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  The Informal Economy

Overview

ILO Recommendation 204 (2015) on the transition from the 
informal to the formal economy (ILC 2015) stipulates that the 
term informal economy ‘refers to all economic activities by 
workers and economic units that are – in law or in practice – 
not covered or insufficiently covered by formal arrangements’, 
further making the point that illicit and illegal activities do 
not fall under the realm of the informal economy. The ILO es-
timates that two billion of the world’s employed population 
aged 15 and over work informally, representing 61.2 per cent 
of global employment (ILO 2018). The proportion of informal 
employment varies in different regions, as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1
Share of informale employment. Source: ILO (2018).

Kanbur (The long discours on informality as reflected in 
selected articles of the International Labour Review 2021) 
points out that attempts to formulate key features of infor-
mality were made as far back as the 1930s, whereas the term 
‘informality’ itself was introduced in the early 1970s only. It 
then took another 40 years to develop a dedicated ILO stand-
ard, namely ILO Recommendation 204. Bangasser (2000, 10) 

lists seven defining characteristics of informal economic ac-
tivities, namely:
- ease of entry;
- reliance on indigenous resources;
- family ownership of enterprises;
- small scale of operation;
- labour-intensive and adapted technology;
- skilled acquired outside the formal school system; and
- unregulated and competitive markets.

Figure 2
Informal economy: a clarification of terms. By the author, based on ICLS (2018).

Kbaye et.al (Overview and Summary 2020, 12) stresses that 
‘Informality is a continuum rather than a binary distinc-
tion’, meaning that any informal economy economic unit 
may exhibit formal and informal features at the same time, 
and at varying degrees. Figure 2 provides a clarification of 
terms which are often used interchangeably. According to 
the ILO, the livelihoods of over half of the global labour 
force depend on the informal economy, with much higher ra-
tios in the global South than in the richer North (ILO 2018a).

The informal economy in Africa 

From a decent work and sustainable development per-
spective, the most striking feature of African societies 
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and economies is the sheer magnitude of the informal 
economy, which employs almost 90 per cent of the region’s 
labour force (ILO 2018), contributes up to 65 per cent to the 
GDP in some countries (Medina, Jonelis und Cangul 2017), 
and hosts more than 90 per cent of the region’s micro and 
small enterprises (ILO 2017). Table 1 summarizes the com-
position of informal employment in sub-Saharan Africa, 
also showing a considerable gender gap in the degree of 
informality in the region.

Table 2 provides a snapshot of the proportion of informal 
employment in those African countries for which relative-
ly recent data sets are available. The table reveals that in 
all countries, women are significantly more affected by 
informality than men. Longitudinal statistics do not exist 
for most countries so that it is difficult to state whether the 
share of informal employment has been growing or shrink-
ing1, but in light of the figures above one can safely con-
clude that informality is pervasive in the entire sub-Saha-
ran African region. Charmes et.al. (Policies on the informal 
economy: A global review 2018) express the view that infor-

mality has been an intrinsic factor of African economies 
even prior to colonization, and remains a structural fea-
ture of a region where formal employment is uncommon.

Kraemer-Mbula and Wunsch-Vincent (2016, 1) observe 
that in general terms, ‘a vital specificity of many devel-
oping countries is the ubiquity of the informal sector 
and its demonstrated contribution to economic output 
and employment’. Mhando and Kiggundu (2018, 219) af-
firm that, ‘if the informal economy did not exist, there 
would be no economy because the informal sustains the 
formal’. Indeed, the scale of the informal economy is so 
overwhelming in sub-Saharan Africa that the expression 
‘informal’, with all its negative connotations, appears 
inappropriate. Dungy and Ndofor (2019) propose to use 
the term indigenous economy instead, in which case the 
formal economy would be labelled as ‘imported’ or ‘alien’ 
– which is it, in reality. Mbaye et.al (Overview and Sum-
mary 2020) share this view by underlining that the in-
formal sector embodies traditional pre-modern economic 
practices at the village level. 

