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Self-driving cars, machines that process thousands of files in minutes, robots capa-
ble of extremely complex surgical operations, algorithms that write as a journalist 
would do about weather and stock exchange issues—it has been almost 200 years 
since a woman, Ada Lovelace, devised the first algorithm to be processed by a ma-
chine. What we could only imagine 100 years ago has jumped from science fiction 
movies and novels into our real life. The future has already arrived. Robots and artifi-
cial intelligence have broken into our lives and become virtually ubiquitous. At work, 
telephonists, drivers, messengers, assistants, waiters, journalists and even doctors 
have been or could be replaced by machines. But do these machines have gender? 
Are women more likely than men to lose their jobs to a robot? Will technology 
help close the labor market’s gender gap?

The labor market’s persistent gender gap has been documented in most countries 
around the world, and Latin America and the Caribbean region is no exception. 
Compared to men, more women work in lower-paid occupations, spend more time 
in unpaid child- and elderly-care jobs and participate less in STEM fields (that is, 
those related to science, technology, engineering and mathematics). Given tech-
nology’s accelerated pace and this gap, is digital transformation an opportunity 
or a challenge in reaching gender equality in the labor market?

In this fourth issue of the ‘The Future of Work in Latin America and the Caribbean’ 
series, we aim to understand what the new labor market will look like for women. 

First, the study presents new data on the impact that automation technologies (e.g., 
robotization and artificial intelligence) will have on workers in four of the region’s 
countries. We then discuss the impact of intermediation technologies (or the gig 
economy) that, together with robotization, constitute a major disruption of technol-
ogy in the labor market. The study presents new data while exploring the opportu-
nities and challenges that these technologies will present for the region’s women. 

To understand automation’s effects on women’s employment, we must account 
for an important feature in the region: the significant educational and labor segre-
gation between genders helps clearly differentiate the tasks and skills that women 
and men use in the labor market. For instance, women choose fewer STEM-related 
careers, so they use fewer skills pertinent to these areas.
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opportunity or a challenge in 

reaching gender equality in the 
labor market? 

https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ada_Lovelace
https://www.iadb.org/es/trabajo-y-pensiones/el-futuro-del-trabajo-en-america-latina-y-el-caribe


1 | �Introduction

4

This disparity is important for the future because the skills that men and women use in 
their jobs influences how automation will affect them. Estimations from four countries 
in the region highlight that a woman will be more likely than a man to lose her job in 
this digital revolution —21% of working women will possibly need to transition to a 
new occupation, as compared to 19% of working men. Behind these averages, how-
ever, the countries differ. In addtition, the occupations from which men and women 
will transition involve different types of training requirements.

Intermediation technologies, or the gig economy i, often replicate the traditional labor 
market’s gender gaps, such as the gaps in participation and occupation. Available 
data for six of the region’s countries showed that women tend to have more limited 
use of digital devices and the Internet, including participation in the gig economy. 
This gap in digital skills imposes a barrier to benefiting from this technology. Mean-
while, a pattern of occupational segregation is observed in the region’s digital labor 
market, both in the type of companies (single-member firms led by women have 
greater prominence in areas of care, commerce and services while those led by men 
have greater prominence in communication, data processing and finance) and in the 
type of tasks (women participate more in cleaning and in the purchase/delivery of 
household goods and services while men participate more in taxi services).

To successfully make the required transitions toward the labor force of the future, 
women must acquire adequate technological skills and competencies. It is relevant 
that they have more influence on the creation and use of technology to ensure a more 
egalitarian future and to address the gender bias inherent in new technologies (for 
example, in the design of artificial intelligence algorithms).

i. �We understand gig economy as the exchange of services for a monetary compensation. Besides the “economy on demand” 
component that has the objective of buying, selling, renting or hirig a service, a platform economy also includes  also a collabo-
rative economy component  that has the objective of providing, donating, exchanging or sharing without, necessarily, a monetary 
compensation between users. Uber is  an example of a platform belonging to the economy on demand or gig, while Couchsurfing 
is an example of a platform belonging to the collaborative economy.

To successfully make the necessary 
transitions toward the labor force 
of the future, women must acquire 
adequate technological skills 
and competencies
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Do you want to leave artificial intelligence speechless? Let’s perform the 
following experiment. Take your mobile phone and ask, “Siri, are you a man 
or a woman?” Siri will answer that she does not have a gender. Then ask, 
“Why do you have the voice of a woman?” Siri will proceed to provide eva-
sive answers and insist, over and over, on the first answer. By the way, “Siri” 
in Norwegian means “beautiful woman who guides you to victory.” The same 
pattern is present in other virtual assistants like Alexa, Cortana and more; 
they all have female names and voices. 

Let’s do another experiment: Think of a smart robot. Is your mental image 
of this robot male or female? Your mental image will likely look male. This is 
partly because if you perform a quick Google search with these terms, you 
will find few examples of smart robots with a female appearance. Artificial 
intelligence has been a part of our world for almost ten years, and we al-
ready have virtual assistants with female voices and smart robots with male 
appearances.

