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1. Introduction
Social protection is a human right 2. Despite its central role in achieving sustainable
development, it is not yet a reality for the majority of ASEAN’s population (ILO, 2017; Nguyen
and Cunha, 2019). In particular, the so-called “missing middle”, mostly working in the informal
economy, is still excluded from social protection. These workers are often neither protected
by contributory social insurance due to their insufficient financial capacities, nor by narrowly
poverty-targeted social assistance schemes (ILO, 2019a, 2019b).
A particularly vulnerable group among the missing middle are own-account workers. Facing
serious decent work deficits and more likely to work informally than other types of workers,
such as wage employees or employers, they account for one third of all workers in informal
employment (ILO 2018). In particular, women, young people, elderly and migrant workers
face specific and heightened risks across their life cycle. The lack of social protection leaves
these workers extremely vulnerable to poverty, inequality and social exclusion. This affects
not only their individual welfare but also constitutes a major threat to economic and social
development, as demonstrated by the unfolding COVID-19 crisis. Own-account workers in the
informal economy are among those most hit by the COVID-19 pandemic and its socioeconomic impacts. Many of them work in sectors that have been harshly affected by the
lockdown measures, finding themselves unable to make a living. The lack of access to social
protection mechanisms, both contributory and non-contributory, makes this group of
workers extremely vulnerable to falling into (deeper) poverty and/or severe food insecurity
(ILO, 2020a). While many ASEAN governments have acted swiftly to respond to the adverse
impacts of the crisis on informal economy workers, more efforts are needed to ensure that
workers enjoy effective access to health care and have at least a basic level of income security.
Now is the time for ASEAN governments to act and decide on the future of social protection
in the region. To promote decent work and facilitate the transition to formalization, it is
paramount for all Member States to build back better by sustaining and integrating temporary
crisis measures into national social protection systems that are firmly grounded in human
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Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948 (Arts 22 and 25); International Covenant of
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Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (Arts 11 and 14); the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (Arts 26 and 27); and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(Art. 28). See also CESCR, 2008.

