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This background note is one of three in a research series on wages and working conditions in different
sectors, including tea, coffee and banana. The reports seek to contribute to a better understanding
of the prevailing wages and working conditions in these selected sectors to feed into the knowledge
base for setting of adequate minimum wages, statutory or negotiated. These background notes are
undertaken as part of an ILO project on Indicators and methodologies for wage setting supported
by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands. The project seeks to develop indicators and
methodologies that will strengthen the capacity of governments and social partners to negotiate and
set adequate wage levels, which take into account the needs of workers and their families along with
economic factors. The project covers five pilot countries namely, Costa Rica, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia
and Vietnam. This report has been prepared by Luis Pinedo Caro under the supervision of Nicolas
Maitre.

Executive Summary
This study provides estimates on wages, employment levels and hours worked in the tea sector in three
countries -all of them major tea producers- namely, India (2nd), Viet Nam (5th) and Indonesia (7th). This
study is based on the analysis of 14 household and labour force surveys from the 3 countries under
review. Altogether, this report has used the responses of 20,552 tea workers over the last two decades
representing1 nearly 2.8 million workers.
Some of the main estimates are the following:

X

X

In the three countries, there are approximately
1.5 million workers employed in the tea sector,
although there is strong seasonality in the
sector. In Viet Nam, the number of employees
decreases by 50 per cent or more, depending on
the period of the year.
One of the distinguishing features of the sector
is the high prevalence of female employment.
The share of women among tea workers varies
from an estimated 30 per cent in Indonesia, up to
60 per cent in Viet Nam.

X

The age and education profile of workers in the
tea sector vary widely across the five countries,
with workers being on average younger and
with lower educational attainments in India,
and considerably older in Indonesia and with
relatively higher educational attainments in Viet
Nam.

X

The employment structures in the each of the
three countries are diametrically opposed to
each other. While the large Indian plantations
of West Bengal and Assam almost exclusively
consists of employees, Viet Nam relies
extensively on own-account workers located in
the north of the country for their tea production.
Indonesia showcases a mixed structure, with
roughly 50 per cent being employees and 50 per
cent self-employed.

X

A side effect of the employment structures is the
degree of vertical integration in the tea sector.
As such, in India where large plantations are
commonplace it is easier to find factory workers
and high skilled professionals working alongside
field workers. The same degree of integration
is not found in either Indonesia or Viet Nam; in
both cases the presence of workers not related
to field work is close to zero.

X

In all countries average tea wages are far below
average country wages and lower than the
averages wages paid in the agricultural sector.

X

Looking only at employees, estimated median
monthly earnings amount to approximately USD
66 in India, USD 69 in Indonesia and USD 96 in
Viet Nam.

X

The median earning of own-account workers is
equal to USD 114 in India, USD 110 in Indonesia
and USD 85 in Viet Nam.

X

On average, women earn less than men in all
three countries. The monthly gender pay gap
among employees in the tea sector is equal to 9.2
per cent in India, 25.8 per cent in Viet Nam and
42.7 per cent in Indonesia.

X

In Viet Nam time series data show that during
the 2011-2018 period wages have been
fluctuating around the $100 threshold with
no clear trend, neither positive nor negative.
In contrast, real wages in the country have
increased by 18.5 per cent during the same
period. In other words, the Vietnamese tea
sector is not able to mimic the country’s wage
growth.

X

Estimated hours worked by employees in the tea
sector range from 37.5 hours in Indonesia, 42.5
hours in Viet Nam, to 54.3 hours in India.

X

The results show low compliance levels to the
minimum wage in the tea sector for employees
in all countries. In Indonesia, 92.8 per cent of
the employees receive a wage lower than the
minimum wage. In Viet Nam and India the share
of employees receiving wages that are lower
than the minimum wage reaches respectively, 49
(Viet Nam) and 66 per cent (India).

1 After using the survey weights provided by the national statistical offices.
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1. Introduction
Tea is one of today’s most popular beverages and its popularity is expected to keep increasing in
coming years.2 Several economies rely on tea exportation and, therefore, information on exported
quantities, demand and price levels is commonplace and detailed studies can be found for several
countries. However, less is known on employment and working conditions in tea plantations. As a
result, the International Labour Organization (ILO) has embarked on a project aimed at improving
the information on wages, employment levels and hours worked in the tea sector to fill the
existing knowledge gap, and to strengthen the ability of governments, social partners, and others
to negotiate and set adequate wage levels in the sector. The study covers three of the five pilot
countries of the project -all of them major tea producers- namely, India (2nd), Viet Nam (5th) and
Indonesia (7th).
TABLE 1. RANKING, TOP TEA PRODUCING COUNTRIES 3, 2017