As previously highlighted, gender gaps in the labor market are persistent in 
most countries around the world, and our region is no exception. We also 
know that technological changes can reduce or amplify those gaps in the 
future. 
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Promoting gender equality in the labor market is both the right thing and 
the smart thing for governments and firms to do. Women’s participation 
in the labor market generates greater growth rates and reduces poverty. 
Estimates for the region project growth of up to 6% of the GDP per capita 
resulting from modest policies that promote female labor participation, 
such as expanding quality care services. This growth is in addition to the 
multiple positive benefits for families and communities, including better 
nutrition and education for children. Furthermore, the companies with the 
most diverse labor forces in leadership positions achieve greater financial 
returns (between 21% and 33% more) than companies in the same field 
with less diversity.ii 

Therefore, the key questions are: Will digitization widen the existing 
gender gaps? Can it be used to close them? What actions and policies 
can help close these gaps in this new technological scenario? 

With this challenge in mind, we aim to open a dialogue to help the region’s 
countries shape an employment sector in service of the people, rooted in 
gender equality and availing of technologies to achieve these goals. This 
report does not predict the future. As explained in the first issue of this 
series, the future of work is not a still picture but a scenario in progress. 
The spaces that women occupy in the future will depend on how we—
women, men, companies and government—act.

ii. �The study considered publicly available data from 1,007 companies in 12 countries worldwide. The term diver-
sity refers to a higher proportion of women and ethnically or culturally diverse people in companies’ leadership 
positions.

What actions and 
policies can help 
close the gender 
gaps in this new 
technological 
scenario? 
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An enormous gap in labor force participation 
The gender gap in labor participation in Latin America and the Caribbean is one 
of the largest in the world. Despite the progress in women’s share of the workforce 
over the last 50 years (in which 58% of women attained labor participation), it is still 
far below male participation, which is around 82%. This reveals a gap of almost 25 
points for the region. Even among women, the outlook is far from homogeneous, and 
we still find significant differences between countries. For instance, Guatemala and 
El Salvador are among the countries with the lowest female participation rates, 39% 
and 48%, respectively, while Uruguay and Peru exhibit rates close to 70%.iii This means 
that the gaps themselves are very uneven. For example, Guatemala and El Salvador’s 
gender participation gaps are 49 and 31 points, respectively, but in Uruguay and Peru 
they are 15 points (graph 1).1

iii. �The female labor force participation rates in Uruguay and Peru are similar to those in countries of the European Union or the United States of America (World Development Indicators, 2017).

The gender gap in labor force 
participation is high throughout 
the region and very uneven 
between countries

GRAPH 1. LARGE GAPS IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN
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Women provide care 
— do men?
Motherhood penalizes womeniv. The la-
bor market’s participation gap skyrockets 
to 40 percentage points between men and 
women with children under five years old. 
In contrast, the gap is lower (24 percentage 
points) between men and women whose 
children are over 18 years old. This aligns 
with the fact that one main challenge still 
facing women in the labor market is the 
cultural expectation of their role as prin-
cipal care givers. Women in the region 
dedicate more than twice the amount of 
hours of unpaid domestic and care respon-
sibilities than male partners: 38 compared 
to 16 hours a week, respectively. This gap 
intensifies in homes with children under 
five years old, with the difference between 
men and women reaching 33 weekly hours 
of unpaid work (graph 2).

iv. �See Blau and Winkler (2017) and Kleven et al. (2019) for a review of the evidence in developed countries.

GRAPH 2. WOMEN PROVIDE CARE—DO MEN?
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PARAGUAY

ARGENTINA

Note: The graph shows the gap in the number of unpaid hours of work per week, depending on the presence of minors at home. The gap was 
estimated by calculating the average weekly hours of unpaid work for women minus the respective average for men. Estimates prepared by 
the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) are based on time-use surveys for the most recent year available 
(2009-2014, depending on the country). Source: Our own preparation based on ECLAC data.
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Occupational segregation: 
Women provide care and men build
After entering the labor market, women tend to participate in low-quality, low-pay-
ing jobs, contributing to the gender wage gap. Women of the region earn between 
5% and 30% less than men with the same education level and similar demographic 
characteristics such as age, civil status and area of residence.

An important part of the wage gap is explained by the distribution of employment 
by gender. Women tend to be segregated into traditionally female sectors, which 
are often poorly remunerated. As such, almost 30% of women work in sectors as-
sociated with care (education, health and domestic work). Among men, only 6% 
are employed in these sectors. In contrast, sectors such as farming or construction 
employ more than 30% of working men and only 8% of working women. Likewise, 
service sectors related to commerce, the hotel industry or food comprise almost 
30% of all female workers, as compared to 20% of all male workers (graph 3).

9

Once they have entered the market, 
women tend to participate in 
low-quality, low-paying jobs 0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Women Men

Retail and wholesale trade;
 Motor vehicle and motorcycle repair 

Manufacturing

Paid domestic labor

Lodging and restaurant

Education

Agriculture, silviculture and fishing

Health and social labor activities
Public administration and defense;

Obligatory social security
Other service activities

Administrative and support service activities

Professional, scientific and technical activities

Financial and insurance activities

Transportation and storage

Art, entertainment and recreation

Information and communication

Activities of organization and o shore agencies

Real estate activities

Construction

Not classified elsewhere
Water supply; Sewage, waste management

and remediation activities
Electricity; Gas, steam and air conditioning supply

Mines and quarries

CARE
SECTOR

Note: The graph shows the percentage of workers by activity and by gender. Estimates prepared by the International Labor Or-
ganization (ILO) for the region. Health, education and domestic work sectors constitute the care sector. Source: Own preparation 
with ILO data (2017).
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She must prove she can: 
From sticky floor to glass ceiling
Even within the same professional activity, men and women perform different 
tasks and their professional progressionv differs due to the so-called glass ceiling, 
which refers to barriers that restrict women’s access to hierarchical positions. Ca-
reer interruptions associated with maternity, women’s preference for flexible working 
hours and the different attitudes of men and women toward risk and competition are 
some factors explaining the glass ceiling’s existence 2. 

