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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the erosion of employment security among Pakistan’s social periphery—informal laborers, rural-
urban migrants, religious minorities, and marginalized women—from 2010 to 2025, a period marked by macroeconomic
instability, climate shocks, and technological disruptions. We employ a mixed-methods approach, integrating quantitative
analysis of Pakistan Bureau of Statistics and World Bank datasets with qualitative insights from 500 interviews and 10
Focus Group Discussions across three case clusters: climate-displaced agrarian workers, urban informal laborers, and
digital gig workers. The Delphi Method further projects labor market challenges post-2025, engaging labor economists to
forecast automation risks, climate migration, and debt traps. Our findings reveal a stark rise in informal employment from
65% to an estimated 75%, with employment security inversely correlated to GDP growth. Climate shocks, such as the 2010
and 2022 floods, precipitated a 15% drop in rural wages and pushed 33% of affected households into debt bondage. Gender
disparities remain entrenched, with female labor force participation stagnating below 25% and home-based workers
experiencing a 40% decline in real wages. Moreover, the gig economy, despite its 55% growth in digital freelancing,
exacerbates precarity, as 60% of workers report income instability and lack access to social protection. The study highlights
systemic policy gaps and advocates for inclusive social protection frameworks to address the vulnerabilities of Pakistan’s
informal workforce, which constitutes 70% of the labor force. By bridging historical data with projected trends, this research
contributes to under-documented lived experiences and informs urgent policy interventions to mitigate socio-economic
risks in the face of automation, climate migration, and financialization.
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EMPLOYMENT SECURITY EROSION

1 Introduction

Pakistan’s social periphery—comprising informal laborers, rural-urban migrants, religious
minorities, and marginalized women—has long been excluded from formal labor protections,
rendering them vulnerable to systemic precarity. Between 2010 and 2025, this vulnerability has
intensified due to intersecting crises: macroeconomic instability, climate shocks, and technological
disruptions. The country’s labor market, already characterized by informality, has seen employment
security erode further, with informal employment rising from 65% to an estimated 75% of the
workforce. This trend reflects broader socio-economic fractures, where GDP growth often fails to
translate into stable livelihoods for marginalized groups.'

The political and economic landscape of Pakistan during this period has been marked by volatility.
Frequent policy shifts, coupled with external shocks such as climate-induced disasters and global
economic sanctions, have exacerbated labor market insecurities.? For instance, the 2010 and 2022
floods not only displaced millions but also triggered a 15% decline in rural wages, pushing a third of
affected households into debt bondage. These disruptions underscore the fragility of employment
security among agrarian workers, a group already marginalized by Pakistan’s uneven development
trajectory.’

Technological advancements, particularly the rise of the gig economy, have introduced new
dimensions of precarity. While digital freelancing grew by 55% between 2018 and 2023, 60% of gig
workers report income instability and lack access to health insurance or pensions. This paradox
highlights how technological shifts, often framed as opportunities for economic inclusion, can instead
deepen existing inequalities.* Gender disparities further compound these challenges, with female
labor force participation stagnating below 25% and home-based workers experiencing a 40% decline
in real wages since 2020.

This study seeks to bridge critical gaps in policy discourse by synthesizing historical data with
projected trends. We hypothesize that systemic vulnerabilities—rooted in political instability, climate
fragility, and labor market informality—have intensified precarity among Pakistan’s social periphery.
Our mixed-methods approach combines quantitative analysis of Pakistan Bureau of Statistics datasets
with qualitative insights from 500 interviews and 10 Focus Group Discussions, offering a granular
understanding of lived experiences. The Delphi Method further extends our analysis to forecast post-
2025 challenges, including automation risks and climate migration.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: Section 2 details the research design and
methods, Section 3 presents the results and analysis, Section 4 discusses policy implications, and
Section 5 concludes with recommendations for inclusive social protection frameworks. By centering
the voices of marginalized workers, this study aims to inform urgent interventions that address the
intersectional precarity shaping Pakistan’s labor market.
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2 Research Design and Methods

The study employs a mixed-methods framework to capture the multidimensional nature of
employment insecurity among Pakistan’s social periphery. This approach integrates quantitative
labor market analyses, qualitative explorations of lived experiences, and expert-driven forecasting to
triangulate findings across temporal and spatial scales.

