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Paid domestic workers represent a historically discriminated-against group comprising mostly 
ethnically marginalized, resource-poor migrant women. In twenty-first-century Peru, social 
and labor rights have not improved significantly for those in the sector despite more than 
a decade of sustained economic growth that took off in 2002 and lasted until 2014. Though 
the present national trend suggests that the absolute number of workers in this sector is 
dropping and that the tendency of workers to “live in” with their employers is reversing (trends 
that might signal improved working conditions for those in the sector), significant gaps still 
exist between the rights of domestic workers as compared to other workers. This article 
analyzes the intersectionality of gender, ethnicity and/or migration status, and class as one 
possible explanation for the continued vulnerability of paid domestic workers. We examine 
statistical information on the present situation in Peru, including a trends analysis of the 
National Household Survey from 2004 to 2013, and share the results of our qualitative research 
on the sector for the same period. We conclude with recommendations for future studies.

Siendo principalmente mujeres pobres, migrantes y marginadas por etnia, trabajadoras 
domésticas remuneradas representan un grupo históricamente discriminado. En el Perú de siglo 
21, para las que permanecen en el sector, los derechos sociales y laborales no han mejorado 
significativamente a pesar de más de una década de crecimiento económico sostenido que se 
inició en el año 2002 y duró hasta el 2014. La tendencia nacional actual sugiere que el número 
absoluto de trabajadoras en este sector está en declive y que aquellas que trabajan “cama 
adentro” son las menos. Sin embargo, todavía existen brechas significativas entre los derechos 
de las que permanecen en este empleo frente a otros trabajadores. En este artículo se analiza el 
rol de la “interseccionalidad” de género, etnia o el estado de la migración, y clase social como una 
posible explicación de la vulnerabilidad continuada de las trabajadoras domésticas remuneradas. 
Examinamos la información estadística, incluyendo un análisis de las tendencias provenientes 
de la Encuesta Nacional de Hogar (ENAHO) entre los años 2004 y 2013 y compartimos los 
resultados de nuestra investigación cualitativa sobre el sector para el mismo período. Se concluye 
con recomendaciones para futuros estudios sobre el tema.

Introduction
In the decade between 2004 and 2013, Peru joined the league of countries that enjoy medium to high 
income (World Bank 2013), experiencing economic growth classified as both “pro middle class” and “pro 
poor” by the Inter-American Development Bank (Jaramillo and Zambrano 2013). This context included a 
new “emerging” middle class, improved education levels, and increasing participation by women in the 
workforce. Yet the same situation has been marked by the persistence of high levels of labor force informality 
and social inequality. Seventy-nine percent of all work continues to be informal (INEI 2014), one of the 

Pérez,	L	M	and	Llanos,	P	M.	Vulnerable	Women	in	a	Thriving	Country:	
An	Analysis	of	Twenty-First-Century	Domestic	Workers	in	Peru	and	
Recommendations	for	Future	Research.	Latin	American	Research	Review.	
2017;	52(4),	pp.	552-570.	DOI:	https://doi.org/10.25222/larr.67

https://doi.org/10.25222/larr.67 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:l.perez@up.edu.pe
https://doi.org/10.25222/larr.67
https://doi.org/10.25222/larr.67


Pérez and Llanos 553 

highest rates in Latin America. Additionally, the gaps between rich and poor are significant, with the richest 
20 percent in the country amassing thirteen times more income than the poorest 20 percent (PNUD 2013). 
Given the country’s dual commitment to continued growth and the implementation of policies that set 
the foundation for a more inclusive society, a critical challenge is to create the appropriate conditions for 
assuring greater socioeconomic equity.

There is work to be done on a number of fronts. In particular, Peru maintains a number of special labor 
regimes that diminish worker rights in order to cut costs. These include paid domestic workers. Nearly 
100 percent informal, and amounting to 2.6 percent of the country’s economically active population (INEI 
2013), these workers merit particular attention, we argue here.

First, domestic work has confronted historic multilevel discrimination, as it has employed primarily 
poor, young, ethnically marginalized women. Second, the work is performed in private residences in which 
treatment of the worker, benefits, and discrimination are difficult to perceive and/or regulate by the 
appropriate authorities. Third, and related to the first two points, as compared to other labor regimes there 
is less knowledge about this workforce and its employers, and whether the latter comply with the basic 
rights afforded to these workers under the law. Fourth, while incomes have risen for all workers in Peru, there 
remains a comparatively large gap between the remunerations received by paid domestic workers and other 
workers of the economically active population (EAP). Finally, it is precisely because this job is performed 
by the most vulnerable women that an analysis of their collective situation may serve as a barometer to 
measure the country’s progress toward achieving socioeconomic equity (Blofield and Martinez Franzoni 
2014; Jokela 2015; Pérez and Llanos 2015a).1

The sociopolitical context also offers a timely backdrop against which to review the status of these 
workers. With the passage of the International Labor Organization’s (ILO’s) Convention 189 (C189) and its 
Recommendation 201 in 2011, there exists an international framework for the constitution of decent work 
for this labor force.2 While the Latin American region is now the part of world with the highest number 
of ratifications,3 Peru has yet to adopt the convention, or improve its legislation.4 The country’s Domestic 
Worker Law No. 27986 (2003) represents an important step toward recognizing this sector as part of the 
workforce, not mere “service providers” or “servants”; however, it provides only partial rights and thus 
needs to be improved and strengthened so that domestic workers might enjoy the same entitlements and 
protections as do other workers.

To date, the Ministry of Labor and Employment Promotion (MTPE) and the Ministry of Women and 
Vulnerable Populations (MIMP) have taken some steps to examine the viability of implementing C189. 
Specifically, the MTPE has led a multisector working group, including members of civil society, to monitor 
the development of an action plan intended to promote the enforcement of domestic workers’ labor rights, 
though the working group appears to have little traction, if any. Moreover, two parliamentarians have 
called for the ratification of C189, but these efforts have not progressed. Thus, on the legislative front scant 
attention has been devoted to domestic worker rights.