Composition of informal employment in sub-Saharan Africa (2016)

Including agriculture Excluding agriculture

Total In the informal 
sector

In the formal 
sector

In households Total In the informal 
sector

In the formal 
sector

In households

Total 89,2 79,3 5,2 4,6 76,8 63,3 9,5 4,2

Men 86,4 75,7 6,7 4,0 71,6 56,7 12,1 2,8

Women 92,1 83,2 3,6 5,3 82,8 71,0 6,4 5,6

Share of informal employment in total employment (per cent), selected African countries

Country Year Total Male Female

Burkina Faso 2018 95,4 93,5 97,7

Botswana 2019 67,8 66,9 68,7

Chad 2018 96,9 95,2 99,0

Ghana 2015 78,1 77,2 91,5

Mali 2018 94,7 93,4 96,6

Mauritania 2017 90,9 90,8 91,2

Mozambique 2015 95,7 92,7 98,4

Rwanda 2019 83,8 77,6 83,4

South Africa 2019 34,7 33,3 36,4

Uganda 2017 89,4 88,5 90,4

Zimbabwe 2019 79,8 79,0 80,8

UEMOA2 2018 89,6 85,7 94,1

Average 83,1 81,2 85,7

Table 1
Composition of informal employment. Source: ILO (2018).

Table 2
Share of informal employment in total employment. Source: ILO STAT (2021), UEMOA (2018).

1 Some aggregate data for sub-Saharan Africa 
exist, however: the share of informal employment 
in non-agricultural employment grew from 66.5 per 
cent in 1980 to 73.7 per cent in 1990 and 76.8 per cent 

in 2016 (Kanté, 2002; ILO, 2018a).
2 The ‘Union Economique et Monétaire Ouest-Afri-
cain’ (UEMOA) covers eight West African countries 
(Bénin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinée-Bissau, 

Mali, Niger, Sénégal and Togo); in 2018, UEMOA car-
ried out a very comprehensive survey of the informal 
economy in those eight countries (UEMOA, 2018).
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Aryeetey (The Informal Economy, Economic Growth and 
Poverty in sub-Saharan Africa 2015) underlines the signif-
icance of the informal economy for domestic production 
and economic growth, and its importance as a source of 
employment and as an instrument for poverty reduction, 
further observing that the informal economy’s main con-
tribution to poverty reduction is through the employment 
channel. Sallah (Re-reading the narrative of the infor-
mal economy in the context of economic development in 
sub-Saharan Africa 2016) believes that the persistent ex-
istence and growth of the informal sector in Sub-Saharan 
Africa after years of unsatisfactory structural adjustment 
policies has led to renewed attention being paid to informal-
ity, not least concerning its role in economic development. 
Holt and Littlewood (The informal economy as a route to 
market in sub-Saharan Africa –observations amongst Ken-
yan informal economy entrepreneurs 2014) point out that 
the informal and the formal economy are intensely inter-
twined, with some supply chains stretching from interna-
tional suppliers to local sellers working at the roadside. As 
Hart (1985, 57) observed: ‘the street peddlers of cigarettes 
invisibly complete the chain linking large foreign firms to 
consumers. Charmes (Policies on the informal economy: A 
global review 2018) underlines the cross-border dimension 
of informal trade in sub-Saharan Africa, reporting that it 
contributes about 40 per cent of total intra-regional trade 
in Eastern and Southern Africa.

African governments (and their development partners) 
have approached the informal-economy-phenomenon 
with varying attitudes: some expected that an expand-
ing, modern formal sector would almost automatically 
entail the disappearance of the informal economy (Sallah 
2016); others undertook efforts to ‘formalize’ the informal 
economy, as called for in ILO Recommendation 204; some 
consider the informal economy as a useful complement 
to the formal sector, whereby both would grow or decline 
in tandem (Sallah 2016), while some ‘neo-liberals’ portray 
informal workers as heroes casting off the shackles of an 
over-burdensome state.’ (Sallah 2016, 1070). Again, other 
governments seek to criminalize, suppress, eradicate or 
prohibit the informal economy. Whatever policy has been 
adopted, it has clearly not eliminated Africa’s informal 
sector, which is likely to grow even further as a result of 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Schwettmann, COVID-19 and 
the informal economy - impact and response strategies in 
sub-Saharan Africa 2020).

