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Chapter 3
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Pedro López-Roldán, Renata Semenza, and Agustín Salvia

Abstract  The purpose of this chapter is to carry out a comparative analysis of 
labour markets in Europe and Latin America from the perspective of segmentation 
in order to explain the processes of social inequality that arise in the workplace, in 
light of recent trends in global socio-economic changes. The chapter proposes two 
main objectives. The first is to perform a comparative descriptive analysis of the 
main features of labour markets among 60 European and Latin American countries. 
The second objective is to propose a model of comparative analysis of labour 
inequality from the theoretical perspective of the segmentation of the labour market 
and structural heterogeneity. We will focus our analysis by selecting two countries, 
Spain and Argentina, which both underwent a late development of capitalism. The 
following general hypothesis is formulated: Spain and Argentina, having clearly 
differentiated features in economic structure, level of development, institutional 
frameworks and socio-historical processes, show common dynamics in the structur-
ing of the capitalist labour market between a primary and secondary segment. Using 
equivalent databases on the workforce a typology of segmentation of employment 
is constructed that show, in addition to the specificities of each country, the similari-
ties in the structuring of the labour market.
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3.1  �Introduction

The general purpose of this chapter is to perform a comparative analysis of the 
labour markets in Europe and Latin America, focusing on the cases of Spain and 
Argentina, in order to develop a model for analysis from the perspective of labour 
market segmentation and thereby explain the processes of social inequality in terms 
of employment. The proposal is to do so by applying a single method of analysis to 
ensure coherent comparison of the structures of the inequalities in both labour mar-
kets, on the understanding that the two cases involve different institutional contexts 
and levels of economic development.

There are two objectives. The first is to conduct a comparative descriptive analy-
sis of the main characteristics of labour markets in European (Spain, Italy, France, 
Great Britain and Finland) and Latin American (Argentina, Chile, Brazil, Mexico 
and Uruguay) INCASI member countries in the context of a selection of 60 coun-
tries from both territories. Using a series of indicators on the functions and struc-
tures of the labour markets in these countries, the main patterns that differentiate 
each of them are identified. This information presents the situation regarding labour 
in each country, revealing the common specificities and characteristics, and leading 
to the construction of a typology of models for the general structure of labour 
markets.

The second and principal objective is to propose a model for comparative analy-
sis of labour inequality processes from the theoretical perspective of labour market 
segmentation and structural heterogeneity. After explaining the conceptual founda-
tions of the analysis model, the following initial general hypothesis is formulated: 
European and Latin American countries, with clearly differentiated characteristics 
both in terms of economic structure and level of development, and with specific 
institutional frameworks and socio-historical processes, present similar dynamics in 
terms of structure of the capitalist labour market on the basis of a classification of 
labour segments of similar characteristics that structurally differentiates between a 
primary and secondary segment. To investigate this hypothesis, we shall focus the 
study on two chosen project countries: Spain and Argentina, which were both late 
to develop capitalism, although in clearly different socio-historical and institutional 
contexts. Using equivalent databases on the workforces in each country and stan-
dardising the information for comparative analysis, we produce a typology of labour 
segmentation in each country that presents the similarities in their labour market 
structures and their expression in terms of labour and social inequality. Hence our 
thesis is that there are common patterns of labour segmentation that are explained 
by the confluence of supply and demand factors in each country, albeit operated 
from particular institutional and developmental contexts and dynamics for which 
reason we require specific explanatory factors of these general shared mechanisms.

One of the classic concerns of sociology has been to identify the sources of social 
inequality. In contrast to the expectations of social theory (Parsons 1951), according 
to which modernisation has led to convergence and a reduction in disparities in 
income, consumption and lifestyles, inequalities have increased in global and 
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technological societies. Under the pressure of economic-organisational, political-
institutional and social changes (Crouch 2014), labour markets are part of the sce-
nario of globalisation and the development of digital technologies, whose 
combination is leading to a new international division of labour. The expansion of 
the tertiary sector and the decline of traditional institutions that oversee collective 
industrial relations are leading to an increase in non-standard labour conditions and 
new kinds of professionals in emerging economic sectors (Semenza and Pichault 
2019), associated to platform capitalism, the sharing economy and the gig economy. 
A broader socio-economic debate has developed regarding the inequality generated 
by the processes of categorising and hierarchizing the workforce, which assign 
workers to positions inside, outside or in between company boundaries (Granovetter 
and Tilly 1988). In short, we can speak of a new scenario that involves the combina-
tion of four general questions.

The first and most important refers to globalisation and the Global Value Chain 
(GVC) (Gereffi et al. 2005), in production, in the fragmentation of production pro-
cesses and, therefore, in the growth of a huge freedom of use by firms of the labour 
factor. Companies can work with very different labour systems and use them selec-
tively, and decide how to move production and what to move, without the slightest 
possibility of impact on the part of the unions. In the presence of a new type of 
internet-based company and of outsourcing that produces a chain of contracts and 
subcontracts, labour conditions within a company are extremely guided by relations 
with other national, multinational and foreign companies. Labour markets are influ-
enced by the transnational migration of workers, which affects employment and 
wage levels.

The second is the question of technology, which has a decisive influence on the 
kinds of work and the organisation of labour and refers to the impact of digital tech-
nologies on productivity, subjectivity and quality of labour. Many labour activities 
and jobs are expected to disappear in the coming years (Frey and Osborne 2017; 
Arntz et al. 2016). Unions continue to control and defend a labour structure that is 
becoming obsolete, and have yet to enter the circuits of digital technologies.

The theory of a capitalist ‘networked society’ (Castells 2000) focuses on the 
spread of digital social networks across national borders and into almost all of soci-
ety’s subsystems. The global information economy is based on the extraordinary 
power of information and communication technologies to coordinate markets and a 
large number of social functions. Conflicts, inequalities and social exclusion are 
increasingly arising from the effects of network structures.

