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Abstract

Statistical evidence from 58 countries shows that although people in rural areas are more likely 
to be in employment than those in urban ones, they also tend to have jobs that can put them at 
risk of experiencing inadequate labour protection as well as low pay. In particular, rural work-
ers are paid, on average, 24 per cent less than their urban counterparts on an hourly basis, and 
only half of this gap can be explained by rural–urban discrepancies in education, job experience 
and occupational category. Developing countries exhibit a relatively wider gap, with the unex-
plained part also being larger. Furthermore, in many countries, certain groups of rural workers 
are at greater disadvantage, such as women, who, on average, appear to earn less than men in 
rural areas. However, institutional and regulatory frameworks, notably those that set minimum 
wages or seek to promote equal opportunities, can help to reduce labour market-related ine-
qualities across the rural–urban divide.
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 X Introduction

Livelihood disparities between rural and urban areas have been observed worldwide. Globally, 
the poverty rate in rural areas is estimated at 17.2 per cent, which is more than three times the 
rate in urban areas (5.3 per cent) (UN 2019). This means that around 79 per cent of the world’s 
poor live in rural areas.

These disparities between rural and urban areas stem to some extent from differences in labour 
market outcomes. More specifically, combinations of various outcomes in terms of employment 
and labour incomes could explain in part the relative disadvantage faced by people living out-
side cities. Existing evidence shows, for instance, that while urban and rural employment rates 
are usually quite similar in high-income countries, people in rural areas in poorer countries 
have a stronger tendency to participate in employment, as the lack of social protection or finan-
cial support may prompt them to take up any available job regardless of its quality (ILO 2020a). 
Significantly, one in ten agricultural workers were in informal employment in 2016 – a rate that 
may be indicative of job quality deficits in the rural labour market.

However, not many global studies have sought to measure rural–urban discrepancies in labour 
market outcomes while taking into account the specific socio‑demographic characteristics of peo-
ple living in these two types of area. Raw assessments of rural–urban gaps in labour force par-
ticipation and unemployment could give a partial picture of the rural–urban divide in the labour 
market, as these gaps are likely to reflect to a certain extent the different compositions of rural 
and urban populations – including in terms of age and education. For instance, employment has 
been found to depend on education and experience in many cases, as in member countries of 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), where people with high-
er educational attainment are, on average, more likely to have a job (OECD 2014). In that regard, 
disentangling the effects of people’s socio‑demographic characteristics from other dimensions 
that may manifest themselves along the rural–urban divide is critical when analysing the labour 
market outcomes of rural populations.

Furthermore, only a few international studies have investigated rural–urban gaps in working 
conditions, including earnings. There are several factors that may give rise to substantial rural–
urban differences in labour income across countries, such as a relatively lower rural productivi-
ty. Empirical evidence from developing countries indeed points to productivity in the agricultural 
sector, which accounts for a large share of employment in rural areas, being substantially lower 
than in other sectors (Gollin, Lagakos and Waugh 2014). In OECD countries, productivity levels in 
rural areas were, on average, 20 per cent lower than those in urban areas in 2015, with an aver-
age gap of 46 per cent between the most and least productive regions in a country (OECD 2019).1

As for the factors that shape rural–urban discrepancies in productivity, the available empirical 
evidence shows that the spatial “sorting” of firms and workers is likely to play a critical role. For 
example, skilled workers may want to move to areas that have features which they regard as 
valuable or that offer higher returns to education, while large firms may be prompted by vari-
ous incentives to relocate their facilities to areas with big markets, where their productivity can 
be boosted through improved worker–firm matching (Mion and Naticchioni 2009; Verstraten, 
Verweij and Zwaneveld 2018).

Nevertheless, causes not directly linked to productivity and workers’ skills may also explain part 
of the observed rural–urban gap in earnings. For instance, spatial inequalities in relation to 
the treatment of people in the labour market may have an impact on employment and wage 

1 Among the reasons for rural–urban productivity gaps are the economic opportunities that cities offer relative to rural areas. In that 
regard, urban agglomerations have been found to inherently contribute to increased productivity, for instance because they can fa-
cilitate the “sharing” of indivisible goods and facilities or the matching between workers and firms (Duranton and Puga 2004).
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outcomes. In a sample of Latin American countries, the ethnic wage gap was thus found to be 
higher in rural areas than in urban ones, even after controlling for workers’ individual character-
istics such as education and age (Atal, Ñopo and Winder 2009). Focusing on specific population 
groups, some studies have highlighted income gaps between indigenous and non-indigenous 
populations, which tend to be larger in rural or remote areas (Wilson and Macdonald 2010; AIHW 
2023). Empirical studies have also pointed to the rural–urban divide as a source of discrimination 
impacting on the employment and wage prospects of people from rural areas in some countries, 
such as China because of the hukou system (Cheng et al. 2013).2

The present study seeks to provide a global overview of rural–urban disparities in labour mar-
ket outcomes while taking into consideration the specificities of rural populations in terms of 
socio-demographic composition, particularly those relating to human capital such as education 
and experience. A precise delineation of the factors that may shape rural–urban disparities in 
the labour market is crucial for the design of policies aimed at helping people in rural areas.

This study is intended to contribute to the ILO’s efforts to support rural development – a topic that 
has been on the Organization’s agenda ever since its establishment in 1919, and whose impor-
tance was reaffirmed by the International Labour Conference’s adoption, in 2008, of the resolu-
tion and conclusions on promoting rural employment for poverty reduction. Since the renewal of 
its commitment, the ILO has been assisting governments and employers’ and workers’ organiza-
tions in their transformation of rural economies. In addition, the Sustainable Development Goals 
adopted in 2015 by the United Nations General Assembly call for the eradication of extreme pov-
erty for all people everywhere, including poverty associated with the rural–urban divide (Goal 1).3

After a brief description of the data and the definition of urban and rural areas used for the 
preparation of this working paper (section 1), the analysis focuses on the labour market out-
comes that describe male and female employment in both geographical areas, namely, labour 
force participation, unemployment and status in employment (section 2). Drawing on a broad 
sample of countries at various levels of development, this overview seeks to take into account 
the specific socio‑demographic characteristics of rural populations, including education and age. 
For the same countries, an assessment of the gaps in earnings between rural and urban areas 
is undertaken in section 3 with a view to identifying the share of the earnings gap that cannot 
be ascribed to rural specificities in terms of human capital and the occupations held by workers. 
Section 4 provides a review of the legal frameworks that can be used to tackle rural–urban ine-
qualities in employment and wages. A number of conclusions are offered after section 4.

2 Under the hukou (“household registration”) system, individuals must register with local authorities, which entails certain limitations 
on domestic migration.

3 As specified by indicator 1.1.1 of the global indicator framework for the Sustainable Development Goals and targets of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, progress towards the achievement of Goal 1 is partly measured through the proportion of 
the population living below the international poverty line by geographical location (urban/rural).
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 X 1 Data and definitions

 

A sample of household surveys from 58 countries
The analysis relies on data from labour force surveys and other household surveys in the ILO 
Harmonized Microdata collection,4 which covers over 160 countries. Since the focus of this study 
is on the labour market outcomes of people living in rural areas, the analysis draws on surveys 
that include information on both the employment status and earnings of household members, 
in addition to the geographical location of the household (urban vs. rural areas). When it comes 
to job characteristics and earnings, the reported estimates refer to the main jobs of individuals.

To eliminate variation in earnings due to differences in working time, the analysis focuses on 
gross hourly wages. A descriptive overview of working time in rural and urban areas is never-
theless provided separately (see box 2 further down).

Even if they collected information on these dimensions, surveys from countries with a very small 
surface area – islands such as Comoros, Maldives and Samoa – were not included in the sample 
studied. In such countries, the boundaries between urban and rural areas may be thin, leading 
to a blurring of rural–urban differences and making comparisons less meaningful. Nigeria was 
not included in the sample either because the available survey did not provide key information 
required for the analysis, such as the occupations of workers.

The final working database comprises 58 countries, covering all regions and different levels of 
development. In terms of regions, the sample includes 18 countries from Africa, 3 from the Arab 
States, 14 from Asia and the Pacific, 7 from Europe and Central Asia, and 16 from the Americas. 
In terms of country income groups, there are 8 high-income countries, 13 upper-middle-income 
countries, 28 lower-middle-income countries and 9 low-income countries.5 The selected coun-
tries, and their corresponding surveys, are listed in the appendix (table A1).

When averages are estimated for the whole sample, or by country income group, each country 
is weighted equally. This makes it possible to highlight the role of country‑specific institutions 
and policies. Weighting each country by its number of working individuals would have caused 
the results to be driven mainly by the more populous countries.

To avoid reflecting short‑term disruption linked to the COVID‑19 pandemic, the surveys selected 
were from 2019 or the latest available year before 2019. During the pandemic, many national 
statistical offices adapted their data collection processes to the social distancing measures im-
plemented in their countries. This is likely to impact on cross-country analysis for the years 2020 
and 2021, especially on comparisons between surveys conducted during the COVID‑19 crisis 
and others. Moreover, particularly in 2020, internal migration flows were observed in the con-
text of the pandemic, often resulting in migration losses in urban areas and gains in rural areas. 
However, these trends appear to have been temporary (González‐Leonardo et al. 2022; Rowe et 
al. 2023). With the increasing availability of post-pandemic data, it should become possible to 
assess more accurately the impact that the COVID‑19 crisis has had on the rural–urban divide.

4 For more information, see https://ilostat.ilo.org/about/data-collection-and-production/.
5 To group countries according to their level of income per capita, the World Bank classification corresponding to the year of collection 

of the survey data was used.

https://ilostat.ilo.org/about/data-collection-and-production/
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National definitions of urban and rural areas
The distinction between urban and rural areas used in this paper relies on the national defini-
tions of geographical areas adopted by countries.6 Differences can be observed across countries 
in how they define rural areas, notably with regard to the criteria used to identify the integration 
of an area into an urban unit. For example, until 2020, the French national statistical office – the 
National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (INSEE) – defined rural areas as all com-
munes not belonging to an urban unit, itself defined as a grouping of more than 2,000 inhab-
itants in an area with a certain continuity of buildings, a feature that is characteristic of "towns" 
(D’Alessandro, Levy and Regnier 2021).7 In contrast, the classification developed by the Brazilian 
Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE) relies on successive groupings based on the total 
population living in high-density areas, the share of the population in such areas and their loca-
tion. In addition, accessibility to goods and services is used to gauge the integration of rural and 
urban spaces (do Carmo Dias Bueno and Neves de Souza Lima 2019).