Position, country

Output (000’ Tons)

Position, country

Output (000’ Tons)

1.China

2,460

6.Turkey

234

2.India

1,325

7.Indonesia

139

3.Kenya

440

8.Burma

105

4.Sri Lanka

350

9.Iran

100

5.Viet Nam

260

10.Bangladesh

82

This study is based on the analysis of 14 household and labour force surveys from the 3 pilot
countries where the sector is deemed relevant. These databases have provided useful time-series
to explore and construct trends and to compare the current status of the tea sector across India,
Viet Nam and Indonesia. Altogether, this report has used the responses of 20,552 tea workers over
the last two decades representing4 nearly 2.8 million workers.
The report is divided into three sections. Section 2 describes the dataset and offers details on
how tea workers are identified in each country. Section 3 contains the core of the analysis and it is
divided into five subsections. These describe the employment structure, some characteristics of the
workers such as their age and education profile, their monthly and hourly wages and their hours
worked. In addition, section 3.5 assesses the role of company size in Viet Nam. At last, Section 4
concludes.

2. Database description
This study uses 14 household and labour force surveys from three countries, India, Indonesia,
and Viet Nam. Even though Costa Rica and Ethiopia are also pilot countries of the ILO project,
they are not included in this report due to the lack of relevance of their respective tea sectors at
the international level. For more information regarding the data sources, Table A.1 in Appendix A
provide a visual overview of the exact years for which data have been collected and the periodicity
(monthly, quarterly) of the data.

2 https://www.statista.com/statistics/326384/global-tea-beverage-market-size/
3 Planetadeagostini.com
4 After using the survey weights provided by the national statistical offices.
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Given the numerous sources of data, an effort has been made to harmonize a number of variables
in a way they can be used in a cross-country report. This harmonization has followed a similar
process to the one found in the Labour Force Micro-dataset of the Global Employment Trends for
Youth 2017 and 2020, both published by the ILO.
The harmonized variables include, among others, age, educational attainment, region, labour
market status, status in employment, economic activity, occupation, hours worked, and earnings.
The following section provides additional details on how some of these – critical - variables have
been harmonized and the limitations/comparability issues that may exist across countries and
datasets.
Seasonality. This report focuses on the tea sector, a highly seasonal product. Although its
seasonality may not be as marked as the one found in the coffee production it is still a challenge
that needs to be addressed. Coffee producers usually harvest their product once a year for a 3 to 4
month period with some variability depending on the locations. In the case of tea, the harvesting
season is also affected by the location of the plantation. The norther the plantations are located
the shorter the harvest seasons are. For example, in Indonesia and the south of India, tea is
harvested all year long while in Viet Nam and in North-Eastern India (Assam) the season lasts for
about 8 months.5 This seasonality, even if not as strong as the one observed in the coffee sector,
creates challenges when estimating the employment level in the sector. If we were to ask people
on a random week whether they were involved or not in any tea-related activity for at least one
hour during the previous week, chances are we would either overestimate (during peak periods) or
underestimate (off-season) both, the average number of people involved and the average number
of hours worked in such activity. This issue has been offset by the generalization of quarterly or
even monthly household and labour force surveys; the higher periodicity allowed us to accurately
estimate the yearly averages and to better understand the effects of seasonality on workers’
working conditions.
The labour force surveys of Viet Nam (2011-2018) and India (2000, 2005 and 2012) are all carried
out either monthly or quarterly and, thus, estimates from these surveys should not suffer from
seasonality bias. However, estimates from the Indonesian labour force surveys (2007, 2010 and
2018) are all based on interviews that took place during the third quarter of the year (Indonesia).
Still, even in the case of Indonesia, and due to the all-year round harvesting activities, having a
single quarter may not produce a major distortion.
Identifying tea workers in Indonesia. Indonesia follows the KBLI6 2005 (2007 and 2010 LFS) and
the KBLI 2015 (2018 LFS) to assign economic activities to workers. These two classifications are
adapted from, respectively, the International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic
Activities (ISIC) rev.3 and rev.4. In both cases tea has been placed together with coffee and cocoa
(code 1135 in the KBLI 2005 and 1270 in the KBLI 2015). In order to isolate tea workers we follow a
geographical identification strategy based on the provincial distribution of each product’s output.
As a result, tea was found to be the leading product in 1 Indonesian province (West Java) and all
labour involved in the coffee, tea or cocoa activities of that province was assigned to the tea sector.
We can expect a 76.4 per cent accuracy in the matching, i.e. roughly 3 out 4 identified workers are
actual tea workers.
Earnings. Data on earnings exist for all three countries -with some limitations.7 In fact, even in
the countries where employer’s earnings are available, they are seldom reported throughout
the report. This has to do with the small sample size usually surrounding this group of workers.
Moreover, to facilitate the comparability across countries, earnings were deflated/inflated to 2011
using the World Bank’s inflation rates. Then, all local currencies were converted to $USD using the
exchange rate that prevailed in 2011 and inflated to 2020 using, again, World Bank inflation rates.
All figures shown in this report are, thus, provided in 2020 $USD.

