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Definitions 

 
The terms below are used throughout the report. Definitions have been provided to ensure 
common understanding of concepts and terminology for reference. 
 
Informal work consists of three related official terms: the informal sector, informal 
employment, and the informal economy. The terms are often used interchangeably to form 
the overarching foundation of the workforce and economy, both nationally and globally.1 
 
Informal economy refers to all economic activities by workers and businesses that, either by 
law or in practice, are not adequately covered by formal regulations. This includes both 
informal businesses (in the informal sector) and informal employment within both the 
informal and formal sectors.1,2  
 
Care work broadly defined as consisting of activities and relations involved with meeting the 
physical, psychological and emotional needs of adults and children, old and young, frail and 
able-bodied. Whether it's newborns, young or old people, anybody who is healthy, sick and/or 
with disabilities, have physical, psychological, cognitive and emotional needs requiring 
varying degrees of protection, care and support.3,2 
 
Care activities can be categorized into two broad types: 

1. Direct care (Relational care): This includes personal, face-to-face care activities 

aimed at nurturing or supporting individuals. Examples include feeding a baby, nursing 
a sick family member, assisting an elderly person with bathing, providing health check-
ups, or teaching young children. These activities emphasize the relational aspect of 
caregiving, involving close, personal interactions. 

2. Indirect care (Non-relational or household work): These activities support caregiving 

but do not involve direct personal interaction. Examples include cooking, cleaning, 
doing laundry, and maintaining the household. These tasks create the necessary 
conditions for direct caregiving to take place. 

 

Care work can be further classified as paid or unpaid: 

• Unpaid care work: This includes caregiving activities provided without monetary 
compensation, typically by family members or volunteers. Unpaid care is still 
recognized as work and is considered an essential aspect of the labor market, even 
though it remains largely invisible in economic metrics. 

• Paid care work: Caregivers who receive payment for their services include nurses, 
teachers, doctors, and personal care workers. Domestic workers, who often provide 
both direct and indirect care within households, can also be part of the formal care 
workforce. 

 
Childcare refers to the supervision and nurturing of children, in various settings such as 
daycare centers, home settings, or educational institutions, most often by individuals other 
than the primary caregivers to enable them to participate in the workforce. Often used 
interchangeably, child care can also refer to both direct and indirect care activities, specific 
tasks or interactions to support children’s development, learning and well-being. Such 
activities are designed to promote cognitive, socio-emotional and physical development.4
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1. Introduction  
 

 
Across the globe, informal workers form a substantial part of the workforce, with 
approximately 2 billion people—60% of the global workforce—engaged in informal 
employment.5 Street vendors in Ghana, head loaders in India, market traders in South Africa, 
waste pickers in Colombia, and bricklayers in Bangladesh, exemplify the diversity of informal 
work. Informal employment spans a range of contexts, from outdoor marketplaces, 
construction sites, and sidewalks to small indoor workshops for repairing materials, recycling 
scrap metal, and home-based production such as sewing and embroidery or performing 
domestic work. A defining characteristic of informal work is its unregulated nature, which 
often results in unsafe working conditions, low-income security, and the absence of social 
protections such as paid leave or unemployment benefits.6 Another common reality for 
informal workers worldwide is that most of them are also parents, balancing the demands of 
their work with caregiving responsibilities. 
 
The role of parents and caregivers is critical in shaping children’s development, particularly in 
the early years. Scientific evidence indicates that early childhood is a period of both 
heightened vulnerability and immense opportunity. While exposure to risk factors during this 
time can have long-lasting negative effects, early interventions can significantly mitigate 
these risks and enhance developmental outcomes.7 Healthy child development depends on 
nurturing care, which encompasses adequate health and nutrition, responsive caregiving, a 
safe and secure environment, and early learning opportunities. However, many parents, 
especially those facing economic hardships, struggle to meet their potential due to systemic 
barriers. Families facing disadvantaged circumstances often lack access to family-friendly 
policies, information, resources, and services to support both their well-being and the ability 
to nurture their children.9 While parents and caregivers play a fundamental role as children’s 
first nurturers, it is the collective responsibility of society to create the conditions that 
enable all children to reach their full potential.8 

 
More than 250 million children—43% of children globally—fail to reach their full developmental 
potential within the first five years of life.7 Early childhood development (ECD) is a 
cumulative process, and inadequate support during this period negatively impacts health, 
nutrition, and learning outcomes. Research emphasizes that investing in ECD yields 
substantial benefits, including improved health, education, and social development. These 
gains not only enhance individual well-being but also generate public savings through better 
school performance, reduced educational wastage, higher incomes and tax contributions, and 
healthier, more responsible citizens. However, children under five in developing countries are 
exposed to multiple risks such as poverty, climate change, malnutrition, poor health, and 
inadequate home environments lacking stimulation, all of which hinder cognitive, motor, and 
socio-emotional development.14 Evidence shows the link between poverty and inadequate 
food, poor sanitation and hygiene leading to increased infections and stunting, maternal 
stress, and insufficient early stimulation at home.8 Adversities beginning before conception 
and continuing through early life can severely impact brain development, attachment, and 
early learning.14  
 
There are higher concentrations of informal workers in regions like Africa (86%), India (88%), 
Asia and the Pacific (68%), and the Americas (40%); yet, childcare services remain limited 
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throughout much of the Global South where higher concentrations of informal workers 
struggle to provide for their families without the support of social protections or family-
friendly policies like paid leave.17 Women in the informal economy, disproportionately 
represented in informal work in 55% of countries, continue to manage the persistent challenge 
of balancing income generation with caregiving responsibilities, often forcing them to choose 
between earning a livelihood or spending time with their children.15 Limited access to 
childcare services further exacerbates this challenge, creating significant barriers to 
responsive parenting and income security.17 

 
Although children of informal workers are among the most vulnerable, there are also several 
other positive aspects of informal working arrangements that contribute to strong family 
bonds and child development.16 Despite this, there is remarkably little research examining the 
intersection of informal employment and parenting, or how the nature of informal work 
affects childcare practices of informal communities. This project was designed to begin 
investigating this topic. The project was guided by the following research questions: 

• How is informal work defined? 

• What are the unique caregiving challenges faced by the parents of this particularly 
vulnerable group? 

• What are the broader implications of their working conditions on childcare activities 
and responsibilities? 

• What are examples of promising practices for providing parenting support to informal 
workers? 

 
While broader social, economic and gender-related challenges shape the realities of informal 
workers, this report concentrates on how informal employment affects caregiving practices 
and explores ways to strengthen parenting programs to better meet the unique needs of these 
workers by highlighting programs that support parents across diverse informal work settings. 
This report was written for program implementers and practitioners to help them design more 
inclusive and responsive parenting programs to reach those engaged in informal work. This 
report highlights programs that not only provide early childhood education and development 
services but also accommodate parents working in informal contexts with their unique 
caregiving challenges. By strengthening the design and implementation of parenting 
initiatives, the recommendations in this report seek to contribute to more equitable and 
supportive environments for informal workers and their families.  
 

2. Methodology  
 

 
The project employed a multi-step approach to examine the relationship between informal 
work and caregiving practices in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). It began with a 
global literature review to define informal work and analyze the range of occupations within 
the informal sector. While this provided a foundational understanding of the nature of 
informal work, research on childcare practices among parents in diverse informal settings 
remained limited. Next, data on informal workers was categorized to better understand 
different types of work—such as street vendors, market traders, home-based workers, 
domestic workers, waste pickers, and construction and agricultural workers—as well as their 
workplace environments, including open markets, street sides, home-based settings, center-
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based work, construction sites, and mobile work. This categorization helped identify the 
unique caregiving challenges parents face in each informal work setting. The project then 
mapped existing programs supporting low-income families, particularly informal workers, 
focusing on childcare services with flexible hours, broad age-range acceptance, nutrition 
interventions, and targeted parenting support. Additionally, gaps in available support 
structures were identified, underscoring areas where informal worker parents remain 
underserved. The analysis of program examples led to the identification of actionable 
strategies for strengthening parenting support and informed recommendations on how 
programs can be designed to better meet the parenting and childcare needs of informal 
workers. 
 