2.1 Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis

Longitudinal labor force data from the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) (2010-2023) and World
Bank datasets form the backbone of the quantitative analysis. Key metrics include informal
employment rates, wage trends, and sectoral shifts, disaggregated by gender, geography, and
religious affiliation. Regression models assess correlations between macroeconomic indicators (e.g.,
GDP growth, inflation) and employment security, controlling for climate shocks using flood impact
data from the National Disaster Management Authority. For instance, the model specification for
wage dynamics is:

Wi = a + [1GDP; + B,Flood;; + v Xt + €;¢

where W;; denotes real wages for group i in year t, Flood;; is a binary indicator for climate shocks,
and X;; captures covariates like urbanization and sectoral composition.

2.2 Qualitative Fieldwork

To contextualize statistical trends, we conducted 500 semi-structured interviews and 10 Focus Group
Discussions (FGDs) across three case clusters:

1. Climate-displaced agrarian workers in Sindh and Punjab, focusing on post-flood livelihood
strategies.

2. Urban informal laborers in Karachi and Lahore, examining precarity in construction and
domestic work.

3. Digital gig workers nationwide, probing platform-mediated labor conditions.

Interview transcripts were coded thematically using NVivo, with iterative validation through
member-checking to ensure interpretive rigor. The FGDs, stratified by gender and occupation,
revealed intersectional vulnerabilities—such as how minority women navigate wage theft in home-
based work.

2.3 Forecasting via the Delphi Method

A panel of 15 labor economists iteratively assessed post-2025 risks through three Delphi rounds.
Consensus emerged on three high-probability scenarios:

e Automation displacing 20% of low-skilled jobs by 2030.
¢ (Climate migration amplifying urban informality.

e Debt traps worsening due to predatory microfinance practices.
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2.4 Ethical Considerations

Given the politicization of informal labor, all participants were anonymized, and data collection
excluded regions with active conflict. Oral consent protocols accommodated low literacy rates among
agrarian respondents.

This methodological pluralism enables a nuanced understanding of precarity, bridging macro-level
trends with micro-level narratives while anticipating future disruptions.

3 Results and Analysis

The findings reveal a complex interplay of structural vulnerabilities and emerging risks that have
reshaped employment security for Pakistan’s marginalized workforce. This section synthesizes
quantitative trends with qualitative narratives to illuminate the lived realities of informal laborers,
climate migrants, and gig workers amidst economic and environmental upheavals.

3.1 Trends in Informalization and Employment Security (2010-2024)

The period from 2010 to 2024 witnessed a significant expansion of Pakistan’s informal economy,
with informal employment rising from approximately 65% to an estimated 75% of the total
workforce. This trend reflects a broader structural shift in the labor market, where formal job creation
has failed to keep pace with population growth and economic shocks. Analysis of Pakistan Bureau of
Statistics data reveals that this informalization occurred despite periods of GDP growth, suggesting a
decoupling between macroeconomic performance and employment quality.’

Employment Security and GDP Growth Paradox

Contrary to conventional economic theory, employment security exhibited an inverse relationship
with GDP growth spikes during this period. For instance, during the 2016-2018 GDP growth surge
(averaging 5.8% annually), informal sector wages stagnated while job turnover rates increased by
22%. This paradox underscores how growth benefits have disproportionately accrued to capital rather
than labor, particularly for marginalized groups.® The weakening of collective bargaining
mechanisms and the decline of unionized work further exacerbated this trend, leaving workers
vulnerable to arbitrary dismissals and wage cuts.

Sectoral Disparities in Informalization
The informalization wave affected sectors unevenly:

e Agriculture: Remained predominantly informal (92% in 2024), with climate shocks
accelerating the displacement of smallholders into casual labor.

e Manufacturing: Saw formal employment decline from 28% to 19% as export-oriented
industries increasingly relied on subcontracting.

e Services: Experienced the fastest informalization, particularly in retail and transport, where
digital platforms disrupted traditional employment relationships.
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Temporal Patterns of Precarity
The longitudinal analysis identified three distinct phases of employment security erosion:

1. 2010-2015: Post-flood recovery period marked by rural wage suppression and increased debt
dependency.

2. 2016-2020: Urban informalization surge linked to China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) infrastructure projects that favored temporary labor contracts.

3. 2021-2024: Pandemic-induced precarity, where 68% of informal workers reported income
losses exceeding 40% during lockdowns.

Regional Variations
Geospatial analysis revealed stark disparities in informalization rates:

e Punjab’s industrial districts maintained relatively higher formal employment (35%) due to
textile sector clustering.

e Sindh’s rural areas reached 85% informality by 2024, reflecting the collapse of small-scale
agriculture.

e Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s conflict-affected zones showed extreme precarity, with 90% of
workers lacking written contracts.