Informal economy, sustainable development and decent work  

Considering the fact that informal economy occupations em-
ploy the majority of the labour force in all developing coun-
tries and emerging economies (Vanek 2020), the scarcity of 
references to informality in the 2030 Agenda is striking. With 
the exception of SDG indicator 8.3.1 (share of non-agricultural 
informal employment in total employment) the Agenda is si-
lent about informality3. If the Agenda is to keep its promise to 
‘leave no-one behind’ it cannot possibly ignore the fact that the 
overwhelming majority of individuals, households and com-
munities in sub-Saharan Africa derive their livelihood from 
the informal economy. One may argue that many SDG targets 
implicitly include informal economy actors without naming 
them explicitly; this would apply to several targets under SDG 
1 (poverty), 2 (hunger), 8 (decent work). 10 (equality) and 16 (in-
stitutions). Still, a greater number of explicit references to in-
formal economy actors in the 2030 Agenda would have been 
welcome, not least because informal economy actors and their 
SSEOEs in sub-Saharan Africa are actively involved in SDG-re-
lated areas such as agricultural production, fisheries and live-
stock, solid waste management, universal health coverage, 
food loss prevention, recycling, affordable transport, small-
scale mining, local economic development, to name a few.

ILO’s Decent Work Agenda (DWA) is more ‘informal-econo-
my-sensitive’ than the 2030 Agenda; in fact, the term ‘decent 
work’ was preferred over ‘decent employment’ since, as Sen 
(Work and Rights 2000, 120) remarked, ‘it includes all workers, 
wherever and in whatever sector they work; not just workers in 
the organized sector, nor only wage workers, but also unregu-
lated wage workers, the self-employed, and the homeworkers.’

Decent work deficits in the informal economy 

The term ‘decent work deficits’ has been defined by the ILO 
as “the absence of sufficient employment opportunities, in-
adequate social protection, the denial of rights at work and 
shortcomings in social dialogue.’ (ILO 2001). Decent work 
deficits are particularly widespread in the Informal econ-
omy in Sub-Saharan Africa. The vulnerable employment 
rate – the share of own-account workers and unpaid family 
workers in total employment – was estimated at 72 per cent 
in sub-Saharan Africa in 2017; extreme working poverty on 
the continent was estimated at 36 per cent, and moderate 
working poverty at 24 per cent4 (ILO 2018). The high degree 

3 Trebilcock (2005, 18) reminds us that the MDGs 
as well were silent about the informal economy: 
“True, the MDG indicators do include two relating 
to employment (women’s share of non-agricultural 
employment and the unemployment rate of 15 to 

24-year olds), but neither one tells us much about 
addressing decent work deficits in the informal 
economy”.
4 Moderate and extreme working poverty rates 
refer to the shares of workers living in households 

with income or consumption per capita between 
US$1.90 and US$3.10 per day (PPP) and less than 
US$1.90 per day (PPP), respectively.

Social Protection Coverage in per cent of the eligible population

At least one 
benefit

Health insurance Old age pension Child/ family 
grant

Maternity benefit Unemployment 
benefit

World Average 45,2 61 67,9 34,9 41,1 21,8

Africa 17,8 25 29,6 15,9 15,8 5,6

Table 3
Social protection coverage; computed from ILO (2017).
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of informality entails that the majority of the African popu-
lation is excluded from any form of social protection.