In the region, women hold only 20% of top management positions in public admin-
istration, and women represent less than 10% of companies’ boards of directors. Just 
4.2% of the executive directors of companies publicly traded on the stock exchange 
are women, and only 7.2% of all executive director posts are occupied by women. Out 
of 14,412 companies, only 21.4% have a woman in high-ranking positions. Moreover, 
when they attain a position of leadership, women tend to be involved in support roles 
as human resource directors or as financial directors 3. Worldwide, women hold less 
than 25% of political leadership positions (as heads of ministries and in legislative 
posts) and only 34% of managerial positions.

 v. �Leadership positions tend to pay better within an organization, so the low representation of women in these jobs also contri-
butes to the gender wage gap. In other words, even when performing the same professional activity, men and women earn 
different wages (see Miller, 2018 and Kunze, 2018 for a literature review of the gender wage gap in developed countries).

Visit our YouTube profile 
to watch this video 

in high definition
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Do men study to be more productive?
The gender-based distribution of occupations is largely the product of segregation in the 
educational system. Women account for 60% of graduates from tertiary and university pro-
grams, but they represent only 30% of STEM graduates, which reveals their low propen-
sity to choose careers corresponding to high-productivity and, consequently, better-paid 
sectors. This problem can be seen mainly in mathematics-intensive fields of study, such as 
technology and engineering, where approximately 28% of graduates are women. 

This low representation of women in STEM fields reinforces inequalities that already exist 
in the labor market. The digital revolution we are experiencing is transforming the world of 
work, and many of the new employment opportunities are arising in professions related to 
the creation and use of technology. Data from four countries in the region (Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile and Mexico) show that out of the 20 skills most demanded by employers, half are direct-
ly related to technology development. The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics predicts 
that demand for statisticians, software developers and mathematicians will increase by 34%, 
31% and 30%, respectively, by 2016. These jobs are among the 10 with the most accelerated 
growth rates. However, only three of every 10 workers in the fields of mathematics and com-
puter science in the region are women. 

The gender gaps observed in STEM areas, in turn, perpetuate the wage gap. Graph 4 illustrates 
this relationship, showing the proportion of male workers per study area and their average 
monthly wages in the labor market in Mexico and Brazil. Two clear messages emerge from 
this correlation: higher-paid careers are often those in which the proportion of men is higher, 
and STEM careers, in general, yield the highest pay.

GRAPH 4. DO MEN STUDY TO BE MORE PRODUCTIVE?
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21st century skills: Who’s ahead?
Educational and labor market segregation lead men and women to perform dif-
ferent tasks and employ different skills in their occupations. This has important 
consequences for the future. Smart technologies are redefining the skills required in 
all industries. The most valued skills today, and those expected to continue rising in 
demand, referred to as “21st century skills”, includevi :

1) �Non-cognitive skills: skills that are inherently human, and therefore difficult to be 
replace with robotics; they include creativity, communication, teamwork and critical 
thinking. 

2) �Advanced cognitive skills: digital and quantitative skills, such as artificial intelli-
gence or data science. 

Analyzing the available evidence from a set of four Latin American countries (Boliv-
ia, Chile, Colombia and El Salvador), considerable gender gaps can be observed in 
some of these skills (graph 5). Men are more involved in tasks that require strategic 
management and communication skills as well as activities that demand physical 
competencies. However, among working women, there is a large participation lag in 
tasks involving digital and math-related quantitative cognitive skills (i.e., STEM skills). 
However, this picture is not substantially different from that of OECD countries.

In contrast, the gender gaps in the use of other skills are usually small. Women are 
more likely to perform tasks that require self-organization skills, related to the capacity 
to adapt to changes and absorb shocks. In addition, female workers have a greater 

 vi. �We invite you to read our 21st Century Skills initiative.
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tendency to perform routine tasks that demand accounting-related skills (such as 
reading financial documents) and marketing (such as interaction with clients). Mean-
while, their male counterparts tend to be more involved in tasks that require prob-
lem-solving skills (predisposition to gain new knowledge to solve tasks).

A great lag exists among 
working women in the 

participation in jobs 
that require 

digital and 
math‑related 

quantitative 
cognitive skills
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GRAPH 5. 21ST CENTURY SKILLS: WHO’S AHEAD? vii

vii. �Routine skills that require physical, marketing and accounting competencies are not part of the set of 21st century skills. They were included in the study by Bustelo et al. (2019b) to follow the classification of skills presented in Grundke et al. (2017) on a group of 
OECD countries and because they reflect skills that have a significant probability of becoming automated.

Note: The graph shows the percentage of workers with a high level of endowment in each skill; in other words, those workers whose endowment is above the average for such skill. An urban sample of working individuals between 18 and 60 years old is considered, 
excluding the agricultural, forestry, fishing and mining sectors. The gaps between male and female workers are statistically significant at 5% or less. Calculations are based on STEP 2012 and 2013 surveys (Bolivia, Colombia, and El Salvador) and PIACC 2014 (Chile). 
Source: Bustelo et al. (2019b) 5.
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BOX 1. HOW MUCH ARE THE 21ST CENTURY SKILLS WORTH TO WORKING MEN AND WOMEN?