The third general question is job instability, which has spread to all sectors of 
activity, and even professional and managerial positions are being hit (Kalleberg 
2009; Standing 2011). Since the 1990s, socio-economic debate has viewed a flexi-
ble labour market to be the organisational solution to enable companies to adapt 
more easily to market fluctuations, increasing their performance through a reduc-
tion in surplus labour. The different forms of instability have increased in all devel-
oped economies, as an unavoidable aspect of the new forms of business organisation 
that are typical of so-called slim, post-industrial capitalism. However, the different 

3  Comparing Inequalities in the Labour Market from a Segmentation Perspective



68

sectors of the labour market have not all participated in these changes to the 
same extent.

A fourth question concerns the processes of structural exclusion of the workforce 
that, as a result of unequal and heterogeneous capitalist development across regions, 
sectors and occupational profiles, are happening in both advanced and underdevel-
oped societies, leading to an aggregate demand for formal employment that is 
unable to fully absorb all of the available labour supply. This has meant that the 
worldwide reduction in unemployment has not been accompanied by improvements 
in the quality of work (ILO 2019). So there is still a worrying issue of labour pov-
erty, poor quality employment and persistent inequalities in the labour market. This 
process tends to be worse both in central and medium-developed countries as a 
result of technological changes and productive reconversion processes, the crisis of 
traditional forms of employment in local economies, the emergence of new busi-
nesses and illegal forms of unstable work, the renewed pressure generated by forced 
migration on an international level, the divergences in demographic transitions in 
terms of social inequality, and many other factors. Among the issues to highlight is 
the on-going divide between women and men in employment. These trends seem to 
have taken a new direction in the current context of globalisation, and national 
social security systems are unable to meet the welfare requirements arising from 
this situation, which is expressed by such persistent phenomena as forced inactivity, 
chronic unemployment and the many forms of poverty and marginalisation of labour.

In these main contexts of change, inequality is not always expressed the same 
way, because it involves different dimensions and may change over time. By focus-
ing on an analysis of the way the labour market operates, we will particularly be 
putting ourselves in a paradigmatic position from which to observe social inequali-
ties as an interplay of processes and dynamics from unequal positions of origin that 
are then reproduced, and others that are generated in this area, but also without 
denying the existence of the phenomena of upward occupational mobility.

Various theoretical perspectives deal with the representation of inequalities in 
modern society. From this perspective, we observe a shift from a concept based on 
‘inequality of conditions’, which refers to the unequal distribution of income, wealth 
and material goods, to the idea of ​​‘inequality of opportunities’, which refers to the 
unequal distribution of life opportunities. In consequence, a representation of 
inequality involves discerning which groups or individuals are victims, in accor-
dance with a model of social justice based more on equal opportunities (as a starting 
point) than on achieving equal conditions (as an arrival point). In contrast to the 
model that had characterised the phase of Fordist capitalism and its class structure, 
the new model supposes that individuals have the same opportunities to achieve 
certain social conditions (for example, through education), no matter how unequal 
they are (Dubet 2010). This is a means to legitimise the ‘correct inequalities’ derived 
from individual responsibilities, in a manner consistent with what Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim (2001) called the ‘individualisation’ of modern societies, to show how 
institutions and social organisation reclassify the processes of exclusion and dis-
crimination as a result of individual career paths and choices. Since the 1980s, both 
social theories and public discourse have gradually shifted from the structural 
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sources of inequalities, where the state and institutions play a key role in increasing 
or reducing socioeconomic disparities, to the inequality that arises out of individual 
responsibilities and is attributed to personal characteristics.

A second observable aspect is that the attention given to inequalities is focused 
more today on ‘income inequalities’ within developed western economies than on 
‘social inequalities’. As Ramos Pinto (2016) pointed out, we are witnessing the 
predominance of the ‘income inequality’ approach, as represented so well by 
Piketty’s (2013) worthy demonstration of how the concentration of personal wealth 
has grown since 1980. It is somewhat narrow-minded to only view personal attri-
butes as responsible for income mobility. From the point of view of social scientists, 
and from sociology in particular, the hegemony of economic methods, the recon-
struction of patterns of income distribution and language, have limited a potentially 
broader understanding of inequalities.1

The availability of international data series means it is possible to measure 
inequalities between countries. In Europe, we observe a dual effect of inequality. 
Although the process of European economic integration led to a reduction in 
inequalities between nations up to 2008, that convergence was partially interrupted 
by the effects of the economic and financial crisis and austerity policies. These have 
produced, as is well known, different consequences for the standard of living among 
Europeans, with an increase in poverty especially in the countries of southern 
Europe, compared to the Scandinavian countries and continental Europe. Therefore, 
there is significant inequality within the European Union on a territorial level.

However, together with this geographical divide, a second dimension of inequal-
ity is observed, based on the image of social differentiation in the European popula-
tion, which is common and transversal to all national contexts. The socio-demographic 
characteristics that differentiate people (young or old, male or female, migrant or 
native, high or low level of education and skills) largely determine their life, career 
and income prospects.

The thesis of the ‘dualization of inequality’ (Heidenreich 2016), which refers in 
particular to the current situation in the European labour market, particularly high-
lights this dual level of geographical inequality and social stratification. While the 
inequalities between developed and emerging/developing economies have been 
reduced, internal social differentiation within countries and between regions, firms, 
sectors of activity, and even more between social groups and worker categories, is 
increasing, especially when considering the broader coordination and fragmenta-
tion of labour conditions and contracts. The inequalities related to belonging to one 
social group as opposed to another are clearly observable. Generational inequality 

1 Tony Atkinson, who made an extraordinary contribution to the measurement of inequality and 
poverty, viewed income inequality from an unconventional perspective, namely the loss of social 
welfare associated to an unequal distribution of income. In other words, he considered the analysis 
of inequality as a basis for policies and suggested a series of concrete measures to reduce it. 
Atkinson’s (2015) ultimate goal was to transform economic analysis into political action, and 
hence he recommended new and ambitious policies in five areas: technology, employment, social 
security, capital distribution and taxes.
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in career paths (effects of age-based discrimination), inequality in terms of income 
production and inequality in access to social protection are paradigmatic.