Some 75 per cent of the African population have no legal 
health coverage, with significantly higher rates of non-cov-
erage in rural than in urban areas (83 and 75 per cent respec-
tively) (ILO 2017). The preponderance of informality also 
means that labour standards, even if ratified, are not ap-
plied. With regard to rights at work, Africa has, with 98 per 
cent, achieved the almost universal ratification of ILO eight 
core conventions5, but this does not mean much to workers 
in the informal economy, where those conventions are im-
possible to enforce. Social dialogue, the fourth pillar of the 
DWA, is as well constrained by the high degree of informali-
ty in sub-Saharan Africa, since the continent’s trade unions 
and employers’ organizations represent formal sector work-
ers and businesses only, whereas social dialogue institutions 
(which exist in 85 per cent of African countries (ILO-ITUC 
2017)) generally exclude informal economy workers and 
operators (ILO 2014). Blustein, et al (2016, 4) deplores the 
increasing prevalence of precarious work in the informal 
economy, a term he defines ‘as a multidimensional construct 
defined along four dimensions: continuity/employment in-
security, vulnerability (i.e., powerlessness/lack of bargaining 
position or ability to exercise workplace rights), protection 
(i.e., access to benefits and legal protections), and income’. 
Without mentioning the informal economy in his article, he 
accurately describes the deficiencies that affect those work-
ing in conditions of informality.

  The Social and Solidarity Economy

Definitional issues 

The term ‘social and solidarity economy’ (SSE) currently lacks 
a universal definition (Y. Poirier 2013). More so, the very term 
‘SSE’ is not uncontested since some countries use alternative 
expressions6. And thirdly, no universal agreement about the 
components that constitute the SSE has been found as yet. 
The expressions ‘social economy’, ‘solidarity economy’ or SSE 
are often used interchangeably, even though they do not 
mean the same. Defourny and Develtere (1999) consider that 
the social economy includes all economic activities conduct-
ed by economic units, primarily cooperatives, associations, 
and mutual benefit societies, who observe the principles of 
primacy of people and work over capital; autonomous man-
agement; and placing services to members or the community 
ahead of profit. 

According to Klimczuk-Kochanska & Klimczuk (Social and 
Solidarity Economy 2015), the solidarity economy includes 
fair trade organizations, worker cooperatives, trade unions, 
open-source and open-access development, commons-based 
peer production, ethical purchasing organizations, and local 

currencies. In the Anglo-Saxon world, the term ‘social enter-
prise’ is widely used (Roy 2016), even though the understand-
ing of what is meant by ‘social enterprise’ differs from coun-
try to country. The proponents of this concept regard ‘social 
enterprise’ as an umbrella term that includes cooperatives, 
mutuals, charitable trading organizations, as well as socially 
responsible businesses (Bull and Ridley-Duff 2018). The ex-
pression ‘social and solidarity economy’ (SSE), has gained 
prominence in recent years, as shown in Figure 3.

The SSE construct represents an attempt to combine the or-
ganizational features of the social economy with the political 
aspects of the solidarity economy. Utting (2015) clarifies that 
the term ‘SSE’ refers to forms of economic activity that pri-
oritise social and environmental objectives, and involves, in 
addition to cooperatives, mutual and associations, many mani-
festations of organized self-help, as well as fair trade networks, 
social enterprises, sustainable tourism initiatives, informal 
economy associations, micro-finance institutions, etc.

The informal and heterogeneous nature of SSE units compli-
cates efforts to obtain statistical data on the size and impor-
tance of the global SSE movement, in particular in develop-
ing countries. Borzaga, et.al. (Social and Solidarity Economy 
and the Future of Work 2017) et.al. noted that the lack of clear 
definitions and differences in organizational forms across 
countries make it difficult to ascertain what should be meas-
ured; moreover, national statistical offices typically collect 
data by economic sectors but not by enterprise type. 

Figure 3
References to SSE in scholarly literature; compiled by the author from 
Google Scholar (September 2021).

