘30

Cabo
Verde

96.1
86.0

|:1|

Zambia

99.4
61.3
‘3

Tunisia





OEBPS/images/26323.jpg
ity: n ;
. Mongol | Thailand, Tunisia,
Zambia

Sickness:

Matemity/paternity: Mongolia,

Zamk Thailand,

), Mongolia, Thailand, Uruguay

, Thailand, Tunisia, , Zambia

Funeral grant: \1onz0/ia, Zambia

Weather index insurances 7217





OEBPS/images/26338.png
30.00

25.00

20.00

15.00

10.00

5.0

<}

0.00

24.42

25.38

“ i I“

Thailand Costa Rica Zambia

Algeria

W Employee

21.0

20.0

18: ° 15.45

A5
12.5
| 8.
Uruguay Tunisia Brazil

M Self-employed ™ Employer

2375 245

214

150 145
11, 115 117
I | I I

Portugal  Cabo
Verde

Mongolia





OEBPS/images/26324.png
100
80
60
40
20

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

e Children/family === Maternity —Sickness e Unemployment

——Workinjury  —— Disability ——survivors ——O0ld-age





OEBPS/images/26325.png
Population, from poorest to

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Mlslng

Middle
()

Some have access to
income security for
a range of lifecycle
risks through formal
employment

Most have no access
to regular,
predictable income
security for common
lifecycle risks and
no access to social
assistance

Afew have access to
minimal transfers if
deemed poor
enough





OEBPS/images/26337.png
Zambia 74.8%
Uruguay 6% 67.6% 1.5%
Tunisia 9.0% 27.2% 9.4%
Thailand 4% 37.2%

Portugal 20.1% 1.8%
Mongolia | 2.6% 75.0% 4.8%
Costa Rica 2% 50.8%
Cabo Verde 4% 39.3%
Bracil 0% 52.7%
0%  10%  20%  30%  40%  50%  60%  70%  80%  90%  100%
m Contributing family workers Employees mEmployers

Members of producers' cooperatives B Own-account workers mWorkers not classifiable by status





OEBPS/images/26370.png
Self-employed workers

Members of

Own-account ributing family

producers’
workers . workers
cooperatives

Employers

Government/public Destination of Private economic units if:

corporations, NGOs, production for final use * atleast partially for

international NGOs and private only (no production for sale or barter and

economic units, if: sale or barter) * not registered to

* atleast partially for sale or relevant national
barter and institution(s) or

* registered to relevant * no formal
national institution(s) bookkeeping or

» formal bookkeeping * employees are not

* employees are contributing contributing to social
to social security security or

* more than five workers and * less than five workers
located in fixed visible or not located in
premises fixed visible premises

Informal employment: Employment in the informal sector + informal
employment outside of the informal sector (i.e. informal employment in
the formal sector + informal employment in households)





OEBPS/images/26330.png
ISCE-93 Status in Employment Classifications

Own-account Contributing Not classifiable by

workers [riEEs family workers status
cooperatives

Workers who hold the [ Workers who, Workers who, Workers who hold Workers who hold Workers for whom
type of jobs defined | working on their own [| working on their own i “self-employment “self-employment insufficient relevant
as “paid employment [ account or with one [ account or with one [ jobs” in a cooperative ff jobs” as own-account [§ information is

jobs”, where the orafew partners, or more partners, producing goods and | workers ina market- || available, and/or who
incumbents hold hold “self- hold the type of jobs [ services. oriented cannot be included in
explicit (written or employment jobs” defined as a “self- establishment any of the preceding
oral) or implicit and, in this capacity, || employment jobs”, operated by arelated [i categories.
employment have engaged, ona | and have not engaged person living in the

contracts that give continuous basis, one || on a continuous basis same household.

them a basic or more personsto  § any employees to

remuneration thatis [ work for them as work for them.

not directly employee(s).

dependent upon the

revenue of the unit

for which they work.

Employees

Self-employment: jobs where the remuneration is directly
dependent upon the profits derived from the goods and
services produced

Vulnerable employment: the proportion of own-
account and contributing family workers in total
employment






OEBPS/images/26331.png
90.0

80.0

85.3

80.0

70.0

60.0

64.7

50.0

51.4

40.0

175

30.0

124

20.0

10.0

0.0

6T0T
810C
L10T
910C
ST0T
1oz
€10T
[4fr4
TToz
() der4
6002
800T
L00T
9002
S00T
002
€002
[dolo4
T00T
000Z
6661
8661
L66T
9661
S66T
66T
€661
2661
T66T

High income

e Middle income

@ low income





OEBPS/images/26319.png
Benefit income

The poverty

line is the

theoretical b
upper limit of
expansion
through
poverty
targeting, and
work
disincentives
create
challenges.

%)
=
&l
g
o
o

Flagship
anti-

poverty
programme

Poorer/informal

Persistent
coverage

gap

8)nquuo o} Ajoeden 1

t

Addressing informality
and extension of social
insurance are vital
long-term projects, but
also have an upper
limit — those who can
make contributions
without falling into
poverty.

Mandatory
social
insurance

Richer/formal





OEBPS/images/26329.png
No coverage gap, by design

A lifecycle-based floor (“social security
guarantee”) ensures minimum income security for
defined contingencies and bolsters capacity to
contribute, with no work disincentives.

Extension of social security Financed from
guarantees supports the growth contributions
of social insurance.

Social security income

Financed from taxes,
contributions or both

Poorer/informal Richer/formal





OEBPS/images/26371.png
Invalidity

Old-age | ¢
IViaternity s
Accidents at work IS [ N S S B
Sickness
Unemployment  ES—— X S S I

0%  10%  20%  30%  40%  50%  60%  70%  80%  90%  100%
Share of EU Member States

B Nocoverage M Voluntary coverage only M Mandatory coverage





OEBPS/images/26327.png
100%

mejepy
epuemy

M Moderately poor (between US$1.90 and US$3.20 a day)

ejosuy
epuesn
eidoiyiz

ehuay
elpoquiey
uepns
ueispied
elpul
ysapejsueg
ueispiEqzn
|edany
sauiddyiyd
ue3szAZIAY
seweA
eisauopu|
eueyp
23y yinos
euet us
uespjife)
o010
oame
1qwojod
ue3siuaUDNL
eljosuop
jog
wen 12IA

uepiof

snpunew
Aoxiny
puejieyy

W uouegs]

sanipleny

uesipjezey

Aensnin

eishejeny

Extremely poor (below US$1.90 a day)

90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

uonejndod ay3 jo a8ejuadiad

W Above US$5.50 a day

Near poor (between US$3.20 and US$5.50 a day)





OEBPS/images/26333.png
100

. 94.1
Low-income 80.1
71.6
- 100
Middle-income 58.2
512
100
86.7
Global 54.7
39.8
0 20 40 60 80 100

 Contributing family workers M Own-account workers M Employers M Employees

120





OEBPS/images/26334.png
Women Men

= Employees = Employees
= Employers = Employers
= Own-account workers = Own-account workers

= Contributing family workers = Contributing family workers






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
£32 AN .
{0y Lo

\ y izati
"/ Organization July /72026

» Inclusive social insurance

Exploring real solutions to reach the self-employed

Authors / Shea McClanahan, Holly A. Seglah, Daisy Sibun, Anasuya Sengupta