Mathematical skills: double return for men
Returns from the so-called 21st century skills—that is, how much these skills contribute 
to increase wages—also differ according to gender. The data from Bolivia, Chile, Co-
lombia and El Salvador indicate that, when comparing the income of men and women 
who have equal education levels, numerical and basic reading-writing skills and other 
socio-demographic characteristics, the return from the quantitative skills associated 
with mathematics (STEM) for men is almost double the return obtained by women. 
One-point increase in the value of STEM skills translates to a 15% salary increase for men 
(0.7 dollars per hour of work), relative to a 9% salary increase for women (0.4 dollars per 
hour of work). 

This higher return from STEM skills for men is a key factor in explaining the wage gap 
in these countries. However, in the case of digital, management and communication, 
marketing, accounting, problem-solving and self-organization skills, it is not possible to 
conclude that the returns are different. 

How can this return gap be explained?
If this gap were the result of innate characteristics in men and women, women should 
logically accumulate fewer STEM skills. But, as an innate difference is unlikely, it is more 
plausible that the differentiated returns can be explained by other reasons. For instance, 
the existence of greater discrimination toward women in STEM-related professions, rel-
ative to other professions, or the gender stereotypes that cause women to spend more 
time than men in unpaid care jobs, which limits their return from paid jobs, may explain 
the return gap.

These findings reveal the need to implement interventions that prompt women to be-
come involved in STEM areas, and to have a deeper understanding of the causes that 
promote those differences, to correct them. 

In this respect, and continuing with our example, policies of labor market correction may 
be implemented to combat discrimination. To avoid the burden of care falling mostly on 
women, policies may be implemented to improve the balance between work and family 
life, for men as well as women.

Note: Percentage increase in the salary of men and women by a standard deviation of increase in each skill. Calculations 
based on STEP 2012 and 2013 surveys (Bolivia, Colombia and El Salvador) and PIAAC 2014 (Chile). The sample is com-
posed of urban salaried men and women from the private sector between the ages of 16 and 64, with the exception of 
El Salvador, where it is not possible to distinguish between private and public sectors. The agricultural, forestry, fisheries 
and mining sectors are excluded. Returns obtained from a Mincer equation, estimated by MCO for men, and by a Heck-
man selection model for women. Source: Bustelo et al. (2019c) 6.
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If 10 years ago someone had told us that there would be air-
plane-landing robots, self-driving cars, human-looking virtual 
assistants fluent in 30 languages that can answer questions in 
real time, fembots that guide us through museums and robots 
looking after the elderly, we would have had a hard time be-
lieving them. And no, we are not referring to the plot of a sci-
ence fiction movie. This is real. The future has already arrived. 

Given the accelerated advance of technology, a specific ques-
tion arises regarding the gaps we see in the labor market. Is 
digital transformation a risk or an opportunity for gender 
equality in the labor market? At present, we have two types 
of digital revolutions underway. The first involves automation 
technologies, related to robots and artificial intelligence; the 
second involves intermediation technologies, which connect 
those who offer goods or services with those who use them, 
through platforms such as Uber, Airbnb, Rappi, Glovo, Freelanc-
er or Amazon Mechanical Turk. Both technologies are equally 
disruptive to the world of work and the future of workers and 
represent risks and opportunities for the female labor market. 
Let’s see which ones pose more serious risks and offer greater 
opportunities.

Automation: A risk or an opportunity for women?
As far as automation is concerned, future prospects indicate that the use of robots and artificial in-
telligence will permeate all labor sectors and occupations to varying degrees. Robots and artificial 
intelligence are rapidly improving their ability to handle tasks historically performed by human beings. 
Expanding automation may displace millions of workers from their current jobs, and many others will need 
to make radical changes to the way they work. The effects of these technologies on the jobs of the future 
will depend, fundamentally, on the tasks performed by workers and the skills they apply. What does this 
mean for women?

AUDIO 1
HOW DOES THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION 
AFFECT WOMEN?

Carmen Pagés, Head of the Labor Markets Division of the 
IDB, interviews researcher Pablo Egaña to learn more about 
the methodologies that allow us to analyze the impact of 
automation on men and women.

Listen to it on 
our SoundCloud 

profile
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Hello robots, goodbye women?

To further explore the impact that automation will have on men and women in the 
region, we analyzed a dataset available from four countries (Bolivia, Chile, Colombia 
and El Salvador) that presents detailed information on tasks and skills that workers 
perform and use in their jobs. Adapting the task-based approach—which considers 
that automation can displace certain tasks within an occupation, rather than the 
entire occupation itself—to the region, we estimated the proportion of workers in 
jobs that may be at high risk of automation; that is, we estimated the proportion of 
workers at a greater than 70% risk of having the tasks they perform within their oc-
cupation be automated.

Although both men and women may lose their jobs in this digital revolution, wom-
en are at increased risk of being replaced by automation. When the four countries 
are averaged, the percentage of women that may be affected is slightly higher than 
the percentage of men: 21% of female workers may require a transition to other 
occupations, relative to 19% of male workers.