The SSE in Africa  

Self-help groups, associations, mutuals and similar mem-
ber-based organizations are omnipresent in Africa; they 
perform essential economic, social and societal functions 
for households, communities and the nation-state. The di-
verse, multi-facetted forms of cooperation, solidarity, mu-
tuality and reciprocity flourishing in Africa can be traced 
back to traditional systems, structures and practices, such 

5 Freedom of Association and Protection of the 
Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87); Right 
to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 
1949 (No. 98); Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 
29); Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 
(No. 105); Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138); 

Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No. 
182); Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 
100), Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) 
Convention, 1958 (No. 111).
6 Tremblay (2009, p. 9) points out that many alter-
native expressions exist around the world, such as: 

Social Economy (EU, Quebec) Solidarity Economy 
(Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Quebec), People’s Economy 
(Asia) Associative Movements (Senegal, Turkey), 
Civil Society (South Africa), and Community Eco-
nomic Development (Australia, New Zealand, USA, 
anglophone Canada).
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as Ubuntu (humanity) in Eastern, Central and Southern Af-
rika, Umoja (union) in East Africa, Umaganda (cooperation) 
in Rwanda and Burundi (Murithi 2006), Igwebuike (reciproc-
ity) in Nigeria, or Harambee (community self-help) in Kenya 
(Borzaga und Galera 2014). These concepts, and many sim-
ilar self-help strategies applied throughout the continent 
(Hamer 1981), prioritize the community over the individual, 
solidarity over profit, the local over the global, and social 
capital over finance, thereby reflecting essential principles 
and characteristics of the SSE.
 
The term ‘social and solidarity economy’ as such is relatively 
recent in Africa. Borzaga and Galera (The potential of social 
economy for local development in Africa: an exploratory re-
port 2014) observed that in many African countries, the term 
‘social economy’ did not belong to the language commonly 
used by policymakers and researchers; this however did not 
mean that these countries did not have a social economy. 
Still, according to Borzaga and Galera (op.cit.), one could say 
that Africa was the continent in which the social economy 
plays the most prominent role, as all African countries had a 
large number of organisations that pursue. 

The SSE as such appeared on the African continent during 
the first decade of the 21st century, initially in French-speak-
ing North and West Africa before timidly spreading to the 
rest of the continent (RIPESS 2019). The principal compo-
nents of the SSE in sub-Saharan Africa, i.e. cooperatives 
(Schwettmann 2014), mutuals (Waelkens und Criel 2004), 
self-help associations (Hamer 1981), social enterprises (Ri-
vera-Santos, et al. 2015, Littlewood und Holt 2018b) and RO-
SCAs/Tontines7 (Reito 2019) are relatively well researched 
in sub-Saharan Africa , whereas much less literature exists 
on the state of SSE as a movement in its entirety in Africa 
(Tremblay 2009). 

The advance of the SSE in sub-Saharan Africa can be seen as 
a response to the collapse of formal, often state-controlled 
cooperative structures during the neoliberal structural ad-
justment period, which stretched from 1980 to the end of 
the 1990s. In fact, structural adjustment programmes (SAP) 
had forced governments to cut subsidies and privileges ac-
corded to cooperatives, to withdraw marketing and supply 
monopolies, to shut down marketing boards and parastatal 
agencies, and to significantly reduce the personnel of gov-
ernmental cooperative development departments and 
capacity-building institutions. As a result, the majority of 
parastatal cooperatives rapidly collapsed, leaving behind 
thousands of smallholder farmers who suddenly lost ac-
cess to markets and to vital support services. And yet, the 
collapse of state-controlled cooperatives paved the way for 
the emergence in the mid-1990s of the more diverse and het-
erogeneous SSE. Favreau (2003) observed that the shrink-
ing room for manoeuvre of the governments of the South, 
namely in their redistributive function had compelled the 
citizens of these countries to develop new forms of solidar-
ity and mutual aid, both economic and social, in order to 
resolve their most crucial problems. Ndiaye and Boutillier 
(De l’économie sociale à l’économie populaire solidaire via 
l’économie solidaire. Quelles leçons tirer du social business? 