Using national definitions of urban and rural areas makes it possible to cover a large number 
of countries worldwide by drawing on their labour force surveys and other household surveys 
collecting labour market information. The implementation of a harmonized definition of urban 
and rural areas across countries would have required various additional country data sources 
not exhaustively available to the ILO, such as censuses. However, existing evidence shows that 
there is substantial overlap between the various definitions of rural and urban areas.8

Based on the national definitions, the share of people living in rural areas varies greatly across 
countries, ranging from 83 per cent of the working-age population in Sri Lanka to 6 per cent in 
Uruguay (see figure A1 in the appendix).9 The share of the population living in rural areas tends 
to decrease with a country’s level of development.

6 Cf. the ILOSTAT Microdata Processing Quick Guide (ILO 2018a). In the harmonized microdata sets created by the ILO from national sur-
veys, the name of the variable used to identify rural areas is “ilo_geo”, which corresponds to geographical coverage.

7 The definition changed in 2020 (France, INSEE 2022a).
8 For example, do Carmo Dias Bueno and Neves de Souza Lima (2018) show that a harmonized methodology for determining the de-

gree of urbanization proposed by the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy and the OECD over-
laps with the IBGE methodology for approximately 70 per cent of the Brazilian municipalities.

9 People living in camps in the Occupied Palestinian Territory were not included in the analysis, as it was not possible to assign them 
a geographical area, whether urban or rural.
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 X 2 Employment in rural and urban areas

 

A methodology for analysing the differences in labour market 
outcomes between rural and urban areas while accounting for 
the characteristics of populations
The labour market outcomes observed for people living in rural and urban areas may differ partly 
because of discrepancies in socio-demographic characteristics between these two populations. 
Indeed, surveys or censuses available for a range of countries suggest noticeable differences 
in educational attainment between urban and rural populations (Population Reference Bureau 
2015; United States Census Bureau 2016). If such characteristics are associated with specific la-
bour market outcomes, rural–urban disparities are also likely to be found in the latter.10

In that regard, taking into account the differences in observed socio‑demographic characteristics 
is a key step in the analysis of rural–urban disparities in labour market outcomes such as labour 
force participation, unemployment and status in employment (wage employment vs. self-employ-
ment). To allow for the different compositions of rural and urban populations, the econometric 
technique of logistic regression is applied to a data set constructed from the pooled country sur-
veys selected for the analysis (see box 1 for further details of the technique). This methodology 
makes it possible to assess how the probabilities of the labour market outcomes under study 
are affected by living in a rural area, while at the same time disentangling this impact from that 
of other observed characteristics, such as education and age.

 X Box	1.	Estimating	the	effect	of	living	in	a	rural	area	on	the	probability	of	selected	labour	market	outcomes

To gauge the effect of living in a rural area on the probability of labour force participation, 
unemployment and wage employment, a logistic regression model is estimated separate-
ly for men and women in a pooled data set including all the sampled surveys (See table 
A1 in the appendix). This econometric approach involves estimating the parameters α, γ, 
and β in the following equation:






P Y

e
( ) = 1

1 +
1α γRur X β−( + + )

where P(Y) is the probability that Y happens, with Y referring, variously, to labour force par-
ticipation, unemployment and being an employee (vs. being self-employed). In addition, 
in equation (1), α is a constant, Rur is a dummy indicating whether the person surveyed is 
in a rural or urban area, and X denotes a set of control variables.

For labour market participation and unemployment, the control variables are the educa-
tional attainment (lower‑secondary school level or below; upper‑secondary school; above 

10 Various factors may explain the discrepancies in educational attainment often observed between rural and urban areas, such as the 
need for rural students to move away from home to pursue a post-secondary education since relevant educational institutions are 
rare in rural areas; or rural job markets being mainly characterized by sectors (such as agriculture or manufacturing) that do not re-
quire higher education credentials (see Weiss and Heinz-Fischer 2022 for the state of research on the education of young adults in 
rural areas). In addition, a recent study has pointed to how disadvantageous natural physical and social environments (such as the 
cultural attitudes of parents) can lead to low levels of educational attainment in some areas (Xiang and Stillwell 2023).
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secondary school), the age group (15–24 years, 25–55 years and 55+ years) and a country 
dummy to allow for country‑fixed effects.

When estimating the probability of wage employment, the control variables also include 
the respondent’s occupation according to the International Standard Classification of 
Occupations (ISCO‑08), with the major groups aggregated into six categories (“Managers, 
professionals and technicians”, “Clerical support, service and sales workers”, “Skilled agri-
cultural, forestry, fishery, craft and related trades workers”, “Plant and machine operators, 
and assemblers”, “Elementary occupations” and “Armed forces occupations”). This makes 
it possible to control for possible differences in status in employment that could derive 
from workers’ occupations.

Based on this estimation, the results reported in table 1 are computed (called “average 
marginal effects”). They correspond to the increase (or decrease) in the probability of the 
event Y (that is, labour force participation, unemployment or wage employment) induced 
by the event “Rur = 1” (residence in a rural area).

Even after controlling for age and education, living in a rural 
area increases the likelihood of employment across all country 
income groups
Living in a rural area has a positive impact on the likelihood of labour market participation. On 
average across countries, residence in a rural area increases the likelihood of participation in the 
labour market by 5 percentage points for both men and women (table 1). The impact of the area 
of residence is significant at each level of development except for women in high‑income coun-
tries. In these countries, women do not appear to participate in the labour market to a greater 
extent when they live in a rural area, all other observed characteristics being equal.

Furthermore, among labour market participants, living in a rural area reduces the likelihood of be-
ing unemployed for both men and women. Depending on the country income group considered, 
the likelihood of being unemployed is reduced by 2 to 4 percentage points in the event of living in 
a rural area. Like the estimates related to labour market participation, these results are likely to 
reflect the overall income gap between rural and urban areas and the greater incentives for rural 
inhabitants to take up any job so as to improve their material situation (including when controlling 
for education and age). This pressure on rural inhabitants may be compounded by the challenges 
of job searching in remote areas, such as infrequent transport and lack of employment services.11 

11 By definition, a person of working age is unemployed if he or she was (a) without work during the reference period, that is, was not 
in paid employment or self‑employment; (b) currently available for work, that is, was available for paid employment or self‑employ-
ment during the reference period; and (c) seeking work, that is, had taken specific steps in a specified recent period to seek paid em-
ployment or self-employment.
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 X Table	1.	Effect	of	living	in	a	rural	area	on	the	probability	of	labour	force	participation,	unemployment	and	
wage	employment	(percentage	points)

 All countries
High-income	

countries

Upper-middle-
income coun-

tries

Lower-middle-
income coun-

tries
Low-income	

countries

Labour force participation

Men 5.3*** 3.9*** 6.3*** 5.4*** 3***

Women 4.7*** 0.1 5*** 4.8*** 4.2***

Unemployment

Men –3.1*** –2.6*** –4.3*** –2.6*** –2.5***

Women –3.7*** –2.4*** –4.4*** –2.9*** –4.2***

Wage	employment	(vs.	self-employment)

Men –12.6*** –9.4*** –11.9*** –12.8*** –12.8***

Women –10.5*** –7*** –13.8*** –10.5*** –8.7***

Note 1: *** Indicates that the result is statistically different from 0, at a significance level of 1 per cent.

Note 2: The results for labour force participation refer to the whole working-age population. Those for unemployment are esti-
mated for the population in the labour force. Those for status in employment (wage employment vs. self-employment) are es-
timated for the employed population.

Note 3: Labour force participation and unemployment models control for age and education. The status-in-employment model 
(wage employment vs. self-employment), features occupational category as an additional control.

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year. See the appendix for 
more details.

Workers in rural areas are more likely to be self-employed
The third set of results from the econometric models estimated here suggests that workers’ sta-
tus in employment is substantially affected by their area of residence, even after controlling for 
education, age and occupational category. Indeed, on average across countries, living in a rural 
area reduces the likelihood of being an employee by 13 and 11 percentage points for men and 
women, respectively.12 This effect is also significant in high‑income countries, though the mag-
nitude appears to be slightly lower compared with countries at other levels of development (9 
and 7 percentage points for men and women, respectively).

The higher likelihood of rural workers being self-employed can be a cause of concern if no ad-
equate framework is in place to ensure that such workers are covered by labour law and social 
protection. Self-employment has indeed been found to be the status in employment associated 
with the highest share of informality (ILO 2018b). In particular, the social protection coverage 
of self-employed workers still lags behind that of employees in many countries (ILO and OECD 
2020; ILO 2021a). This confirms how special attention should be paid to extending labour pro-
tections to all workers in rural areas.

Finally, although the effects of living in a rural area on the various labour market outcomes report-
ed in table 1 are in most cases relatively similar for women and men, gender-related rural–urban 

12 In this paper, status in status in employment is based on the classification adopted by the 15th International Conference of Labour 
Statisticians (ICLS) in January 1993, namely the International Classification of Status in Employment, 1993 (ICSE‑93). However, the 20th 
ICLS in October 2018 adopted a resolution that includes a new classification (ICSE‑18) aimed at reflecting the increasing uncertainty 
regarding the boundary between self-employment, paid employment and non-standard forms of employment, such as “dependent” 
contractors and short-term and zero-hour contracts (ILO 2023a). ICSE-18 is structured around the two categories of “independent” 
and “dependent” workers, with the latter including employees.
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discrepancies are visible when one looks at the raw shares of women in employment. Specifically, 
on average across the countries studied, women represent only 32 per cent of employees in ru-
ral areas, compared with 38 per cent in urban areas (see figure 1). Beyond the specific impact of 
living in a rural area on women’s labour market outcomes, gender imbalances in rural employ-
ment also result from the socio-demographic characteristics of the rural female population and 
their effects on these outcomes.

 X Figure	1.	Share	of	women	among	employees,	by	
country	income	group,	2019	or	latest	available	
year (percentage)

 X Figure	2.	Share	of	women	among	self-em-
ployed	workers,	by	country	income	group,	
2019	or	latest	available	year	(percentage)

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year. See the appendix for 
more details.