These trends collectively demonstrate how macroeconomic policies, combined with structural labor
market weaknesses, have systematically eroded employment security for Pakistan’s most vulnerable
workers. The qualitative interviews revealed that workers perceive this informalization not as
temporary adaptation but as permanent exclusion from social protections, with profound implications
for intergenerational mobility.

3.2 Impact of Environmental and Economic Shocks

Environmental catastrophes and economic volatility have functioned as twin destabilizers of
employment security for Pakistan’s social periphery, with climate shocks exhibiting particularly
severe and persistent labor market effects. The 2010 superfloods—which submerged one-fifth of
Pakistan’s land area—triggered an immediate 15% contraction in rural wages across affected
districts, a depression from which full recovery required five years according to PBS wage series
data.” This protracted recovery period reflects how climate disasters compound existing
vulnerabilities: displaced agrarian workers flooded urban labor markets, depressing wages through
oversupply while simultaneously losing critical agricultural assets.

Debt Bondage and Asset Erosion

The 2022 floods replicated this pattern with heightened severity, as 33% of surveyed households in
Sindh and Balochistan reported complete loss of productive assets (livestock, tools, seed stocks)
alongside new debt obligations averaging 142% of pre-flood annual income. This debt-income ratio,
calculated from interview responses, pushed affected families into intergenerational poverty traps,

20
7 AY Grinberger and P Samuels, “Modeling the Labor Market in the Aftermath of a Disaster: Two Perspectives,”

International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction, 2018.



EMPLOYMENT SECURITY EROSION

with 68% reporting child labor as a coping mechanism. The qualitative data reveals how these shocks
transform temporary precarity into permanent dispossession:

“After the waters receded, we owed the arhti (middleman) for seeds and diesel. Now my sons work
his fields instead of going to school—how else will we eat?”” (Male sharecropper, Jacobabad, 2023
interview)

Macroeconomic Policy Amplification of Shocks

Economic policies frequently exacerbated environmental impacts. The analysis of State Bank data
shows that monetary tightening during IMF programs (2013, 2019, 2023) coincided with rural credit
contraction, limiting post-disaster recovery financing. When paired with flood-induced collateral
damage, this created a perverse cycle where the most vulnerable workers faced the highest borrowing
costs—informal interest rates reached 36% APR in flood zones versus 22% nationally.

Differential Impact by Labor Segment
The shocks’ labor market consequences varied starkly across peripheral groups:

Climate-Displaced Agrarian Workers

e Experienced 18% longer wage recovery periods than urban informal workers post-2010
floods

e 41% transitioned to precarious non-farm work (construction, rickshaw driving) by 2024
Urban Informal Laborers

e Saw temporary wage spikes (8-12%) during reconstruction booms, but these gains evaporated
within 18 months

e Reported 23% higher injury rates in post-flood construction work due to relaxed safety norms

Intersectional Vulnerabilities

Minority communities faced compounded risks—Hindu laborers in Sindh reported 28% lower post-
disaster wage recovery than Muslim peers, reflecting discriminatory hiring in relief works. Similarly,
women-headed households took 3.2 years longer to rebuild asset bases compared to male-headed
households, constrained by mobility restrictions and unequal inheritance practices.

The temporal clustering of shocks (2010 floods, 2015 heatwave, 2022 floods) has created a ‘disaster
treadmill’ where peripheral workers exhaust coping mechanisms before fully recovering. Projections
from the Delphi panel indicate this pattern will intensify, with climate-vulnerable districts likely
facing 2-3 major labor market disruptions per decade by 2030. The data underscores that
environmental and economic shocks do not merely interrupt livelihoods—they systematically
reconfigure employment relationships toward greater precarity.

3.3 Gender Disparity in Labor Force Participation

The study reveals persistent gender disparities in Pakistan’s labor market, with female participation
rates stagnating below 25% throughout the 2010-2024 period. This stagnation contrasts sharply with
the country’s demographic transition, where the working-age female population grew by 32% during
the same timeframe. Analysis of PBS Labor Force Surveys indicates that structural barriers—
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including social norms, mobility restrictions, and occupational segregation—have systematically
excluded women from formal employment opportunities.®

Home-Based Work and Wage Erosion

Home-based workers, predominantly women engaged in piece-rate manufacturing (garments,
handicrafts) and services (data entry, tutoring), experienced a 40% decline in real wages between
2020-2023 when adjusted for inflation. This precipitous drop reflects both demand shocks during the
pandemic and the systemic devaluation of feminized labor. Qualitative interviews in Lahore’s
informal settlements highlighted how subcontracting chains exacerbate this precarity:

“The agent pays Rs. 15 per embroidered shirt now—it was Rs. 25 before COVID. He says machines
do it cheaper, but my eyesight fails working 14 hours by lantern light.” (Female home-based worker,
2022 interview)

Sectoral Segregation and Opportunity Gaps
Gender disparities manifest differently across economic sectors:

e Agriculture: Women constitute 72% of unpaid family workers but only 3% of landowning
cultivators.

e Manufacturing: Female participation concentrated in export-oriented sectors (textiles,
surgical instruments) with 89% of workers lacking written contracts.

e Services: Professional roles show modest gains (female share rising from 12% to 18% in
education/healthcare), but informal care work remains predominant.

Intersectional Barriers for Minority Women

Christian and Hindu women in urban centers reported 35% lower wages than Muslim peers for
comparable work, compounded by religious discrimination in hiring. Similarly, transgender workers
faced near-total exclusion from formal employment, with 92% relying on begging or sex work
according to FGD participants in Karachi.

Policy Experimentation and Limited Impact

Provincial initiatives like Punjab’s Women-on-Wheels program (2016) and Sindh’s Home-Based
Workers Act (2018) showed localized successes but failed to scale. Evaluation of these interventions
reveals implementation gaps—for instance, only 0.2% of eligible home-based workers secured
registration under the Sindh Act by 2023, leaving most unable to access promised social protections.

The Delphi panel projections suggest these gender gaps will persist absent structural reforms, with
automation likely to displace women from routine manufacturing jobs (projected 18% loss by 2030)
while creating limited opportunities in platform-mediated care work. The data underscores that
Pakistan’s gendered labor market segmentation operates as both cause and consequence of broader
employment security erosion.

3.4 Gig Economy Growth and Its Challenges
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The rapid expansion of Pakistan’s digital gig economy presents a paradoxical development in the
country’s labor market landscape. While digital freelancing platforms reported 55% growth in
registered users between 2018-2023, our mixed-methods analysis reveals that this apparent
opportunity has introduced new forms of precarity for workers. Survey data indicates that 60% of gig
workers experience income instability exceeding that of traditional informal laborers, with monthly
earnings fluctuating by an average of 42%—a volatility coefficient nearly double that observed in
street vending or domestic work.’

Platform-Mediated Precarity
Three structural vulnerabilities characterize gig work in Pakistan:

1. Algorithmic Wage Suppression: 78% of interviewed freelancers reported progressive rate
cuts on platforms like Upwork and Fiverr, where intense competition drives bidding wars.
The average project fee for graphic design work fell from $85 in 2018 t0$52 in 2023, despite
rising skill requirements.

2. Payment Delays and Fraud: 33% of workers experienced client payment defaults, with
dispute resolution mechanisms favoring international buyers. Case studies reveal that
Pakistani freelancers spend 18% of their working hours chasing payments rather than
productive work.

3. Absence of Social Protections: Unlike registered SMEs, gig platforms provide no health
insurance, pensions, or injury coverage—a gap affecting 92% of surveyed workers.

Skill Polarization and Access Barriers
The gig economy exhibits extreme skill-based stratification:

e High-Skill Workers (software developers, UX designers): Capture 68% of platform earnings
while comprising just 12% of users.

e Low-Skill Workers (data entry, content moderation): Face diminishing returns, with real
earnings declining 23% since 2020.

Geospatial analysis shows that access to lucrative gig work remains concentrated in urban tech hubs
(Karachi, Lahore, Islamabad), where 81% of top-earning freelancers reside. Rural entrants face
compounded disadvantages—only 14% have reliable broadband, and 63% rely on internet cafes that
consume 22% of their earnings.

Gender Dimensions of Platform Work
While digital freelancing theoretically offers women flexible participation, cultural constraints
persist:

e Female freelancers report spending 31% more time securing clients than male peers due to
trust deficits.

e 72% use male pseudonyms to avoid harassment, limiting professional identity development.
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e Platform algorithms often steer women toward “feminized” tasks (virtual assistance,
transcription) that pay 40% less than male-dominated fields like programming.

Regulatory Vacuum and Worker Organizing
Pakistan’s labor laws remain silent on platform work, creating jurisdictional ambiguities. Emerging
worker-led responses include:

e The Digital Workers Union (founded 2021), which negotiates bulk service contracts to bypass
platforms.

e Community networks sharing vetted client lists to reduce fraud risks.