5 See http://www.orimi.com/en/potrebitelskaya-entsiklopediya-/chay/kak-sobirayut-chay/ and https://theculturetrip.
com/asia/vietnam/articles/a-day-at-the-moc-chau-tea-plantations-vietnam/
6 Klasifikasi Baku Lapangan Usaha Indonesia, Indonesian Standard Industrial Classification.
7 India 2000 and Viet Nam 2011-2014 only provide earnings for employees. Indonesia does not provide earnings for
employers in any of the three datasets used.
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3. Working conditions in the tea sector
Global tea output has been increasing in the last decades, but this increase has mostly been driven
by China. As it is argued in Xiao et al. (2018), technological developments have allowed China to
become the world’s largest producer of tea. A similar trend has been observed in Viet Nam. The
country, albeit at a much smaller scale, has also seen its tea production consistently increase during
the last decades.
The economic outlook is rather different for India and Indonesia. For instance, output has been
plummeting in Indonesia since 20078 due to shrinking plantation areas and an ageing workforce.
In India output has decreased in 2005 to 652 thousand tons. Since then, output levels have been
increasing to the recent 1,325 thousand tons in 2017. However, contrary to what can be observed
in Viet Nam or Indonesia where hours worked tend to decrease over time, Indian tea workers
went from working 47 hours a week in 2000 to 54.4 hours a week in 2012. These issues and others
affecting tea workers are analysed in detail over sections 3.1 to 3.5.

3.1 Employment levels in the tea sector
According to our estimates, at the national level, the tea sector remains relatively small in terms
of overall employment share in any of the three countries under study. At most -see Table 2- it
provides jobs to 0.3 per cent of the employed population of a country. However, the picture
changes dramatically if a regional approach is taken.9 For instance, 7.7 per cent of all the workers
of Assam (India) are harvesting tea. Moreover, some northern regions of Viet Nam, namely
the Northwest and the Northeast regions, greatly benefit from tea production. In the abovementioned regions, respectively, 1.8 and 2.2 per cent of all workers are employed in tea plantations.
One of the distinguishing features of the sector is the high prevalence of female employment
irrespective of the prevailing employment structure (i.e. irrespective of whether tea workers are
mostly employees or mostly own-account workers). For instance, there are more women than men
in the Vietnamese tea sector although many of these women tend to be categorized as unpaid
family help.
TABLE 2. THE TEA SECTOR, NUMBER OF WORKERS AND IMPORTANCE AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL

Country
India, 2012

Number

(%) of all workers

Share of women

1,212,340

0.31

40.09

Indonesia, 2018

41,403

0.03

29.15

Viet Nam, 2018

195,121

0.36

60.82

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries and author's own calculations,
latest year available.
Notes: The table shows the country-specific number of workers employed in the tea sector, the country-specific
share of workers employed in the tea sector and the country and sector-specific share of women working in the tea
sector.

In Viet Nam, the effects of seasonality destroys jobs for both, employees and own account workers
(Figure 1). Although a quick glance at the figure indicate that employment losses among own-account
workers are larger than among employees, this is just true in the total number but not in share. That is
not to say the share of farmers that stopped being involved in tea activities is low; the share is relatively
8 See https://en.tempo.co/read/1185118/indonesia-sees-plummeting-tea-production.
9 The interested reader may find maps with the distribution of employment by country in Appendix B.
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high at 39.3 per cent, but the one showcased by employees is even higher at 56.5 per cent. Other than
that, employment levels in the Vietnamese tea sector have shown a noticeable regularity only broken
in the last two years with a particularly low second quarter in 2017 followed by a quick pick up afterwards.
FIGURE 1. EMPLOYMENT LEVELS IN THE TEA SECTOR OF VIET NAM, 2011-2018, QUARTERLY DATA
180.000
160.000

Workers

140.000
120.000
100.000
80.000
60.000
40.000
20.000
0
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2011
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2016

2017
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OAW

Employee

Source: Harmonized labour force survey of Viet Nam and author's own calculations, quarterly data, 2011-2018.
Notes: The figure shows the number of own-account workers (OAW) and employees in the Vietnamese tea sector
between 2011 and 2018.