Alongside differences in the likelihood of employment, jobs in rural and urban areas also differ 
noticeably in terms of working time. In that regard, a descriptive assessment is provided in box 2. 
Especially in developing countries, the number of working hours of the self-employed tends to 
be lower in rural areas than in urban ones. On another note, rural employees are more exposed 
to temporary contractual arrangements than their urban counterparts.

 X Box	2.	Working	time	in	rural	and	urban	areas

Working	beyond	48	hours	a	week	is	more	common	in	urban	areas	that	in	rural	ones,	
especially	among	the	self-employed

Too few or irregular working hours may expose individuals to specific risks, such as insuffi-
cient income. On the other hand, excessive working hours are associated with health risks, 
including ischaemic heart disease and stroke (Pega et al. 2021). An overview of working 
time in rural and urban areas is therefore provided here, based on a subsample of coun-
tries with available information for both the self-employed and employees.

Among the self-employed, a smaller proportion in rural areas work more than 48 hours per 
week compared with urban areas (figure B.2.1). On average across countries, 28 per cent 
of self-employed workers in rural areas work more than 48 hours per week, whereas this 
is the case of just 38 per cent of such workers in urban areas. On the other hand, a higher 
share of self-employed workers in rural areas work fewer than 20 hours per week, espe-
cially in developing countries (3 to 4 percentage points higher, depending on the country 
income group). Among urban self-employed workers, the share of those who work long 
hours – more than 55 hours per week – is particularly high (between 22 and 27 per cent).

As a result, in developing countries, the median working time of self-employed workers 
is lower in rural areas. On average, across middle- and low-income countries, the median 
working time of the self-employed is 40 hours per week in rural areas, compared with 46 
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hours in urban ones. In high-income countries the gap is considerably smaller (41 and 40 
hours per week in rural and urban areas, respectively).

In contrast, employees’ working hours are homogeneous across rural and urban areas in the 
selected countries considered here, except in the low-income ones. Regardless of whether 
they live in a rural or urban area, around one in ten employees in high-income countries 
works more than 48 hours, whereas this is the case of one in four and one in three work-
ers in upper‑ and lower‑middle‑income countries, respectively (figure B.2.2). The homo-
geneity of the working hours of employees across urban and rural areas can be explained 
by the fact that workers in this category are covered by labour rights to a relatively greater 
extent and are less likely to be informal. Across the low-income countries in the sample, 
however, the share of employees working more than 55 hours is on average substantially 
higher in rural areas than in urban ones. In addition, the exposure of employees to long 
working hours seems to be linked to a country’s level of development. Specifically, wage 
employment appears to be more protected against long hours in high-income countries, 
where fewer than 5 per cent of employees work more than 55 hours.
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 X Figure B.2.1 Distribution of self employed 
workers	in	rural	and	urban	areas	according	
to	their	number	of	hours	worked,	by	coun-
try	income	group,	2019	or	latest	available	
year (percentage)

 X Figure B.2.2 Distribution of employees in 
rural and urban areas according to their 
number	of	hours	worked,	by	country	in-
come	group,	2019	or	latest	available	year	
(percentage)

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year, and drawing 
on a subsample of 52 countries with information on the working hours of both self-employed workers and employees. 
See table A1 in the appendix for more details.

Temporary	employment	is	more	widespread	in	rural	areas

Although in most countries employees in rural areas have similar working hours to those 
living in cities, their contractual arrangements appear to be more precarious. On average, 
across a subsample of 34 countries with available information on workers’ type of contract, 
43 per cent of employees in rural areas have a temporary contract, which is 8 percent-
age points more than in urban areas (figure B.2.3). The more frequent use of temporary 
contracts in rural areas can be observed in countries at every level of development and 
may be explained in part by the seasonality of work in agriculture and associated sectors.

Overall, the share of temporary workers among employees in both rural and urban areas 
tends to be higher in developing countries, where informal work is more widespread in 
connection with precarious employment such as casual work (ILO 2016a). Without an ap-
propriate legal framework, temporary employment can be a source of insecurity and put 
people at a disadvantage in the labour market, especially in times of economic slowdown.
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 X Figure	B.2.3.	Share	of	temporary	contratcts	in	rural	and	urban	areas,	by	country	income	group,	2019	or	
latest available year (percentage)

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year, and drawing on 
a subsample of 34 countries with information on temporary contracts. See table A1 in the appendix for more details.
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 X 3 Wages in rural and urban areas

 

We now turn to the analysis of the employment income, as this labour market outcome is cru-
cial for the working conditions and livelihoods of workers. The analysis focuses on the wages of 
employees – a decision guided by data-related considerations, since few labour force and house-
hold surveys collect reliable information on income from self-employment. Nonetheless, an anal-
ysis of rural and urban income from self-employment is undertaken at the end of the section 
for two countries whose surveys include reliable information in that respect (box 5). Those two 
examples illustrate that rural and urban incomes from self-employment exhibit similar patterns 
to those observed for wages.

Higher proportion of low paid workers in rural areas
Rural employees’ earnings are to be found near the first rungs of their countries’ wage ladder. 
Indeed, on average across the sample, 49 per cent of rural employees earn a wage that is below 
the second quintile of the wages in their country, meaning that their hourly wage was less than 
the wages earned by 60 per cent of all employees in both urban and rural areas (figure 3). The 
share of rural workers at the bottom of the wage distribution is slightly larger in high- and up-
per-middle-income countries, where 52 per cent of such workers earn below the second quintile 
of the wage distribution, compared with 48 per cent in lower-middle- and low-income countries.13

The concentration of rural workers in the lower tail of the wage distribution particularly exposes 
them to low pay, a relative measure indicating a wage below two thirds of the country’s median 
hourly wage.14 Across the sampled countries, on average 33 per cent of employees in rural are-
as are low‑paid, compared with just 21 per cent of urban employees (figure 4). In addition, this 
pattern is independent of the level of development, as the share of low-paid employees is high-
er in rural areas than urban ones for each country income group.

Among the countries in the sample, the share of rural low-paid employees is the highest in 
Honduras and Namibia, reaching 56 per cent in both countries. These two countries also have 
the widest rural–urban gap in terms of low-paid employees, as only 22 per cent and 28 per cent, 
respectively, of their employees in urban areas fall into that category (see figure A2 in the ap-
pendix). At the other end of the spectrum, the share of low-paid rural employees is the lowest 
in Jordan (10 per cent).

13 The distribution of rural and urban wages presented here does not take into account the difference in local prices between rural and 
urban areas. In terms of purchasing power at the local level, the rural and urban distributions may therefore be different from those 
presented in figures 3 and 4 (see further down for a discussion of the price differential between rural and urban areas).

14 Low pay was statistically defined in ILO (2012).
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 X Figure 3. Share of rural employees in each quin-
tile	of	the	wage	distribution,	by	country	in-
come	group,	2019	or	latest	available	year	(per-
centage)

 X Figure	4.	Share	of	low-paid	workers	among	ru-
ral and urban employees, by country income 
group,	2019	or	latest	available	year	(percent-
age)

Note: An employee is considered to be low-paid if he or she is paid less than two thirds of the median hourly wage in the coun-
try in question.

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year. See the appendix for 
more details.

Despite a higher concentration of rural employees at the lowest end of the wage distribution 
in high- and upper-middle-income countries, the share of low-paid employees in these country 
income groups is smaller than in lower-middle- and low-income countries (respectively, 15 and 
17 per cent, compared with 22 and 27 per cent). Several factors may contribute to a reduction 
in the number of low-paid workers, including the existence of wage-setting institutions. In par-
ticular, minimum wage systems help to reduce the number of workers receiving a wage below 
a certain threshold and decrease wage inequality. Their ability to do so depends on the system 
parameters, notably their legal coverage and level of compliance, the level at which minimum 
wages are set, the structure of a country’s labour market and the characteristics of the benefi-
ciaries (ILO 2020b). There may be specific challenges in the implementation of minimum wages 
in rural areas: for instance, non-compliance with the minimum wage has in many cases been 
found to be more widespread in such areas (ILO 2016b).

Rural employees tend to have lower educational attainment and 
less experience than urban employees, especially in developing 
countries
The lower wages of rural employees could partly be explained by specific characteristics of this 
group, especially if these are associated with lower labour productivity. For instance, education 
and job experience have an impact on wages, which could widen the wage gap between urban 
and rural workers if it is found that the latter are less experienced or have lower educational at-
tainment.

Across the countries in the sample, rural employees appear to have lower levels of educational 
attainment than their urban counterparts. Specifically, on average 59 per cent of rural employ-
ees have yet to attain the equivalent of a lower-secondary education, whereas this is the case for 
only 41 per cent of urban employees (figure 5). The discrepancy between urban and rural areas 
is substantial within each country income group studied, ranging from an average of 11 percent-
age points in high-income countries to 21 percentage points in upper-middle-income countries 
(18 percentage points in low- and lower-middle-income countries).

In addition, especially in developing countries, the share of young workers among employees 
is higher in rural areas than in urban ones. The proportion of rural employees aged between 
15 and 24 years is 27 per cent in low-income countries and, respectively, 22 and 27 per cent in 
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lower-middle- and upper-middle-income countries, which is 5 percentage points higher than in 
urban areas for each country income group (figure 6). If we consider age to be a proxy for job ex-
perience, this finding suggests that rural employees are less experienced in developing countries.

 X Figure 5. Distribution of rural and urban employ-
ees according to their educational level, by coun-
try	income	group,	2019	or	latest	available	year	
(percentage)

 X Figure 6. Distribution of rural and urban em-
ployees according to their age group, by 
country	income	group,	2019	or	latest	availa-
ble year (percentage)

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year. See the appendix for 
more details.

A specific occupational profile of rural employees
As one would expect, rural wage employment tends to be concentrated in specific occupations, 
reflecting in part the share of agricultural activities in the rural economy (figure 7). Indeed, the 
proportion of skilled agricultural and trade workers among employees tends to be higher in rural 
areas (22 per cent on average across countries, versus 15 per cent in urban areas), and the same 
is true of elementary occupations (29 versus 17 per cent). In contrast, managers, professionals 
and technicians, along with clerical, service and sales workers, account for relatively fewer em-
ployees in rural areas (respectively, 21 and 18 per cent versus 31 and 27 per cent in urban areas).



22  ILO Working Paper 107

 X Figure	7.	Distribution	of	occupations	among	rural	and	urban	employees,	by	country	income	group,	2019	or	
latest available year (percentage)

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year. See the appendix for 
more details.