2011) noted that the destruction of public services and the 
impoverishment of the populations in developing coun-
tries caused by SAPs had favoured a mushrooming of sur-
vival solutions, many of which were part of the SSE. Wan-
yama (Some positive aspects of neo-liberalism for African 
development: the revival of solidarity in cooperatives. 2013) 
went further even by stating that it was indeed neoliberal-
ism that provided the ‘springboard’ for the SSE to emerge in 
Africa. The deregulation of administrative procedures and 
the down-scaling of public services under SAPs had broad-
ened the space for a wider range of SSE organisations to 
lawfully exist, while at the same time creating the urgent 
need for such organisations to fill the vacuum, in terms of 
service delivery, that a receding state had left behind. Jack-
son (Cross-cultural management and the informal econo-
my in sub-Saharan Africa: implications for organization, 
employment and skills development 2012) recalls that the 
SAPs left huge gaps to be filled by informal economy initia-
tives in areas including shelter, employment, law and order, 
transportation, refuse collection, trade and household cred-
it supply. Defourny and Develtere (The social economy: the 
world-wide making of a third sector 1999) recall that during 
the structural adjustment period, the SSE was mobilised to 
frame collective responses to a spectrum of people's most 
vital needs in society. Since then, five African countries 
(Cabo Verde, Cameroon, Djibouti, Senegal, Tunisia) have 
adopted SSE framework laws, and several others are in the 
process of doing so; South Africa is currently formulating a 
SSE policy while the African Union Commission is develop-
ing a Pan-African SSE strategy.

  Reducing decent work deficits in  
the informal economy through SSE

Africa’s informal economy is organized 

In the absence of any form of social protection, exposed to 
harassment, without rights nor recognition, informal econ-
omy workers have no alternative but to build organizations 
that provide them with a minimum of protection, support 
and empowerment. Charmes et.al. (Policies on the informal 
economy: A global review 2018, 16) asserts that sooner or later, 
all informal-economy-centred policies and projects will seek 
to organize the population, ‘because organising is key for 
financing, extending social protection, increasing its share 
in the value chain, and more generally for gaining visibility, 
voice and self-esteem and confidence’. The great majority of 
informal economy organizations fall under the ambit of the 
SSE. The background report to the 2014 session of the Inter-
national Labour Conference (ILC) on the ‘transition from the 
informal to the formal economy’ (ILO 2014, 45) noted that 
‘the development of the social and solidarity economy is a 
promising path to facilitate transitions to formality at the 
local level. Cooperatives of various types and organizations 
from the social and solidarity economy play an important 
role in local development, especially in rural areas’. This was 
reflected a year later in the resulting Recommendation 204 

7 ROSCA stands for ‘rotating savings and credit 
associations’, i.e., a parallel system to formal banking 

and financial services which is widespread on the 
African continent (Ifedapo, et al. 2020).
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(ILC 2015) which includes three specific references to cooper-
atives and the SSE.

SSE organizations (sometimes referred to as ‘social networks’) 
are omnipresent and pervasive in Africa’s informal economy. 
Leonhard (2000) underlines the importance of kinship and 
community networks for providing assistance in insecure 
economic environments, as those prevailing in the informal 
economy. Meagher (2005, 217) points out that ‘social networks 
represent an invaluable concept for the analysis of informal 
economies and their role in processes of economic change’. 
While the ILO considers the absence of formal regulation as 
the key defining characteristic of the informal economy (ILC 
2015), Meagher affirms that the SSE provides an alternative, 
flexible regulatory framework embedded in popular rela-
tions of solidarity and trust. The SSE, therefore, fills a regula-
tory vacuum by self-regulating informal economy activities. 
Hence it would be mistaken to label the informal economy as 
a ‘secteur non-structuré’, as some French-speaking scholars 
did in the 1980s. Ridell (1992) observes that informal economy 
operators act within a social exchange system whereby goods 
and services are transferred by mechanisms such as reciproc-
ity and redistribution. Kinyanjui (2010) reports that informal 
economy associations often exercise multiple functions si-
multaneously, such as market regulation, social assistance 
and community cohesion, while Kanbur (2021) applauds the 
emergence of new forms of social organizations in the infor-
mal economy, relying on modern technologies to provide sup-
port and advocacy to informal economy operators. 