The main drivers of change (globalisation, technological progress and instabil-
ity) cannot be separated from specific national factors, such as the choices made by 
governments regarding taxes and social protection. In fact, in all nations we can 
observe a variety of different ways to organise society and distribute income and 
opportunities, and which vary substantially in terms of the scope and efficiency to 
reduce inequality. For example, in such an emblematically egalitarian society as 
Sweden, a new tax policy and certain reforms of the welfare state are changing the 
distribution of income, benefitting the wealthier classes ahead of the rest of the 
population. In other words, “it costs less to be rich” (Pelling 2019).

The intensification of economic and social inequalities within labour markets, 
whose homogeneity was a prerogative of the Fordist system, implies the need to 
rethink the fundamental link between economic efficiency and social justice, which 
has been so crucial for European democracies that have widely reduced investments 
in welfare policies, diminishing the role of the state in mitigating risks.

The analysis of these issues from the perspective of labour market segmentation 
offers a paradigmatic vantage point from which to observe social inequalities, and 
led us to propose a methodological strategy for comparative analysis between coun-
tries that is open to the possibility of producing theoretical formulations that cross a 
society’s boundaries (Holt and Turner 1970). This comparative methodology is 
designed from the recognition of the existing duality, in macro-social units, between 
similar systems and different systems (Caïs 1997) with the aim to explain conver-
gences and divergences of social processes in time and space. We do this in the text 
by first comparing, for contextual reasons, the position of a wide selection of 
European and Latin American countries in terms of a selection of labour market 
indicators, and, second, by examining the particular cases of Spain and Argentina 
through the formulation of an analysis method that is theoretically grounded on the 
perspective of segmentation and structural heterogeneity. From these analyses, we 
shall draw relevant conclusions to advance in this line of comparative international 
research.

3.2  �Characterisation of European and Latin American 
Labour Markets

The defining features of the labour markets in both continents clearly reveal major 
differences in relation to certain structural aspects that have arisen out of contrasting 
levels of development, dynamics and particular economic-productive structures, as 
well as specific historical processes and institutionalisations of labour relations. We 
shall first present this contrast in the form of the existing socioeconomic distances 
between these countries, while also revealing the profiles that seem to form groups, 
thereby configuring a general descriptive typology.
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We will consider, on the one hand, a selection of Latin American and European 
countries for which we have a set of comparable indicators based on the proposal 
produced by the International Labour Office and contained in the 17 Key Indicators 
of the Labour Market -KLIM- (ILO 2016). Specifically, the variables highlighted in 
Table 3.1 have been considered for an initial selection of 60 European and Latin 
American countries for which we have sufficient data.

To synthesise and structure all of the information on these 13 indicators for the 
60 selected countries, a principal component analysis is applied in order to obtain 
the most important patterns that differentiate between countries, together with a 
cluster analysis to group the countries that most resemble each other in a general 
classification of labour markets.

Figure 3.1 shows the results obtained from the two main factorial axes that accu-
mulate 68% of the variance explained. Factor 1 accumulates most of the variance, 
51%, and reveals a latent dimension associated with a greater or lesser level of 
development. In this dimension, the negative polarity includes long hours of work, 
high levels of employment in the agricultural sector and a high proportion of young 
people who do not work or study, as well as low levels for the variables that define 
the other polarity of that main dimension, the positive one, namely high productiv-
ity, the importance of the service sector, high occupational status and educational 
levels, high salaries, high income and a framework of labour relations with a con-
siderable presence of unions and coverage of bargaining. As shown in the graph, 
most of the most developed European countries are located towards the extreme of 

Table 3.1  Selected key indicators of the labour market

No. of 
variable

KLIM 
number KLIM Indicator

1 1 Employment-to-population ratio
2 2 Status in employment: employees
3 3 Employment by sector: agriculture and services
4 4 Employment by occupation: Managers, professionals and 

technics
5 5 Employment by education: advanced level
6 6 Hours of work
7 8 Unemployment rate
8 9 Labour underutilization
9 10 Youth not in employment, education or training (NEET rate).

10 12 Monthly earnings
11 14 Labour productivity
12 16 Labour dependency ratio
13 17 Industrial relations: trade union density

Source: International Labour Office, 2016
KLIM variables: 7. Informal employment, 11. Time-related underemployment, 13. Labour costs 
and 15. Employment by economic class, are not considered in the absence of data for many 
countries
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this latter polarity, while most but not all Latin American countries are located in 
the former.

Factor 2, with less important 17% of the variance explained, expresses a dimen-
sion associated with employability. It contrasts, on the one hand, high levels of 
activity or employment against high levels of unemployment and underutilisation of 
the workforce, on the other. This factor contributes to an internal differentiation of 
the features mentioned with regard to the first dimension, whereby most of the Latin 
American countries, which have higher levels of employability, are separated from 
the less developed European countries with low employability. Meanwhile, the 
most developed European countries, despite not differing so much in terms of this 
aspect of employability, do present certain differences between the more 
Mediterranean countries with lower employability levels and the Eastern countries 
with higher levels.

So, depending on these two factors, four types of countries are configured as 
shown by the colours in Fig. 3.1. Groups 1 and 2 share the features of less develop-
ment and differ in terms of employability. Group 2 includes most Latin American 
countries, along with Romania, while Group 1 includes the least developed European 
countries with the lowest employability, along with Costa Rica and Brazil. Groups 
3 and 4 are those with the highest levels of development, differing along a scale 
between those of the highest level in Group 4, essentially the countries of central 
and northern Europe, and the countries in Group 3, which are mostly from the south 
and east. In the latter case, in addition to the internal differences as mentioned in 
terms of employability, Argentina is also included on the outer limit of the group.