Historically, tea seems to have been a highly seasonal product in India, with clear employment
peaks in the last months/first months of the year. However, as it can be observed in Figure 2, said
seasonality seems to be lower in the latest available data, with more even and lower employment
levels throughout the year.
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Source: Harmonized labour force survey of Viet Nam and India and author's own calculations, quarterly data.
Notes: The figure shows the number of workers in the Vietnamese and Indian tea sectors.
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Technical developments may be behind the reduced seasonality effects but may not be the only
causes. As Mech (2018) points out, the tea plantations of Assam, the world’s largest tea-growing
region production-wise, have witnessed longer dry periods, frequent hail and a change in monthly
crop cycles. This has resulted in overstressed bushes and a decline in production. International
competition from Sri Lanka, Kenya and China seem to have also put pressure on the sector.

3.2 Socio-demographics of tea workers
All of the factors mentioned in the above paragraph are probably related to the massive
employment losses observed in the Indian tea sector. In spite of these losses India has the
youngest workers of the three countries -see Table 3- with a median age of 37 years old.
TABLE 3. AGE DISTRIBUTION OF TEA WORKERS, SUMMARY STATISTICS

All Workers
Country

Tea sector

Average

Median

10th percentile

90th percentile

India

37.83 37.38

37

25

50

Indonesia

40.49 52.47

54

33

70

Viet Nam

40.82 42.06

43

24

58

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries and author's own calculations,
latest year available.
Notes: The table shows the average, median, 10th and 90th percentiles of the age distribution of tea workers. It also
shows the average age of all workers for comparison purposes.

In contrast with India, Indonesian workers are the oldest; their average age is 52.5 years old and
10 per cent of the tea workers are 70 or older. A plausible explanation for this ageing phenomenon
may lie on the employment opportunities available in the respective tea producing areas. While in
the Indian states of Assam and West Bengal and in northern tea-producing regions of Viet Nam
the share of agricultural-based jobs among young people (20-34) is, respectively, 38.1 and 48.3 per
cent, the share is much lower in Indonesia (West Java) with only 6.3 per cent of the jobs being in the
agricultural sector. The full age distribution of workers in the tea sector is shown in Figure 3.

Percentage (%)

FIGURE 3. AGE DISTRIBUTION OF TEA WORKERS, DISTRIBUTION

40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

India
6-15

Indonesia
16-25

26-35

36-45

46-55

Viet Nam
56-65

66+

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries and author's own calculations,
latest year available.
Notes: The figure shows the country-specific share of tea workers in a given age range for 7 age groups.

Employment opportunities are also dependent on the level of education achieved by individuals.
According to Figure 4, Indian tea workers are among the ones who spent less years in school, not
only when compared with Indonesian or Vietnamese tea workers, also when compared with the
average Indian workers.
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FIGURE 4. EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT OF TEA WORKERS, BY COUNTRY

70
60
Percentage (%)

6

50
40
30
20
10
0

India
No formal education

Indonesia
Some primary

Primary

Viet Nam
Secondary

Tertiary

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries and author's own calculations,
latest year available.
Notes: The figure shows the country-specific share of tea workers in a given level of education for 5 levels of educational attainment. Levels are completed unless otherwise stated.

In principle, it could be argued that many other important factors exists behind farmers’ income
and employees’ wages other than education. Nonetheless, there exists research like Su (2010)
pointing at the positive correlation between a tea farmer’s years in education and the farmer’s
investment intentions. Our research suggests similar conclusions for farmers in India, Indonesia,
and Viet Nam in terms of labour earnings. By estimating a linear regression (see Appendix C for
the full results) using data from 4,978 self-employed tea workers, our analysis shows that primary
education increases monthly earnings by 6.8 per cent, upper-secondary education by 38.0 per cent
and completed tertiary education by 63.3 per cent. Nonetheless, the earnings’ variation captured
by education is fairly small, confirming the existence of many more relevant factors.
Results from a similar regression for employees goes in the same direction albeit they are much
stronger. Our results show that employees with primary education, upper-secondary education
and tertiary education earn, respectively, 19.4 per cent, 75.0 per cent and 179.3 per cent more than
an employee who never attended school. It is not surprising to see returns to education being
higher for employees since education may have a more direct effect on the tasks performed within
the firm. This can be seen in the R2 coefficient being twice the one achieved in the regression for
self-employed workers (see Appendix C).