To confirm the existence of SSE organizations in the in-
formal economy of sub-Saharan Africa, the German Frie-
drich-Ebert Foundation (FES), in collaboration with the 
ILO and the German Development Institute (DIE), carried 
out, between 2018 and 2020, comprehensive surveys on the 
informal economy, covering 10,800 households in six coun-
tries: Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Kenya, Senegal, Zambia. 
In this endeavour, the author was responsible for formulat-
ing fifteen questions designed to explore the organizational 
density and the characteristics of informal economy organ-
izations in these countries, and for analysing the survey re-
sults from that perspective. The survey confirmed that over 
half (54.2 per cent) of all respondents were members of an 
organization (any type), with significant variations between 
the six countries, as shown in Figure 4 (FES forthcoming).

The survey also assessed the degree of formality of the 
groups and associations on the basis of the criteria listed in 
Table 4. This high degree of formality is encouraging, since 

it suggests that indeed, informal economy associations can 
build a bridge between the formality and informality.

Figure 4
Percentage of informal economy actors affiliated with a group.

In a growing number of African countries, local grassroot 
initiatives have formed national informal economy um-
brella organizations. Brown and Lyons (2010), for instance, 
report that the Tanzanian Association of Small Businesses 
(VIBINDO) has achieved considerable status, representing 
about three hundred associations with a combined mem-
bership of 40,000 people. Mali’s national federation of arti-
sans (FNAM) comprises 1,226 associations with over 70,000 
members, active in 94 different informal economy occupa-
tions (FNAM 2020). The Zimbabwe Chamber of Informal 
Economy Associations (ZCIEA) was founded in 2002 as a 
representative body of informal economy actors engaged 
in small unregistered or un-incorporated enterprises. The 
Malawi Union for the Informal Sector, a trade union, es-
tablished in 2002 as well, represents around 5,000 informal 
economy actors. Greve (2017) reports from Senegal that two 
umbrella federations of street vendors represent 27 associ-
ations with 12,400 individual members. Streetnet, a global 
alliance of street vendors founded in 2002, operates as an 
advocacy and knowledge-sharing platform; it has members 
in 24 sub-Saharan African countries (Streetnet 2021).

SSEOEs are effective in reducing decent work deficits

The proliferation of member-based organizations in Africa’s 
informal economy is a response to the inability of a ‘lean 
state’, whose service-delivery capacity has been severely 
constrained by neoliberal policies, to provide the population 
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Degree of formality of informal economy groups

Indicator Benin Kenia Senegal Zambia Ivory Coast Ethiopia Average

Registered or formally 
recognized 46.4 67.1 55.3 85.2 39.1 56,0 58.2

Account keeping 73.9 86.2 77.7 90.5 71.1 75,3 79.2

Permanent operations 76.5 86.5 84.3 88.9 78.1 74,7 81,5

Average 65.6 79.9 72.4 88.2 62.8 68,7 73.0

Table 4
Degree of formality if informal economy groups.
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with essential services. Agricultural marketing and sup-
ply cooperatives have been replacing parastatal marketing 
boards which were closed down under structural adjust-
ment; community-based health insurance schemes extend 
basic protection to those who remain out of reach of down-
sized social protection agencies (Awortwi 2018, Schwettmann 
2021); member-based micro-finance institutions, including 
ROSCAs, are omnipresent on the continent (Nyanzu, Pe-
prah und Ayayi 2018, Reito 2019, Seibel 2006), while various 
forms of micro -insurance, including burial societies, are 
widespread in Southern Africa and in Ethiopia (Oduro 2010). 
Social enterprises – a term more common than SSE in Afri-
ca’s English-speaking countries – are expanding in Southern 
Africa, East Africa and the Maghreb region, often with con-
siderable external support (Hoyos und Angel‐Urdinola 2019), 
but cross-country research on social enterprises remains 
limited in sub-Saharan Africa (Littlewood and Holt 2018b). 
This gap has been filled to some extent by Barran et al. (2020), 
who identified 1,92 million social enterprises in 12 African 
countries, having created 4,43 million direct job opportuni-
ties, while offering the potential to generate an additional 
one million jobs by 2030. These few examples may illustrate 
that the SSE plays an essential, irreplaceable and yet not suf-
ficiently recognized role in reducing decent work deficits and 
furthering sustainable development in the informal econo-
my, as summarized in Table 5. 