rights, international labour standards3 and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and
reflect the strong ASEAN commitment 4 (ILO, 2020b).
Taking an innovative approach by incorporating insights from behavioural science, this
section discusses the main challenges of own-account workers in accessing social protection
schemes and explores potential pathways for ASEAN governments to extend social protection
and promote the transition from the informal to the formal economy.
2. Social protection for own-account workers in ASEAN
The many faces of own-account work
Own-account workers represent a large share in informal economy. 93 million own-account
workers, accounting for 4 in 5 of all own-account workers, are working informally in ASEAN
(ILO, 2018). They represent a highly heterogeneous group, showing diversity in terms of level
and regularity of earnings, age, education level, sector, and location of workplace (rural vs
urban). They can range from workers in liberal professions to street vendors, tuk-tuk drivers,
waste pickers, small-scale farmers and those working in the platform economy.
Women occupy the most vulnerable forms of informal own-account work (ILO, 2018), such as
waste pickers, street vendors, home-based workers and migrant workers. Women’s
vulnerability also stems from reportedly longer working time than men and demographic
characteristics. For example, female own-account workers usually are less likely to have
completed secondary education than their male counterparts (ILO, 2018).
Furthermore, the youth and elderly are overrepresented among own-account workers, with
respectively 82 percent and 83 percent of young and old own-account workers working in
informal employment (ILO, 2018). This suggests that young people face challenges to enter
the formal labour market, while older persons face difficulties finding a formal job once they
reach an age where they are deemed less “productive”.
Ageing trends also show that the proportion of population above 60 will increase across all
ASEAN countries by 2050, in particular surpassing 20 percent of the whole population in
Malaysia, Viet Nam, Brunei Darussalam, Thailand and Singapore (ESCAP, 2019). Coupling this
figure with the currently high share of elderly among own-account workers in informal
employment sheds light on the significant challenges that ASEAN governments already, and
will continue to, face in terms of guaranteeing older persons a livelihood, ensuring decent
work and providing access to adequate pensions for all.
Becoming own-account workers: choice or necessity?
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Despite being a heterogeneous group, the socioeconomic context of own-account workers
can be similar. Most of them are informally employed not by choice but out of necessity,
because, unlike formal employment, informal employment presents ease of entry and low
requirements for education, skills, technology and capital (ILO, 2018; Kucera and Roncolato,
2009). The absence of trust and the lack of a social contract between workers in the informal
economy and public institutions can similarly deter workers from entering formal labour
agreements and comply with the legislative and administrative structures in place (Jütting
and de Laiglesia, 2009).
Own-account workers in the informal economy generally experience time-related
underemployment and excessive working hours, resulting in irregular income streams. While
not all workers in the informal economy are poor, there exists a positive association between
poverty and informality: the poor face higher rates of informal employment, while informal
workers are at higher risks of poverty than formal ones (ILO 2018). Due to the
overrepresentation of women in the more vulnerable and riskiest work environments,
poverty hits women harder than men.
Assessing the socioeconomic context of own-account workers through a behavioural lens and
a human-centred perspective is of utmost importance for providing an adequate policy
response to protect workers in informal employment in ASEAN. For example, time-pressure
and financial stress can cause own-account workers cognitive strain, affect judgement and
their ability to make sound decisions (Neuert et al., 2019; World Bank, 2014). Also, scarcity
exacerbates present bias - the tendency to overweight immediate rewards - and impairs selfcontrol (O’Donoghue and Rabin, 1999). These factors, together with obstacles, such as low
education and financial illiteracy, can limit informal workers’ decisions related to contributing
to a social protection scheme, particularly long-term benefits (Daminger et al., 2015).
Barriers to access to social protection for own-account workers
Traditionally focusing on the protection of formal sector employees, social protection
legislations in many ASEAN countries exclude own-account workers from legal coverage or
relegate them to voluntary schemes that rarely achieve a significant extension of coverage
(Nguyen and Cunha 2019). For instance, all own-account workers in ASEAN lack access to
unemployment benefits, while the majority cannot rely on income security when they get
sick. The worrying consequences of these coverage gaps were once again exposed by the
COVID-19 pandemic, where most own-account workers are left without the protection they
need (Alfers, 2020; ILO, 2020b, 2020a).
Despite being legally covered, many own-account workers may not enjoy coverage in reality.
A significant barrier they face is the lack of awareness and information about their rights to
social protection, the available schemes and programmes and how to register and contribute
to them. Constraints on information dissemination and effective communication may derive
from the limited institutional capacity for outreach, but also from socioeconomic and cultural
factors that restrict access to information for specific population groups. Notably, women and
rural workers usually have less time to publicly engage and be exposed to information
campaigns.