3.3 Structure of the workforce in the tea sector
Figure 5 shows that three major producers of tea have employment structures which are diametrically opposed to each other. Firstly, the large Indian plantations of West Bengal and Assam almost
exclusively consists of employees. On the other extreme, Viet Nam relies extensively on own-account workers located in the north of the country for their tea production. At last, Indonesia reveals a mixed structure, with roughly 50 per cent being employees and 50 per cent self-employed.
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FIGURE 5. STATUS IN EMPLOYMENT, TEA SECTOR, BY COUNTRY AND SEX
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40%
20%
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Men

Women
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India

Women

Men

Viet Nam

Indonesia
Employee

OAW

Employer

Women

Unpaid family worker

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries and author's own calculations,
latest year available.
Notes: The figure shows country, sector, and sex-specific percentages of tea workers in four employment statuses,
employee, own-account worker (OAW), employer and unpaid family worker.

The share of workers in each status in employment have not changed much over the last decade
or so. In India, an increase of self-employed workers can be observed in the available time
series, but it has more to do with the fall in the number of employees than with an increase in
its numbers. Nevertheless, it can be seen that the number of self-employed grew from 51,709 in
2000 to 87,937 in 2012. It may be positive in light of the higher earnings reported by own-account
workers but insufficient to recover previous employment levels.
The opposite evolution happened in Viet Nam, as the share of employees grew from 4.1 in 2012
to 6.6 per cent in 2018 after reaching 9.0 per cent in 2016. The increase in the share of employees
does not change the Vietnamese tea employment structure significantly, though. Most workers
are independent farmers and women tend to be classified in the data as unpaid family workers.
A side effect of the employment structures shown in Figure 5 is the degree of vertical integration
in the tea sector. As such, in countries like India where large plantations are commonplace it is
more frequent to find factory workers (4.2 per cent) and high skilled professionals (1.1 per cent)
working alongside field workers. Among the detailed occupations of Indian factory workers we
identified machinery mechanics (0.35 per cent of all tea workers in India), food processing workers
(0.85 per cent), motor vehicle drivers (0.69 per cent) and manufacturing labourers (1.7 per cent).
The same degree of integration is not found in either Indonesia or Viet Nam; in both cases the
presence of workers not related to field work is close to zero in the data.
TABLE 4. OCCUPATIONS OF TEA WORKERS, BY COUNTRY

Country

India

Indonesia

Viet Nam

Professionals and technicians

1.1

0.1

0.0

Salesmen, clerks

0.0

0.0

0.1

Factory workers

4.2

0.2

0.2

Field workers

94.7

99.8

99.7

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries and author's own calculations,
latest year available.
Notes: The table shows country and sector-specific shares of tea workers in four occupations. Occupations are
defined using ISCO-08 codes, "Professionals and technicians" refer to major groups 1, 2 and 3; "Salesmen, clerks" to
groups 4 and 5; "Factory workers" to groups 7, 8 and subgroups 91, 93, 94, 95 and 96; at last, "Field workers" refer to
the group 6 and the subgroup 92.
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3.4 Earnings and hours worked in the tea sector
Average monthly earnings in the tea industry hover around the $100 threshold. They tend to be
rather homogenous between employees and own-account workers in Viet Nam, with a breach
opening up in Indonesia and, especially in India. The case of India may deserve some extra
attention; the sector is the most integrated one of all three countries, yet employees earnt the
lowest salaries in spite of working longer hours. The situation is similar to one attested by the
Indian coffee plantations of Karnataka, more integrated than the ones of neighbouring countries
and yet displaying a wider earnings gap between smallholder farmers and employees.
TABLE 5. MONTHLY LABOUR EARNINGS IN THE TEA SECTOR, BY STATUS IN EMPLOYMENT

Average
Country

Median

Employee

OAW

Employer

Employee

OAW

Employer

India

75.2

158.3

na

65.8

113.8

na

Indonesia

81.6

119.3

na

68.7

109.9

na

Viet Nam

101.9

103.6

221.5

96.3

84.8

115.6

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries and author's own calculations,
latest year available.
Notes: The table shows summary statistics on monthly labour earnings by status in employment in the tea sector.
Earnings measured in 2020 $USD.