3. Responsive Caregiving 
 

 
The term “parenting” or “parent” is not always limited to the child’s biological parents, but 
can often extend to any guardian or caregiver primarily providing the child with care. In many 
collective communities, those caregivers might include grandmothers, siblings, relatives or 
other extended family members and friends. UNICEF defines parenting as the interactions, 
behaviors, emotions, knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and practices linked with providing 
nurturing care.18 While parenting approaches may vary due to context, culture, philosophies, 
and traditions, the universal principle remains the same: to ensure the survival, healthy 
development, and wellbeing of the child.19 Children’s secure attachment forms through the 
daily interactions and engagement with their parents and caregivers, shaping their social, 
emotional and cognitive development.   

3.1 Nurturing Care 

The Nurturing Care Framework developed by the World Health Organization (WHO), UNICEF 
and the World Bank Group in 2018 encapsulates five key components which are essential for 
children’s development: responsive caregiving, safety and security, early learning, health and 
nutrition, through their critical connection to each other.39 The components of nurturing care 
and examples of related care practices are outlined in Table 1.   
 
Table 1. Nurturing care components and practices 

 Description Examples of care practices 

Good Health 

 

Refers to the health and 
wellbeing of children and 
their caregivers. Both 
physical and mental health 
can affect the caregivers’ 
ability to care for the child. 

● Essential newborn care 
● Immunization of mother and child 
● Growth monitoring and counselling 
● Timely health care and mental wellbeing guidance  
● Care for children with special needs 

Adequate 
Nutrition 

 

Refers to maternal and child 
nutrition. Maternal nutrition 
during pregnancy supports 
the mother’s health and the 
fetus’s development, while 
postnatal nutrition impacts 

● Maternal nutrition 
● Early initiation and exclusive breastfeeding for 6 months, 

continued breastfeeding with appropriate and responsive 
complementary feeding 

● Micronutrient supplementation for both mother and child 
● Adequate physical activity and sleep 
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 Description Examples of care practices 

 her ability to breastfeed 
and provide adequate care. 

● Management of moderate and severe malnutrition 

Responsive 
Caregiving 

 

Refers to primary 
caregivers’ ability to notice, 
understand and respond to 
the child’s signals in a 
timely and appropriate 
manner. 

● Make eye contact, smile, cuddle, and praise child 
● Notice child’s cues and respond appropriately  
● Identify and use everyday moments to communicate and 

play with child 
● Develop safe and mutually rewarding relationship with 

child 

Early 
Learning 

 

Any interaction a baby, 
toddler, or child has with 
people, places, or objects 
that supports brain 
development and lays the 
foundation for future 
learning. 

At home and in childcare spaces: 
● Activities to encourage young children’s movement, 

activate five senses, hear and use language, and explore 
● Use daily routines to talk, play, and interact 
● Story telling; exploring books and reading to baby 
● Age-appropriate play with household objects and people 

Safety and 
Security 

 

Refers to safe, secure 
environments for children 
and families, free from 
physical dangers, emotional 
stress, environmental risks, 
and with access to food and 
water. 

● Birth registration 
● Food security and access to clean water 
● Clean indoor and outdoor air 
● Good hygiene 
● Prevention of harmful practices of physical punishment, 

abuse and neglect 

Source: Adapted from Nurturing Care Framework’s five components of nurturing care. Nurturing Care 
Framework. A Closer Look at Nurturing Care Components. Nurturing Care Framework; 2020. 
https://nurturing-care.org/nurturing-care-components/.    

3.2 Age-appropriate Development 

A caregiver’s responsiveness and support promote both physical growth and psychological 
safety in young children.9 If young children fail to receive the stimulation they need and 
expect during the most sensitive and rapid phases of development, it takes considerable 
efforts to get it back on track making it significantly less likely to achieve optimal 
outcomes.12 Therefore, caregiving approaches must be tailored to meet children’s 

developmental needs as they evolve with age. The first 1000 days⎯from conception to age 

two⎯are crucial for brain development, with nutrition and responsive care activities laying 

the foundation for lifelong learning.21 The next 1000 days⎯ages two to five⎯build upon the 
early investments, shaped by influences ranging from physical health, developmental delays 
and disabilities, nutrition, exposure to violence, mental wellbeing of their caregivers, father 
involvement, early childhood care and education, as well as exposure to pollution and climate 
emergencies. Addressing challenges such as caregiver mental health, environmental risks, and 
access to early education remain essential during this stage.22 

3.3 Responsive Parenting and Feeding  

Responsive parenting fosters secure attachment and emotional resilience through sensitive, 
reciprocal interactions. During the first year, infants and caregivers learn to recognize and 
communicate both verbal and nonverbal communication signals from one another trust and 
emotional security. Disruption in communication, brought on by inconsistent or nonresponsive 
interactions, can hinder the child’s subsequent social and emotional development.23 

https://nurturing-care.org/nurturing-care-components/
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A key aspect of responsive caregiving is responsive feeding, particularly during breastfeeding, 
when caregivers build a foundation of trust and predictability while also strengthening 
attachment and emotion regulation that has long-term developmental benefits.23 However, 
barriers interfering with the mother’s ability to be sensitive and responsive to her infant’s 
cues during feeding, may contribute to undernourishment and other factors related to growth 
difficulties later, emphasizing the importance of interventions promoting sensitive caregiving 
across diverse cultural and socio-economic contexts.9,23  

3.4 Enabling Environment 

Providing a stable, responsive environment that supports nurturing care helps mitigate the 
effects of adversity and fosters children’s holistic development.20 As the main nurturers for 
young children, interventions have been developed and implemented to support parents to 
provide all aspects of nurturing care and respond to their child’s unique needs while also 
caring for themselves. Multisectoral, coordinated efforts provide an enabling environment 
recognize the importance of parenting, provide support, and empower parents to adopt 
parenting behaviors, while removing barriers at individual, community, service, system and 
societal levels.10 As highlighted throughout this report, both government and private-funded 
parenting programs can support vulnerable communities such as parents who are informal 
worker by addressing topics of health, nutrition, stimulation, and protection. Programs 
varying in format and delivery can help meet the diverse needs of low-income families. 
Examples of how parenting programs can be delivered are described below.10,18,30,31 

 

• Home visiting programs: Trained professionals (e.g., social workers, nurses, early 
childhood specialists) visit families at home to provide tailored support. Home visiting 
programs typically address parenting skills, child health and nutrition, early 
stimulation, responsive caregiving, maternal well-being and family support. 
 

• Group sessions: In-person sessions are held at community locations where parents 
gather for structured learning, discussions and peer support. Group sessions have been 
shown to be most practical when there is a mutually convenient time for the target 
audience. Content typically covered during group sessions includes positive parenting 
strategies, discipline, child development principles, social-emotional learning, and 
stress management. 
 

• Digital programs: Sessions are delivered through mobile applications, text messages, 
videos, or online platforms. Digital parenting programs often address topics of 
responsive caregiving, child health, developmental milestones, and parenting tips. 
Some programs may even include more interactive components such as coaching or 
question and answer sessions.  
 