Even when informed, own-account workers might still face constraints, resulting in a lack of
protection. Social protection schemes and programmes are often conceived for workers in
formal employment relationships with a full-time, open-ended and clearly identifiable
employment relationship (ILO, 2019a, 2019b). Registration, contribution, and delivery
mechanisms are often complex and lengthy, disregarding the needs and the employment
characteristics of own-account workers (ILO 2019b, 2019a). For example, contribution
schedules to social protection schemes following regular income patterns constitute an
additional barrier to own-account workers who generally have volatile income streams.
Financial constraints may also affect the contributory capacity of own-account workers, who
cannot share contributions with an employer and face higher financial as well as higher
administrative burden in terms of enrolment, contribution payment and record-keeping, as
compared to employees.
These are some of the barriers that prevent the effective extension of social protection to
own-account workers. Nevertheless, a specific analysis is required to understand the
constraints peculiar to a particular group of workers in a particular country context. For
example, dependent or disguised self-employed workers face particular challenges with
regard to the correct classification of their employment relationship (ILO, 2016). This practice
occurs when a worker is legally classified as self-employed but in practice has an employment
status that resembles paid employment. In some cases, this is used to circumvent labour and
social protection provisions, whereas in other cases, legal grey areas lead to an inadequate
protection of the worker. In ASEAN, dependent self-employed workers typically work in
traditional sectors in supply chains, such as subcontracted home workers in the handicraft
sector, but also recently emerged in the platform economy, such as ride-hailing drivers or
graphic designers working on a digital platform (Nguyen and Cunha 2019). In such cases, it is
essential to clarify whether the worker is in an employment relationship to ensure that
employers take responsibility for the worker’s necessary labour and social protection (Berg et
al., 2018; Behrendt and Nguyen, 2018; Behrendt et al., 2019).
3. Pathways to extending social protection to own-account workers and promoting
formalization: Country experiences from ASEAN and beyond
Numerous governments in ASEAN have introduced a range of measures and adopted diverse
approaches to extend social protection to own-account workers, according to their needs and
priorities.
Many countries have sought to adapt and expand existing social protection schemes to ownaccount workers, mostly by facilitating their inclusion in social insurance schemes. Extending
legal coverage to self-employed workers that were previously excluded from social security
schemes, as done in the Philippines, Thailand, and Indonesia, is a critical step. In many
countries, self-employed workers can nonetheless only join on a voluntary basis, which has
shown to be ineffective in extending social protection coverage. In addition to issues of
adverse selection, voluntary schemes offering lower protection may create perverse
incentives for employers to employ workers under such arrangements to reduce labour costs.
Self-employed workers enrolling under voluntary schemes also have to make proactive
decisions to regularly contribute to a scheme, while overcoming several constraints, among

others behavioural barriers, such as problems of self-control, inertia and procrastination
(Banerjee and Mullainathan, 2010; Fudenberg and Levine, 2006). Instead, countries that
make coverage mandatory, such as the Philippines, have shown to be more successful in
covering self-employed workers than those with voluntary regimes (ILO, 2019b; Nguyen and
Cunha, 2019).
As also evidenced during the COVID-19 crisis, countries that have invested in more
comprehensive social protection systems prior to the crisis are better equipped to provide
adequate protection and quickly scale up urgently needed support during times of crises, than
countries that have separate, fragmented schemes (ILO, 2020b). For example, the
Government of Thailand extended COVID-19 patients access to its Universal Coverage
System, thereby ensuring financial protection against health expenses for both nationals and
foreign residents (ILO, 2020c).
In addition to legal coverage, further adaptations may be needed to facilitate workers’ access
to social protection. First, communication campaigns should accompany the implementation
of social security schemes to ensure own-account workers receive adequate information and
are aware of their right to social protection. Good practices, such as capacity building and
education sessions, as conducted in Cabo Verde, Chile, and Uruguay, as well as reminders for
registration and contributions to social security, as used in Brazil and Colombia, represent
cost-effective methods that countries employ to reinforce the culture of social protection,
incentivize workers to enrol and ultimately support the extension of coverage.
Simplifying administrative procedures is also key to enhance workers’ access to benefits.
Particularly for workers living in rural areas and those with limited administrative capacities,
digital technologies and other innovative approaches, such as partnerships with workers’
organizations, play an important role in facilitating access to registration and contribution
payment processes. Philippines and Indonesia are interesting examples where informal
workers’ organizations or community members assume responsibilities for registration of
own-account workers, the collection of contributions and awareness raising (ILO 2019b,
2019a; Nguyen and Cunha 2019).
Likewise, simplified or flat contribution rates, as in Thailand, constitute a valuable adaptation
to the socioeconomic context of own-account workers in informal employment as they
facilitate the determination and recording of their contribution to social security schemes,
despite their volatile and unpredictable income patterns. On a similar note, flexible payment
schedules, such as seasonal contributions for agricultural workers, release the financial
pressure associated with regular contributions to social security by allowing the deferral of
contributions in case of cash flow problems.
Given the limited financial capacities of own-account workers, the provision of financial
incentives, mostly in the form of government subsidies for social insurance contributions or
benefits, is key in supporting the participation of low-income or other vulnerable workers (ILO
2019b, 2019a; Nguyen and Cunha 2019). Beyond affordability, financial incentives can be
effective policy responses for extending social protection to own-account workers because of
their positive impact on perceptions of the value for money on the one side and public
institutions on the other side. Indeed, incentives create an immediate reward for workers’