On average, women earn less than men in all three countries (Table 6). The monthly gender pay
gap (all workers) in the tea sector is lowest in India, 14.6 per cent, second goes Viet Nam at 37.5 per
cent while in Indonesia it reaches 59.1 per cent. The high pay gap found in Indonesia is partially
explained by the massive presence of female unpaid family workers who experience earnings equal
to zero. Monthly wage gaps for employees are somewhat lower yet the differences across countries
are maintained; 9.2 per cent in India, 25.8 per cent in Viet Nam and 42.7 per cent in Indonesia.
TABLE 6. MONTHLY LABOUR EARNINGS IN THE TEA SECTOR, BY SEX

All workers
Average

Employees
Median

Average

Median

Country

Men

Women

Men

Women

Men

Women

Men

Women

India

83.6

71.1

70.0

61.4

78.3

71.1

66.8

61.4

Indonesia

100.6

41.1

91.6

31.0

95.5

54.8

68.7

45.8

Viet Nam

92.0

57.5

77.1

43.2

125.6

93.2

134.8

92.5

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries and author's own calculations,
latest year available.
Notes: The table shows summary statistics on monthly labour earnings by sex. Earnings measured in 2020 $USD.

A critical issue related to wages is whether workers’ earnings maintain or increase their purchasing
power overtime. In monthly terms, earninsg seem to be stable in the case of Viet Nam (see Figure
6). During the 2011-2018 period wages have been fluctuating around the $100 threshold with
no clear trend, neither positive nor negative. This fact can be contrasted with the fact that real
wages in the country have increased by 18.5 per cent during the same period. In other words, the
Vietnamese tea sector is not able to mimic the country’s wage growth.
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The earnings of Vietnamese smallholder farmers seem to mimic the behaviour shown by wages
and they also remain around $100 of 2020. Moreover, as it is the case with wages, they do not seem
to keep up with the real growth pace of OAW’s earnings in the country, 23.3 per cent between 2015
and 2018.
160
FIGURE
1406. MONTHLY LABOUR EARNINGS BY QUARTER IN THE TEA SECTOR OF VIET NAM, 2011-2018
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Source: Harmonized labour force survey of Viet Nam and author's own calculations.
Notes: The figure shows average quarterly labour earnings by status in employment in Viet Nam, 2011-2018, 2020
$USD. Data not available for own-account workers for the 2011-2014 period.

Hourly wages. Even though in Viet Nam employees’ wages and OAW’s earnings grew at a slower
pace than the country’s average wage, tea sector earnings in Viet Nam are, at the same time,
the closest in absolute terms to the national averages. According to Table 7, hourly wages of
Vietnamese tea employees are 59 per cent of the country’s average wage while in India and
Indonesia the percentage drops to 42 per cent in both cases.
Gender-wise, once taking into account differences in hours worked between men and women, we
find that gender wage gaps decrease slightly. For example, the hourly gender wage gap in India is
9.7 per cent, in Viet Nam 20.7 per cent and in Indonesia it is reduced to 32.6 per cent.
TABLE 7. HOURLY EARNINGS AND MINIMUM WAGE IN THE TEA SECTOR, BY STATUS IN EMPLOYMENT

Hourly wages (employees)

Hourly earnings (OAW)

Country

Tea

Agriculture

Country

Minimum
Wage

Tea

Agriculture

Country

India

0.32

0.37

0.74

0.27-0.44

0.66

0.70

0.72

Indonesia

0.50

0.77

1.29

0.81

0.84

1.07

1.17

Viet Nam

0.58

0.75

1.10

0.51

0.62

0.87

1.09

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries, official minimum wages and
author's own calculations, latest year available.
Notes: The table shows average hourly labour earnings in 2020 $USD for employees and own-account workers. In addition, it shows hourly minimum wages wherever applicable; ranges are shown for countries where minimum wages
vary by region, only the regions with tea workers are considered.

Wages in the tea sector, with the exception of those paid in Indonesia, tend not to be far from the
applicable minimum wages of their respective regions. Indonesia is an exceptional case where
minimum wages in some provinces are relatively high, sometimes close to the provinces’ average
wages.
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Hours worked. The time spent in the field varies dramatically across countries. Among employees,
we find that Indian tea workers’ work the most, 54.3 hours a week, followed by the Vietnamese
workers, 42.5 hours a week and the Indonesian, who work 37.5 weekly hours. These cross-country
differences hold for own-account workers and are strongly correlated with the share of employees
in the sector; the more employees (India) the higher the average number of hours worked per
week.
TABLE 8. WEEKLY HOURS WORKED IN THE TEA SECTOR, A COMPARISON

Employees

Own-account workers

Country

Tea

Agriculture

Country

Tea

Agriculture

Country

Workweek

India

54.3

47.6

51.0

55.6

50.6

51.3

48

Indonesia

37.5

39.9

44.4

33.7

33.0

40.9

40

Viet Nam

42.5

44.2

47.4

38.2

33.3

39.0

48

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries, official minimum wages and
author's own calculations, latest year available.
Notes: The table shows the country-specific number of weekly hours worked in the tea sector, in the agricultural
sector and in the country as a whole.