Spain and Argentina are the two countries that we have chosen for the compari-
son that we shall be examining in greater depth later on. These two countries are in 
an intermediate position in the development dimension, Spain being more highly 
placed, and with differences in the level of employability, which is higher in 
Argentina, due to the significant unemployment rates in the Mediterranean country 
and the relevance of the informal sector in the latter’s economy, which benefits, 
albeit in instable conditions, the employability of the population. Meanwhile, both 
countries have different social models, as explained in the previous chapter. Spain is 
characterised by a mixed or semi-coordinated economy, while Argentina identifies 
with an informal uncoordinated economic system.

3.3  �Inequality in the Labour Market from the Perspective 
of Segmentation

Our perspective in this chapter deals with the characteristics and conditions under 
which segmented labour markets operate in Europe and Latin America, in other 
words their effects in terms of flexibility and instability, i.e. job quality. Labour and 
employment segments are also viewed as the expression of the structure of social 
inequalities in the productive labour market, and the crystallisation of the social 
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logic that coordinates the time and work of the production and reproduction of life 
in a social and institutional context that models them. To present the social pro-
cesses underlying the social inequalities that are generated in the labour market, our 
perspective combines two main theoretical approaches: the perspective of labour 
market segmentation and the perspective of structural heterogeneity.

First, to explain how the labour market works and the persistent labour inequali-
ties that arise from it, we take the theoretical perspective of segmentation, whereby 
it is argued that the adjustment between supply and demand as a result of competi-
tive allocation based on wage productivity, technological changes and trends in eco-
nomic growth, is an insufficient explanatory mechanism to account for differences 
in wages and career paths, and the unequal positions that are generated in terms of 
labour conditions and job quality.

From this perspective, we stress the need to consider the institutional aspects that 
affect the labour market, the strategies of the parties involved taking into account the 
system of labour relations, with its regulatory framework and collective bargaining, 
different social and welfare policies, the social characteristics of the workforce, the 
sexual division of labour, as well as contextual elements of national production 
structures, of the global economy and of economic cycles, in a capitalist system 
dominated by neoliberal policies.

These different elements affect the configuration of common general dynamics 
regarding the division of labour and employment in terms of segmentation, beyond 
specific local or national configurations. Following Grimshaw et al. (2017) we pro-
pose the adoption of a multidimensional perspective involving factors that explain 
how the labour market works and how labour inequalities are generated. The revised 
proposal by Grimshaw et al. (2017), inspired by the intellectual contributions by Jill 
Rubery and the Cambridge school, as well as the International Working Party on 
Labour Market Segmentation, proposes a combination of three theoretical traditions 
to account for inequalities in work and employment: labour market segmentation, 
comparative institutionalism and the feminist socioeconomic approach. We now 
briefly account for each of these three aspects, in relation to which then we produce 

Fig. 3.2  Labour market segmentation. Analysis model
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a specific model of analysis adapted to the study of employment as illustrated sche-
matically in Fig. 3.2.

First, from the perspective of segmentation, and in contrast to the traditional 
postulates of neoclassical economics, the demand side must be viewed as funda-
mental. At the centre of the analysis are found the business strategies for the organ-
isation of production and labour (especially flexibilisation, outsourcing and 
subcontracting) that, seeking to maximise profits by minimising costs and control-
ling the workforce, generate unequal labour conditions and opportunities for the 
salaried working population, and consequently for their career paths. However, 
inequalities are also reproduced and arise in interaction with the supply side. Certain 
social characteristics of workers hired both formally and informally, such as class, 
gender, age, immigrant origin or race, are unevenly distributed and overlapped 
according to the configuration of segmented jobs, thus favouring the ultimate goals 
of employers. Inequalities are thus constructed, creating hierarchical employment 
segments and career paths, of greater or lesser quality, filled by people from differ-
ent social profiles, which the segmentationist literature has identified in terms of the 
duality of the labour market, differentiating between a primary and a secondary 
segment. This idea has been raised, in general terms, in numerous contributions 
since the 1970s, including among many others Doeringer and Piore (1971), Rubery 
(1978, 2005, 2007), Gordon et al. (1982), Wilkinson (1981), Craig et al. (1982), 
Recio (1991), Grimshaw and Rubery (2005), Gibert (2011) and López-Roldán and 
Fachelli (2019).

Secondly, from comparative institutionalist theory, the societal effect derived 
from the role of institutions and the power relations between stakeholders is consid-
ered a fundamental issue for explaining the configuration and workings of the labour 
market. From this perspective, aside from the logic of conflict between capital and 
labour, we also need to consider the rules and standards that sustain education and 
vocational training systems, the welfare state and social protection systems, gender 
relations, organisation of families and homes, labour relations, behaviour in the 
workplace and business cultures, corporate governance and innovation systems. 
The interaction between these elements structures the observable inequalities in 
labour and employment. In this regard, we may speak of varieties of capitalism. In 
particular, the regulatory regime of each nation state establishes a specific frame-
work for modulating the labour market and its effects in terms of labour inequali-
ties, whereby it accompanies and reinforces, with greater or lesser emphasis 
depending on the employment model and the policies applied, inequalities and the 
segmentation of the labour market, heightening the risk of exclusion of some of the 
weakest workers, generating far from decent job conditions and even threatening 
the quality of jobs for the highest ranked groups. Hence, the contextual institutional 
elements offer specific explanations for the phenomenon of segmentation, avoiding 
overly simplistic universal theorisations of a phenomenon that can nevertheless be 
considered widespread across capitalist economies. Studies along such lines include 
those by Esping-Andersen (2000), Hall and Soskice (2001), Menz (2008), Vaughan-
Whitehead (2015), Burroni (2016), Del Pino and Rubio (2016) and Doellgast et al. 
(2018). Meanwhile, segmentation is dynamically expressed in terms of mobility 
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processes and career paths that also express processes of labour inequality (Miguélez 
and López-Roldán 2014; Verd and López-Andreu 2016; Martín Artiles et al. 2018).