The manifold and diverse manifestations of organized self-
help and mutual assistance are of major significance to the 
self-employed in Africa’s informal economy, since they pro-
vide essential social and economic services which neither 
the State nor the private sector is willing or able to deliver. 
However, while a few African countries have in recent years 
adopted SSE framework laws, the SSE operates, in most Af-
rican countries, in a legal vacuum; for example, the ‘uniform’ 
cooperative act adopted by OHADA8, an organization cover-
ing 14 French-speaking African countries, is silent about the 

SSE (Tadjudje und Caire 2019), although it has introduced 
the notion of a ‘simplified cooperative’ with less stringent 
registrations, management and accounting requirements 
(OHADA 2010). The lack of an appropriate legal environment 
is one of the reasons explaining the difficulties in assessing 
the numerical strength, economic weight and geographic 
outreach of the SSE in Africa, since most of its organizations 
are not registered and not counted.

  Conclusions

This short article sought to establish (a) that the informal 
economy in sub-Saharan Africa is of such utmost impor-
tance to the societies, labour markets and national econo-
mies that the very term ‘informal’ appears inappropriate; (b) 
that the majority of informal economy actors are members 
of an SSEOE, which exist in a great variety of organizational 
forms; (c) that these SSEOEs have demonstrated their ability 
and capacity to effectively reduce decent work deficits in the 
informal economy, thereby contributing to the gradual for-
malization of the informal economy in sub-Saharan Africa. 

However, to fully harness this potential, four lines of action 
are required: (a) further, systematic research and surveys on 
the type, characteristics, functions, size and performance 
of SSEOEs operating in the informal economy of various 
sub-Saharan African states; (b) the establishment of a con-
ducive legal, policy and institutional environment for such 
SSEOEs to lawfully exist, to gain formal recognition and to 
operate freely; (c) the establishment of adequate SSE sup-
port structures and institutions to provide assistance, ad-
vice, support and capacity building when needed and (d) the 
establishment of vertical SSE structures (national alliances, 
networks, unions etc.) to effectively represent the interests 
of the SSE in policy, law and decision-making.

8 OHADA = Organisation pour l'harmonisation 
en Afrique du Droit des Affaires = Organization for 

the Harmonization of Business Law in Africa; laws 
adopted by OHADA are immediately applicable in 

all 14 member states.

The role of SSEOEs in reducing decent work deficits in the informal economy

Decent work pillar Decent work deficit Role of SSEOEs in reducing those 
deficits

Examples

Employment and livelihoods Low productivity, low skills base, 
low and irregular income.

Productivity gains through 
economies of scale and scope; 
sharing of services, machinery 
and transport

Agricultural marketing and supply 
cooperatives formed by small 
farmers

Social protection
Absence of formal social 
protection schemes in the 
informal economy

Social protection systems based 
on the principles of mutuality, 
solidarity and reciprocity

Mutual benefit groups; 
community-based health schemes 

Social dialogue
Informal economy actors and 
enterprises not represented in 
formal social dialogue structures

Enhancing voice and 
representation through vertical 
structures and horizontal network 
of SSEOEs

Alliance of street vendors, motor-
cycle taxi drivers, hairdressers etc. 

Rights at work
Informal economy actors are not 
covered by labour law and by 
labour inspection

Formation of pressure groups, 
building alliances with CSOs 
and trade unions

The International Domestic Workers 
Federation, which pushes for the 
ratification of the ILO Domestic 
Workers Convention (C.189)

The Social and Solidarity Economy: addressing decent work deficits in the informal economy in Sub-Saharan Africa

Impresa Sociale 1/2022

Tabella 5
SSEEO che riducono i deficit di lavoro dignitoso. Fonte: Rielaborazione dell’autore.
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