contributions and increase the short-term attractiveness of social security schemes. Also,
own-account workers can see incentives as a form of commitment by the government for
their inclusion in a social protection scheme. In ASEAN, incentives have been often used to
facilitate the expansion of social health insurance. In Viet Nam, for example, government
subsidies contributed to an increase in health insurance coverage from 15 per cent to 87 per
cent between 2002 and 2018 (Results for Development, 2015a); in the Philippines, coverage
has increased to 91 per cent of the population since the expansion of PhilHealth programme
in 1995 (PhilHealth, 2017). It is important to note that an essential element for enhancing
enrolment is the actual level of subsidization, as well as mandatory membership of the eligible
target groups because the extension of voluntary coverage through government subsidies
often creates a situation whereby relatively, better-off self-employed workers are covered,
while the rest of the population, often the rural poor and urban informal workers, are not
protected or are only inadequately protected (Nguyen and Cunha 2019).
A crucial part of extension strategies are measures that enhance the governance of social
protection schemes, improve the quality of services, create better value for money through
client-oriented procedures and raise awareness among workers and employers to ensure
accountability and transparency of the scheme and build public trust. In particular, involving
workers’ and employers’ organizations and other stakeholders is key to ensuring the needs of
own-account workers are met and their voices are heard.
As own-account workers face multiple challenges with regard to social protection coverage,
earnings, access to training and credit as well fundamental principles and rights at work, social
protection policies need to go in parallel with measures in other policy areas, such as labour
law, tax policies, skills, measures to improve access to business services, training and finance
(ILO 2016; OECD 2017; OECD 2019).

4. Social protection in ASEAN at a crossroads

Social protection in ASEAN is at an important crossroads. The COVID-19 crisis has revealed
the worrying implications of protection gaps in social protection for own-account workers and
other vulnerable groups. It has stressed the importance for swift and coordinated measures
to ensure adequate social protection coverage for workers in all forms of employment,
adapted to their circumstances and in line with international social security standards and the
Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work (ILO, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c, 2020d, 2019c).
Going forward, it is important to embed evidence-based analyses of the demographics,
composition, socioeconomic context and behaviour of own-account workers in countries’
policy responses to ensure their needs and priorities are addressed. There is no one-size-fitsall solution when it comes to extending coverage. In many cases, a combination of approaches
is required, often going beyond the sphere of social protection and including the coordination
with other policy areas, such as labour law, tax policies, skills and access to business services,
training and finance. Embedding behavioural insights and a human-centred perspective in the
policymaking process enables governments to understand and account for the role of
scarcity, present bias, perceptions, and trust, among others, in the extension of social
protection. International country experiences indicate that isolated policy measures are less
likely to succeed than comprehensive and holistic policy approaches, as the barriers to
formalization are manifold. The role of representative workers’ and employers’ organizations
will be key in this process, to ensure all voices are heard and no one is left behind.

Also, it is necessary to ensure adequate resources for the extension of coverage, based on
equitable and sustainable financing sources, including contributions and taxes. The COVID-19
crisis has shown that political will is a key ingredient to advance the extension of coverage.
ASEAN countries need to sustain the measures beyond the crisis, reinforcing their efforts in
developing and implementing social protection systems, including floors, and facilitating the
transition from the formal to the informal economy.
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