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Defining the concept of work

According to the International Labour Organisation ( ), an employed person is anyone aged 15 or older who has worked ILO
at least one hour for pay within a given week or is temporarily absent from work due to reasons such as annual leave, 
illness or maternity, within a specified period. The definition covers all forms of employment, both formal and informal, 
whether or not the employment is declared.

In this context, the actual meaning of employment–having paid work–means earning something. But it is seldom a living 
wage. Employment data, therefore, would include an executive of a company, who may be earning a million dollars a year, 
and a teacher in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DR Congo), who earns US$100 per month. It also includes a street 
vendor in Soweto, South Africa, who sells packets of peanuts and may be earning 80 cents or a dollar per day in the 
informal sector. Hence, it is no surprise that over 238 million persons ( ) in employment globally lived in extreme 6.9%
poverty at less than US$2.15 per day in Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) in 2024, with the proportion in Africa higher than in 
other regions.

Generally, people employed in the formal sector are assumed to enjoy better job quality, including higher earnings, job 
security, social protections and safer working conditions, while those in the informal sector tend to be characterised by 
lower wages, job insecurity, lack of benefits and poor working conditions. However, the reality is more complex, with 
many in the formal sector classified as extremely poor, despite being employed. In many cases, minimum wages are often 
too low to cover basic living costs. The  refers to these people as the working poor–employed population living in ILO
extreme poverty. This means their employment-related incomes are not sufficient to lift them and their families out of 
extreme poverty and ensure decent living conditions.

The phenomenon of the working poor is driven by several key factors, including low wages, a high cost of living, 
underemployment and high dependency ratios. People living on less than US$2.15 per day are considered extremely 
poor, while those living on US$3.65 per day in lower-middle-income countries and below US$6.85 in upper-middle-income 
countries are considered moderately poor.

Chart 4 depicts the share of employed people living in extreme poverty across African countries in 2024. The percentage 
of working poor living below US$2.15 per day in 2024, as a share of total employment in Africa, was estimated at   29.3%,
and it was even higher in low-income countries. Chart 4 shows that the percentage of workers who are extremely poor in 
Madagascar and the DR Congo exceeds 70% of the employed labour force.

https://www.insee.fr/en/metadonnees/definition/c1159
https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/africa/
https://ilostat.ilo.org/topics/working-poverty/
https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/africa/
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Reuse our work

All visualizations, data, and text produced by African Futures are completely open access under the . You have the Creative Commons BY license
permission to use, distribute, and reproduce these in any medium, provided the source and authors are credited.

The data produced by third parties and made available by African Futures is subject to the license terms from the original third-party authors. 
We will always indicate the original source of the data in our documentation, so you should always check the license of any such third-party data 
before use and redistribution.
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