Thirdly, the tradition of feminist socioeconomics has focused the study of seg-
mentation processes in terms of gender inequality, broadening the perspective and 
breaking away from androcentric views focused on the productive sphere. From a 
broad vision of the concept of work, taking into account the interaction between the 
productive and reproductive spheres, and revealing the segregation and discrimina-
tion of women in terms of labour (Humphries and Rubery 1984, Bettio and 
Verashchagina 2009), the segmentation model has a strong capacity for explaining 
the mechanisms that underlie the generation of labour and social inequalities. The 
inequalities observed in work and employment between men and women are 
explained by the confluence of different elements: the sexual division of labour, the 
persistence of a social and cultural context of patriarchal dominance, the reproduc-
tion of the tendency among employers to devalue and segregate female labour, or 
the interconnections between the welfare and care systems, the regulation of labour 
and the way the labour market functions (Bettio and Plantenga 2004; Simonazzi 
2009), as has been made apparent for Spain (Carrasquer et al. 2015). These develop-
ments serve to explain the different career paths of men and women (Borrás et al. 
2012; Torns et al. 2013; Carrasquer and Amaral 2019), as well as the different gen-
der impacts of the ‘Great Recession’ (Rubery 2014; González Gago and Segales 
Kirzner 2014; Kushi and McManus 2018; Sánchez-Mira and O’Reilly 2018).

These three core areas of segmentalist theory can also be framed in an analysis 
of the patterns and trends in changes in the global economy, as well as in the specific 
context of a territory’s productive structure and level of economic development.

It is particularly in this regard that we contemplate the perspective of structural 
heterogeneity. This approach was introduced by Prebisch (1949) and formalised in 
the 1970s by Pinto (1970) and later PREALC (1978), and is still in force today in 
the conceptual framework of CEPAL (2012). This approach takes the perspective of 
historical structuralism to understand the economic and social workings of Latin 
American countries. According to this theory, in capitalist economies subject to an 
unequal, combined and dependent development model (the dominant one in Latin 
America), modern, high productivity production sectors, integrated into world mar-
kets, with similar labour organisations and relations to those of the most developed 
countries coexist alongside very low productivity production sectors that are mainly 
focused on the domestic market, linked to social subsistence needs and involving 
informal economic units or activities. The existence of an absolute surplus of labour 
and labour segmentation would be a consequence of these productive constraints 
whose corollary would be the segmentation of jobs in the labour market into subsis-
tence activities typical of the secondary segment and formal jobs in the formal pri-
vate and public sectors typical of the primary segment, and hence inequalities in 
living conditions that are persistent over time (Salvia 2012).

This social dynamic is expressed in the mechanisms for the selection, opening or 
closing of opportunities through economic agents and regulatory institutions at the 
level of each market. Labour inequality is structured around certain groups (young 
people, women, migrants, unskilled, etc.), as well as economic-occupational sectors 

P. López-Roldán et al.



77

and segments that are affected by conditions of structural heterogeneity: non-
professional self-employed workers, informal micro-units, social cooperatives, des-
titute jobs, etc. So, one of the sources of the inequalities that arise in the labour 
market is the incidence of a production structure that segments positions and, in 
turn, is the cause of its structural effects on different processes and dimensions that 
shape unequal living conditions.

Given certain initial conditions for social inequality and reproduction, particu-
larly in the sexual division of productive and reproductive labour, the dynamics of 
the labour market’s interaction with these initial conditions are expressed in its seg-
mentation as a result of the interaction of four central elements: the socio-economic 
productive structure, business strategies for production and organisation of labour, 
the institutional structure that regulates social relations in terms of labour that shape 
a certain social model of employment and the social characteristics of the workforce.

We understand that to account for inequalities in the labour market, it is essential 
to verify the existence of a production structure that determines the characteristics 
of employment and the structure of the labour market. This socio-historically rooted 
factor is associated to productive forces and regulatory institutions, but implies 
accounting for a mechanism via which the segmentation of the labour market is 
configured, and which both structural heterogeneity theory in Latin America and 
non-orthodox theories on labour market segmentation have expressed. From this 
theoretical perspective, our general hypothesis, which we shall shortly be analysing 
for the comparative cases of Spain and Argentina, will establish, on the one hand, 
that there is no single market that adjusts supply and demand but that different hier-
archical segments are configured depending on job quality and, on the other, in 
terms of employment, that we expect to find a similar general structure of the labour 
markets in Spain and Argentina.

3.4  �Comparative Analysis of Labour Market Segmentation 
in Spain and Argentina

If we analyse both countries in terms of the social model developed in Chap. 2, 
where the labour relations model and the welfare model were interrelated as regula-
tory institutions to correct social inequalities from the pre-distributive or post-
distributive point of view, we find that Spain and Argentina have two different 
models. Spain’s is that of a mixed or semi-coordinated economy, characteristic of 
Mediterranean countries, while Argentina’s is typical of Latin America, namely an 
informal uncoordinated economy. We now describe some of these specific features 
of the context of each country.
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3.4.1  �The Context of the Spanish Labour Market

The Spanish labour market has historically been characterised by large fluctuations 
in the volume of employment (Banyuls and Recio 2017), plus high levels of unem-
ployment and temporary employment and hence labour segmentation, generating 
the social phenomenon of flexible employment (Prieto 2002; Miguélez 2004). 
Public employment policies have been implemented in a context of debate over the 
supposed rigidity of the labour market in terms of recruitment and the negotiation 
of wages. However, statistics show that it is actually a country that has maintained 
Europe’s highest levels of atypical employment over time, due to the specificity of 
its employment model (Bosch et al. 2009). There is no ignoring the persistence of a 
production structure and certain business strategies that have generated a labour 
market with high rates of temporary work and unemployment (Fina and Toharia 
1987; Banyuls and Recio 2017).