As to the work of the labor unions on this issue, two large domestic workers unions exist—the Domestic 
Workers Union for the Lima Region (Sindicato de Trabajadoras y Trabajadores del Hogar de la Región 
Lima, SINTTRAHOL), affiliated with the General Confederation of Workers of Peru (Confederación General 
de Trabajadores del Perú, CGTP); and the National Union of Domestic Workers (Sindicato Nacional de 
Trabajadoras del Hogar, SINTRAHOGARP), associated with the United Confederation of Workers of Peru 
(Central Unitaria de Trabajadores del Perú, CUT). Although unions participated in the drafting of C189 in 
Geneva prior to its international adoption by the ILO, interviews with union members and other civil society 
activists suggest that a key challenge for the syndicates—and, thus, for improving domestic worker rights—is 
that they do not have an appropriate counterpart, an employers’ union, with which they can collectively 
bargain. Moreover, relations between the two existing unions are strained. This, combined with the present 
impossibility of negotiating with an appropriate counterpart and the comparatively more powerful national 

 1 Based on a macroeconomic cross-country statistical analysis of seventy-four countries, Jokela (2015) suggests that income inequality 
is a key factor in determining the proportion of paid domestic workers in the labor force of a country. 

 2 ILO, C189 – Domestic Workers Convention, 2011, http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P121
00_ILO_CODE:C189.

 3 “Entra en vigor el Convenio 189 sobre Trabajo Doméstico de la OIT,” September 5, 2013, OIT, http://www.ilo.org/americas/sala-de-
prensa/WCMS_220856/lang--es/index.htm. 

 4 Ley de los Trabajadores del Hogar, Ley No. 27986, Programa de Difisión de la Ley Laboral, http://www.mintra.gob.pe/contenidos/
archivos/prodlab/LEY%20DE%20LOS%20TRABAJADORES%20DEL%20HOGAR%20Ley%20No.%2027986%2003-06-03.pdf 
(accessed June 25, 2016). 
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business guild that opposes any increases in wages for these workers, is an impediment to their success as 
compared to other unions of the region like those in Chile or Brazil, for example (Pérez 2015).5

In sharp contrast to Peru, Uruguay was the first country of the world to ratify C189 and has made great 
strides in creating parity between the social and labor rights of paid domestic workers and those of other 
members of the labor force. Most recently, it has inaugurated a National Care System in which caregivers—
among them, paid domestic workers—are considered under the country’s social protection policies.6 
Additionally, one of the most recent ratifications in Latin America took place in neighboring Chile in 2015, 
following a national legislative process that sought to improve the rights of domestic workers by increasing 
the minimum wage, reducing the number of hours worked, sanctioning and requiring vacation time and 
weekly rest, and written contracts, among other rights (Pérez 2015). Unlike Chile and Uruguay, for example, 
Brazil has not ratified C189, but the country’s legislature passed a constitutional amendment in 2013 that 
sought to establish parity between the rights of the domestic worker and others and ensure compliance 
with these rights among employers. This includes employers’ public registration of their domestic workers; 
a mandated eight-hour workday, minimum wage, social security and health benefits, and severance pay.7 
Even though employer compliance with worker rights continues to be a challenge for Brazil and other 
countries, the political will and active efforts to expand rights through national legislation are nonetheless 
notable.8 Not least important has been the role of civil society organizations, unions, and the empowerment 
of domestic workers through their association with these organizations (Bernardino-Costa 2014).

The present situation of the sector in Peru reveals that the economic boom in the first decade of the 
twenty-first century was not enjoyed by paid domestic workers because of the undervaluation of their work 
and because the social protections that would have limited their exploitation were only minimally present. 
Instead, this sector subsidizes the state by providing cheap labor, thereby filling gaps in services that the 
state does not provide (Blofield 2012). Furthermore, we suggest that economic growth has had a positive 
effect for many in Peru precisely because, among other factors, these highly vulnerable and easily exploitable 
workers have helped to subsidize economic and social mobility for other social classes. As Schellekens and 
van der Schoot (1989, 303) suggested in 1989: “The existence of a cheap labor force frees the upper and 
middle classes from domestic work; they do not need to make costly collective provisions and can use their 
savings in other ways.”

As we consider the status of this worker in a context of economic growth, legislative changes, and the 
country’s longest period of uninterrupted democracy, we observe that the situation has not changed 
significantly for this sector in the past nearly three decades. While incomes have risen for all, why is there 
such a comparatively large gap between the remuneration and social rights of these workers and others? 
While we know from the international and national literature that their profile is that of low-income, racially 
and/or ethnic minority migrant women with limited education (Anderson 2004; Blofield 2012; Chaney 
and Castro 1989; Pérez and Llanos 2015a; Rutté García 1973), is there one condition that is more defining 
than the others in determining domestic workers’ lack of access to decent wages, quality of employment, 
and overall social protections? Or is there a confluence of conditions at play, as suggested by research 
on intersectionality? Can an analysis of the Peruvian case, viewed through this perspective, offer us new 
insights?

Based on our examination of the extant literature, statistical data available, and the results of nascent 
qualitative research (Pérez and Llanos 2015b), we hypothesize that at least one of the reasons that domestic 
workers in Peru remain vulnerable and easily exploitable by others is because they are discriminated against 
and disempowered on the basis of the intersectionality of at least three conditions: gender, ethnic origin 
and/or migration status, and class. While their generally low educational attainment also plays an important 
role, as we will show below, in the very particular case of paid domestic workers in Peru it may not be the main 
reason for why they remain vulnerable in this employ. Rather, they maintain low educational attainment 
and enjoy little vertical labor mobility precisely because of the confluence of the aforementioned conditions 
which, in turn, serve to position the women of this sector for a life of service as domestic workers with 

 5 Situación organizativa de las trabajadoras remuneradas del hogar en la región andina y procesos de incidencia política para ratificación 
del Convenio (Quito: Care América Latina, 2014), pp. 40–41. See http://www.care.org.ec/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/informe-
care-trabajadoras-hogar-para-cd1.pdf. 