These differences in the composition of rural and urban employees help to explain the wage gap 
between rural areas and cities. Specifically, sizeable shares of employees with low educational 
attainment and little job experience in rural areas may widen the gap in wages with urban are-
as. To control for the differences in education, experience and occupations between rural and 
urban wage employment, we used a Blinder–Oaxaca econometric model. This technique breaks 
down the pay gap into a part that can be explained by the observable characteristics of individ-
uals (such as age and education) and an unexplained part (see box 3).



23  ILO Working Paper 107

 X Box	3.	Analysing	the	rural-urban	wage	gap

To estimate the extent of the pay gap observed between rural and urban employees that 
is attributable to human capital and the characteristics of occupations, a Blinder–Oaxaca 
econometric technique is used for each country (Blinder 1973; Oaxaca 1973). Wage equa-
tions are first estimated separately for rural and urban employees. Then the estimated 
parameters of these equations are used to decompose the average pay gap into a part 
explained by the observable characteristics considered in the equations, and an unex-
plained part.

Formally, the wage equations estimated are as follows:

W X β= + ϵR R R R

W X β= + ϵU U U U

Where W  is the logarithm of the hourly wages of rural (R) and urban (U) employees, and 
X  is a vector of variables including a constant term and dummies that describe employ-
ees’ observable characteristics (more specifically “human capital” and occupations): age, 
education level, number of hours worked per week (below 20, between 20 and 40, above), 
sector of work (public/private), and occupation according to the International Standard 
Classification of Occupations (ISCO‑08) aggregated into six categories.

In this framework, the average pay gap is calculated as the sum of two components:

W W X X β− − − = (
− − −

)U R U R U+  ( )X β β− −R U R

where X X β(
− − −

)U R U is the explained part, attributable to differences in observable character-
istics between rural and urban employees, and  ( )X β β− −R U R  is the unexplained part of the 
gap. In other words, the explained part of the gap corresponds to the difference in hourly 
wages between rural and urban employees that is attributable to differences in the com-
position of the workforce in terms of age, education level, institutional sector, occupation 
and working time. The unexplained part of the wage gap is due to factors not taken into 
account in the decomposition.

Rural employees earn on average 24 per cent less than urban 
employees, with half of that gap explainable by differences in 
terms of education, experience and occupation
Observable socio-demographic characteristics such as education and experience account for half 
of the wage gap between urban and rural areas. On average across the sampled countries, the 
rural–urban wage gap is 24 per cent, of which 12 percentage points correspond to differences in 
terms of observable characteristics between rural and urban employees (figure 8).15 The remain-
der of the wage gap is therefore not explained by the observable characteristics considered in 
the analysis. Beyond the average figures, however, there are noticeable differences across levels 
of development. In particular, the extent of the unexplained part of the gap appears to be linked 
to countries’ income per capita, as it is only 7 percentage points in high-income countries, com-
pared with 11 and 23 percentage points in middle- and low-income countries, respectively. This 
suggests that, in developing countries, large proportions of the rural–urban wage gap derive 
from factors not taken into account in the wage decomposition, including the environmental 

15 The observable characteristics taken into account in the decomposition are age, education level, institutional sector (public/private), 
occupation and the number of working hours of each employee (see box 3 for more details).



24  ILO Working Paper 107

and institutional context or labour productivity components not reflected in the measures of ed-
ucation and experience considered here.

The results presented in this section are, on the whole, in line with the studies highlighting ur-
ban wage premia, including for the very few developing countries in which an in-depth analysis 
of the rural–urban wage gap has already been carried out. For instance, in the case of Rwanda 
a recent study pointed to an urban wage premium, even after controlling for workers’ individu-
al characteristics (Bower, Gupta and Menon 2021). In Nigeria, Uganda and the United Republic 
of Tanzania, substantial urban wage premia were estimated for 2009–13 (Jones, D’Aoust and 
Bernard 2017). In Colombia, positive effects of urban agglomeration on wages were found for 
1996–2012 (Duranton 2016). In India and Brazil, studies have noted a decrease in urban wage 
premia over the periods 1983–2005 and 2002–09, respectively (Hnatkovska and Lahiri 2013; Cruz 
and Naticchioni 2012).

Although the rural–urban wage gap is in favour of urban employees nearly everywhere, average 
wages are higher in rural areas in a few countries. In Jordan, the Occupied Palestinian Territory 
and Yemen the pay gap is thus negative (–27 per cent, –20 per cent and –4 per cent, respectively), 
meaning that rural employees earn, on average, more per hour than their urban counterparts. 
This can probably be explained by the specificities of paid employment in these countries. For 
instance, in Jordan, the gap may be due to the large share of rural employees who work in the 
public sector (61 per cent of rural employees, compared with 26 per cent in urban areas). Besides, 
once the institutional sector of employment (public/private) and other observable characteristics 
are controlled for, rural and urban average wages are close (with an unexplained pay gap of –4 
per cent). In the Occupied Palestinian Territory, the pay gap is nearly entirely unexplained, con-
firming the role of contextual factors such as the prevalence of cross‑border rural workers who 
earn wages in neighbouring Israel.16

16 A substantial proportion of the Palestinian population work in Israel, often in the construction sector, through a work permit system 
that enables the employment of workers by registered employers (ILO 2021b). In addition, rural workers have been found to make 
up the majority of commuters (Fallah 2018).
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 X Figure	8.	Average	pay	gap	between	rural	and	urban	employees,	by	country,	decomposed,	2019	or	latest	
available year (percentage)

Note: For each country, the unexplained and explained components of the average pay gap are estimated using the Blinder–
Oaxaca decomposition methodology outlined in box 3.

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year. See the appendix for 
more details.
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Rural–urban pay gaps do not necessarily reflect discrepancies in the purchasing power of the 
wages between rural and urban areas, that is, the amount of goods and services that a wage 
unit can buy. Indeed, if prices are lower in rural areas than in urban ones, the data presented in 
figure 8 overestimate rural–urban gaps in terms of the purchasing power of wages. Empirically, 
several studies have compared rural and urban prices for defined baskets of goods and shown 
that rural prices tend to be lower. For example, in Indonesia, the food price differential comput-
ed using the data from the National Socio-Economic Survey ranged from 13 to 16 per cent dur-
ing 1987–96, whereas previous studies implicitly estimated it to range from 28 to 52 per cent 
(Asra 1999). On the other hand, a study based on India’s National Sample Surveys found a sig-
nificant rural–urban price gap, even though it narrowed between the two rounds of the survey 
under consideration, that is, between 1999/2000 and 2004/05 (Majumder, Ray and Sinha 2012).

In some countries, in order to assess the trends in prices according to the degree of urbanization, 
the national statistical office computes separate consumer price indices for rural and urban pop-
ulations. Even if this methodology does not allow a direct assessment of the extent of the price 
gap between rural and urban areas, it enables a comparison of inflation in each of these spaces. 
India, for instance, is among the few countries that apply such a methodology. Using inflation 
data, the evolution of the purchasing power of rural Indian wages was found to be negative be-
tween April and November 2022 (box 4). In the United States of America, ad hoc estimates of 
rural and urban inflation showed that the purchasing power of the average wage increased less 
in rural than in urban areas between the fourth quarters of 2019 and 2021.

However, defining adequate price indices for specific populations, such as people living in rural 
areas, is challenging. Recent empirical analysis conducted in the United States has, for instance, 
highlighted that rural life creates additional costs that extend beyond prices. These are linked to 
the actual living experience in rural areas and the accessibility of goods and services, and they 
cannot be extrapolated from urban areas (Zimmerman, Rignall and McAlister 2023). In that re-
gard, further research may therefore be necessary to fully do justice to the costs faced by rural 
residents.

 X Box	4.	Examples	of	recent	trends	in	rural	real	wages

In India, the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation has since 2014 been 
releasing separate monthly consumer price indices (CPIs) for rural and urban areas, along 
with a combined nationwide index. The price data are collected from a selection of 1,114 
urban markets and 1,181 villages covering all states and union territories (see, for exam-
ple, India, MOSPI 2023). This information makes it possible to analyse the respective trends 
in inflation in urban and rural areas. Other countries, such as Bangladesh and Pakistan, 
also compute a CPI specific to rural areas.

Drawing on inflation data, together with the rural monthly wage index published by the 
Indian Labour Bureau, the Ministry of Finance has observed negative trends in the pur-
chasing power of rural Indian wages in recent years. Thus, in its Economic Survey 2022–
23, the Ministry highlighted a negative growth in real rural wages (that is, rural wages ad-
justed for inflation) due to elevated inflation between April and November 2022 (India, 
Ministry of Finance 2023).

Evidence of recent unfavourable developments for rural real wages has been found in 
other parts of the world as well. The United States Congressional Budget Office (CBO), for 
instance, has estimated that between the last quarter of 2019 and the last quarter of 2021 
the purchasing power of the average wage increased in both rural and urban areas, but to 
a lesser degree in rural ones (United States, CBO 2022). For this analysis, the CBO specifical-
ly estimated the price growth in rural areas using the available CPI for urban consumers.
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On average, rural female employees earn less than their male 
counterparts
Within rural areas, pay inequalities may also be observed across groups of workers. Specifically, 
rural female employees earn, on average, 5 per cent less per hour than their male counterparts 
across all the sampled countries (figure 9).17 However, the rural gender pay gap varies across 
countries, ranging from 30 per cent on average in low-income countries to –6 per cent on aver-
age in upper-middle-income countries. A closer analysis shows that the rural gender pay gap is 
negative in 22 countries from the sample, meaning that rural female employees in these coun-
tries earn, on average, more than their male counterparts.

A negative gender pay gap often indicates “selective” female labour market participation, espe-
cially in developing countries (ILO 2018c; ILO 2023b). Among the 22 countries with a negative ru-
ral gender pay gap, female rural employees indeed appear to be endowed with specific charac-
teristics that distinguish them from their male counterparts. For instance, almost half of female 
rural employees have secondary education, compared with one third of rural male employees 
(see figure A3 in the appendix).

 X Figure	9.	Gender	pay	gap	in	rural	and	urban	areas,	by	country	income	group,	2019	or	latest	available	year	
(percentage)

Note: Sierra Leone has been omitted as the number of observations in the survey is insufficient to estimate the average wage 
of rural female employees in that country.