Behind these average figures, however, there are differences between countries, 
which largely reflect the different composition of occupational tasks between each 
of them. When the countries are analyzed separately, heterogeneities on the scale 
of potential job losses can be observed. In Bolivia, Chile and Colombia, for example, 
women are at greater risk of robotics or algorithms replacing their work. In Bolivia 
and Colombia, 30% of women may need to transition between occupations, while 
among male workers, the risk is 10% and 26%, respectively. In Chile, meanwhile, the 
risk for women is 21%, while for men it is reduced to 18%. In El Salvador, there is a 
slightly higher risk for men of needing to transition to a new occupation (31%) com-
pared to women (29%) (graph 6).

What is behind these results? As we have seen, men and women tend to work in 
different sectors and occupations. Even when they are engaged in the same profes-
sional activity, they carry out different tasks or complete the same tasks with different 
intensity. As a result, the combination of skills they use also differs. How men and 
women use their skills at work contributes to an increase or decrease in the risk 
of automation, as some skills are more easily automated than others.

As previously mentioned, men tend to be more involved in management tasks, while 
women tend to perform more routine tasks, such as accounting. On the other hand, 
women have a lower propensity to perform tasks that require quantitative analytical 
skills, related to STEM fields or digital skills. These are precisely the skills most associ-
ated with the jobs of the future—the skills required to implement and use technology. 

To succeed in the necessary transition toward the workforce of the future, women 
must acquire the right technological skills and capabilities.

Although both men and women may 
lose their jobs in this digital revolution, 

the jobs performed by women are at 
increased risk of automation
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Note: Proportion of workers whose automation risk is greater than 70%. For the estimates, the sample of urban employed persons 
between 18 and 60 years of age, excluding the agricultural, forestry, fisheries and mining sectors, is taken into account. The differ-
ence between men and women is statistically significant at 5% or less. Calculations based on STEP 2012 and 2013 surveys (Bolivia, 
Colombia and El Salvador) and PIAAC 2014 survey (Chile). Source: Bustelo et al. (2019b).
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Women may also experience gains in employment, assuming they maintain their 
current share within each job sector. Even with automation, the demand for work 
may increase as economies grow. One promising prospect for women is the predic-
tion of greater growth in jobs related to health care and education, where women 
are well represented. This is due to the estimated proportional growth of the elderly 
population (with reference to health care) and to sustained increases in education 
enrollment, especially in preschool and high school (with reference to education). 
Additionally, these jobs have a lower risk of automation because they require certain 
skills that are not replaceable by robots.

Thus, it is projected that the region will require 10.3 million teachers, 2.4 million doc-
tors and 6.2 million nurses over the next 15 years. These predictions are in line with 
the estimates available for developed countries. By 2026, professions related to home 
health care, personal care assistance, medical assistance and nursing are expected 
to grow by 47%, 39%, 37% and 36%, respectively, according to the forecasts of the 
Office of Labor Statistics of the United States. These jobs are among the 10 with the 
most accelerated growth rates. 

This growth is good news for the expansion of the labor market for women, who are 
mainly employed in these sectors. On the flip side, these jobs, which are typically 
considered “feminine,” are usually of low quality and are among the lowest paying, 
compared to other jobs regarded as more “masculine” and best paying, such as those 
related to STEM fields. We are still tasked with professionalizing these sectors and 
occupations by promoting better remuneration and quality. 

Gig economy: A risk or an opportunity for women?
In addition to progressive automation, technology is producing another major trans-
formation in the labor market through intermediation technologies. By these, we are 
referring to gig economy platforms such as Airbnb, Uber and UpWork, which, like 
automation technologies, present both opportunities as well as challenges for the 
female labor market.

The gig economy can expand opportunities for women by presenting employment 
options with high flexibility, reducing barriers to entry into typically male sectors, 
and facilitating access to clients or international networks. 

AUDIO 2
WOMEN IN THE GIG ECONOMY
Monserrat Bustelo, Senior Specialist of the Gender 
and Diversity Division of the IDB, discusses with Silvina 
Moschini, founder and CEO of SheWorks, the potential 
of the gig economy to help close the gender gap. Listen to it on 

our SoundCloud 
profile
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r_-HwlgLV08
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r_-HwlgLV08
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Time flexibility drives women to work in the gig economy 

The flexibility offered by these platforms in terms of where, when and how to 
work can encourage women’s participation in the workforce, as it facilitates the 
combination of paid work with the responsibilities of care taking that, as we have 
already seen, fall mainly on women 7. For the average of six countries in the region 
(Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Paraguay and Peru), time flexibility is one 
of the main reasons why women participate in these platforms. However, it is one of 
the last reasons for men to do so, as they value other factors more, such as gaining 
work experience, extra income and even fun (graph 7). In the same line, 96% of gig 
economy  female workers surveyed in the United States highlight time flexibility as a 
benefit of working on these platforms 8.

Greater access to new sectors and economic independence

The gig economy lowers barriers to entry and permanence in typically male labor 
sectors 9. For example, on the U.S. Uber platform, women account for 14% of drivers, 
exceeding the average observed in the offline market, where female participation 
only extends to 8% of the sector 10. For women who want to drive to earn a living, 
evidence suggests that signing up for Uber is much easier and less intimidating than 
going through the process of recruitment by a traditional taxi operator 11. In addition, 
digital platforms can strengthen women’s economic independence by providing 
access to a wider range of customers and saving marketing and sales costs. In turn, 
this facilitates opportunities for the growth of entrepreneurship, and the collabora-
tive nature of these platforms promotes the flow of knowledge and the creation of 
networks 12.Note: The graph shows the reasons why platform workers participate in the gig economy. Calculations based on the After Access 

2017-2018 survey. Average for six countries in the region with available information (Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, 
Paraguay and Peru). Source: Agüero et al. (2019).