 6 “Plan Nacional de Cuidados 2016–2020,” Junta Nacional de Cuidados, Uruguay. http://www.sistemadecuidados.gub.uy/ (accessed 
June 27, 2016). 

 7 “Momentum Grows for Domestic Worker Legislation,” ILO, April 2, 2013, http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/
news/WCMS_208727/lang--en/index.htm. 

 8 For more on this subject see Valenzuela and Mora (2009, 35). 
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limited alternatives. This article explores this hypothesis in more detail through statistical and qualitative 
analysis focused on the years 2004–2013.

A Brief History of the Sector
Domestic service in Latin America has existed since colonial times. The “patriarchal household was the 
central unit of social control” in this period and domestic service was one of the few areas permitted to 
women (Kuznesof 1989, 18). At first, depending on the place and circumstance, women of all races and 
ethnicities participated in the work; however, writing on sixteenth-century Peru, Elinor Burkett notes that 
the most common and least-well-paid servants were indigenous women. As men went to work in the mines 
and women were left alone, the option of traveling to the cities from their traditional communities to work 
in Spanish homes represented a more economically secure option, as they were still responsible for paying 
tribute to the Spanish crown. Once installed in these homes, they were treated like slaves and “prevented 
from leaving or marrying” (Burkett 1978, 111, quoted in Kuznesof 1989, 20).

The colonial history is relevant for understanding the composition of today’s paid domestic service sector. 
First, the colonial system—different from that experienced in Europe of the same period—established 
domestic service as primarily a woman’s job. Though in the early period of colonization there were men 
performing some domestic tasks, they were primarily former slaves or indigenous. Second, given the 
colonialists’ racial/ethnic stratification, by the eighteenth century the work was predominantly feminized 
and indigenized.9 By the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, domestic service became “an almost entirely 
female and lower-class occupation” (Kuznesof 1989, 31).

Chaney and García Castro’s 1989 compilation of research on domestic work in Latin America examined 
the status of worker rights and their organization at that time, noting organization efforts, particularly in 
Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay. Given that the legislation giving way to equal rights was not in effect in most of 
the region at the time of Chaney and García Castro’s publication, there was some hope that through workers’ 
affiliations with unions and enhanced class consciousness, their labor and social conditions might improve. 
In the case of Peru, Smith (1989) expressed some optimism on the possibility of vertical labor mobility for 
former domestic workers, though her sample was small and the full cohort was not followed over time.

Today, though there have been some important victories in the struggle to “visibilize” domestic work 
internationally through C189 as well as through advances in national legislation, for those who remain in 
the employ there are varying levels of vulnerability related to the enforcement of the laws (Bernardino-Costa 
2014; Blofield 2012). In Peru in particular, the basic precariousness of domestic work continues on a number 
of levels. It remains largely unorganized, unregulated, and discriminated, as Kuznesof (1989, 32) described 
domestic work in Latin America nearly thirty years ago: a “dead end, low status, nonregulated and often 
hostile condition of exploitation.” Considering Kuznesof’s original observation, the demand for domestic 
service today continues to be especially strengthened by the extraordinary disparity between income levels 
(Kuznesof 1989, 32; Jokela 2015). Moreover, it is still stratified by gender, race or ethnicity, and class.

The Theory
Contrary to human capital theory, which argues that there exists a correlation between years of formal 
education of individuals and their incomes (Checchi 2006; Mincer 1958), we find that in Peru this relationship 
seems to be mediated by occupational group membership. As Figure 1 shows, domestic workers with 
completed secondary studies still receive an average monthly income that is less than all other occupations 
of the EAP.10

These descriptive findings are consistent with research on the existence of occupational segregation 
patterns in domestic workers in general. For example, Lautier (2003) and Tizziani (2011) point out how 
occupational mobility tends to be horizontal and occurs between precarious jobs with similar characteristics 
as a result of the overlay of multiple exclusions that limit possibilities for upward social mobility for this sector. 
Browne and Misra (2003) argue that, because most of these workers are women, they are not perceived as 
the primary family breadwinner, and therefore employers may justify paying them less. Moreover, they find 
that these wages are also justified by the limited opportunities to which employers assume these women 

 9 According to Kuznesof, “Domestic service in Spanish America became an aspect of race and class subordination rather than the 
‘stage of life’ learning experience it had usually been in preindustrial Europe” (1989, 31).

 10 Our comparison of nominal income is against the aggregate of the EAP, including all occupations, the majority of which are low-
skilled and/or poorly remunerated. Our analysis of the ENAHO between 2007 and 2011, for example, reveals that domestic workers 
were the sector with the highest labor mobility in this period compared to other workers of the EAP. Interviews with domestic 
workers in early 2015 suggest that some have ventured out to other low-skilled work only to return to domestic work years later. 
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have access. Cutuli and Pérez (2011) find that educational credentials go unnoticed by their employers, 
particularly where the intersection of at least two conditions is present: being a woman and a migrant. 
Likewise, according to Pratt (1999), stigmatized discourse based on race and/or ethnicity contributes to 
employers’ unwillingness to recognize workers’ educational credentials.