• Hybrid (blended) programs: Content is delivered through a combination of both in-
person and digital components, such as home-visits supplemented by reminders over 
text messages or online group sessions. Hybrid sessions can include structured 
parenting education and offer real-time support as well as follow-ups to individual 
parents. 
 

• Community-based programs: Sessions are organized by local organizations to 
facilitate learning within community spaces. Topics addressed may range from 
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parenting practices within cultural contexts, early stimulation activities, responsive 
feeding, and family strengthening.  

 
Parenting Program Example: Cuna Más in Peru 
 
Cuna Más is a strong example of how government support creates an enabling environment 
for informal worker parents in Peru. As a publicly funded program, it provides free 
childcare, early education, and parenting support to low-income families, particularly those 
in the informal sector who lack access to employer-supported childcare. The program 
delivers home visits and community-based parenting programs, equipping caregivers with 
knowledge on child development, nutrition, and responsive caregiving. By integrating 
health, nutrition, and early learning services, Cuna Más ensures children’s well-being while 
allowing parents—especially mothers—to work. Through sustained government investment 
and policy backing, it helps reduce economic barriers for informal workers, fostering both 
child development and parental economic stability.32 

 
 

4. Implications of Informal Work on Parenting Practices 
  

 
In all societies, there are communities, families and children who have vulnerabilities which 
mean they need extra attention and support. Those same vulnerabilities are compounded for 
communities of informal workers when met with increased adversity, displacement, migration 
and discrimination. Factors such as disability, caregiver mental health, violence against 
children and women, and climate emergencies, exacerbate the pressures faced by more than 
2 billion people, about 60% of the global workforce, who are engaged in the informal 
economy.5,6 This is particularly true in LMICs where informal work is the rule rather than the 
exception.23 
 
To understand the parenting challenges of workers in the informal economy, it is fundamental 
to consider the characteristics of their specific working conditions along with employment 
conditions, to understand how the nature of their work affects their role as caregivers. Figure 
1 below shows some of the characteristics of informal work that impact parenting practices 
that will be examined in this section. 
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Figure 1. Characteristics of informal work that may impact parenting practices 

 

Source: Adapted from conceptual framework in the research project proposal titled Health, informal 
workers and design: Building health with and for the world’s workers by Tomlinson M. Stellenbosh 
University; 2023 (unpublished). 

4.1 Informal Work and its Workers 

Workers in the informal economy vary greatly in terms of income, age, education, job status, 
the sector they work in, the type and size of the business, and whether they work in rural or 
urban areas, or in private or public spaces. Most commonly, workers in the informal economy 
are defined by their productivity without access to labor or social protections through their 
employment. Whether they are home-based workers earning their living based on the number 
of final products they produce, or domestic workers earning their living based on unregulated 
and inconsistent household work in private homes, or street vendors setting up their stalls to 
sell products, informal workers can rarely afford to take any time off. Most workers in the 
informal economy are self-employed, employers, or contributing family workers. Since 
contributing family workers are participating in businesses operated by family members 
within the same household, they are generally not recognized as partners and often do not 
receive payment for their contributions.33 
 

4.1.1 Women as Working Parents 
Women are concentrated in the lowest-earning and most vulnerable forms of employment 
within the informal economy in both urban and rural areas.25 Studies have shown that women 
tend to prefer work that allows them more flexibility particularly when they are looking after 
young children and, therefore, tend to take on more unregulated work for lower pay.16 
According to a research study by Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing 
(WIEGO), even with knowing of possibilities for better paid and more regular work outside the 
home, women home-based workers in Thailand chose to work from home due to the flexibility 
it offers to look after their children and perform household chores while earning an income. 
Similarly, waste pickers in South Africa also chose to work for low pay outside the home 
because their need for flexible work hours was the highest priority.26   
 
For women more often than men, working part-time is described as a choice to limit hours of 
paid labor or stop working early while their children are very young in order to spend time 
doing care work. Yet, social context, social norms, and the extent of public support for child 
care limit the extent to which women actually “choose” their work hours.27 Women are 
overrepresented in the informal economy and bear a disproportionate amount of childbearing 
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responsibilities, making it a perpetual challenge to manage the dual responsibilities along 
with the need to work which impacts the care and feeding practices of these mothers.5 
 
Even when women are performing paid work in the informal economy, they still bear the 
responsibility for their household’s unpaid care work. In households where both parents work 
or even for single mothers, there is minimal scope for redistributing childcare responsibilities 
amongst other family members. Women are expected to support their families and care for 
their children, often within environments facing gender discrimination, environmental risks, 
and significant social, economic, and structural disadvantages.26 These conditions frequently 
result in heightened stress and poor health outcomes for the women, striving to provide 
opportunities of essential care and interventions necessary to optimize their children’s health 
and long-term development. Mothers employed in the informal economy often lack access to 
maternity protection policies or paid leave, leaving them with a difficult choice: return to 
work and entrust the care of their infant to someone else, or stay at home to care for their 
infant and sacrifice their income. Figure 2 depicts the tradeoffs of this choice. 
 
Figure 2. Tradeoffs informal working mothers make to balance income and child care 

 
Source: Author’s creation based on literature review of Alfers L. Our Children Do Not Get the Attention 
They Deserve: A Synthesis of Research Findings on Women Informal Workers and Child Care from Six 
Membership-based Organizations. Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing 
(WIEGO); 2016. https://www.wiego.org/research-library-publications/our-children-do-not-get-
attention-they-deserve/  

 
As seen above, prioritizing care responsibilities can affect the amount of money women are 
able to earn and impact the quality of time they can focus on work but prioritizing income 
above all other considerations has an impact on the quality of care and quantity of time 
women can spend with their children. With increasing rates of urbanization and women’s 
participation in the labor force, women also work because they want to and feel empowered 
by contributing towards their family income, but the constant tug of war between income 
security and providing quality child care also directly affects the mother’s well-being. 
Mothers who are younger or single particularly face greater levels of stress from balancing 
income security and providing for childcare, often jeopardizing self-care.26 
 

4.1.2 Working Conditions 
Working conditions and the work environment pose multiple challenges for parents with young 
children. Some of the most common types of informal jobs, including domestic worker, home-
based craftsmen, street vendor, market trader, and waste picker, consist of mostly women 
workers who share the same challenge of facing lower productivity while working alongside 
young children, resulting in lower daily earnings and overall income.24 Women informal 
workers across various contexts face significant barriers to integrating caregiving 
responsibilities with their work due to unsafe and unsuitable environments. Street vendors 

https://www.wiego.org/research-library-publications/our-children-do-not-get-attention-they-deserve/
https://www.wiego.org/research-library-publications/our-children-do-not-get-attention-they-deserve/
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and waste pickers struggle with inadequate shelter and public infrastructure, making it 
difficult to work in extreme weather or bring their children to work.25 Home-based workers, 
who often manage hazardous materials in their workspace, face challenges balancing 
productivity with ensuring their children’s safety and care.26 Domestic workers face similar 
difficulties, as they provide both direct and indirect care for others’ households while being 
unable to adequately care for their own children, limiting opportunities for breastfeeding or 
supervision. Workers on the move, such as waste pickers, transportation drivers, and head 
loaders, experience added constraints due to the risks of constantly relocating for work, while 
migrant workers often endure prolonged separation from their children. Additionally, 
agricultural and industrial location-based workers, who work long hours in physically 
demanding and high-risk environments, rarely have the option to bring their children along 
unless the children are old enough to join the labor force. Across all categories, long or 
irregular working hours and a lack of child-friendly facilities further exacerbate challenges in 
providing safe and responsive care for their children.33 
 
Although not an extensive list of all the various types of informal work that exist within 
informal economies globally or factors contributing to challenges faced by parents, Table 2 
shows the most common challenges faced by parents working within similar informal contexts 
as described in research and publications by International Labor Organization (ILO), WIEGO 
and HomeNet International.  
 