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year. See the appendix for 
more details.

However, the gender pay gap appears to be, on average, narrower in rural areas than in cities, 
except in low-income countries. Indeed, in the high- and middle-income countries sampled, the 
average urban gender pay gap is, respectively, 11 and 6 per cent (3 per cent in upper-middle-in-
come countries and 7 per cent in lower-middle-income ones). This result is in line with those 
from other studies focusing on gender pay gaps in income, including at the international level. 
For instance, a recent Eurostat study (2023) found that the gender gap in income is narrower in 
rural areas. A study based on French data similarly concluded that the gender pay gap is higher 
in urban areas, where the share of professional occupations is substantial (France, INSEE 2022b). 
According to that French study, the gender pay gap is wider among senior management and 

17 The gender pay gap corresponds to the gap between the average wage of female employees and the average wage of male employ-
ees, expressed as a percentage of the average wage of male employees.
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higher intellectual professions than in other occupational categories (three times greater than 
among clerks).

A shortcoming of statistics on the gender pay gap is that they do not reflect possible gender dif-
ferences in the performance of unpaid work, including those forms of work that may be preva-
lent in rural areas. For instance, unpaid work in family agricultural enterprises was found to ac-
count for 34 and 85 per cent of women’s informal employment in India and Egypt, respectively, 
compared with 11 and 10 per cent of men’s informal employment (FAO, IFAD and ILO 2010). In 
urban areas, other forms of unpaid work are also more likely to be performed mainly by women.18

Rural–urban pay gap and minimum wages
Labour institutions such as minimum wages can reduce inequalities between groups of workers, 
including along the rural–urban divide. Besides, the available evidence shows that rural workers 
are over-represented among minimum wage and sub-minimum wage earners, highlighting the 
potential of wage policies designed to target rural areas (ILO 2020b). Minimum wages exist in 
over 90 per cent of ILO Member States, either statutory minimum wages (84 per cent of coun-
tries) or negotiated ones (6 per cent).19

However, within countries, minimum wage systems do not always cover the population of work-
ers evenly, especially those based in rural areas. In particular, an estimated 18 per cent of coun-
tries with a statutory minimum wage exclude agricultural workers, domestic workers or both 
categories (ILO 2020b). Specifically, Bangladesh, the Plurinational State of Bolivia, Cambodia, 
Cyprus, Jordan, Lebanon, Pakistan, Samoa, the Sudan, the Syrian Arab Republic, Timor-Leste and 
the United States exclude all or some agricultural workers from their minimum wage system.

Furthermore, minimum wage systems sometimes provide for specific rates for the rural popu-
lation. In a few countries, agricultural workers are thus covered by a rate that may differ from 
the rates set for other industries.20 Among the countries in our sample, this is the case of Côte 
d’Ivoire, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Madagascar, Mali, Nicaragua, Senegal and Togo. Two 
thirds of these countries have a rural–urban pay gap that is larger than the average rural–urban 
pay gap observed within the country income group to which they belong, which indicates that 
countries with a specific agricultural minimum wage rate are often those with a relatively wide 
rural–urban pay gap (figure 10).

18 In India, for example, the participation of women in unpaid domestic work appears to be high in urban areas compared with rural 
ones (Singh and Pattanaik 2020).

19 Statutory minimum wages are set by governments, while negotiated minimum wages result from a collective bargaining agreement 
between employers’ and workers’ organizations that is made legally binding.

20 In addition, the payroll period for the minimum wage rate in the agricultural sector can differ from that in other industries. For in-
stance, the agricultural minimum wage in Morocco (Salaire minimum agricole garanti) is set at a daily rate, whereas the minimum 
wage for the other sectors of activity (Salaire minimum interprofessionnel garanti) is set at an hourly rate.
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 X Figure	10.	Average	wage	gap	between	rural	and	urban	workers,	in	countries	with	a	specific	minimum	wage	
for	the	agricultural	sector,	2019	or	latest	available	year	(percentage)

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year. See the appendix for 
more details.

In addition to statutory minimum wages, minimum wages set through collective bargaining may 
also be instrumental in addressing the low remuneration of rural workers. However, deficits in 
employer and worker representation in rural areas impede the promotion of social dialogue and 
collective bargaining. A recent investigation based on qualitative case studies covering 16 sectors 
of activity in 15 countries drew attention to the fact that, in many sectors, trade unions are either 
non‑existent or face major barriers in accessing workers’ organizations (ILO 2022a). Furthermore, 
women and informal, casual, seasonal and temporary workers were identified as groups of par-
ticular concern when it comes to representation. Beyond collective bargaining, improving the 
representation of rural workers would also be likely to help them in voicing their specific con-
cerns in tripartite discussions on statutory minimum wages.

 X Box	5.	Employment	incomes	from	self-employment	in	rural	and	urban	areas	in	Angola	and	Brazil

In Angola and Brazil, the quality of the survey data allows one to compare the hourly em-
ployment incomes earned by self-employed workers in rural and urban areas. Although 
the findings presented in this box may not hold for all countries, they are illustrative of the 
rural–urban gap in income from self-employment that can be observed around the world.

In both countries, self-employed workers’ incomes in rural areas are located towards the 
bottom of the distribution of income from self-employment. In Angola, 46 per cent of the 
rural self-employed earn hourly incomes that are below the second quintile of the distribu-
tion of labour income in the whole country, while that share reaches 65 per cent in Brazil 
(figure B.5.1). This indicates that, in contrast, urban self‑employed workers tend to earn in-
comes that are located at the upper end of the distribution of income from self-employment.
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 X Figure	B.5.1.	Share	of	rural	self-employed	workers	in	each	quintile	of	the	distribution	of	income	from	
employment,	2019	(percentage)

Note: For each country, the quintiles of the distribution of hourly income from employment are estimated for the whole 
population of self-employed (that is, rural and urban self-employed workers).

Source: Analysis based on ILO harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019. See appendix for more details.

As highlighted for wages, the rural–urban gaps in incomes from self-employment could 
be partly explained by differences in the endowments of rural and urban workers in terms 
of human capital. To allow for these differences, a Blinder–Oaxaca methodology similar 
to the one used for wages (box 3) is applied here.

In the two countries, nearly half the rural–urban gap in income from self-employment is 
due to differences between rural and urban workers in terms of human capital and occu-
pations held. Indeed, in Angola, a rural self-employed worker earns, on average, 42 per 
cent less than an urban one, of which 20 percentage points are explained by the age, ed-
ucation and occupation structures of the rural population (figure B.5.2). In Brazil, the av-
erage gap is 51 per cent, of which 23 percentage points are explained by those socio-de-
mographic characteristics of the rural population. In the two countries, a substantial part 
of the discrepancy in income from self-employment is therefore not explained by the es-
timated decomposition model.

 X Figure	B.5.2.	Averaage	employment	income	gaps	between	rural	and	urban	self-employed	workers,	de-
composed,	2019	(percentage)

Note: For each country, the unexplained and explained components of the average gap are estimated using the Blinder-
Oaxaca decomposition explained in box3.

Source: Analysis based on ILO harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019. See appendix for more details.

Furthermore, in both countries, rural self-employed women earn less than their male 
counterparts: the rural gender gap in income from self-employment is 43 and 14 per cent 
in Angola and Brazil, respectively. On average, for self-employed workers, gender-related 
differences in terms of income are higher in rural areas than in urban ones in Brazil, as the 
gender employment income gap is 5 percentage points lower in urban areas. However, 
this is not the case in Angola, where the urban gender gap in income from self-employ-
ment reaches 50 per cent (figure B.5.3).



31  ILO Working Paper 107

 X Figure	B.5.3.	Gender	employment	income	gap	among	rural	and	urban	self-employed	workers,	2019,	
(percentage)

Note: The gender employment income gap is expressed as a proportion of men’s average hourly income from employment..

Source: Analysis based on ILO harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019. See appendix for more details.
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 X 4 Legal frameworks for tackling rural–urban 
imbalances in employment and wages

 

The role of international labour standards
In 2008, the International Labour Conference acknowledged the “huge gap” in the protection 
afforded to rural workers21 and called upon governments to review their legislation with a view 
to extending the coverage of protection to rural workers, including rural wage earners, and in 
particular to ensure that these enjoy the protection of fundamental principles and rights at work. 
The Conference also reaffirmed the crucial role of international labour standards in guiding na-
tional legislation and policy to help address labour protection gaps, as they provide an interna-
tionally recognized framework for governments in the implementation of decent work principles 
in all spheres of work, including in rural areas (ILO 2008).22

There is no international labour standard expressly dealing with rural–urban inequalities. Rather, 
a number of ILO instruments address various aspects of the issue,23 as illustrated in box 6 for 
those related to this paper’s thematic focus on employment and wages.

 X Box	6.	International	labour	standards	relevant	to	employment	and	wages	in	rural	areas

Wages

 ● C.26* – Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery Convention, 1928 (No. 26)

 ● C.131 – Minimum Wage Fixing Convention, 1970 (No. 131)

 ● C.95 – Protection of Wages Convention, 1949 (No. 95)

 ● C.99* – Minimum Wage Fixing Machinery (Agriculture) Convention, 1951 (No. 99)

 ● R.135 – Minimum Wage Fixing Recommendation, 1970 (No. 135)

 ● R.89* – Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery (Agriculture) Recommendation, 1951 (No. 89)

Equality of opportunity and treatment

 ● C.100 – Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No 100)

 ● C.111 – Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111)

 ● R.90 – Equal Remuneration Recommendation, 1951 (No. 90)

 ● R.111 – Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Recommendation, 1958 (No. 111)

Employment policy and promotion

 ● C.122 – Employment Policy Convention, 1964 (No. 122)

21 According to Article 2 of the Rural Workers’ Organisations Convention, 1975 (No. 141), the term “rural worker” refers to “any person 
engaged in agriculture, handicrafts or a related occupation in a rural area, whether as a wage earner or, subject to the provisions of 
paragraph 2 of this Article, as a self-employed person such as a tenant, sharecropper or small owner–occupier”.