Considering the conclusions of the aforementioned research together with work that has utilized the 
concept of intersectionality (Bernardino-Costa 2015; Crenshaw 1989, 1991; Gorbán and Tizziani 2014; 
Romero 1992; Young 2001) may serve us here in two aspects. First, it can provide a potential explanation 
for why it is that regardless of their educational status and the comparatively improved economic situation 
of other workers of the EAP, those employed in domestic work continue to be a highly vulnerable group. 
And, second, considering the intersectionality of gender, race/ethnicity, and class in this case can provide 
a framework through which to understand the conditions that serve to marginalize this particular worker 
in Peru. Crenshaw first coined the term “intersectionality” in 1989 to distinguish the uniqueness and 
multidimensionality of the experience of black women in the United States. She has since argued how the 
intersectionality of race, class, sexuality, and gender are responsible for oppression and disempowerment 
(Crenshaw 2006), noting that “racialized women frequently find themselves in a position where racism or 
xenophobia, class and gender meet each other. Consequently, they are liable to be hurt by the intense flux 
on these roads” (Crenshaw 2002, 177).

Some studies on paid domestic work have employed intersectionality as an analytical instrument. 
Mary Romero’s Maid in the USA (1992), for example, documents, among other issues, the discriminatory 
treatment and/or stereotyping experienced by Chicana domestic workers in the United States due to their 
Mexican origin. At the same time, she describes how they also experienced class-based discrimination 
based on their low-income status in contrast to other women, namely their employers. The more recent 
work of Bernardino-Costa (2014) showcases the intersectionality of race, class, and gender, examining 
these in the context of two different power relationships in Brazil: one that highlights how the 
intersectionality of race, class, and gender has played out in the households where domestic workers 
are employed, serving to disempower and oppress them; the other in the empowering and mobilizing 
role of the same intersection of conditions in the context of their political organization. Regarding the 
intersectionality of these conditions in the context of their place of employment, Bernardino-Costa argues 
that class does not operate in isolation but rather in combination with race and gender: “If it is true that 
child domestic labor is an option for poor girls in Brazilian society, it is more so for girls who are poor 
and black” (2014, 75). Their gender, combined with race and class, also makes them highly susceptible 
to sexual harassment. Also noteworthy is that the physical space and context of the intersection of 
these conditions can either create a sense of disempowerment—as is the case of the work conducted 
in private homes—or a sense of empowerment through the camaraderie of the collective struggle that 
union membership provides.

Figure 1: Monthly income level by educational level and occupational group (2013). Educational levels: 
none (N), early education (EE), incomplete primary (IP), completed primary (CP), incomplete secondary 
(IS), completed secondary (CS), incomplete nonuniversity (IN), completed nonuniversity (CN), incomplete 
university (IU), complete university (CU), postgraduate (PG).
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As noted elsewhere, most of the research agrees that the historical origins of domestic work in Latin 
America and the Caribbean and the fact that it is performed mostly by low-income women of color, in many 
cases migrants, serves to diminish the value ascribed to the profession. Likewise, we argue that in Peru it 
is the intersection of gender, class, and ethnicity and/or migrant status of domestic workers (i.e., being 
a woman who is materially poor and of indigenous and/or rural or periurban origin), juxtaposed against 
their employers and the particular context in which they work (mostly alone in private homes without 
regular state monitoring) that assures their continued vulnerability. In this light, we agree with Brigitte 
Young’s assertion that as domestic services continue to be privately purchased as a solution to household 
reproduction, it “creates at the household level a new ethnically defined female underclass that lacks 
political rights and legal rights” (Young 2001, 322–23). Furthermore, as she has noted, “We witness a new 
international division of labour between women of different ethnicity, class, generation, and citizenship” 
(Young 2001, 324). Along similar lines, through their research on domestic workers in Buenos Aires, Gorbán 
and Tizziani (2014, 54–55) have made the case that this work is “inferiorized” suggesting that through the 
intersectionality of the diverse conditions that characterize this sector, employers “construct a stereotype of 
social inferiority for domestic workers through which they legitimize their dominant position in the labor 
relationship.”

This is not unlike what occurs in Peru, as the intersectionality of ethnicity and/or migration status, 
gender, and class in the context of domestic work in the homes of their employers continue to serve as a 
disempowering force for the women in this employ. Despite that the majority has completed some level 
of secondary education, this condition has neither improved wages nor led to more rights. Rather, as the 
national statistical data reveals—and our interviews confirm—those who remain in paid domestic work 
remain at “the bottom of the scale” (Pérez and Llanos 2015a, 2015b).

A Review of the Statistical Data
Based on a 2012 ILO study on the rights of domestic workers in Peru, Table 1 illustrates the overall 
undervaluation of this type of work. Our analysis of data from the Peru National Household Survey, or 
Encuesta Nacional de Hogares (ENAHO), for the years 2004–2013,11 which supports these findings, 
additionally compares domestic work against other occupations12 and provides trends data that contrast 
distributions for the total of the EAP against domestic workers for the year 2013.13 Under “Discussion” below 
we analyze these statistical trends together with the findings resulting from semistructured interviews 
conducted in early 2015 with twenty women employed in paid domestic work at some point in the years 
between 2004 to 2015 (Pérez and Llanos 2015b, 11–17).14

Fewer and older, but still women and adolescents
As illustrated by Figure 2, in absolute terms the growth of the EAP has been accompanied by a gradual 
decline in paid domestic work.

As Figure 3 shows, the decline in domestic employment has also occurred in relative terms, descending 
from 3.6 percent of the EAP in 2004 to 2.6 percent in 2013.

In terms of age distribution (Table 2, Figure 4), we can see that domestic workers include an important 
proportion of adolescents between fourteen and eighteen years of age (13.7 percent). However, much like 
the total of the EAP, the majority of workers are between the ages of thirty-six and sixty-five years.

Despite the above, we can see in Figure 5 that the average age of domestic workers has increased rapidly 
over the past ten years, coming close to that of other occupations. These data raise a number of questions. 