Table 2. Types of informal work and related caregiving challenges 

Informal work 
context 

Definition Caregiving Challenges 

Static customer- 
based 
 
 

 

Workers who provide goods or services to 
customers from a fixed location either indoors 
or outdoors 
 
Examples: street vendors, market traders, 
hairdressers, accommodation and food services 
 

● Difficult to match optimal working hours as it 
coincides with childcare drop-off/pick-up 

● Inadequate shelter if outside in poor weather 
● Balancing customer interactions with monitoring 

child constantly 
● Breastfeeding challenges 
● Limited active caregiving 

Home-based 
 
 

Individuals conducting paid work from homes, 
producing goods or providing services 
 
Examples: piece-rate workers, tailors, artisans, 
home-based childcare providers, domestic 
workers (cleaners, cooks, housekeepers, 
gardeners, nannies)  

● Often not convenient to bring child along 
● Able to work faster without child present 
● Child may not be allowed free play space 
● Child may receive limited/fragmented attention 

Mixed-site or 
multisite-based 
 
 

Workers delivering services or goods directly to 
customers at various locations, featuring 
mobility as key part of their work 
 
Examples: street performers, repair workers, 
carpenters, plumbers, electricians 
 

● Unsafe environment with hazardous materials  
● Unpredictable, inconsistent work hours disrupt 

caregiving practices and routines 
● Breastfeeding challenges 
● Often not possible to bring child along  

Agricultural Workers performing farming, fishing, tending to 
livestock 
 
Examples: smallholder farmers, seasonal 
workers, fishermen 
 

● Dangerous to nearly impossible to bring young 
children along 

● Exposure to toxic elements 
● Long hours and exhaustion from physical labor 

reduces energy and time for parent-child 
interactions 
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Informal work 
context 

Definition Caregiving Challenges 

Industrial 
location-based 

Individuals working within industrial or 
manufacturing settings  
 
Examples: construction workers, mining, brick 
layers, day laborers, factory/garment workers, 
subcontracted laborers 
 

● Hazardous working conditions unsafe for child 
● Low chances of on-site or nearby childcare 

facility  
● Long hours and exhaustion from physical labor 

reduces energy and time for parent-child 
interactions 

Workers on the 
move 
 
 

Workers, both migrant and mobile, whose roles 
require constant mobility or relocation to 
perform job tasks 
 
Examples: waste pickers, scrap collectors, 
porters (cleaners), head loaders, delivery 
drivers, taxi drivers 
 

● Lack of community support from constant travel 
and relocation 

● Frequent mobility prevents consistent care and 
safety  

● High unpredictability disrupts caregiving 
practices 

● Long hours on the move  

Center-based Workers providing services from a specific 
facility 
 
Examples: community health workers, center-
based childcare workers 

● Must monitor multiple children together 
● Child’s age might be out of center’s age range 
● Child may receive limited/fragmented attention 

Source: Author’s compilation based on information collected from multiple sources including ILO, 
WIEGO, and HomeNet International. 
 

The caregiving challenges mentioned in Table 2 can significantly hinder parents’ ability to 
provide responsive, nurturing care and opportunities for secure attachment, all of which are 
critical for a child’s early development. To ensure infant survival and healthy development, a 
mother’s physical and mental well-being is essential, along with the mother maintaining close 
proximity with child.36 However, time scarcity due to long, inflexible, or unpredictable work 
hours limit mothers’ ability to engage in consistent and meaningful interactions with their 
children, limiting opportunities for secure attachment. Financial instability exacerbates the 
issue, making it difficult to afford quality childcare, nutritious food, or early learning 
resources. For breastfeeding mothers, rigid schedules, lack of supportive workplace policies, 
and the absence of safe breastfeeding spaces often lead to stopping breastfeeding early, 
depriving infants of its health and developmental benefits.6 Moreover, high levels of stress 
and fatigue, combined with inadequate social or institutional support, impair parents' 
capacity to provide nurturing care and meet their children’s physical, emotional, and 
developmental needs. 
 
Studies share other key factors influencing parenting behaviors to include an overall lack of 
support structures; parents’ unawareness of their roles and behaviors for supporting 
children’s holistic development; lack of support for mothers’ breastfeeding practices; 
household illiteracy; and widespread harmful beliefs, misconceptions, negative gender norms, 
and social expectations.10 Although further research is needed to understand the cultural, 
contextual and caregiving practices among different types of informal workers, the factors 
mentioned above may contribute as barriers to providing adequate nurturing care for young 
children in disadvantaged communities. For children between the ages two and five in LMICs, 
only 29% receive adequate nurturing care, with poorer children, those in rural areas, and boys 
being least likely to receive adequate care, according to a 2024 study published in the 
Lancet.22 Figure 3 below shows indicators the study looked for in each nurturing care 
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component. The authors were looking for at least one indicator in each of the five dimensions 
of nurturing care to count that a child is achieving minimally adequate nurturing care. 
 
Figure 3. Indicators of each component of nurturing care 

 
Source: Adapted from Draper CE, Yousafzai AK, McCoy DC, et al. The next 1000 days: building on early 
investments for the health and development of young children. The Lancet. 2024;404(10467):2094-
2116. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(24)01389-8  
McCoy DC, et al. Estimates of a multidimensional index of nurturing care in the next 1000 days of life 
for children in low-income and middle-income countries: a modelling study. The Lancet Child and 
Adolescent Health. 2022;6(5):324-334. https://doi.org/10.1016/s2352-4642(22)00076-1 

4.2 Childcare Options for Informal Workers 

Parenting while engaging in informal works, despite its challenges, can foster resilience, 
strong social bonds, and resourcefulness among families.31 Parents often rely on extended 
family networks and community support systems, creating a sense of collective caregiving 
that strengthens social cohesion. Children benefit from rich cultural traditions, shared 
experiences, and early exposure to practical life skills. Additionally, parents develop 
adaptability and problem-solving abilities as they navigate caregiving alongside work 
responsibilities.30 These positive aspects contribute to a nurturing environment where families 
support one another, fostering a deep sense of belonging and emotional security for children. 
 
It is more common for urban areas to allocate space for primary and secondary schools 
without first considering making space for daycare centers and preschools for younger 
children under age five.25 It is particularly difficult to extend childcare services to the 
children and families living in informal settings given the lack of space, infrastructure, and 
water and sanitation facilities, which are all required to establish quality childcare services.25 

https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(24)01389-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/s2352-4642(22)00076-1
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Evidence collected from LMICs share that childcare for children under age six is mainly 
provided by employed women who are not childcare workers, indicating that many women 
work with their children by their side.33 Common workspaces for informal workers in urban 
settings such as construction sites, city streets and markets, or homes in informal 
settlements, are unsafe and inappropriate spaces to care for young children.25 For families in 
LMICs, where women’s participation in the workforce is increasing rapidly and their role as 
primary caregivers evolves, millions of working parents still do not have access to feasible 
childcare options beyond the support of family members such as older daughters, 
grandmothers, aunts, or other extended family members.4  

 
4.2.1 Alternative Childcare Arrangements and Examples 
A wide range of childcare service provision models are being implemented within LMICs to 
support parents in multiple contexts and respond to the demands and constraints of 
vulnerable populations including informal workers. Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
civil society organizations, private sector entities, and cooperatives are playing an 
increasingly vital role in bridging the gaps in public childcare services, with innovative 
alternative childcare arrangements tailored to support low-income families.4 While 
comprehensive data from LMICs on the prevalence of each model listed below is limited, 
various studies provide insights into the following widely adopted childcare arrangements. 
Program models highlighted below have been selected as examples of different types of 
childcare arrangements designed for low-income families including informal workers. Further 
details regarding the program examples are provided in the Appendix and Section 5. 
 