The evolution has also been different for these three countries. While the number of hours worked
by employees in Viet Nam decreased from 42.7 to 38.1 during the 2011-2018 period, and from 36.8
to 34.5 in Indonesia during the 2010-2018 period, in India it increased from 47.0 to 54.4 between
2000 and 2012. India has a 48 hours work week and long work weeks are commonplace, yet the
number of hours worked by tea field workers exceeds the already high country average by 3.3
hours and it is currently appears to be beyond what is legally allowed by Assam’s legislation.10
A more detailed perspective with regards the evolution of weekly hours can be obtained for Viet
Nam due to the availability of its complete time-series from 2011 onwards. Thanks to Figure 7 it can
be seen that employees are not only affected by seasonality in terms of reduced employment levels
(Figure 1, 2) but also in terms of a reduction in the average number of hours worked. Moreover,
we used monthly data in Figure 7 to show the extent to which peak seasons can cause dramatic
increases in the number of hours worked. For instance, there were months where employees
worked 65 hours per week although this has not happened since 2016.
FIGURE
75 7. WEEKLY HOURS WORKED IN THE VIETNAMESE TEA SECTOR, 2011-2018, MONTHLY DATA
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Source: Harmonized labour force survey of Viet Nam and author's own calculations, 2011-2018.
Notes: The figure shows average weekly hours worked in the Vietnamese tea sector by status in employment for employees and own-account workers.

10 See https://labour.assam.gov.in/portlets/plantation-workers.
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Minimum wage compliance. Compliance levels in the tea sector are calculated for all three
countries and displayed in Table 9. The Table shows the percentage of employees whose earnings
fall below 95 per cent of the minimum wage, between 95 and 105 per cent (at or around the
minimum wage) and above 105 per cent of the minimum wage.
All three countries have minimum wages that are differentiated by region, and India also
differentiates by occupation. The compliance assessment uses, for Viet Nam, the minimum wage
applicable in Region IV for 2018; for India, the minimum wages of the six states that produced tea
in 2012, namely, Arunachal Pradesh, Tripura, Assam, West Bengal, Kerala, and Tamil Nadu are used.
At last, in Indonesia we use the 2018 minimum wage of the only province where tea workers are
identified, West Java.
TABLE 9. MINIMUM WAGE COMPLIANCE IN THE TEA SECTOR

India
Minimum
wage

Indonesia

Viet Nam

Employees

OAW

Employees

OAW

Employees

OAW

66.3

23.4

92.8

51.7

49.0

45.1

95%-105%

5.9

8.6

1.2

7.0

5.6

6.2

>105%

27.7

68.0

6.0

41.3

45.4

48.7

<95%

Source: Harmonized household and labour force surveys of the relevant countries, official minimum wages and
author's own calculations, latest year available.
Notes: The table shows the country, sector and status in employment-specific share of workers earnings less than
95%, between 95% and 105% and above 105% of the applicable hourly minimum wage. Minimum wages do not apply
to own-account workers (OAW), their potential compliance levels are shown for informative purposes.

The results show low compliance levels for employees in all countries. In Indonesia, it is estimated
that 92.8 per cent of employees earn less than the minimum wage, while in India and Viet Nam it is
estimated that the proportion of workers earning less than the minimum wage reaches 66.3 and
49.0 per cent, respectively.
In addition to compliance levels for employees Table 9 also reports them for own-account workers.
Own-account workers are not entitled to a minimum wage and from a legal standpoint compliance
rate have no meaning whatsoever. Still, it is worth mentioning the existence of higher shares of this
type of independent workers earning beyond the minimum wage in all countries.

3.5 The role of company size in Viet Nam
This report analyses employees’ wages and working conditions without making any further
distinction. However, the type of plantation, and in particular, the size of the plantation may be
related to the type of workers hired, the skills demanded, and the wages paid. Although interesting,
this kind of analysis is challenging with the available data sources. Indian data does not ask tea
workers about the number of co-workers and Indonesia does not provide this information for any
of its workers. Only Viet Nam, until 2012, used to include a question about establishment size.
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TABLE 10. CCOMPANY SIZE DISTRIBUTION IN THE VIETNAMESE TEA SECTOR, 2012

Type

Viet Nam

Self-employed

97.6

Less than 6 employees

1.5

6 or more employees

0.9

Source: Harmonized labour force survey of Viet Nam and author's own calculations, latest year available.
Notes: The table shows the country and sector-specific share of self-employed in the tea sector. In addition, it shows
the percentage of employees working in tea companies with less than 10 and 10 or more employees. Figures represent the yearly average, not a particular quarter.