22 Human rights law can also provide a relevant legal framework. The “Declaration on the rights of peasants and other people working 
in rural areas”, annexed to the 2012 final study of the Human Rights Council Advisory Committee on the advancement of the rights 
of peasants and other people working in rural areas (United Nations document A/HRC/19/75), namely states that “[a]ll peasants, 
women and men, have equal rights” (Art. 2(1)) and “are free and equal to all other peoples and have the right to be free from [...] [dis-
crimination] based on their economic, social and cultural status” (Art. 2(3)). This instrument also lays down that peasants have “the 
right to live in dignity” and “the right to an adequate standard of living, which includes the right to an adequate income to fulfil their 
basic needs and those of their families” (Art. 3(2) and Art. 3(3)).

23 For a comprehensive overview of international labour standards applicable to rural work, see ILO (2008), Annex II.
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 ● R.122 – Employment Policy Recommendation, 1964 (No. 122)

 ● R.169 – Employment Policy (Supplementary Provisions) Recommendation, 1984 (No. 169)

 ● R.193 – Promotion of Cooperatives Recommendation, 2002 (No. 193)

 ● R.204 – Transition from the Informal to the Formal Economy Recommendation, 2015 (No. 204)

Plantations

 ● C.110 and P.110 – Plantations Convention, 1958 (No. 110) and its Protocol of 1982

 ● R.110 – Plantations Recommendation, 1958 (No. 110)

Tenants and sharecroppers

 ● R.132 – Tenants and Share-croppers Recommendation, 1968 (No. 132)

Indigenous and tribal peoples

 ● C.169 – Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169)

 ● R.104 – Indigenous and Tribal Populations Recommendation, 1957 (No. 104)

Labour administration and inspection

 ● C.150 – Labour Administration Convention, 1978 (No. 150)

 ● C.129 – Labour Inspection (Agriculture) Convention, 1969 (No. 129)

 ● R.133 – Labour Inspection (Agriculture) Recommendation, 1969 (No. 133)

Freedom of association

 ● C.87 – Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87)

 ● C.98 – Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98)

 ● C.11* – Right of Association (Agriculture) Convention, 1921 (No. 11)

 ● C.141 – Rural Workers’ Organisations Convention, 1975 (No. 141)

 ● C.154 – Collective Bargaining Convention, 1981 (No. 154)

 ● R.149 – Rural Workers' Organisations Recommendation, 1975 (No. 149)

 ● R.163 – Collective Bargaining Recommendation, 1981 (No. 163)

* Instrument with interim status

Source: ILO NORMLEX database

International labour standards on equality and the elimination of 
discrimination in respect of employment and occupation
One of the most important international labour standards addressing rural–urban imbalances is 
the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111).24 The Convention 
aims to eliminate any discrimination in respect of employment and occupation (Art. 2) and en-
compasses discrimination on the basis of social origin (Art. 1(1)(a)), which arises when an indi-
vidual’s membership of a class, socio-occupational category or caste determines his or her oc-
cupational future (ILO 1988).

24 As it is one of the eight fundamental Conventions (see ILO 1998), all Members, even if they have not ratified it, have an obligation 
arising from the very fact of membership in the Organization, to respect, to promote and to realize, in good faith and in accordance 
with the Constitution, the principles concerning the fundamental right which is the subject of this Convention, namely the elimina-
tion of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation.
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Furthermore, rural–urban inequalities may have particularly adverse effects for female workers, 
who may also be subject to discrimination and be paid lower wages than their male counter-
parts. In that regard, international labour standards provide a framework for policy design and 
action. Indeed, the widespread ratification of Convention No. 111 and the Equal Remuneration 
Convention, 1951 (No. 100),25 attest to a general acceptance of the principles of non-discrimina-
tion and equal remuneration, which also apply to rural workers. Convention No. 111 is aimed at 
the elimination of any discrimination based on, inter alia, sex (Arts 1–2), while its accompanying 
Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Recommendation, 1958 (No. 111), prescribes that 
all persons should, without discrimination, enjoy equality of opportunity and treatment in respect 
of, inter alia, remuneration for work of equal value (para. 2). The principle of equal remunera-
tion for men and women for work of equal value is also promoted by Convention No. 100 (Art. 2) 
and by the Plantations Recommendation, 1958 (No. 110) (para. 27). Finally, the Indigenous and 
Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169), lays down both the principle of equal remuneration 
for work of equal value and the principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment in employ-
ment for men and women (Arts 2–3).26

Significantly, the ILO Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations 
(CEACR) has addressed the situation of female rural workers on several occasions. For instance, 
in relation to Convention No. 100, the Committee recently issued an observation requesting the 
Government under review to step up its efforts to tackle the gender wage gap, particularly in 
the agricultural sector, and to provide information on the measures taken in that regard (CEACR 
2023a). When examining the implementation of Convention No. 111, the Committee has asked 
for information on the measures taken to increase the outreach and impact of policies to promote 
equality between women and men in employment and occupation, and on how such measures 
particularly address the situation of women in rural areas and in informal work (CEACR 2023b).

International labour standards on minimum wages and 
wage-setting
With regard to the specific question of wage‑setting for rural workers, the Minimum Wage Fixing 
Convention, 1970 (No. 131), and its accompanying Minimum Wage Fixing Recommendation, 
1970 (No. 135), are particularly relevant.27 Convention No. 131 calls for the creation of a system 
of minimum wages28 that covers all groups of wage earners whose terms of employment are 
such that coverage would be appropriate, with any exceptions needing to be justified (Art. 1). It 
provides for the implementation of a machinery to fix and adjust minimum wages from time to 
time, with the full consultation and, where appropriate, direct participation of the social partners, 
on an equal footing, as well as independent experts (Art. 4). It also specifies that minimum wage 
levels must take into account, inter alia, the needs of workers and their families and economic 
factors (Art. 3). Finally, it requires the adoption of appropriate measures to ensure the effective 
application of minimum wages, such as adequate inspection (Art. 5). Recommendation No. 135 
elaborates on several provisions of Convention No. 131 and makes clear that broad coverage can 

25 Just like the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111), Convention No. 100 is also one of the eight 
fundamental Conventions.

26 Although it goes beyond the scope of this paper, it is worth mentioning here that female rural workers are covered by a specific pro-
tection in the Safety and Health in Agriculture Convention, 2001 (No. 184), which stipulates that “[m]easures shall be taken to ensure 
that the special needs of women agricultural workers are taken into account in relation to pregnancy, breastfeeding and reproduc-
tive health” (Art. 18).

27 The Minimum Wage Fixing Machinery (Agriculture) Convention, 1951 (No. 99), and its accompanying Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery 
(Agriculture) Recommendation, 1951 (No. 89), are also pertinent to wage‑setting in rural areas, but they have now been classified as 
having interim status.

28 Minimum wages have been an important topic at the ILO ever since its inception. Indeed, the 1919 ILO Constitution called in its 
Preamble for an urgent improvement of conditions of labour, including “the provision of an adequate living wage”. In 1944, the ILO 
Declaration of Philadelphia referred to the importance of ensuring “a minimum living wage to all employed and in need of such pro-
tection”. This was reiterated in the 2008 ILO Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization.
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be achieved either by fixing a single minimum wage of general application or by fixing a series 
of minimum wages applicable to particular groups of workers (para. 5).29

These instruments therefore provide both for the exclusion of certain categories of workers from 
the system of minimum wages, although such exclusions should be kept to the minimum, and 
the fixing of different levels of protection (Convention No. 131, Art. 1; and Recommendation No. 
135, paras 4–5). As highlighted in section 4, agricultural workers make up one of the two broad 
categories of workers most often excluded from minimum wage legislation, alongside domestic 
workers. When they are not excluded, they may be offered a threshold of protection below the 
standard minimum wage30 (Eyraud and Saget 2005).

The CEACR has dealt with different aspects of wage‑setting in rural areas in its observations 
and direct requests. For instance, in relation to Convention No. 131 and the Minimum Wage 
Fixing Machinery (Agriculture) Convention, 1951 (No. 99), the Committee has reiterated on sev-
eral occasions that wages must be maintained at such a level as to provide a satisfactory stand-
ard of living to workers and their families (CEACR 2004a; 2008a; 2022), when faced with failures 
in the readjustment of minimum wages for agricultural workers. Furthermore, in the context 
of Convention No. 131, it has observed that minimum wage fixing is not a mere formality and 
should be the subject of prior consultations with the social partners (CEACR 2005). In an obser-
vation on the implementation of Convention No. 131, the Committee underlined the key role of 
the labour inspectorate in addressing violations of the minimum wage legislation in rural areas 
(CEACR 2012a). Accordingly, in relation to the Labour Inspection Convention, 1947 (No. 81), and 
the Labour Inspection (Agriculture) Convention, 1969 (No. 129), the Committee has requested 
detailed information on the functioning of labour inspection in agriculture (CEACR 2023c).

As agricultural workers are often excluded from minimum wage protection, collective bargain-
ing has a crucial role to play in wage-setting and enabling workers in this category to secure 
improvements to their terms and conditions of employment. In that regard, two fundamental 
Conventions are central: the Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise 
Convention, 1948 (No. 87), and the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 
1949 (No. 98). The first stipulates that workers and employers, “without distinction whatsoever”, 
must have the right to establish and join organizations of their own choosing (Art. 2), while the 
second lays down that workers are to enjoy adequate protection against acts of anti‑union dis-
crimination in respect of their employment (Art. 1). The Collective Bargaining Convention, 1981 
(No. 154), and its accompanying Recommendation also apply to all branches of economic activ-
ity, and they promote collective bargaining (Art. 5(1) of the Convention). Other instruments that 
are particularly relevant to rural workers are the Rural Workers’ Organisations Convention, 1975 
(No. 141), and its accompanying Recommendation. According to the former, “[a]ll categories of 
rural workers, whether they are wage earners or self-employed, shall have the right to establish 
and […] join organisations, of their own choosing without previous authorisation” (Art. 3(1) of the 
Convention). Member States ratifying the Convention have an obligation to adopt and imple-
ment a policy of active encouragement in respect of such organizations (Art. 5(1)). Convention 
No. 141 also provides that an objective of national policy on rural development should be to fa-
cilitate the establishment and growth of strong and independent organizations of rural workers 
as an effective means of ensuring their participation, without discrimination, in economic and 
social development and the resulting benefits (Art. 4).31

29 A relevant tool for the design, implementation and review of minimum wages is the Minimum Wage Policy Guide (ILO 2016b), which 
emphasizes key principles of good practice and provides examples of the pros and cons of different policy options.