However, these initiatives reach just 7% of gig workers, leaving most exposed to unmediated market
risks. The Delphi panel warns that without policy intervention, automation may displace 45% of low-
skill gig jobs by 2030 while concentrating opportunities among a small, highly skilled elite. This
trajectory risks transforming the gig economy from a purported equalizer into yet another axis of
labor market stratification.

The study’s qualitative data captures this duality through workers’ narratives:

“Freelancing let me escape the garment factory’s abuse, but now I'm trapped in a different cage—
chasing ratings, terrified of algorithms.” (Female graphic designer, Faisalabad, 2023 interview)

This tension between opportunity and precarity underscores the need for regulatory frameworks that
address platform capitalism’s unique risks while preserving its potential for flexible employment.
Current trajectories suggest the gig economy is replicating—rather than resolving—the systemic
vulnerabilities plaguing Pakistan’s broader labor market.

4 Discussion and Policy Implications

The findings reveal a systemic erosion of employment security that transcends cyclical economic
fluctuations, pointing to structural deficiencies in Pakistan’s labor market governance. The inverse
relationship between GDP growth and employment quality challenges conventional development
paradigms that prioritize macroeconomic stability over labor market inclusivity.!'® This paradox
suggests that growth-oriented policies alone cannot address precarity among the social periphery
without targeted interventions to redistribute economic gains.

The projected intensification of automation, climate migration, and debt traps by 2025 necessitates
urgent policy recalibration. Automation risks displacing 18-45% of workers in manufacturing and
low-skill gig jobs according to Delphi projections, while climate-induced labor migration may swell
urban informal settlements by 30%. These intersecting crises demand a three-pronged policy
response: extending social protection to informal workers, creating adaptive safety nets for climate
migrants, and regulating platform work to prevent algorithmic exploitation.

A viable policy framework must address implementation gaps in existing initiatives like the Sindh
Home-Based Workers Act. Lessons from Brazil’s Unified Registry for Social Programs suggest that
integrating informal workers into national databases through mobile registration drives could
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overcome coverage barriers.!! Simultaneously, climate adaptation policies should incorporate labor
market safeguards, such as wage insurance for displaced agrarian workers modeled after
Bangladesh’s Climate Bridge Fund.!?

The study’s qualitative narratives reveal that precarity is not merely an economic condition but a
lived experience of systemic exclusion. A national database documenting these experiences could
inform advocacy efforts, as demonstrated by India’s Working Peoples’ Charter movement.'* Such
evidence-based advocacy must target the root causes of informality, including regressive taxation that
incentivizes off-the-books employment and financial exclusion that perpetuates debt bondage.

Methodological constraints in this research, particularly the reliance on self-reported income data and
the Delphi panel’s inherent subjectivity in forecasting, suggest avenues for future work. Longitudinal
studies tracking the same workers through climate and economic shocks could yield more precise
vulnerability assessments. Comparative research across South Asian labor markets may identify
transferable policy solutions, while ethnographic work could unpack how religious and gender
identities intersect with platform-mediated work.

The gig economy’s dual nature—as both an escape from traditional exploitation and a new vector of
precarity—underscores the need for regulatory innovation. Pakistan could pilot portable benefit
systems tied to digital work histories, building on experiments in California and the EU.!* Without
such interventions, the convergence of automation, climate stress, and financialization threatens to
deepen existing inequalities, leaving Pakistan’s social periphery increasingly vulnerable to systemic
shocks.

5 Conclusion

This study has systematically documented the erosion of employment security among Pakistan’s
social periphery from 2010 to 2025, revealing a widening “Security Gap” between macroeconomic
growth and labor market precarity. The findings demonstrate that informalization, climate shocks,
and platform-mediated work have collectively destabilized livelihoods, with marginalized groups—
particularly women, religious minorities, and climate-displaced workers—bearing disproportionate
risks. The inverse relationship between GDP growth and employment quality challenges
conventional development narratives, exposing systemic failures in redistributing economic gains.

The research underscores the urgent need for policy frameworks that bridge this Security Gap
through innovative social protections. Future studies should explore the longitudinal impacts of
intersecting crises on intergenerational mobility, while policymakers must prioritize portable benefits
for gig workers, climate-resilient labor markets, and gender-responsive social safety nets. Without
such interventions, Pakistan risks institutionalizing precarity as a permanent feature of its labor
landscape, with profound implications for social cohesion and sustainable development. The study’s
mixed-methods approach offers a template for analyzing employment security erosion in comparable
contexts, emphasizing the value of integrating lived experiences with structural analysis.
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