Given the available sources, this sub-section relies on the 2012 Vietnamese LFS. In 2012, most tea
labourers were own-account workers and -see Table 10- only 2.4 per cent of workers were classified
as employees. In spite of the reduced-size sample larger companies appear be associated with
higher productivity levels and wages, as well as with the creation of high skilled jobs.
TABLE 11. CHARACTERISTICS OF THE VIETNAMESE TEA SECTOR EMPLOYEES, BY COMPANY SIZE, 2012

Statistic
Country

Company size

Viet Nam

Hourly wage

Hours worked

Secondary+

High skilled

Less than 6

0.51

6 or more

0.55

31.0

0

0.00

37.4

79.0

17.4

Source: Harmonized labour force survey of Viet Nam and author's own calculations, latest year available.
Notes: The table shows country, sector and size-specific average hourly wages in $USD 2020, weekly hours worked,
share of workers with secondary or tertiary education and share of high skilled workers in the tea industry of Viet
Nam. High skilled refers to employees classified within groups 1, 2 or 3 of the ISCO-08 classification.

4. Conclusions
This report analyses the wages, employment structure and hours worked of tea sector workers
in Indonesia, India and Viet Nam, three of the world’s major producers of tea. This report benefits
from the harmonization of 14 household and labour force surveys. This unique database allows
us to look at working conditions in the tea sector from a cross-country as well as a time-series
perspective.
One noticeable feature shown by the study is the co-existence of totally different employment
structures in the same global market. In India, most workers are employees while in Viet Nam
tea is almost uniquely produced by smallholder farmers. In any case, the tea labour markets of
these three countries share low wage levels as a common feature. Wages are low, have grown only
timidly (when at all) and their growth rates have remained well below the average growth rate of
salaries in their respective countries.
This report also shows women make up for a sizeable share of the sector’s employment. However,
they earn substantially less than men. Monthly wage gaps for employees amount to 9.2 per cent in
India, 25.8 per cent in Viet Nam and 42.7 per cent in Indonesia.
To sum up, several working conditions’ deficits are detected in the tea sector. The prevalence of
wages below minimum wage thresholds, the pervasiveness of gender wage gaps and the excessive
hours worked in India are all issues of concern. Moreover, further research on the causes of some
of these problems is encouraged.
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Appendices

Appendix A. Data availability and periodicity
TABLE A.1 SOURCES, TYPE OF DATA AND YEARS AVAILABLE, BY COUNTRY

Country
Year

India

2000

E-U NSSO

Indonesia

Vietnam

2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

E-U NSSO

2006
2007

LFS

2008
2009
2010

LFS

2011
2012

LFS
E-U NSSO

LFS

2013

LFS

2014

LFS

2015

LFS

2016

LFS

2017

LFS

2018
Monthly

LFS
Quartely

3rd quarter

LFS
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Appendix B. Employment distribution, by country
FIGURE B.1 INDIA, TEA WORKERS DISTRIBUTION IN 2012

Source: Harmonized labour force survey of India and author's own calculations.
Notes: The map shows the geographical distribution of 1,212,340 workers in 2012. The borders may not show the
latest administrative changes occurred in India.
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FIGURE B.2 VIET NAM, TEA WORKERS DISTRIBUTION IN 2018

Source: Harmonized labour force survey of Viet Nam and author's own calculations.
Notes: The map shows the geographical distribution of 195,121 workers in 2018.
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Appendix C. Regression results, returns to schooling
TABLE C.1 REGRESSION RESULTS, RETURNS TO SCHOOLING IN THE TEA SECTOR, BY STATUS
IN EMPLOYMENT
Marginal effects (% increase)
Variable

Self-employed

Employees

India

31.9***

-19.0*

Indonesia

-12.2**

-49.7***

Primary/lower sec.

6.8***

19.4***

Upper-secondary

38.0***

75.0***

Tertiary

63.3**

179.3***

Observations

4,978

4,045

R2

0.0471

0.1099

Country (Viet Nam=0)

Education (no education=0)

Source: Harmonized labour force survey of India and author's own calculations, all years available.
Notes: Earnings are measured in $USD 2020. The logarithm of monthly earnings is the dependent variable.
The population of self-employed includes employers and own-account workers. Significance, *** at 1%, ** at
5%, * at 10%.
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