• Home-based childcare support network: Informal arrangements among extended 
family members, neighbors, and community members are made to share childcare 
responsibilities within a home setting. Vulnerable communities of workers with 
irregular hours and low-income often prefer home-based childcare due to the lack of 
access or availability of center-based childcare services but also because of individual 
preferences of familiarity and cultural norms.4 This childcare arrangement is also most 
common for most types of informal workers who might not be able to match working 
hours with childcare duties or do not have adequate shelter at their work site (e.g., 
static customer-based, agricultural workers). Workers who often do not have the 
option to work alongside their children (e.g., workers on the move, mixed-site or 
multisite-based workers) often depend on this arrangement for childcare. Even home-
based workers such as domestic workers or piece-rate workers for whom balancing 
childcare while working can result in decreased productivity or impact income, may 
prefer this arrangement.34 
 

• Home-based childcare provider: Informal childcare services are operated by non-
parental provider from either the child’s home or by a provider operating a daycare 
out of their own home.37 Often run by women within the community, these services 
offer a more formalized yet flexible, low-cost option for working parents. Similar to 
the arrangement mentioned above, this option also accommodates the needs of most 
informal workers who are not able to provide caregiving attention while working.  
Program example: Hogares Comunitarios de Bienestar (Community Welfare Homes) in 
Colombia 

 

• Community-based childcare centers: Centers and cooperatives are established by 
local organizations within communities to serve childcare needs of informal workers 
and are tailored to provide affordable and culturally relevant care.4 Run by trained 
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local caregivers who could be center-based informal workers themselves, these 
centers support other working families and enable parents, particularly women, to 
engage in the workforce.  
Program examples: Kidogo in Kenya, Tiny Totos in Kenya, the Self-Employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA) cooperative in India 
 

• Government-run public centers: Subsidized childcare services are established by 
government entities, such as the Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion in Peru 
and Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar in Colombia and the Colombian 
Institute for Family Wellbeing, as part of their national early childhood development 
strategies to support low-income families. Services include home-based and center-
based care offering low-cost or free childcare to help informal workers access 
childcare while they work. Workers with unpredictable schedules and long hours or 
who work on the streets or in marketplaces, such as static customer-based workers or 
home-based workers, can benefit from these childcare services to focus on work 
without interruptions.34 Agricultural workers may benefit from home-based services if 
they are working in remote or rural areas. Workers on the move (e.g., waste pickers, 
recyclers), like mixed-site or multisite-based and industrial location-based workers, 
who are unable to bring their children along due to hazardous working environments, 
may rely on subsidized childcare support. 
Program examples: Cuna Más in Peru, Centros de Desarrollo Infantil (Child 
Development Centers) in Colombia 
 

• Workplace childcare on-site: Integrated on-site, workplace childcare services provide 
flexible support for working parents. In particular, they allow mothers to continue 
breastfeeding while at work and ensure a safe and nurturing environment for young 
children in close proximity to the parent. Although there is growing evidence 
connecting reduced employee absenteeism, decreased turnover rates, and increased 
employee productivity to employer-supported childcare services, examples of this type 
of arrangement are more frequently found within formal economies of high-income 
countries.4 However, there are also increasing examples of innovative workplace 
childcare arrangements tailored to meet unique caregiving challenges of static 
customer-based workers (e.g., street vendors, market traders), agricultural, and 
industrial location-based workers (e.g., garment, construction, and factory workers)  
Program examples: Pop-up crates in South Africa, Mothers@Work in Bangladesh, 
Mobile Creches in India and Burkina Faso  

 
Parents doing informal work may often prefer home-based childcare due to its flexibility, 
convenience, and alignment with their cultural values and work demands. Given the 
unpredictable nature of informal employment, home-based childcare providers can adapt to 
irregular schedules, accommodate multiple children from the same family, and offer care 
without strict age segregation.37 Trust being a key factor, parents may frequently rely on 
caregivers within their community who share their language, traditions, and values, fostering 
a sense of familiarity and security. As center-based childcare becomes increasingly essential 
across socioeconomic and cultural groups, relative caregivers play a crucial role, motivated by 
deep familial and cultural ties rather than financial gain.38 Unlike institutional providers who 
may focus solely on child development, home-based caregivers often integrate family 
support, emphasizing the importance of parental involvement in early care and education.38 
Recognizing that informal childcare will always exist within communities, efforts to enhance 
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quality can be most effective when they build upon existing caregiving structures.37 

  
4.2.2 Barriers to Participating in Childcare Services in Urban Areas 
For informal workers in urban areas, accessing childcare services is often hindered by three 
key challenges: affordability, accessibility, and quality.25,26,32 Many informal workers earn low 
and unpredictable wages, making the cost of childcare unaffordable. Even when services are 
available, they may be located far from work or operate at hours that do not align with the 
irregular and extended working schedules common in informal employment. Additionally, 
concerns about the quality of care—such as inadequate caregiver training, overcrowded 
facilities, and unsafe environments—further discourage informal worker parents from utilizing 
childcare services. These barriers not only limit their ability to secure reliable care for their 
children but also reinforce cycles of economic vulnerability and stress.  
 

• Affordability: Workers often prefer unregistered home-based childcare services 
because of the high fees related to registered center-based childcare. Many informal 
traders cannot afford to send their children to the centers on a daily basis due to high-
costs and often have to discontinue services altogether, further disrupting children’s 
learning and nutritional intake.15 
 

• Accessibility: Factors such as location, distance, and hours of operation strongly 
determine the choice of childcare service, if any at all, for their children.25 If the 
centers are located too far from home or from their workplace, workers are less likely 
to use the center due to the inconvenience and added costs of travel. Accessibility 
also includes the flexibility for parents to visit the centers to breastfeed their children 
or spend time between shifts. The hours of operation, particularly opening or closing 
hours of the centers, can present significant challenges if it does not accommodate 
parents’ working hours. Either shortening or altering work hours can increase parents’ 
stress further impacting parent-child interactions when meeting after long hours of 
separation.32  
 

• Quality: A universal concern amongst all parents is the trustworthiness of the provider 
and quality of care their children receive in their absence. If parents do not share 
trust in the childcare provider, mothers are more likely to find other arrangements. 
Studies show that mothers were willing to reduce working hours and transition to more 
flexible informal work rather than use a service where they felt their child could be 
harmed or neglected.25 Multiple factors such as basic infrastructure; staff to child 
ratios; quality of interactions between staff and children, staff and parents, and 
between children themselves help parents assess the quality of centers.25 Although 
quality assurance may be a challenge in many LMICs, low-quality childcare services can 
also contribute to adverse developmental effects and discourage parents from 
participating.4 

4.3 The Growing Threat of Climate Change 

Given their lack of social protections and existing poor living and working conditions, families 
within working in the informal sector face an added layer of vulnerability due to the impacts 
of climate change. Agricultural workers, street vendors, workers on the move, and industrial-
location based workers are on the frontlines of climate-induced disruptions ranging from 
unpredictable weather patterns, extreme heat and flooding as well as increased exposure to 
air, water, chemical, and heavy metal pollutions. Climate-related events further disrupt 
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caregiving routines and children’s learning opportunities, damage living environments, and 
reduce access to essential resources like clean water and nutritious food.22 Facing more 
frequent displacements and migration for work, parents engaged in informal work strive to 
provide stability with limited access to resources, further straining their capacities to nurture 
their children’s development while maintaining their own well-being.  
 