30 Several reasons may be cited to explain this lower standard of protection – for instance, the fact that agricultural workers are often 
paid in kind to some extent; the fact that the cost of living is lower in rural areas; difficulties in enforcing the minimum wage in isolat-
ed rural areas; the policy objective of maintaining a high employment rate in areas where there are few alternatives to employment 
in the agricultural sector; and a bias against agricultural labour.

31 The Right of Association (Agriculture) Convention, 1921 (No. 11), which provides that ratifying Member States undertake to “secure 
to all those engaged in agriculture the same rights of association and combination as to industrial workers, and to repeal any stat-
utory or other provisions restricting such rights in the case of those engaged in agriculture” (Art. 1) is the most highly ratified ILO 
Convention dealing specifically with agricultural workers (123 ratifications). However, it has interim status.
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The CEACR has likewise raised on several occasions the need to promote trade unions and organ-
izations in the rural sector (CEACR 2016; 2021). Linking this to the specific issue of wage‑setting, 
in the context of Convention No. 131, the Committee has deplored unilateral fixing of the min-
imum wage of rural workers and reiterated that full consultation with organizations of the em-
ployers and workers concerned is an obligation that applies both when determining the scope 
of the minimum wage system and when operating and modifying the wage‑fixing machinery 
(CEACR 2003; 2004b).

Other international labour standards dealing with wages
With regard to another aspect of the matter, the Protection of Wages Convention, 1949 (No. 95), 
which applies to all workers without exception (Art. 2(1)), provides for the protection and timely 
payment of wages (Art. 12). It stipulates that wages are payable only in legal tender (Art. 3). The 
partial payment of wages in the form of in-kind allowances – a problematic practice that is quite 
widespread in the agricultural sector – may only be authorized in specific circumstances for cer-
tain occupations (Art. 4).

In relation to this instrument, the CEACR has issued direct requests emphasizing that national 
provisions pertaining to the protection of wages should not exclude rural workers (CEACR 2012b), 
and that such protection for rural workers has to be explicitly set out in the national legislation 
and cannot take the form of a mere practice (CEACR 2009). When confronted with contractual 
practices aimed at disguising a rural employment relationship, the Committee has also recalled 
in the context of Convention No. 95 that the related obligations “cannot be bypassed by mere 
terminological subterfuges, but require the extended and bona fide coverage by national leg-
islation of labour remuneration whatever form it takes” (CEACR 2017; ILO 2003). In another in-
stance related to the same standard, the Committee reaffirmed the relevance of paying wages 
on working days only and at or near the workplace for rural workers, who may not be fully con-
versant with electronic means of payment (CEACR 2008b).

Some international labour standards dealing with specific categories of workers, or of rural work, 
also address the question of wages. For instance, the Plantations Convention, 1958 (No. 110), 
contains several relevant provisions covering, inter alia, the fixing of minimum wages, forms 
and methods for the payment of wages, the freedom of workers to dispose of their wages, de-
ductions from wages, regular payment of wages and obligations to provide information (Arts 
24–35). The accompanying Plantations Recommendation, 1958 (No. 110), provides further guid-
ance on these aspects (paras 9–26). Orientation for regulating the wages of Indigenous persons, 
who often live and work in rural areas, can be found in the Indigenous and Tribal Populations 
Recommendation, 1957 (No. 104).32

It is therefore evident that international labour standards, whether of general application or spe-
cific to rural work, are a useful source of guidance for the design and implementation of legisla-
tive and policy frameworks to address inequalities in rural wages and to ensure that rural work-
ers enjoy the protection of fundamental principles and rights at work. The following subsection 
will explore the realization of these principles and rights at the national level through the prism 
of two case studies.

32 This instrument requires that the wages of workers belonging to the populations concerned should be protected, in particular, by 
providing that wages are normally paid only in legal tender; by prohibiting the payment of any part of wages in the form of alcohol 
or other spirituous beverages or noxious drugs; by prohibiting the payment of wages in taverns or stores, except in the case of work-
ers employed therein; and by regulating the maximum amounts and manner of repayment of advances on wages and the extent to 
which and conditions under which deductions from wages may be permitted (Recommendation No. 104, para. 10).
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National practices related to inequalities in rural areas
To tackle rural–urban inequalities in employment and wages, some countries have passed spe-
cific legislation addressing various aspects of the problem. That is the case, for example, of Brazil 
(OECD 2021) and China (Stepan and Lu 2016). Both countries have enacted assistance programmes 
in the form of rural pension schemes to provide adequate old-age income to rural workers. In 
the Republic of Moldova, one component of the Government’s efforts to combat undeclared 
work is a voucher system for occasional workers in agriculture, which facilitates the registration 
of workers and social security coverage (ILO 2022b). In Guinea-Bissau, a new Labour Code was 
adopted in July 2021, in which it is stipulated, inter alia, that the minimum wage is payable to all 
workers, including rural workers, without distinction based on sex or any other grounds, in an 
amount fixed annually by the Government, after consultation with the social partners.

The present subsection will discuss in more detail efforts to address rural–urban inequalities in 
India and Austria. The first of these two countries warrants a particularly focused review, as the 
Indian Government has been undertaking efforts for almost two decades now to generate wage 
employment in rural areas, and also because regular evaluations of the impact of these attempts 
are available. Meanwhile, Austria is especially relevant from the perspective of gender equality. 
Bearing in mind that agriculture is a sector traditionally characterized by discrimination against 
women (ILO 2007), Austria is a notable example of a country that has adopted legislation for the 
equal treatment of men and women in rural areas. Although assessing their success is a sepa-
rate and often complex endeavour, the study of such initiatives can help to inform the debate on 
rural–urban disparities and contribute to the development of good practices for tackling these.

India’s National Rural Employment Guarantee Schemes: The impact of rural 
public works on agricultural wages
The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, adopted in 2005 (India, Ministry 
of Law and Justice 2005), provides the legal framework for India’s National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Schemes (NREGS), including the institutional structure for their implementation, and 
defines the rights and obligations of participants.

The objective of NREGS is to enhance the livelihood security of people in rural areas by generat-
ing wage employment through public works that develop the infrastructure base of those are-
as. To that end, the Act grants the legal right to 100 days of wage employment per financial year 
to every adult member of a rural household who asks for employment and is willing to perform 
unskilled manual work. To ensure accessibility, employment must be provided within a 5 km ra-
dius of the participant’s village. Involvement in the scheme is to be made possible within 15 days 
of the date of application; otherwise, the applicant must be paid an unemployment allowance.

The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act contains several provisions dealing with wag-
es, including minimum wages, the protection of wages and labour protection. Other provisions 
of the Act focus on mandatory information and education campaigns, access to grievance re-
dressal mechanisms and the involvement of participants in decision-making on the works to be 
performed in their village. The rights of rural workers have been further reinforced through cit-
izen-centred monitoring structures that increase accountability (Ehmke 2015). The Act also con-
tains special provisions for the three most marginalized groups in Indian society, namely women, 
“Scheduled Castes” and “Scheduled Tribes”. To encourage women’s participation, the Act estab-
lished a mandatory one-third quota for them. Additionally, it requires that day-care facilities be 
provided at the worksite, that the work take place near the place of residence and that equal 
wages be paid to women and men. As for members of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, 
it is stipulated in the Act that when developing rural infrastructure, works creating individual as-
sets must be prioritized on land owned by households from those two groups. Other provisions 
deal with their representation in the local councils tasked with implementation of the schemes.
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Since its promulgation, observers have identified some deficiencies in the execution of the Act 
– for instance, the unmet demand of rural households seeking employment in NREGS, short-
comings in citizen participation in planning and monitoring, insufficient awareness among the 
population and reports of corruption (Ehmke 2015; Jha and Gaiha 2013). However, over the 
years, the Government has issued guidelines to achieve greater transparency and accounta-
bility (India, Ministry of Rural Development 2020; 2022). Additionally, a third‑party study on the 
implementation of NREGS, commissioned by the Government in 2020, concluded that, in gen-
eral, these schemes had led to notable increases in the wages of rural workers (India, Ministry 
of Rural Development 2022).

Several other studies have found that, as NREGS were introduced and expanded, the rate of 
compliance with minimum wage regulations increased, the gap in rural wages between formal 
salaried workers and casual workers decreased and, similarly, the gender wage gaps in rural ar-
eas declined. Alongside other factors, the NREGS programme seems to have played an impor-
tant role in these positive trends (ILO 2016c). Noting that the results varied across the national 
territory, the Indian Parliament’s Standing Committee on Rural Development argued that the 
Act in itself was well designed, but that its potential to transform the lives of rural populations 
depended on its implementation at the field level (India, SCRD 2013).

Austrian legislation on gender equality in rural areas
Within rural areas, inequalities can also be observed between male and female workers, with 
the latter having been discriminated against historically. Regulation of these issues in the agri-
cultural sector is often lacking, as evidenced by gender wage gaps. It is therefore interesting to 
consider the case of Austria, where legislation has been enacted to try to address the problem.

The principle of equality is embedded in article 7 of the Austrian Federal Constitution 
(Bundes-Verfassungsgesetz), which states that “all citizens are equal before the law” and rules out 
any privilege based on sex (among other characteristics). In 1998, an amendment to this article 
provided the constitutional basis for the implementation of gender mainstreaming by introduc-
ing the responsibility for authorities at all levels (federal, regional and local) to implement meas-
ures aimed at achieving equality between women and men.

Austria’s legislation on gender equality in the world of work dates back to the 1979 Act on the 
Equal Treatment of Women and Men with regard to Remuneration (applicable to the private 
sector), which provided for the establishment of an Equal Treatment Commission. The scope of 
this legislation has expanded considerably since then (Austria, Federal Chancellery, DGWE 2022). 
Nowadays, protection against discrimination in employment in the private sector (on the grounds 
of gender, ethnic affiliation, religion and belief, sexual orientation and age) is guaranteed by the 
2004 Equal Treatment Act (Gleichbehandlungsgesetz).

Part IV of the Act lays down principles of equal treatment for the specific category of agricultur-
al and forestry workers, using the same system as for all the other work sectors. Its stated aim 
is to ensure equality between women and men and to eliminate other forms of discrimination. 
Furthermore, the principle of equal treatment is defined as the prohibition of direct and indirect 
discrimination, in particular as regards the establishment of the employment relationship, the 
setting of remuneration, the granting of social benefits that do not constitute remuneration, 
training, career advancement, other working conditions and the termination of employment. 
This part of the Act dedicated to agricultural and forestry workers also deals with harassment 
(including sexual harassment), affirmative action by employers, the obligation to advertise jobs 
in a gender-neutral and non-discriminatory manner, and pay criteria, notably the principle of 
equal pay for equal work or for work recognized as equivalent.