 11 This survey constitutes a representative, probabilistic, stratified, multistage sample of the Peruvian population. We have only 
analyzed the working population (approximately 47,700 cases per year reviewed) using expansion factors to compute population 
weights. 

 12 For comparison and statistical calculation we use the National Institute for Statistics and Information Science (Instituto Nacional 
de Estadística e Informática, INEI) coding for occupations instead of those employed by the International Standard Classification 
of Occupations (ISCO). ISCO uses a unique code for both domestic workers and other workers that provide cleaning services (such 
as janitors, for example). Because these workers are not the same, nor enjoy the same rights in Peru, we opt for the INEI coding as 
we find that it is more accurate for this particular case.

 13 Some figures present the confidence intervals of various estimators of population parameters. In this case, we use intervals with 
a confidence level of 95 percent. This implies that there is a 0.95 probability that the “true” population parameters can be found 
between the lower confidence limit (LCL) and upper confidence limit (UCL).

 14 Interviews were conducted with twenty domestic workers at La Casa de Panchita (LCP), a well-known Lima-based civil society 
organization that has served domestic workers for the past twenty-five years. Pseudonyms were assigned in order to protect 
identity.
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Table 1: Key indicators for domestic work in Peru (2011).

Indicators Relative frequency

Lack of vacation and compensation for time served (CTS) 96.0%
Income below minimum wage 92.1%
Payment in cash 86.7%
Verbal contracts 86.6%
Paid domestic work is the principle source of all income 73.5%
Dependents (children or elderly) in the home 60.0%
Non live-in services 54.8%
Ethnic discrimination 54.8%
Sudden dismissal 48.8%
Live-in services 45.2%
Entirety of income is destined toward the maintenance of the home 36.6%
Collective organization 14.8%
Sexual harassment 14.3%
Knowledge of the law 5.0%

Source: Adapted from Bastidas (2012).

Figure 2: Domestic workers and employed population in Peru (2004–2013).

Figure 3: Domestic workers as a proportion of the employed population (2013).
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Is the aging of this sector a result of a decreased supply or a decreased demand? What are the underlying 
causes of this change? Who are the people that tend to remain in this kind of employment? Are they more 
or less vulnerable? Why, or why not?

There are a few possible explanations for this process of relative aging. It may indicate that over time it is 
less common to recruit younger domestic workers, or that an older population is joining the sector. It is also 
possible that younger workers are experiencing some kind of occupational mobility, leaving only those that 
have been in this employment for many years.

Table 2: Domestic workers and the economically active population by age group (2013).

Age group Economically active population Domestic workers

Estimate % Estimate %

14–18 1,258,269 7.8 56,086 13.7
19–35 6,138,759 38.1 140,620 34.3
36–65 7,952,636 49.4 206,312 50.3
Older than 65 750,125 4.7 7,019 1.7
Total 16,099,790 100.0 410,038 100.0

Source: INEI, ENAHO 2013. Prepared by the authors.

Figure 4: Domestic workers and employed population by age group (2013).

Figure 5: Average age for domestic workers and other occupations in Peru (2004–2013).
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Analyzing the statistical data together with our interviews (Pérez and Llanos 2015b), we suggest that 
another possibility is that workers cycle in and out of the sector. While many women enter domestic work at 
an early age (Figures 5 and 6), many of the life stories that we have gathered suggest that their experience 
with this work is not linear. We found in a number of cases that workers may have been employed in this 
work for a period of time and then later abandoned it, only to return to it years later. We explain this in more 
detail below in the discussion section.

Mostly migrant, poorly educated, separated or single women and adolescents
A comparison between the gender distribution of the EAP and domestic workers (Table 3, Figure 7) 
confirms the highly feminized nature of paid domestic work in Peru. This is consistent with the regional 
trend reported by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (Comisión Económica 
para América Latina y el Caribe, CEPAL 2009, 2012, 2013).

Figure 6: Paid domestic work by age groups in Peru (2004–2013).

Table 3: Domestic workers and economically active population by gender (2013).

Gender Economically active population Domestic workers

Estimate % Estimate %

Men 9,077,351 56.4 9,337 2.3
Women 7,022,439 43.6 400,702 97.7
Total 16,099,790 100.0 410,039 100.0

Source: INEI, ENAHO 2013. Prepared by the authors.

Figure 7: Domestic workers and employed population by gender (2013).
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Another aspect that deserves attention as we consider the profile of domestic workers in Peru is migration. 
Table 4 and Figure 8 estimate internal migration via a comparison of the province of birth against the 
province in which the worker resides. The comparison between the total EAP and domestic workers reveals 
that the latter group is composed in its majority (51.4 percent) of migrants. By contrast, migrant members 
of the EAP constitute 34.9 percent of that group.

Comparing the educational attainment of the EAP to that of domestic workers by level of education 
(Table 5, Figure 9) shows that the majority of these workers lack higher education (university, technical 
institute, or trade school). More than 80 percent of this group is composed of people who have only attained 
primary or secondary education as compared to 66 percent of the total occupied population.

Table 4: Domestic workers and economically active population by migration status (2013).

Born in the province 
of current residence

Economically active population Domestic workers

Estimate % Estimate %

Yes 10,478,126 65.1 199,234 48.6
No 5,621,664 34.9 210,805 51.4
Total 16,099,791 100.0 410,039 100.0

Source: INEI, ENAHO 2013. Prepared by the authors.

Figure 8: Domestic workers and employed population by migration status (2013).

Table 5: Domestic workers and economically active population by educational attainment (2013).