5. Strengthening Support Systems for Informal Workers  
 

 
While the barriers informal workers face as parents are many, they deserve and can benefit 
from creative and effective solutions that meet their needs. Ten different program models 
implemented across six countries were examined to analyze how programs are supporting 
informal worker families with their caregiving practices in diverse settings. Further details 
and information for examples can be found in the Appendix.  

5.1 Effective Strategies  

1. Establish childcare services in locations where informal workers gather 
Many informal workers operate in public spaces, markets, and construction sites where 
they lack access to safe childcare arrangements. Bringing services directly to these 
locations helps to ensure children are supervised, engaged in play, and receive 
essential care.  

• Pop-up childcare crates (South Africa): Designed to support street traders, 
market traders, and waste pickers who often need to bring children to work in 
unsafe environments, packing crates that can be quickly converted into a safe 
space for resting, play, and diaper change are provided so that market traders 
and street vendors can have their children in a safe, supervised environment 
while they work.  

• Mobile Creches (India, Burkina Faso): For many parents working in agriculture 
or construction, where families may have to relocate frequently or face 
unstable working conditions, mobile services have been critical in ensuring that 
children in rural and remote areas have access to early childhood care, which 
might otherwise be unavailable. 
 

2. Deliver parenting education in ways that fit informal workers’ schedules 
Standard parenting programs often do not accommodate factors such as irregular 
hours and mobility of informal workers. Group sessions can be held at worksites or 
marketplaces, complemented by home-visits to reach home-based workers. Digital 
tools, such as mobile messaging and audio recordings, may also support learning.  

• Cuna Más (Peru): Offers daycare services as well as a home-visiting model, 
where trained community facilitators visit parents at home and deliver 
parenting guidance at times convenient for them. They also integrate digital 
tools to deliver videos, activities, and resources as part of a blended approach 
to support caregivers working irregular hours who may be unable to attend 
structured group sessions. 

• Centros de Desarrollo Infantil (Colombia): Offers flexible workshops and 
counseling sessions at childcare centers, often during drop-off and pick-up 

https://www.wiego.org/research-library-publications/child-care-in-markets/
https://www.mobilecreches.org/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2021/03/08/enabling-women-to-work-and-their-children-to-blossom-the-double-success-story-of-mobile-childcare-units-in-burkina-faso?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gob.pe/cunamas
https://www.icbf.gov.co/portafolio-de-servicios-icbf/centro-de-desarrollo-infantil


 

 

16 

 

times, so parents can participate without disrupting their work schedules. 
Some centers also provide weekend or evening sessions to ensure greater 
accessibility. 

 
3. Develop flexible childcare models for unpredictable worker schedules 

Informal workers often work without consistent hours or job security, making rigid 
childcare arrangements inaccessible. Programs should offer flexible drop-off and pick-
up times, allow parental visits, and provide childcare support such as nutrition, health 
monitoring, and early childhood care and education opportunities. 

• Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) childcare centers (India): Centers 
accommodate various working conditions by offering flexible drop-off times 
and visiting access to support workers such as waste pickers, street vendors 
and agricultural workers. They also promote maternal well-being by supporting 
mothers’ breastfeeding practices with flexible visit access, offering medical 
check-ups within community-based childcare centers, and providing referrals 
for children with special needs.  
 

4. Integrate childcare services into workplace settings  
For industrial and factory workers, on-site childcare reduces absenteeism and allows 
parents to stay employed while ensuring their children receive proper care. Initiatives 
to work with employers to set up childcare facilities, offer breastfeeding support, and 
advocate for paid maternity leave can significantly improve workforce retention and 
productivity. Additionally, the security of employer-supported childcare services 
contributes to employee well-being, reduces financial burdens on families, and 
promotes ECD through structured care environments.  

• Mothers@Work (Bangladesh): UNICEF’s partnership with Bangladesh’s garment 
industry provides workplace childcare supports such as breastfeeding spaces 
and breaks, paid maternity leave and cash benefits, health care, employment 
protection, and safe work environments for pregnant women working in 
garment factories.  

• Mobile Creches (India, Burkina Faso): On-site childcare is provided at industrial 
work locations that offers immunizations and nutrition support. This ensures 
continuity of care for children of migrant workers in hazardous work 
environments. 
 

5. Expand community-based childcare solutions 
Community-based childcare arrangements bring together local caregivers and existing 
infrastructure to create sustainable, affordable solutions. Training community 
members in early childhood care by integrating nutrition, health, and education 
services can enhance quality while building trust and women’s empowerment.  

• Hogares Comunitarios de Bienestar [Community Welfare Homes] (Colombia):  
Transforms homes into childcare centers to expand access to affordable, 
community-based childcare for disadvantaged families, delivering quality care, 
nutrition, and early education within familiar settings for vulnerable, low-
income families. 

• Kidogo & Tiny Totos (Kenya): Train local women from urban communities as 
“mamapreneurs” to establish affordable childcare businesses and upgrade 
existing childcare centers to improve care quality and increase accessibility 
while delivering community-led childcare solutions to empower women. 

 

https://www.sewa.org/
https://betterwork.org/wp-content/uploads/MothersatWork20-dec.pdf
https://www.mobilecreches.org/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2021/03/08/enabling-women-to-work-and-their-children-to-blossom-the-double-success-story-of-mobile-childcare-units-in-burkina-faso?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.icbf.gov.co/portafolio-de-servicios-icbf/hogares-comunitarios-de-bienestar-familiares
https://www.kidogo.co/about
https://www.tinytotos.com/
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6. Strengthen caregiver well-being and family support 
Parents who are informal workers often face financial stress, isolation, and limited 
support in balancing work and caregiving. Programs offering mental health resources, 
financial literacy training, and social support networks can empower caregivers and 
improve family well-being. 

• SEWA childcare centers (India): Provides stress management, financial literacy 
training, and support for older siblings to return to school by reducing 
caregiving challenges for parents. 

• Centros de Desarrollo Infantil (Colombia): Combines early education, health 
monitoring, nutrition, and psychosocial support to address multiple barriers to 
responsive caregiving.  

5.2 Persistent Gaps to be Addressed 

While some existing programs provide essential care, education, and innovative workplace-
based childcare that reaches parents in the informal sector, significant gaps 

remain⎯particularly for highly mobile workers, those with irregular hours, and caregivers 
facing financial and mental health challenges.  
 

1. Limited coverage for highly mobile and seasonal workers: Programs like pop-up 
childcare crates and mobile creches target specific informal work settings (e.g., 
markets, construction sites) but may not adequately cover highly mobile or seasonal 
workers such as street vendors, domestic workers, or day laborers who frequently 
change locations. 
 

2. Inadequate nighttime and weekend childcare: While some programs like Centros de 
Desarrollo Infantil offer flexible schedules, most childcare solutions do not cater to 
workers who engage in night shifts (e.g., security guards, hospitality workers, factory 
night shifts) or weekend work. 
 

3. Lack of inclusive support for domestic and home-based workers: Most interventions 
focus on workers in public or factory settings, leaving out domestic workers and home-
based informal workers (e.g., artisans, piece-rate workers) who may not have access 
to community childcare centers). 
 

4. Limited focus on fathers and male caregivers: Even though Hogares de Comunitarios 
Bienestar programs include fathers in some communities, parenting education and 
childcare programs more often assume mothers are the primary caregivers and 
overlook working fathers, single fathers, or extended family male caregivers who also 
need support. 
 