GRAPH 7. WHY WORK IN THE GIG ECONOMY?

AVERAGE FOR ARGENTINA, COLOMBIA, ECUADOR, GUATEMALA, PARAGUAY AND PERU 
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However, as will be seen below, these technologies can replicate the gender gaps 
observed in the traditional labor market, such as participation and wage gaps, 
as well as occupational segregation.

More men than women in the gig economy 
As in the traditional market, the scant existing data shows greater male partici-
pation in these economies (graph 8). In Latin America and the Caribbean, the av-
erage for the six countries that were analyzed shows that women account for 42% 
of the total workers in the gig economy. The greater participation in these platforms 
by men in the region can be linked to skill gaps and uses of digital technologies. 
Women are still lagging behind in access to technology and the skills to use it. As 
in other regions, in Latin America and the Caribbean, men make more varied use 
of technologies 13.

Women 
continue to 

lag behind 
in access to 
technology 

and the skills 
to use it Note: The graph shows the gender distribution of workers in the gig economy viii. a. Farrell and Greig (2016), b. BLS (2018a), c. 

Burston-Marstellar et al. (2016), d. Smith (2016), e. Balaram et al. (2017), f. CIPD (2017), g. Lepanjuuri et al. (2018), h. Huws et al. 
(2017), i. Block and Hennessy (2017), j. Agüero et al. (2019): Calculations based on the After Access 2017-2018 survey. Average 
for six countries in the region with available information (Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Paraguay and Peru). Sources: 
Agüero et al. (2019) and Herndon et al. (2019).

viii. �The multiple estimates calculated in the literature are shown, as each study is based on different sources of information. 
However, even though the numbers differ depending on the source of the information, the trend is the same.

GRAPH 8. GENDER GAPS IN PARTICIPATION
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BOX 2. HOW BIG IS THE GIG ECONOMY IN OUR REGION?

There are two limitations to measure the size of the gig economy in the 
region: the absence of public data and regulation on intermediary compa-
nies and the lack of consensus in the literature on how to measure work on 
these platforms. These issues revolve around how to identify workers of the 
gig economy. Are they those who routinely use at least one platform as a 
means of work, or is the person who uses it sporadically also deemed em-
ployed? ix

Some evidence in Latin America and the Caribbean has revealed that the 
participation of men and women in the gig economy is still very low. For the 
average of six countries in the region (Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Gua-
temala, Paraguay and Peru), less than 10% of people who use the Internet 
have earned money doing some work on any platform in 2017. This per-
centage is slightly higher for men than for women: 7% have worked in the 
gig economy (about 820,000 men in the six countries studied) compared 
to 5% of women (around 520,000 women). 

These figures are in contrast to the statistics available for the United States 
and 15 countries in Europe, where 15% of people who work independently 
use digital platforms for their job. Nevertheless, the evidence coincides in 
that there is a greater participation of men in the gig economy.

Sources: Agüero et al. (2019) 14; Balaram et al. (2017) 15; Bosch et al. (2019) 16; and Farrell and Greig (2017)  17.

ix. �Don’t miss our next notes in this series where we’ll continue to provide new data and evidence about the gig eco-
nomy.
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BOX 3. INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES: SAME USE FOR DIFFERENT THINGS

Considering the average of the region, gender gaps in access to information and commu-
nication technologies (ICTs) are low. In the period from 2017 to 2018, 63% of men and 57% 
of women had Internet access, while 83% of men and 80% of women had access to and used 
mobile phones. This reality contrasts with that of other developing regions, where gender 
gaps are more accentuated. For example, in South Asia, the mobile phone access gap is 23 
percentage points (graph A).

However, the regional average conceals important differences between countries. In gen-
eral, these gaps favor men to extents ranging from 1 percentage point (in the case of Chile) 
to 18 percentage points (in the case of Peru) (graph B).

The barriers to ICT access also differ between men and women on average among six coun-
tries in the region (Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Paraguay and Peru). While cost 
is the main barrier to owning a mobile phone, women report, to a greater extent than men, 
a lack of knowledge about how to use it. Both men and women claim that the main obstacle 
to using the Internet is not knowing how to use it, although the prevalence of this barrier is 
higher for women.

However, once they have access, the way men and women use ICT technologies also pres-
ents significant disparities. This gap is of particular concern in a world where technological 
competition increasingly impacts a wide variety of jobs. According to the average of the 
above-mentioned six countries in the region, men make greater use of the Internet for work 
activities (such as reviewing job offers or putting their resume online) and government func-
tions (such as completing paperwork or making appointments) (graph C). 

Note: Estimations based on the 2017-2018 Gallup survey.. https://theinclusiveinternet.eiu.com/.
Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) (2019).

GRAPH A. ACCESS GAPS BY REGIONS
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In addition, men also make greater use of the advantages offered by smart phones. For instance, a man 
is more likely to use his mobile phone to send e-mails, make payments, access e-banking services and 
search for news information, weather, and transportation, as well as to access entertainment media 
such as music, videos and games (graph C).