Educational attainment Economically active population Domestic workers

Estimate % Estimate %

None (N) 596,407 3.7 10,071 2.5
Early education (EE) 5,122 0.0 0 0.0
Incomplete primary (IP) 1,891,883 11.8 54,195 13.3
Completed primary (CP) 1,799,672 11.2 62,407 15.3
Incomplete secondary (IS) 2,471,250 15.4 93,012 22.8
Completed secondary (CS) 4,353,841 27.1 132,300 32.4
Incomplete nonuniversity (IN) 802,769 5.0 25,429 6.2
Completed nonuniversity (CN) 1,561,177 9.7 16,585 4.1
Incomplete university (IU) 934,303 5.8 9,235 2.3
Complete university (CU) 1,391,647 8.6 5,326 1.3
Postgraduate (PG) 285,471 1.8 0 0.0
Total 16,093,548 100.0 408,564 100.0

Source: INEI, ENAHO 2013. Prepared by the authors.
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As shown in Figure 10, the average number of years of formal education experienced by other occupations 
is superior to the average for domestic workers. The gap appears to grow slightly with the passage of years 
due to the stagnation of domestic workers’ education levels and the comparatively improved education of 
the labor force in general.

Finally, as illustrated in Table 6 and Figure 11, as compared to the EAP, domestic workers tend to be 
single or separated in greater proportion. This group also presents a lower proportion of married people 
(15.4 percent).

Poor remuneration and social protections
As Figure 12 illustrates, real monthly income has increased substantially for the whole of the labor force.15 
However, there is a statistically significant difference in the average income of domestic workers compared 
to the rest of the EAP for every year reviewed.

Table 7 contrasts the modes of contracting for the EAP against those for domestic workers. As with the 
high incidence of their presence in the informal sector, we can observe that an overwhelming majority (99.3 
percent) of domestic workers are employed without a contract.

 15 In order to calculate average real employment income we consider income that is derived from primary and secondary occupations.

Figure 9: Domestic workers and employed population by educational attainment (2013).

Figure 10: Years of education of domestic workers and other occupations in Peru (2013).

https://doi.org/10.25222/larr.67 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.25222/larr.67


Pérez and Llanos 563	

Furthermore, Table 8 contrasts how the EAP and domestic workers are paid. While in the labor force 
in general there exists great heterogeneity, and payment in kind is rather low (19 percent), for domestic 
workers, payment via wages (97 percent) and payment in kind (80 percent) are the predominant forms of 
remuneration. We should note that these percentages do not total 100 percent as these categories are not 
mutually exclusive: a worker may receive employment income through different forms of payment.

Table 6: Domestic workers and economically active population by civil status (2013).

Civil status Economically active population Domestic workers

Estimate % Estimate %

Living with a partner 4,256,150 26.4 79,502 19.4
Married 4,696,007 29.2 63,013 15.4
Widows/widowers 467,260 2.9 15,696 3.8
Divorced 69,519 0.4 1,795 0.4
Separated 1,383,147 8.6 75,335 18.4
Single 5,227,705 32.5 174,696 42.6
Total 16,099,790 100.0 410,038 100.0

Source: INEI, ENAHO 2013. Prepared by the authors.

Figure 11: Domestic workers and employed population by civil status (2013).

Figure 12: Evolution of average monthly employment income by occupational group (2004–2013).
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As shown in Figure 13, there appears to be a general improvement in the rates of workers that are 
affiliated to pensions, both at the level of domestic employment as with other occupations. However, we 
should point out that the proportion of people not affiliated to the pension system is much higher for 
domestic workers.

Table 7: Domestic workers and economically active population by type of contract (2013).

Type of contract Economically active population Domestic workers

Estimate % Estimate %

Indefinite contract, tenured, permanent 1,250,214 12.9 907 0.2
Long-term contract 2,317,070 23.8 2,026 0.5
In trial period 33,757 .3 0 0
Agreements for adolescent training 41,321 .4 0 0
Training contracts 304,910 3.1 0 0
Contract for services 197,466 2.0 0 0
No contract 558,292 57.4 407,104 99.3
Other 732 .0 0 0
Total 9,738,395 100.0 410,038 100.0

Source: INEI, ENAHO 2013. Prepared by the authors.

Table 8: Domestic workers and economically active population by form of payment (2013).

Form of payment Economically active population Domestic workers

Estimate % Estimate %

Wage 4,288,636 26.8 399,005 97.3
Salary 3,218,872 20.1 1,719 0.4
Commission 131,078 0.8 0 0.0
Per product 128,748 0.8 0 0.0
Subsidy 2,918 0.0 0 0.0
Professional honoraria that is taxable 109,136 0.7 776 0.2
Income by business or service 4,412,763 27.6 0 0.0
Income as agricultural producer 1,849,201 11.6 0 0.0
Tips 30,472 0.2 0 0.0
In kind 3,138,094 19.6 3,279,63 80.0
Other 2,525 0.0 0 0.0

Source: INEI, ENAHO 2013. Prepared by the authors.

Figure 13: Access to pension system by occupational group (2004–2013).
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Discussion
As we examine the aging of the work force together with our interview data we also find that a number of 
women who left the work actually go back to it. The most common reason we found is based on motherhood 
and the tendency in the period of pregnancy and early maternity to be economically inactive, sometimes 
for years after having children. Sarita (b. 1989, Cajamarca), for example, returned to work as a live-in worker 
shortly after her husband died in a work-related accident. At the time she had a three-year-old toddler and 
an infant whom she later left with her mother in order to seek work in an urban center. Margarita (b. 1968, 
Puno) thought that, once married, her husband would take care of her. Indeed, he did for some time until 
he lost his job and eventually abandoned the family. As Margarita shared, domestic work is her only skill 
and, with an absent husband, it is up to her to ensure a university education for her daughter. There is also 
Susana (b. 1976, Lima) who began this work at the age of ten and has cycled in and out of domestic work for 
most of her life, with a number of microenterprises on the side, but now seeks to ensure a steady income for 
her daughter’s future studies in economics and international business.