The Spanish employment model is identified as Mediterranean neoliberal 
(Banyuls et al. 2009) where different characteristics are combined within a socio-
economic model resulting from rapid and profound changes in which structures and 
dynamics inherited from the dictatorship converge with major transformations that 
have been implanted in times of democracy. This model is the result of the conver-
gence of various defining characteristics: a service productive structure with a pre-
dominance of small and medium enterprises, with particularly intensive use of 
labour, low qualifications and relatively low productivity; a production system that 
is isolated from the education system; Taylorist business practices, with cost-cutting 
strategies and external flexibilisation of labour management with scant interest in 
training; an economy that includes a relatively large amount of undeclared labour; a 
low number of large high technology companies; and union action mainly being 
limited to large companies and unable to operate in the broad network of small 
companies, even though the unions are well recognised and institutionally legiti-
mated. All of this has led to and maintained high segmentation of the labour market 
and high levels of unemployment.

To this is added a weak welfare system, where, although we should also recog-
nise that the state has improved its services and benefits since the establishment of 
democracy, the fiscal system and policies that restrict the public sector have yet to 
fully resolve, in comparison to the rest of Europe, the inequalities that this employ-
ment model generates and which has to be compensated by generous family sup-
port, with the effects that this entails when it comes to ending gender inequalities if 
a fair social model is to be defended in terms of the distribution of everyday time 
and activities.

In this power struggle, we should first note that Spain’s production structure has 
always been characterised by the importance of labour-intensive low productivity 
activities. During modernisation, a cumulative process has occurred whereby the 
service sector has expanded at the expense of agriculture and industry on the basis 
of business policies promoting low-cost labour, flexible labour management and 
control of the workforce. Hence the growth in productivity has generally been very 
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moderate. The predominance of a broad network of small and medium enterprises 
has reinforced this strategy and largely explains the weak competitive position of 
many activities with little added value. Large companies, meanwhile, are concen-
trated in sectors such as banking, construction, tourism and public services, generat-
ing limited surpluses, little technological innovation and a weak position in the 
international economy.

Second, in times of democracy, labour relations have involved the major institu-
tionalisation of trade unions and business organisations. This can be identified with 
a model that Hall and Soskice (2001), when discussing varieties of capitalism, call 
coordinated economies, where neo-corporatist structures to institutionalise social 
consensus exist alongside collective bargaining. In Spain, this neo-corporatism 
would be of a medium or mixed level, where tripartite social dialogue has typically 
been produced via external institutional mechanisms, focused on issues related to 
the labour market and social policy, adopting a strong distributive nature and having 
little impact on the formulation of general economic policies, and acting in an inter-
mittent manner depending on the economic cycle and the policies of the party in 
power (Molina and Miguélez 2016). In the particular case of trade unions, general 
bargaining is legitimised, and unions have participated in different tripartite agree-
ments throughout democracy, but they are too weak to guarantee compliance with 
these agreements, since their presence in small and medium enterprises is so lim-
ited. This situation dualises trade union action and reinforces the segmentation pro-
cess, since the unions are strong in large companies, where jobs are predominantly 
of good quality, and weak in small companies, which are the ones that experience 
the effects of the different policies that are leading to segmentation (Alós-
Moner 2008).

Thirdly, we note that since the transition to democracy numerous labour reforms 
have sought to regulate the Spanish labour market. There was a major turning point 
in 1984 with the act that abolished the ‘causality principle’ that was typically 
included in temporary contracts. Since then, successive reforms have introduced 
measures to deregulate and flexibilise contracts and these have helped to bring the 
costs of temporary and indefinite contracts more in line, while also maintaining a 
high proportion of poor quality work without changing the preference among 
employers for temporary contracts (Toharia 2011). The general aim of the process 
has been to reduce labour costs, and this has discouraged innovation and qualified 
jobs, leading to stronger labour market segmentation. In addition to these partial 
reforms, there have also been marginal attempts to weaken the capacity for collec-
tive bargaining or limit unemployment benefits. This has especially been the case 
since the 2012 reform that decentralised and prioritised bargaining at the company 
level, giving employers a greater margin for discretion when differentiating labour 
conditions and inequalities (Cebrián et al. 2013; Martín Artiles et al. 2017; Alòs-
Moner et al. 2017). The tension between the implementation of more liberal policies 
and resistance to the same has tipped the scales more towards neoliberal capitalism 
in line with international trends.

This tension has also been expressed in the construction of a welfare state that is 
limited by neoliberal policies aimed at reducing the role of the state in the economy 
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and society. However, the Spanish Mediterranean regime, rooted in its cultural pat-
terns, with the indispensable provider role of families and ever-persistent gender 
divisions, has expanded considerably, although its social protection function has 
suffered the contradictions of that tension with cuts in public spending, a good part 
of which is concentrated on unemployment benefits and subsidies, with little invest-
ment in active employment and training policies, which are below the European 
average. Early school dropout, the limited weight of vocational training and high 
levels of underemployment of young people with a high level of education continue 
to be the touchstones of Spanish society. Meanwhile, attempts to reduce gender 
inequalities by balancing domestic and care work with paid work have been a slow 
process, especially in the private sector, although the highly widespread incorpora-
tion of women into the labour market means that the country is irreversibly headed 
towards increasing reduction of the gender divide. The effects that this situation will 
have on the future of the pension system, given the decrease in contributions and 
demographic trends, are another matter entirely.