Equality in access to ICT technologies depends not only on the availability and use of mobile phones 
and the Internet but also on the ability to use technology effectively. Women make more limited use 
of digital and Internet devices, including participation in the gig economy. This lag in digital skills 
limits their ability to reap the benefits offered. 

Note: Estimations based on the 2017-2018 Gallup survey. https://theinclusiveinternet.
eiu.com/. Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) (2019).

GRAPH B. HETEROGENEITY OF ACCESS GAPS 
IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN

GRAPH C. IMPORTANT GAPS IN TYPE OF USE

The future of  work in 
Latin America and the Caribbean

What will the labor 
market be like for women?

https://theinclusiveinternet.eiu.com/
https://theinclusiveinternet.eiu.com/


4 | �What’s new?

24

Replicating occupational segregation: 
A lot of care and few finances 

We already know that, in the traditional labor market, women and men tend to 
segregate in different sectors of work, with women being employed in those of 
lower productivity (graph 3). The digital labor market tends to replicate this oc-
cupational segregation. According to available data on companies that have a 
digital presence, more than 70% of single-member firms that are led by women 
focus on sectors of care, commerce and restaurant and hotel service. On the con-
trary, among entrepreneurships led by men, these sectors represent only 40% of 
the firms. In addition, there is a strong presence of companies led by men in the 
areas of communication, data processing and financial services, which represent 
28% of the firms, whereas, among women, this sector makes up only 10% of the 
enterprises (graph 9).

This pattern of occupational segregation is also evidenced by the type of tasks 
carried out in the gig economy. The information available for six Latin American 
countries indicates that online tasks, such as conducting surveys or processing 
data, are the main activity for both women and men, with a somewhat higher in-
cidence among women (graph 10). Among women, online tasks are followed by 
buying and delivering household items and cleaning services, with differences of 
between 5 and 7 percentage points compared to men. In contrast, working for 
rideshare applications is more common for men.

This pattern is also seen in other regions. For example, in the UK, 87% of workers 
on platforms that offer cleaning services are women, whereas 95% of workers on 
platforms providing transport services are men 18. 

Note: The graph shows the proportion of entrepreneurs by sector from data from the Future of Business survey, a collaboration be-
tween Facebook, OECD and the World Bank. The survey is conducted on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with a digital 
presence, and it covers 42 countries in developed and emerging economies where the reference population is companies that have a 
Facebook account. For this graph, only the Latin American countries (Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, Colombia, Chile, Peru and Ecuador) 
were selected, and the surveys were answered by owners of sole-member companies (about 90% of the firms surveyed in LAC). All 
gender differences are statistically significant at 5%. Source: Own estimate based on Future of Business survey (2017).

GRAPH 9. SEGREGATION OF ENTREPRENEURS IN THE DIGITAL ECONOMY
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Note: Calculations based on the After Access 2017-2018 survey. Average for Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, 
Paraguay and Peru. Source: Agüero et al. (2019).

GRAPH 10. TYPE OF WORK IN THE GIG ECONOMY
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BOX 4. REPLICATING THE INFORMAL MARKET

One of the main characteristics of the labor market in Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean is its informality. Overall, 61% of workers in the region do not contribute to 
social security 19. There is a risk that this situation will be replicated in the platform 
economy, which can promote low-quality jobs, irregular jobs and a lack of social se-
curity benefits or coverage, thus reinforcing the high levels of informal labor in the 
region.

As for workers’ mental health, flexibility can present a disadvantage in the form of 
increased work hours and less separation between one’s work and personal lifel 20, 
which can generate greater stress 21. Since many jobs in the gig economy involve 
remote work from home, these platforms can exacerbate problems such as isola-
tion and poor working conditions 22. 

Female respondents in a survey of gig economy workers in the United States re-
vealed income inconsistency (92%), lack of social benefits (88%), lack of structure 
and career (46%) and absence of social interaction with colleagues (44%) as major 
disadvantages.

This combination of factors can make work in the platform economy less attractive, 
encouraging greater turnover 23. According to estimates, in the United States, 62% 
of women leave a given platform during the first year, whereas the dropout rate de-
creases to 54% among men 24. This same trend is observed in the UK, with rates of 
38% and 25%, respectively 25. 

Sources: Balaram et al. (2017); Chen (2014); Eurofound and OIT (2017); Farrell and Greig (2017); Hilbrecht et al. (2008); Hy-
perwallet (2017); Lewis (2018); OCDE (2018); SIMS (2017); and Sirianni and Negrey (2000).

Note: Survey of 2,000 women working in the gig economy in the United States. 
Source: Hyperwallet (2017).
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Who earns the most 
on digital platforms?
From a wage viewpoint, what is happening in the 
world of online platforms, where wages are often 
set in a fair way for a particular task and the cli-
ent does not see the gender of the worker before 
the job is reserved? Even in flexible labor markets, 
and in the absence of discrimination, some stud-
ies have revealed the existence of gender gapsx. 
As in the traditional labor market, the existence of 
gender stereotypes or the different preferences of 
men and women can create these gaps.

x. �While on most platforms workers are identified by a nickname, users are 
good at inferring the gender of the service provider, and this can lead to 
instances of discrimination. Literature on this subject, however, is limited. A 
case study analyzing interactions on eBay finds that women tend to receive 
fewer offers and a lower payment in auction processes of identical goods 
(Kricheli-Katz and Regev, 2016). 
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BOX 5. GENDER WAGE GAPS IN THE GIG ECONOMY

A recent study that included more than 1 million Uber drivers in the United States revealed that women 
earn 7% less per hour for doing the same work as men. This gap can be attributed to three factors:

1) �Experience on the platform: Female workers tend to shift, while male workers tend to stay on the plat-
form, accumulating skills that allow them to increase their productivity.