Additionally, younger women whose origins are in the rural world tend to see this kind of job as the first 
step in a social-mobility ladder and, in some cases, as a way to escape from unstable family lives and/or 
domestic violence. This was a clear pattern in almost all of the interviews. The lack of educational credentials, 
combined with the fact that the social and ethnic origins of domestic workers can make them subject to 
many forms of discrimination, make it rational for them to seek to migrate to Lima or other big cities 
and, while making a living as a domestic worker, to try to attain technical credentials in other gendered 
occupations such as nursing, preschool teaching, pharmacy, and/or cosmetology.

What we found, however, with the exception of one person interviewed who was studying pharmacology, 
was that plans for future study or other jobs did not materialize for the cohort. Instead, most common was 
that at some point the women interviewed had either engaged in a marriage or partnership and/or had 
children. Thus, the decisions to leave and later return to domestic work are based on at least two important 
factors. First, maternity leave policies for the workers we interviewed were nonexistent and/or unenforceable, 
so in a number of cases it was suggested that they left essentially so that they could care for their children. 
Second, gender ideology, particularly in the Peruvian working class, emphasizes that the father of one’s child 
will take care of the family as well as the primacy of the woman’s role in child-rearing during the early phases 
of development. This was reflected in phrases like “No, no trabajaba . . . mi hijo estaba chiquito.” (No, I didn’t 
work because my son was little.) However, as their partners abandoned them and their children began to 
grow, the imperative for income to support the family and, hopefully, to pay for higher education for their 
offspring made it necessary for the full-time mothers to return to domestic work as a means to secure steady 
income.

We also find that nearly 100 percent of paid domestic workers in Peru are women and more than half 
are internal migrants. Examined together with ethnicity and class, the simultaneous existence of these 
conditions paints an interesting portrait. According to our informants, there are two primary drivers for 
migration: economic mobility and/or education, and escape from domestic violence. As seen through the 
lens of intersectionality, poor, ethnically marginalized, and/or rural women migrate to larger cities (mostly 
Lima) in order to gain the education that was not available to them either for institutional reasons (the 
absence of a school nearby) or family structure or cultural reasons (their families did not permit them to 
go to school, and/or family life was abusive). In both cases, their discrimination and ill treatment started in 
their homes, based on their gender and their situation of poverty.

The interviews reveal a complex reality in which a clear pattern indicates that in order to accomplish even 
a low level of educational attainment great barriers must be confronted, including the poor quality—and 
sometimes nonexistence—of basic education in rural and marginal areas. For young women, this situation 
is compounded by a strong gender ideology that still favors the educational advancement of boys over girls. 
Modesta (b. 1989, Puno), for example, shared with us that her father told her, “Las niñas no van al colegio.” 
(Girls don’t go to school.) Moreover, the explicit resistance of some employers to allowing domestic workers 
to continue studying is still a barrier to higher education and social and labor mobility.

Elizabeth (b. 1996, Huaraz) arrived in Lima in order to send money back home to support her two-year-old 
son. She also hoped to study and managed to finish high school while working for a family of four as a live-in 
worker. However, when she decided to pursue higher education at an institute for design, her employers 
refused to provide her with free evenings or a day off to accomplish this goal. As she told us, “A veces cuando 
quiero salir, no me dejan o me llevan a la casa de playa . . . siempre hay algo que hacer.” (Sometimes, when 
I want to go out, they don’t let me, or they take me to their beach house . . . there is always something that 
needs to be done.)
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Regardless of all these structural constraints some workers still manage to attain a technical degree and/or 
to find other employment outside of domestic work. However, in practical terms this has meant that they 
have moved on to undervalued, underpaid, and gendered occupations. As a result, some pointed out that 
after experiences in working-class jobs or as having been self-employed, they thought that paid domestic 
work was the best option they had. In particular, Modesta (b. 1989, Puno) shared that after completing 
secondary education and becoming a chef, “No vale la pena por la plata.” (“It’s not worth it, for the money 
they pay.”) Analyzing this together with the research of Bastidas (2012), which shows that 60 percent of 
domestic workers are responsible for dependents, this also supports the idea that a single head of household 
and/or young migrant, with family in another part of the country that is dependent on her, may take up this 
work—even if only with the idea that it is temporary—for lack of better options and in order to gain access 
to regular wages.

Finally, as illustrated in Figure 12, there is a statistically significant difference between the average income 
of domestic workers and the rest of EAP. Even when we compare domestic workers with workers in other 
unskilled occupations of the EAP who have less educational attainment (Figure 1), domestic workers still 
earn less and are more vulnerable.

In summary, we find that the historical and multilevel discrimination suffered by those that typically swell 
the ranks of domestic employment characterizes domestic work as unattractive and at the bottom of the 
scale of social prestige. This may act as a chilling effect on some young women seeking to enter this employ. 
However, as we have noted previously, the profile of the women who enter domestic work may equally 
serve to block their labor mobility in other jobs. Ultimately, the intersectionality of gender, ethnicity and/or 
migration, and social class have served to discriminate against the domestic worker, ensuring vulnerability 
through limited labor and social rights for those who remain in this sector.

Conclusions and Recommendations
In present-day Peru, paid domestic work continues to be undervalued and discriminated against due to the 
intersectionality of the above-mentioned conditions. As a result, notable disparities exist between these 
and other workers of the EAP in terms of remuneration and social and labor rights (Anderson 2007, 2009; 
Blofield 2009, 2012; Pérez and Llanos 2015b; CEPAL 2009, 2012, 2013; Stefoni 2009). As it is work that is 
performed in the informal sector, within a private residence and without any effective mechanism for state 
regulation, it becomes extraordinarily difficult for these workers to enjoy even the limited rights that the 
law presently affords them.