5. Minimal integration of financial support for childcare: While SEWA provides financial 
literacy support, most programs do not directly address the high cost of childcare for 
informal workers, especially those earning daily wages. 
 

6. Lack of psychosocial and mental health support for parents: While SEWA and 
Centros de Desarrollo Infantil offer stress management, few programs systematically 
address mental health, trauma, and workplace stress for parents. 

https://www.sewa.org/
https://www.icbf.gov.co/portafolio-de-servicios-icbf/centro-de-desarrollo-infantil
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5.3 Recommendations  

The examples shared were carefully selected to illustrate a range of possibilities from 
different countries, highlighting the diversity of informal work environments and the unique 
solutions to caregiving challenges offered for informal workplace contexts. The examples also 
highlight important considerations pertinent to working to address gaps in support. To 
effectively implement strategies to support parents working in the informal economy, the 
following recommendations should be considered. 
 
1. Adapt to informal workers’ realities 
Programs that succeed in one context may not be directly transferrable to another, 
reinforcing the need for contextualized solution and culturally responsive approaches that 
reflect the beliefs, practices, and specific challenges of informal workers in a particular 
setting. Although childcare mobile creches in Burkina Faso and India serve similar purposes, 
offering early childhood care and education for children of working parents, especially in 
informal or temporary work settings, the structure, operation, challenges, and cultural 
context of these services can vary significantly between the two countries due to differences 
in socio-economic conditions, education systems, and government policies. Mobile creches in 
Burkina Faso were established to support vulnerable young women by providing skills 
development and employment through temporary public work opportunities. The mobile 
creches would follow them as they would transition from one placement to another every six 
months while offering parent education, health services, and vaccines for children, allowing 
mothers the opportunity to breastfeed. These services may operate out of small, mobile tents 
or temporary structures, especially in rural or isolated areas.  India’s mobile creches often 
have more formalized structures, with more robust funding from both government and NGOs. 
These services may include designated play areas, educational materials, and trained staff to 
provide early childhood education in addition to care. However, for services in both 
countries, the quality can vary widely depending on the location and the organization 
providing oversight.   

 
2. Train and empower local caregivers 
Kidogo and Tiny Totos respond to community needs by building capacity, empowering the 
workforce, and promoting women’s economic development through targeted trainings and 
support programs. Recognizing that quality childcare is essential for both child development 
and economic stability, they establish training initiatives for community members, local 
women entrepreneurs, and informal caregivers, equipping them with the skills to become 
trained childcare providers. Their curricula focus on early childhood care, business 
management, and health and nutrition, ensuring that caregivers can provide nurturing, high-
quality services. By supporting the establishment of community-based childcare centers, 
Kidogo and Tiny Totos empower women as childcare entrepreneurs, enabling them to 
generate income while addressing the critical need for accessible early childhood care. 
Training and empowering local caregivers is essential, as it not only improves children’s 
developmental outcomes but also strengthens community resilience by addressing its specific 
needs and supports women’s participation in the workforce. 
 
3. Advocate for systemic change 
SEWA serves as a powerful example of how organizing and advocacy can drive systemic 
change to support parents working in the informal sector. By providing childcare services, 
advocating for policy reforms, and equipping women with skills and resources, SEWA has 
demonstrated the critical role of integrated support systems in improving both livelihoods and 
child well-being. By amplifying the voices of informal workers, SEWA’s model pushes for 
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government-backed childcare solutions, social protections, and family-friendly policies that 
recognize the dual responsibilities of work and caregiving. Strengthening collective advocacy 
efforts and investing in sustainable childcare infrastructure can create more equitable 
opportunities, ensuring that informal workers—particularly women—do not have to choose 
between earning a living and providing nurturing care for their children. 
 
4. Strengthen government and employer relationships 
The government plays a vital role in the successful implementation of early childhood care 
and development programs by advocating for national policies that integrate childcare 
services into labor laws and social protection programs, ensuring support for informal worker 
families. By encouraging employers—especially in sectors with high informal labor 
participation, such as garment factories, markets, and construction—to co-invest in on-site 
childcare and family-friendly workplace policies, governments help address issues more 
comprehensively by creating safe and accessible childcare options for working parents. 
Additionally, by funding and regulating informal childcare solutions, governments can 
establish quality standards while maintaining affordability and accessibility for low-income 
families. Through a coordinated approach involving policy advocacy, employer engagement, 
and investment in informal childcare, governments ensure that working parents have reliable 
childcare solutions, supporting both child development and economic stability. In Burkina 
Faso, women who had childcare services at their worksite saw improvements in employment 
outcomes, psychological well-being, and financial resilience and savings.4 
 
5. Keep it simple  
When designing interventions for informal communities, keeping programs simple is essential 
to maximizing accessibility for families while ensuring meaningful impact. Overly complex or 
resource-intensive programs may exclude those who need support the most. Actively engaging 
caregivers in the program design process helps co-create solutions that reflect the realities of 
informal work, strengthen parental ownership, and enhance participation. Additionally, 
addressing the issue of low-quality childcare is crucial, as inadequate services can negatively 
affect early childhood development and discourage parents from seeking childcare support. 
By prioritizing simplicity, inclusivity, and quality, interventions can be more effective in 
meeting the needs of both children and their working parents. 
 

6. Conclusion 
 

 
As the informal economy continues to grow, so do the challenges deeply rooted in systemic 
barriers including the lack of childcare services, limited access to parenting support, and the 
absence of workplace protections, most commonly faced by informal workers everywhere 
striving to balance employment with caregiving responsibilities. Women are 
disproportionately affected by these challenges, often bearing the dual burden of unpaid care 
work along with informal employment. Without adequate care, children within informal 
contexts are at risk of missing critical opportunities for early learning, nutrition support and 
overall developmental well-being. This growing workforce remains largely excluded from 
policies supporting working parents of informal economies, further exacerbating caregiving 
challenges and perpetuating intergenerational cycles of disadvantage. 
 



 

 

20 

 

Climate change further intensifies these vulnerabilities, disproportionately affecting informal 
workers such as street vendors, waste pickers, agricultural workers, and construction 
workers. These workers and their children face increasing exposure to extreme weather, 
pollution and environmental hazards. Climate-related disruptions not only threaten their 
livelihoods but also disrupt caregiving routines, limit access to essential resources, and 
increase stress among parents striving to provide stable and nurturing environments.  
 
The strategies outlined in this report—such as mobile childcare services, workplace-based 
childcare, community-led solutions, and flexible parenting education—demonstrate how 
innovative, context-responsive interventions can bridge critical gaps in childcare, parenting 
support, and workplace conditions. While there may be a diverse range of informal workers 
everywhere, access to a diverse range of childcare provision remains scarce for informal 
communities, with significant gaps in integrating these approaches into national policies, 
scaling successful models, and ensuring long-term sustainability. 
 
Moving forward, efforts must go towards designing, implementing, and scaling parenting 
support and childcare programs tailored to address the specific needs and complex realities of 
informal workers. Actively engaging parents in program design is important to co-create 
solutions, strengthen community ownership, and expand inclusive policies, which are 
essential steps toward creating equitable and supportive environments. By prioritizing these 
efforts, governments, employers, and implementation partners can ensure that informal 
workers have access to flexible, affordable and high-quality childcare so that every child and 
caregiver has the opportunity to thrive.   
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Appendix: Program Examples 
 

 
This appendix provides an overview of the programs discussed in the report, highlighting key 
details on their structure and support for informal worker families. Each entry includes the 
organization or program name, country of operation, child age range served, and the 
parenting support features offered across various childcare models. 
 