2) �Choosing where to work: Male drivers tend to live and drive in more lucrative locations and earn addi-
tional compensation for working in areas with higher crime rates and closer to establishments serving 
drinks.

3) �Driving speed:  Men tend to drive faster, completing more trips per hour. 

Likewise, a study on the online work platform of Amazon Mechanical Turk, in which the employer is unaware 
of the gender of the worker he is hiring, found that women earn 18% less than men do. Part of this gap can 
be attributed to differences in work experience, both offline and on platforms. Meanwhile, the women in 
the study also reported having larger families than their male peers and claimed to perform care and work 
tasks simultaneously. 

These data reveal a dangerous trend: as the gig economy grows and adds greater flexibility to the labor 
market, even in the absence of discrimination, the high opportunity cost for women, in regard to the time 
spent on unpaid work and the different preferences of men and women, can perpetuate the wage gaps 
observed in the traditional labor market.

Sources: Adams and Berg (2017) 26 and Cook et al. (2018) 27.

The future of  work in 
Latin America and the Caribbean

What will the labor 
market be like for women?

https://soundcloud.com/bancointeramericanodesarrollo/como-sera-el-futuro-del-trabajo-para-las-mujeres?in=bancointeramericanodesarrollo/sets/mercados-laborales-el-futuro
https://advances.sciencemag.org/content/2/2/e1500599
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3048711
https://web.stanford.edu/~diamondr/UberPayGap.pdf


5 | �What next?

The world is experiencing a disruptive but exciting digital revolution in which artificial 
intelligence, automation, demographic changes and globalization are transforming 
the way we work and the skills required for employment. How can we accelerate 
gender equality as technology evolves? The current gaps we see in the labor mar-
ket are a major barrier for women to successfully make the necessary transitions to 
the workforce of the future. We have one piece of unfinished business: shaping the 
labor market of the future now, in the present. How do we do that? 

1. Encourage women to acquire the right skills. The situation must 
change from within. Women must “take over” the new technologies. 
They must achieve greater influence in the creation and use of tech-
nology and be prepared to use basic (such as ICT) and advanced (such 
as artificial intelligence or robotics) technologies, as well as to cultivate 

essential 21st century skills such as creativity, problem-solving, empathy and adaptabil-
ity. This implies:

• �Encouraging the development of advanced STEM skills among women and 
girls to allow more women to benefit from the fast-growing and highly paid tech-
nology-driven jobs in these areasxi. The risk that technological advances will have 
a more negative impact on women than men is aggravated by the current lack of 
women in STEM jobs, as well as the low percentage of girls and women who are 
training in these fields.

xi. Click here for an innovative example of teaching and job placement for women in STEM fields in the region.
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• �Encouraging the development of digital skills among women and girls. As 
a result of the gap that already exists in the use of ICT technologies, women will 
have greater difficulties in accessing training, jobs and resources that require 
access to the Internet, whether to learn new skills, work remotely or access new 
markets.

• �Ending stereotypes that inhibit women’s performance in the classroom and 
at work. Stereotyped notions between men and women begin to manifest at 
very young ages and condition women’s work enormously. Some techniques 
from behavioral economics, such as nudges, have proven to be effective in this 
regard.xii

2. Rethink and expand the social protection infrastructure to en-
sure that women take advantage of the new opportunities offered 
by technology. The social protection infrastructure must ensure support 
for all female and male workers, including those working from remote lo-

cations or more flexible environments. This requires reformulating and promoting health 
insurance, pensions, parental leave and childcare policies. The latter two are especially 
relevant for the advancement of gender equality, as they promote co-responsibility at 
home and support changing gender stereotypes.

xii. To learn more about this topic, we invite you to review our upcoming publication on 21st century skills: “The Future Is Here: Transversal Skills in Latin America and the Caribbean for the 21st Century”.

3. Improve the quality of jobs in the care, education and health 
sectors (which now disproportionately employ women and are in full 
expansion) so that they will include social protection, provide financial 
stability and offer upward mobility. 

The IDB has made a strong commitment to the application of technology for the social 
good and an ethical mandate to promote gender equality in our region. The future of 
work is not a still photograph but a scenario in progress. The time to act is now—no 
sector that intends to succeed in the future can leave out 50% of the population.

AUDIO 3

DOES ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE PERPETUATE 
GENDER BIAS?
Together with Laura Ripani (lead specialist in the Division 
of Labor Markets of the IDB), Cristina Pombo (IDB Social 
Sector Advisor) discusses the importance of ethical data 
management to close the gender gap in the labor market. 
Click here to learn more about this topic and review the 
upcoming publication.

Listen to it on 
our SoundCloud 

profile
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LEARN ABOUT SOME EEFECTIVE ACTIONS WITHIN THE FRAMEWORK OF THE TRADITIONAL LABOR MARKET

WHAT PUBLIC-PRIVATE POLICIES PROMOTE WOMEN’S EMPLOYABILITY AND CAREER ADVANCEMENT IN QUALITY JOBS?

Click on the available options to see the data
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