As we stated at the outset of this article, we contend that the condition of vulnerability results from the 
discrimination produced as a result of the intersectionality of gender, ethnicity and/or migration status, 
and class. Put another way, a recent migrant to Lima who is a young woman of rural and indigenous origin 
is an easy target for those who would exploit her, having little, if any, knowledge of her legal rights, poor 
knowledge of local customs, possible lack of proper documentation, working alone in a household where no 
one is monitoring, and exposed to discrimination as well as the possibility of physical and sexual aggression. 
Taking into account the history of this employ and the labor segmentation that it established, in Peru the 
quality of the working conditions for many in this sector depends nearly entirely on the benevolence of the 
employer.

The situation cannot improve unless the working conditions are corrected. Given that services are provided 
in private homes, a state-enabled monitoring system would provide some protection of worker rights. 
Furthermore, as paid domestic workers establish relationships with other workers, union organizations, 
and civil society efforts, a challenge will be to ascribe a higher value to the work itself. Perhaps, as in the 
case of Brazil, employing the very intersectionality of the conditions that has served to marginalize them 
historically would be one important step. This means mobilizing in the context of union membership and 
along the lines of gender, ethnicity, and class in order to pave the way for a heightened sense of collective 
agency and power (Bernardino-Costa 2014; Blofield 2009, 2012). To some degree this is already occurring, 
but there is still a long road to travel in ensuring that the larger unions with which each of the worker 
syndicates described here are associated recognize that the struggle must also include gender and ethnic 
concerns.

We must also note that, despite the economic growth experienced in Peru for the period analyzed here, 
the precariousness of this employment has persisted. As we have seen, the irony of the situation is that, for 
many, this work may represent the only viable option for a steady income. As the economy has slowed down, 
what implications will this have on those who remain in this line of work? The reality for most workers 
across the country, and even in Lima, is that their well-being in this employ is a matter of luck.
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We suggest here a few possible directions for future research on the subject. First, we concur with the 
valuable observation made by the ILO (Fuertes, Rodríguez, and Casali 2013) regarding the need for more 
information about employers in this sector. As domestic workers and their opportunities and/or preferences 
change, it would be important to know how the role of present employers has also changed or remained the 
same. Moreover, given that the defining factor of respect for workers’ rights is nearly completely dependent 
on the employer, it would be important to understand to what degree improved economic conditions 
such as those experienced in the first part of the present century in Peru might translate—or not—into 
improved working conditions for domestic workers. Our analysis suggests that, at least for the period under 
study, economic growth has meant quite little for improved labor and social rights. However, it would be 
important to pursue this line of research in more detail, asking: Who continues to employ domestic workers 
in twenty-first-century Peru, and why? Under what circumstances and in what conditions do they work? 
What are the perspectives of employers regarding the rights of workers? Are there possible changes in public 
policy that would incentivize the formalization of this work and better compliance with the laws? Or are 
there more realistic possibilities for changes outside of state-centric efforts to improve working conditions? 
For example, would universal family leave policies open to all workers, whether informal or not, make a 
difference? Are there incentives that can be offered to employers to ensure that workers be encouraged and 
allowed to pursue higher education?

Second, we have also noted here the trend toward “independent” employment, performed by those who 
do not “live in” with their employers. What does this trend imply? Our findings may be a sign of positive 
socioeconomic and cultural changes that have made occupational mobility possible for domestic workers. 
However, as we have noted, it may also mean a more precarious situation for those who remain in the 
sector or for those who work independently. It is possible that this trend implies that rights are even further 
diminished.

Likewise, if growing numbers of domestic workers are transitioning to other jobs, where are they going, 
and why? As our qualitative research has suggested, it appears that workers may return to the sector 
following previous horizontal moves to poorly paid and/or equally exploitative positions. Are these moves 
akin to the “search for respect” that Bourgois (1995) outlined in his work devoted to understanding the lives 
and rationale behind the actions of street-level drug traders in East Harlem? As suggested previously by 
some of the literature on segmented labor markets (Browne and Misra 2003; Cutuli and Pérez 2011; Lautier 
2003; Pratt 1999; Tizziani 2011), it is possible that additional years of education for domestic workers do not 
much improve the probability of obtaining better remuneration or social inclusion. It would be therefore 
important to study to what degree transitions to other jobs are possible and whether improvements in 
legislation and specialized education and/or capacity building might help to make vertical labor changes 
viable.

Third, according to Anderson (2007, 2009, 2012), a complex issue related to the study of this sector is the 
work’s role in improving the economic status of entire families. It is important to document whether, and 
how, present employment in this sector effectively helps families make their way out of poverty. The corollary 
question to this is to what degree such a model only continues to reinforce exploitation of this worker by 
both her family and her employer. In the final analysis, does this worker subsidize both her employer and 
her family as a result of her services? Additionally, given that many families send their daughters to work 
in the homes of relatives or acquaintances, there exists a hidden component of child labor that requires 
visibilization regardless of how these children self-identify or are characterized by their families. Statistical 
data can only tell us who self-classifies as a domestic worker, but some of the subtleties of what actually 
occurs might be drawn out more precisely via qualitative methods.

Finally, should Peru decide to ratify C189, we expect that it would have implications for national 
legislation, labor relations, and social relations. Research that tracks the implementation of changes in 
national policies due to the ratification of C189 would be important in terms of analyzing what bearing, 
if any, these shifts imply for the improved situation of paid domestic workers as well as other special labor 
regimes in Peru.

In summary, given the intersection of gender, ethnicity and/or migration status, and class as key conditions 
in the profile of the paid domestic worker, an understanding of how labor conditions are or are not changing 
may help us to understand where some of the most vulnerable women in Peru stand today. We suggest that 
this research is relevant not only for one country but for others on similar development paths, including 
countries with high growth rates coupled with persistently elevated degrees of gender, ethnic and/or racial, 
and class inequality.
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