In summary, we could speak of diverse and contradictory dynamics in a universal 
welfare system that is characterised, in relation to European levels, as being of low 
quality and low cost (Martín-Artiles 2008; Banyuls et al. 2009). The last 40 years 
have produced profound and rapid changes that have led to the modernisation of the 
country, but it is one where the structural dynamics and problems that reproduce 
social inequalities persist. It is a system whose weaknesses re-emerge and worsen in 
crisis situations such as the Great Recession of 2008, and the current phase of slow 
recovery has failed to get the country back to its pre-crisis levels.

3.4.2  �The Context of the Argentinian Labour Market

In the last five decades, Argentinian society has experienced major on-going 
economic-financial instabilities, which have had regressive effects on the labour 
market, both in terms of job creation and the evolution of real wages and the amount 
of informal labour, among other aspects (Salvia et al. 2018). This labour market 
behaviour was not unrelated to the performance of the production structure, the 
macro-economy and labour institutions. The latter, in turn, has proven to be highly 
endogenous to changes in macroeconomic models and political-economic cycles 
and conjunctures (Bertranou and Casanova 2015).

It is in this context that we should understand the particular increase in poverty 
and social inequality in recent decades in a country that has a high potential for 
production and major competitive advantages for the production of primary goods 
on an international level. The structural heterogeneity of the labour market, its 
increasing segmentation and the formation of a large sector of surplus population 
taking refuge in informal activities (Bertranou et al. 2013), are persistent underlying 
factors of the regime of accumulation in Argentina. These are still distinctive aspects 
of the way the labour market works in the country, even despite the recovery and 
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formalisation of employment in each cycle of expansion (Salvia 2014; Salvia and 
Rubio 2019; Poy 2017).

In the last 30 years of Argentinian history, the labour market has acted in differ-
ent and contrasting ways. In the late 1990s, not only did unemployment rise, but job 
quality deteriorated too, as a result of the increase in informal labour and unstable 
employment in the formal segment. Following the socioeconomic crisis of the start 
of the century (2001–2002), labour market indicators improved, unemployment fell 
and there was an increase in formal paid employment. However, from 2009, in a 
context of greater economic volatility, these improvements tended to stagnate, or 
even drop off, particularly following the crises of 2014–2016–2018, and partially 
regressive reforms to labour policies from 2016 onwards.

In the 1990s, in a context of structural reforms and economic liberalisation across 
almost the entire region, the demand for employment in the Argentine labour market 
was extremely un-dynamic, with significant increases in the levels of unemploy-
ment and unstable work. In this context, major reforms were made to labour regula-
tions under the premise that greater contractual flexibility would boost the demand 
for employment, reduce labour costs and make businesses more competitive 
(Heckman and Pagés 2005; Marshall 2004; Neffa 2008). In terms of the regulation 
of labour, together with the creation of a limited unemployment insurance, the new 
regulations introduced fixed-term contracts, brought down severance costs and 
made them more flexible, endorsed unpaid forms of labour, promoted the decen-
tralisation of collective bargaining, and also brought about changes in the labour 
organisation of companies without union mediation, and even sought to reduce con-
tributions by employers to social security in order to encourage more flexible jobs. 
At the same time, a series of social employment and occupational training pro-
grammes were instituted for the unemployed in high-risk situations, to a large extent 
to reduce the social conflict generated by the restructure, closure and/or privatisa-
tion of state-owned companies (Salvia 2012).

In the 2000s, this concept was abandoned following the political crisis of the 
macroeconomic model in force during the period of neoliberal reforms. In the wake 
of the 2001–2002 crisis, in a context of strong economic growth and rapid recovery 
of the demand for employment, economic and labour policies aimed at creating 
quality jobs were put back on the public policy agenda. In a relatively short time, 
many of the reforms aimed at flexibilization that had been introduced in the previ-
ous decade were reversed. For example, flexible contracts were repealed, institu-
tions linked to the setting of wages were revitalised and active policies for the 
protection of formal jobs were promoted (MTEySS 2009). The latter included mea-
sures to make it easier for workers to formally register, the recovery of state-
managed labour inspections, heavier sanctions on companies that committed labour 
fraud, and special tax regulations to promote the registration of labour among small 
and medium enterprises, as well as the creation of special regimes for registering 
female workers in private homes and agricultural labourers (Tomada 2014; Panigo 
and Neffa 2009). As for wage policy, on the one hand, there was a revival of sector-
level collective bargaining, which led to a general recovery of wage levels, together 
with a fairer wage structure (Palomino and Trajtemberg 2007; Lanari 2015), and on 
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the other there was the introduction of the Salario Mínimo, Vital y Móvil (Minimum, 
Vital and Mobile Salary—SMVM) as a central instrument of income policy, giving 
powers to a tripartite collective body (Panigo and Neffa 2009).

But following the exhaustion of the economic model by the end of its first decade, 
coupled with the international economic crisis of 2009, labour policies had to be 
reappraised, primarily to safeguard jobs against the risks of economic openness and 
its effects on the unemployment rate. In this new setting, among other measures, the 
government implemented mechanisms to avoid collective redundancies, and 
expanded direct subsidies to cover the wages of affected companies. It also re-
introduced vocational programmes aimed at unemployed people in the most vulner-
able social segments in order to provide them with a minimum income.

In general, post-structural reform policies had positive effects on the labour mar-
ket and improved workers’ living conditions. However, its scope was still limited to 
the formal productive sectors, which, despite the economic growth and measures to 
promote formally paid jobs, continued to represent only 50% of workers and less 
than 70% of salaried employees. For them, the regulatory framework limits unstable 
labour relations, provides full coverage in terms of social security, health and indi-
rect wages, and guarantees collective bargaining of wages; i.e. the degree of labour 
protection received by these workers is relatively satisfactory. However, other work-
ers in the Argentine labour market see none of these benefits. Whether they are 
employees of small businesses, freelancers or social cooperatives, workers in the 
informal sector get absolutely no labour protection or social security. The only help 
they get from the Argentine government comes via conditioned income programs, 
which complement the very low wages that they can earn in informal labour markets.