The final provisions of the Act address compensation and the legal consequences of violation of 
the principle of equal treatment, which include legal proceedings before the labour and social 
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courts. Furthermore, employees may file complaints with the Equal Treatment Commission and/
or the Office of the Ombud for Equal Treatment. A proceeding before the Commission, which 
issues expert opinions on whether discrimination has occurred and if so, what measures are to 
be taken to end it, suspends all judicial deadlines. However, the courts are not bound by its find-
ings. The Office of the Ombud for Equal Treatment can carry out independent investigations re-
lating to discrimination and publish reports and recommendations on its findings. Additionally, 
the Office provides counselling services and information to employees and companies on en-
forcing the right to equal treatment (Austria, Federal Chancellery, DGWE 2022).

All provinces have relevant legislation and specialized bodies in place by now, even though these 
are structured differently throughout the country and vary considerably in terms of activity and 
visibility. Although a correlation with the 2004 Act has yet to be established, the statistics show 
that the gender wage gap in the “agriculture, forestry and mining” sector in Austria more than 
halved between 2005 and 2015 (Böheim et al. 2017).

***

Although it is difficult to assess their outcomes and there is room for further improvement, the 
measures taken in India and Austria testify to a determination to tackle rural inequalities and lay 
the foundation for future endeavours in this field.
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 X Conclusions

This empirical study of a sample of countries at various levels of development has highlighted 
the existence of rural–urban gaps in labour market outcomes that cannot be fully explained by 
observed differences in the socio‑demographic characteristics of rural and urban populations. 
Although people in rural areas are more likely to be in employment than those in urban ones, 
they also tend to have jobs that can put them at risk of experiencing deficits in labour protection 
as well as low pay. In addition to insufficient working time, especially in the case of the self‑em-
ployed, limited rural employment income may also be due to low remuneration. Indeed, rural 
workers are, on average, paid 24 per cent less than their urban counterparts on an hourly basis, 
of which 12 percentage points are explained by rural–urban discrepancies in education, experi-
ence and occupational category. Developing countries exhibit a relatively larger gap, including 
also the unexplained part. Recent empirical evidence also points to relative deterioration of the 
purchasing power of wages in rural areas, which could further undermine rural livelihoods. In 
many countries, certain groups of rural workers are at greater disadvantage – notably women, 
who appear to earn, on average, less than men in rural areas.

However, institutional and regulatory frameworks can help in reducing labour market inequal-
ities across the rural–urban divide. In that regard, international labour standards – such as the 
Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111), and the Indigenous 
and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169) – can guide countries seeking to promote equal 
opportunities and treatment, including in wage employment. With regard to wages specifically, 
the Minimum Wage Fixing Convention, 1970 (No. 131), outlines a framework for ensuring that 
rural workers are covered by adequate minimum wages. Since rural employees are to be found 
towards the bottom of the wage distribution in their countries, minimum wage systems consti-
tute a powerful lever for closing the rural–urban pay gap. Additionally, in many rural areas the 
promotion of collective bargaining could lead to improvements in wages and in the terms and 
conditions of employment that are tailored to the specificities of rural activities.

Further research and data collection would nonetheless be useful to improve understanding of 
the rural–urban divide in the labour market, especially in developing countries. From the point 
of view of income and wage‑setting, such efforts should include a more comprehensive evalu-
ation of the relative costs and prices faced by rural workers. The systematic and regular gather-
ing of data on labour incomes by national institutions would be instrumental, too, in enhancing 
the assessment and monitoring of rural–urban disparities.
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Appendix

 X Figure	A1.	Share	of	working-age	population	living	in	rural	areas	in	the	sampled	countries,	2019	or	latest	
available year (percentage).

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year
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 X Figure	A2.	Share	of	low-paid	employees	in	rural	areas	in	the	sampled	countries,	2019	or	latest	available	
year (percentage)

Source: Analysis based on ILO Harmonized Microdata collection (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year.
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 X Figure A3. Distribution of male and female rural employees according to their level of education in coun-
tries	with	a	negative	rural	gender	pay	gap,	2019	or	latest	available	year	(percentage)

Note: This chart covers 22 countries in which the rural gender pay gap is negative: Bangladesh, Bolivia (Plurinational State of), 
Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Eswatini, Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras, Jordan, Lesotho, Madagascar, Mexico, Mongolia, Namibia, 
Nicaragua, Panama, Philippines, Republic of Moldova, Thailand, Uruguay, Zambia.

Source: Analysis based on ILO Microdata Repository (ILOSTAT), 2019 or latest available year. 

 X Table	A1.		National	data	sources	used	to	analyse	rural	and	urban	employment	and	wages

Country/Territory Survey Year Survey used for 
figures	B.2.1	and	
B.2.2	in	box	2

Survey used 
for	figure	B.2.3	

in	box	2

Angola Inquérito ao Emprego em Angola 
(Survey on Employment in Angola)

2019 Yes Yes

Armenia LFS 2019 No Yes

Australia Household, Income and Labour 
Dynamics in Australia Survey

2019 Yes Yes

Bangladesh LFS 2017 Yes Yes

Benin Enquête Harmonisée sur les Conditions 
de Vie des Ménages (Harmonized Survey 
of Household Living Conditions) 2018–19

2018 Yes No

Bhutan LFS 2019 Yes No

Bolivia (Plurinational 
State of)

Encuesta de Hogares (Household 
Survey)

2018 Yes No

Brazil Pesquisa Nacional por Amostra de 
Domicílios (National Household Sample 
Survey)

2019 Yes Yes

Cambodia LFS 2019 Yes Yes
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Country/Territory Survey Year Survey used for 
figures	B.2.1	and	
B.2.2	in	box	2

Survey used 
for	figure	B.2.3	

in	box	2

Chile Encuesta de Caracterización 
Socioeconómica Nacional (National 
Socio-Economic Characterization Survey)

2017 Yes Yes

Colombia Gran Encuesta Integrada de Hogares 
(Great Integrated Household Survey)

2019 Yes No

Côte d’Ivoire Enquête Nationale sur l’Emploi (National 
Employment Survey)

2019 Yes No

Dominican Republic Encuesta Nacional Continua de Fuerza 
de Trabajo (Continuous National Labour 
Force Survey)

2019 Yes Yes

Ecuador Encuesta de Empleo, Desempleo 
y Subempleo (Employment, 
Unemployment and Underemployment 
Survey)

2019 Yes No

Egypt LFS 2019 Yes Yes

El Salvador Encuesta de Hogares de Propósitos 
Múltiples (Multipurpose Household 
Survey)

2019 Yes No

Eswatini LFS 2016 Yes No

Ethiopia National Labour Force and Migration 
Survey

2013 Yes Yes

France Enquête Emploi en Continu (Continuous 
Survey of Employment)

2019 Yes Yes

Ghana LFS 2015 Yes Yes

Greece LFS 2019 Yes Yes

Guatemala Encuesta Nacional de Condiciones 
de Vida (National Survey of Living 
Conditions)

2014 Yes No

Guyana LFS 2019 Yes Yes

Honduras Encuesta Permanente de Hogares de 
Propósitos Múltiples (Multipurpose 
Permanent Household Survey)

2019 Yes No

India Periodic Labour Force Survey 2019 Yes No

Jordan LFS 2019 Yes Yes

Kenya Kenya Continuous Household Survey 
Programme

2019 Yes No

Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic

LFS 2017 No No

Lesotho LFS 2019 No Yes

Madagascar Enquête Nationale sur l'Emploi et le 
Secteur Informel (National Survey of 
Employment and the Informal Sector)

2015 Yes No
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Country/Territory Survey Year Survey used for 
figures	B.2.1	and	
B.2.2	in	box	2

Survey used 
for	figure	B.2.3	

in	box	2

Mali Enquête Modulaire et Permanente 
auprès des Ménages (Modular 
Permanent Household Survey)

2018 Yes Yes

Mexico Encuesta Nacional de Ocupación y 
Empleo (National Survey of Occupation 
and Employment)

2019 Yes Yes

Mongolia Household Socio-Economic survey 2018 Yes No

Myanmar LFS 2019 Yes No

Namibia LFS 2018 Yes Yes

Nepal LFS 2017 Yes Yes

Nicaragua Encuesta Nacional de Hogares so-
bre Medicíon de Nivel de Vida 
(National Household Living Standards 
Measurement Survey)

2014 Yes No

Occupied Palestinian 
Territory

LFS 2019 Yes Yes

Pakistan LFS 2019 Yes No

Panama Encuesta de Mercado Laboral (Labour 
Market Survey)

2019 Yes No

Peru Encuesta Nacional de Hogares (National 
Household Survey)

2019 Yes No

Philippines LFS 2019 Yes Yes

Republic of Moldova LFS 2019 No Yes

Rwanda Enquête Intégrale sur les Conditions de 
Vie des Ménages (Integrated Household 
Living Conditions Survey)

2017 Yes Yes

Senegal Enquête Nationale sur l’Emploi (National 
Employment Survey)

2019 No No

Serbia LFS 2019 Yes No

Sierra Leone Sierra Leone Integrated Household 
Survey

2018 Yes Yes

Sri Lanka LFS 2019 Yes Yes

Switzerland Enquête Suisse sur la Population Active 
(Swiss Labour Force Survey)

2019 Yes Yes

Thailand LFS 2019 Yes No

Togo Enquête Regionale Integrée sur l’Em-
ploi et le Secteur Informel (Regional 
Integrated Survey on Employment and 
the Informal Sector)

2017 Yes Yes

Türkiye LFS 2013 Yes Yes

Uganda LFS 2017 Yes No

United States of America Current Population Survey 2019 Yes Yes
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Country/Territory Survey Year Survey used for 
figures	B.2.1	and	
B.2.2	in	box	2

Survey used 
for	figure	B.2.3	

in	box	2

Uruguay Encuesta Continua de Hogares 
(Continuous Household Survey)

2019 Yes No

Viet Nam LFS 2019 Yes Yes

Yemen LFS 2014 Yes Yes

Zambia LFS 2019 No Yes

LFS = Labour Force Survey
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