Organization or 
Program Name 

Country Age-range of 
children 
served 

Parenting Support Features 

Home-based childcare 

Hogares 
Comunitarios de 
Bienestar 
(Community 
Welfare Homes) 
 
 

Colombia 6 months- 
5 years 

• Home-based childcare: ICBF trains women 
(Madres Comunitarias) to provide childcare in 
their homes for vulnerable, low-income families. 

• Community welfare homes: Homes are 
transformed into Hogares Comunitarios, offering 
nutrition, care, and early education to small 
groups of children. 

• Fathers' involvement: In some communities, 
fathers (padres comunitarios) are encouraged to 
participate through ICBF initiatives. 

• Tailored family support: Services are adjusted 
based on the varying needs and vulnerabilities of 
families. 

Public childcare center 

Centros de 
Desarrollo 
Infantil (CDI) 
(Child 
Development 
Centers) 
 
 

Colombia 6 months- 
5 years 

• Early education and childcare: Facilities provide 
early education alongside nutrition, health 
monitoring, and psychosocial support. 

• Parent support: Centers offer professional 
guidance and assistance to parents. 

• Comprehensive child development: Focus on 
holistic development of children, addressing 
multiple aspects of their well-being. 

Private childcare center 

Kidogo 
 
 

Kenya 0-4 years • Mamapreneurs program: Kidogo trains and 
supports female entrepreneurs within informal 
communities to establish or enhance childcare 
centers as micro-businesses within their 
communities. 

• Continued support: Ongoing assistance is 
provided to ensure the success and sustainability 
of these businesses. 

https://www.icbf.gov.co/portafolio-de-servicios-icbf/hogares-comunitarios-de-bienestar-familiares
https://www.icbf.gov.co/portafolio-de-servicios-icbf/hogares-comunitarios-de-bienestar-familiares
https://www.icbf.gov.co/portafolio-de-servicios-icbf/hogares-comunitarios-de-bienestar-familiares
https://www.icbf.gov.co/portafolio-de-servicios-icbf/centro-de-desarrollo-infantil
https://www.icbf.gov.co/portafolio-de-servicios-icbf/centro-de-desarrollo-infantil
https://www.icbf.gov.co/portafolio-de-servicios-icbf/centro-de-desarrollo-infantil
https://www.kidogo.co/about


 

 

22 

 

Organization or 
Program Name 

Country Age-range of 
children 
served 

Parenting Support Features 

• Network impact: Kidogo currently supports 139 
Mamapreneurs, who care for nearly 3,000 
children. 

Tiny Totos  Nairobi, 
Kenya 

6 months- 
5 years 

• Partnership with informal babysitters: Tiny 
Totos works with informal caregivers, 
transforming them into childcare entrepreneurs. 

• Support services: Provide training, capital 
access, networking, and technology to enhance 
business sustainability. 

• Focus on quality and sustainability: Upgrade 
informal childcare services to improve care 
quality and support working mothers. 

• Child development promotion: Ensure improved 
care that benefits child development while 
supporting parents. 

Community-run childcare 

Cuna Más 
(previously 
Wawa Wasi) 
 
 
 

Peru 6-36 months • Target audience: Support parents working in 
informal sectors, especially those in poverty or 
extreme poverty. 

• Key services: 
o Daycare: For children ages 6 to 36 months. 
o Family support: Home visits and group 

session help caregivers with child 
development, education, nutrition, and 
health. 

• Reliable childcare: Provide safe, community-
based childcare, enabling parents to work while 
ensuring their children receive proper care and 
early stimulation. 

Cooperative 

Self-Employed 
Women’s 
Association 
(SEWA) 
 
 

India 0-6 years • SEWA membership: Represents nearly 3 million 
female informal workers across 18 states in India, 
with a focus on childcare for working women. 

• Childcare centers: Established in the 1980s, 
centers offer full-day care for up to 30 children 
under age six, with nutritious meals and regular 
doctor visits. 

• Flexible childcare: Centers accommodate 
various working conditions, allowing for flexible 
drop-off times, especially for street vendors and 
agricultural workers. 

• Special needs support: Provide extra care and 
referrals for children with special needs. 

https://www.tinytotos.com/
https://www.gob.pe/cunamas
https://www.sewa.org/
https://www.sewa.org/
https://www.sewa.org/
https://www.sewa.org/
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Organization or 
Program Name 

Country Age-range of 
children 
served 

Parenting Support Features 

• Educational support: Parents and caregivers gain 
knowledge in health, nutrition, social 
development, and early education. Hold monthly 
meetings for progress discussions. 

• Father involvement: Hold quarterly meetings to 
engage fathers in childcare matters. 

• School support: Older siblings are supported in 
returning to school. 

• Advocacy: SEWA advocates for improved state 
support for childcare and reforms to the 
integrated child development services 
government model. 

On-site childcare facility 

Pop-up 
childcare crates 
 
 
 

Durban,  
South 
Africa 

0-3 years • Pop-up childcare crates: Designed to support 
street traders, market traders, and waste pickers 
who need to bring children to work in unsafe 
environments. 

• Targeted for informal workers: Addresses the 
lack of affordable, high-quality childcare services 
for informal economy workers in urban South 
Africa. 

• Innovative design: Utilizes emptied packing 
crates to create care spaces with areas for diaper 
changes, play, and feeding. 

• Support for working mothers: Enables mothers to 
manage childcare while working in market spaces, 
offering a safer, more practical solution. 

Mothers@Work Bangladesh 0-3 years • Partnership for maternity support: UNICEF 
collaborates with the Bangladesh Garment 
Manufacturers and Exporters Association and the 
Bangladesh Knitwear Manufacturers and Exporters 
Association to support working mothers in 
Bangladesh's garment industry. 

• Key services provided: 
o Breastfeeding spaces and breaks 
o Childcare facilities 
o Paid maternity leave and cash benefits 
o Health care and employment protection 
o Safe work environment for pregnant women 

and mothers 

• National initiative: Focused on improving 
maternity rights and advancing breastfeeding 
support for working mothers in garment factories. 

https://www.wiego.org/research-library-publications/child-care-in-markets/
https://www.wiego.org/research-library-publications/child-care-in-markets/
https://betterwork.org/wp-content/uploads/MothersatWork20-dec.pdf
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Organization or 
Program Name 

Country Age-range of 
children 
served 

Parenting Support Features 

Mobile Creches 
India 

India 0-12 years 
 
 
 
 
 

• Community-run model: Mobile Creches supports 
15-20 community-based creches annually, training 
local women to operate them. 

• Services offered: ECD services, immunizations, 
health referrals, and school enrollment through 
government links. 

• Target areas: Creches are located at construction 
sites, mining areas, and urban slums where 
migrant workers and low-income families live. 

• Childcare for hazardous work environments: 
Provides safe care for children in unsafe 
environments like construction sites and factories. 

• Established support: Strong history of 
government and NGO support for mobile creches. 

Mobile Creches 
Burkina Faso 

Burkina 
Faso 

0-6 years • Smaller-scale, aid-dependent: Mobile creches 
focus on basic care, health services, and vaccines, 
with some parent education and breastfeeding 
support. 

• Flexibility for mobile workers: Services follow 
families as they move between work sites, often 
in agriculture, mining, or urban informal sectors. 

• Temporary locations: Creches set up under trees 
or in empty buildings, with tents donated by 
UNICEF. 

• Critical in rural areas: Ensures access to early 
childhood care in remote locations where such 
services are scarce. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.mobilecreches.org/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2021/03/08/enabling-women-to-work-and-their-children-to-blossom-the-double-success-story-of-mobile-childcare-units-in-burkina-faso?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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