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Executive summary 
Today’s global context is inexorably marked by the aftermath of the deep crisis that hit the world in 

the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Alongside the health crisis, there was an energy and raw 

materials crisis that led to an economic and social downturn that affected all countries to a greater 

or lesser extent.  Severe economic downturns, job losses, the closure of numerous companies, mainly 

micro and small ones, increased deficits in public finances caused by higher spending to alleviate the 

fall in income and the search for economic recovery have been some of the main characteristics of 

this global crisis.  

Against this background, the Iniciativa Íñigo de Loyola (IIL) academic network, which had been working 

on the co-generation of a new meaning of the competitiveness concept that would be clearly 

associated with inclusive and sustainable welfare, found it relevant to analyse the different issues 

related to employment and the future of work. The key question is: how can we use the crisis as an 

opportunity to recover activity levels and generate decent, quality jobs?  

Focusing competitiveness on building inclusive, sustainable well-being puts the spotlight on one of 

the main human needs that brings together competitiveness and well-being: access to quality 

employment, which enables a dignified life through work. In a truly developed society, work is an 

essential dimension of social life, since it is not only a means of earning the income necessary for a 

dignified life, but also a channel for personal growth, for establishing healthy relationships, for self-

expression, for feeling co-responsible for the improvement of society. 

The articles presented here approach the subject from different perspectives and viewpoints: the 

challenge of labour informality and decent employment; the circular economy and its contribution 

to employment; human capital as a competitive advantage together with the development of new 

skills; and decent employment in the framework of a social and solidarity economy. 

Informality and decent employment 

Today the informal sector is the only feasible source of income for millions of people. In Latin America 

in particular, the size of the informal sector represents slightly more than a third of the region's GDP, 

although it has decreased compared to previous decades, and the crisis experienced in recent years 

has further highlighted the problem of informality. Although employment has been slowly 

recovering, there have also been significant falls in job quality indicators represented in different 

aspects of labour informality.  

The reality in many Latin American countries shows that informality is a strategic part of locally 

operating value chains, generally manifested in home-based maquila work, street vending networks 

and wholesale distribution networks for imported products. More recently, the fast-growing 

virtualisation of economy and work has given rise to the so-called platforms, generating a labour 

market that has no physical borders and is therefore extremely competitive. A significant number of 

low-skilled workers have been incorporated, who played a significant role during the health 

contingency period, with long working hours as their income depended on it. Only the platforms that 

have positioned themselves on a regional or global scale provide some incentives to boost 

productivity and good service, while most of them maintain a high degree of informality for their 

workers.  
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On the other hand, the informal sector and employment interact in different ways with the formal 

sector of economies. Many formal sector enterprises have relations with the informal sector and 

employment, while there are numerous networks in our societies where " informal" actors live and 

reproduce their modus vivendi, all of which makes the situation more complex. This raises the 

question of whether and how to formalise the informal economy, or whether the formal world is the 

only way to generate stability and favourable conditions for workers.  

This reality, involving a significant number of workers who are subject to all kinds of informal labour, 

has a greater structural complexity and specific cultural patterns that have often been overlooked 

and should be taken into account by public policy, if we legitimately want to ensure the dignity of 

work. To this end, emphasis should be placed on adapting labour market regulations, aimed at easing 

and facilitating the incorporation of informal workers into formal employment. Likewise, efforts 

should be made to remove bureaucratic rules to facilitate the incorporation of small businesses that, 

despite the costs involved, can see the benefits associated with formalisation.   

The contribution of the circular economy to the creation of quality employment 

A second strand of analysis relates to the development of the circular economy and its contribution 

to decent work, understood as productive work, performed in conditions of freedom, equity and 

security in such a way that it does not violate the intrinsic dignity of the human being; work with 

rights, protected within a framework of legal regulation, and dialogue and negotiation between the 

parties; in short, quality work.  

The study of several circular economy cases in Canada, Spain and Argentina shows the impact they 

have in generating decent work, mainly for groups that tend to be excluded for social, economic or 

technological reasons. In turn, this highlights the need to increase the added value derived from the 

circular economy process, which implies greater participation of people with increased training and 

education, aspects that result in decent employment.  

Moreover, it shows that the circular economy cases analysed have an impact on eight of the 

seventeen 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which brings about a number of lessons on 

the benefits of the circular economy. It generates decent work in the territory in which they are 

located; it also builds resilient infrastructures, promotes inclusive and sustainable industrialisation 

and fosters innovation. In turn, new services or products require skilled personnel to ensure market 

expectations are met. Moreover, new companies are transforming different sectors of industry, with 

several of them outperforming conventional companies that have been leaders in the same sector 

for years in terms of both economics and reputation. 

Human capital and development of new skills  

The development of human capital as a competitive advantage and the new competences demanded 

by the current context is the third strand of the general theme covered in these articles. Even before 

the pandemic from 2020 onwards, the trends of digitalisation and Industry 4.0 were already making 

people think about the future of employment and the need for workers to develop new skills. The 

crisis years have magnified the workplace and organisational changes triggered by the pandemic. 

These changes are impacting in different ways, bringing positive and negative consequences for 

people, which call for reflection from the perspective of organisational ethics and responsibility.  

One of the major trends driving the COVID-19 pandemic is the shift in the traditional work model, 

migrating towards a more flexible and worker-centred one. Increasing home-based work has given 
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rise to a labour market characterised by short-term or freelance contracts as opposed to permanent 

jobs, also encouraging employees to develop new skills and competences in line with labour market 

demands. In this context, many workers and entrepreneurs will have to adapt, retrain and reequip 

themselves to be able to adjust to the labour market. The challenge is to promote training in 

transversal skills to enable mobility between jobs in an uncertain context.  

Coaching and mentoring emerge as key activities to help people identify and explore both 

employment and learning opportunities. Training employees in new skills to optimise their 

performance or encouraging retraining so that they can adapt to a new position in the company 

should be recurrent practices that will contribute to the sustainability and development of both 

employees and companies. 

Decent employment and social and solidarity economy 

Finally, the fourth strand of analysis focuses on reviewing how the tensions and possibilities of decent 

employment are experienced in the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) conducted in three countries, 

Argentina, Mexico and El Salvador from three different perspectives.  

Is it possible to generate decent work in social and solidarity economy enterprises, while at the same 

time being sustainable in a capitalist-driven context? What is the potential of the SSE to contribute to 

decent work in today's reality? Three experiences in three countries with very different contexts, in 

poverty-stricken regions, with high inequality, low taxation and high informality show that social and 

solidarity economy experiences and their ecosystems have faced external and internal challenges in 

a resilient and determined manner.  

In turn, it is argued that the concept of reconciliation, often associated with contexts of armed 

conflict, can be successfully used to bridge logics and horizons of meaning, in dialogical tension 

between the SSE and the traditional capitalist economy. The SSE is not positioned as a 

straightforward, magic solution. On the contrary, it is a socio-economic alternative of reconciliation 

to generate decent work for partners or co-owners in entrepreneurial initiatives and their employees, 

as well as fair opportunities and an economically, socially and environmentally sustainable 

development. 

Strengthening the individual and, in particular, the collective capacities of the various actors that 

promote SSE initiatives in niches located in the great diversity of territories in Latin American 

countries, must be a priority due to their proven resilience and proactivity, and their potential for 

transformative innovation. Such a strategy can contribute to the required systemic changes 

especially related to social inclusion and the collective construction of a new reality. 
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