Undoubtedly, macroeconomic and sector-level policies are an important part in 
the process of creating and formalising jobs in the Argentine labour market. 
However, labour institutions and policies also play an important role in the perfor-
mance of the labour market, although the former are still insufficient to achieve full 
productive employment for the existing supply of labour, while the latter operate 
efficiently, but only with regard to a partial and relatively privileged segment of the 
workforce. Therefore, informal labour is still the main problem in terms of job qual-
ity given the limited number of atypical forms of employment within the formal 
segment (Salvia 2012; Bertranou et al. 2013). Both economic growth and changes 
to the production structure are fundamental elements for fostering quality jobs in 
Argentina.

This coincides with a period in which, as a result of factors related to the econ-
omy or not, growth in levels of activity has decreased and become more volatile and 
heterogeneous between sectors. Likewise, despite some changes to the production 
structure, the sectors that are able to generate high quality jobs currently have very 
little dragging, while foreign restrictions (as at other moments of Argentine history) 
are a major limitation on the growth of sectors with the capacity to generate jobs in 
the domestic market (Coatz et al. 2015; De Miguel and Woyecheszen 2015).
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3.4.3  �Analysis Model and Methodology

In the comparative analysis of Spain and Argentina, from perspective of labour mar-
ket segmentation and structural heterogeneity theory, we establish the general 
hypothesis that, on the one hand, there is no single market that adjusts supply and 
demand, but that different and hierarchized segments are configured, which depend-
ing on job quality are placed in two main groups: the primary segment and the sec-
ondary segment, where people are positioned unequally according to job conditions 
and such social characteristics as gender, age, immigrant origin and educational, as 
a result of the interaction between factors of supply and demand and a regulatory 
social model. On the other hand, we expect to find a similar structuring of labour 
markets in Spain and Argentina in terms of employment, in crystallization of labour 
inequalities resulting from structural and institutional processes that act as specific 
mechanisms in each social model, but which lead to similar general results in terms 
of the structure of inequalities in the labour market.

To test our hypothesis, we designed an analysis with a quantitative methodology 
that we present below. First of all, it is a static comparative study of the two coun-
tries with data for the year 2016 for the entire wage-earning population (72% of the 
employed population for Argentina and 84% for Spain). Labour survey data is used 
to examine the labour market from an employment perspective, i.e. contract condi-
tions and the quality thereof, and we do not specifically capture the characteristics 
of labour from the demand side contextualised in an organisation of production and 
labour, with effective functions and qualifications that are observable in the micro-
social realities of jobs. We thus obtain a macro-social snapshot of an aggregate 
structuring of the segmentation of employment. This is a measure of the phenome-
non that is expressed in terms of the results or effects of segmentation processes. 
Other factors are involved, such as institutional aspects, sector patterns, the frame-
work of labour relations, the link with the reproductive sphere and other meso-
social matters, as we explained in our theoretical perspective, but these are not 
explicitly measured here. Those elements of our model are captured partially or 
indirectly.

Our labour segmentation model and its operationalisation are conditioned by the 
information available in the sources and by the need for comparable data between 
the two countries. Following the proposal formulated in López-Roldán (1996a) and 
López-Roldán and Fachelli (2019) indicators are distinguished from the points of 
view of both demand and supply, with a set of 8 dimensions that give rise to a total 
of 13 variables (Table 3.2). The dimensions that define the demand side are: secu-
rity, as a dimension of job stability and instability; qualification, which differenti-
ates formal occupational levels or professional categories;2 the wage dimension, as 
an indicator of job quality; and, finally, various characteristics of companies that 

2 As an indicator of skills, we use the International Standard Classification of Occupations, which 
hierarchically measures similar characteristics of the tasks involved in jobs and the training (com-
petences) required to perform them, together with the performance of supervisory functions.
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contextualise the framework of social and organisational relations in which jobs are 
offered: company size, sector and ownership. From the supply side, four dimensions 
of the workforce are considered: gender, age, immigration and education.

The data for Spain is taken from the Encuesta de Población Activa (Active 
Population Survey) published by the Instituto Nacional de Estadística (INE), which 
equates to the European Union’s EU-LFS, considering a total de 30,037 wage-
earning workers. For Argentina we use the fourth quarter of the Encuesta Permanente 
de Hogares (Permanent Survey of Homes) published by the Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística y Censos (INDEC), with a sample of 17,798 members of the wage-
earning population.

From the methodological point of view we pursue a dual objective. On the one 
hand, we seek to compare the factors that structure inequalities in the labour mar-
kets of Spain and Argentina and to determine the degree of similarity or dissimilar-
ity of labour segmentation between the two countries. On the other, we seek to 
obtain a variable for the segmentation of the labour market in each country and thus 
compare the degree of similarity or dissimilarity between the labour segments that 
emerge from the analysis. Formally, the idea is to obtain a typology of employment 
segments defined in the form of 13 original variables and 74 associated categories. 
To do this, we apply a typology-building methodology that we call structural and 
articulated (López-Roldán 1996b) which principally involves sequentially combin-
ing two multivariable analysis techniques: multiple correspondence factor analysis, 

Table 3.2  Dimensions and indicators of the employment segmentation model

Dimension Indicators/variables

Labour market demand
1. Security Type of contract and duration: Open-ended, >6 months, <6 months, 

informal Type of workday: full-time, part-time Seniority in the 
company: aggregation in months-years

2. Qualification Occupation: Managers and professionals, technicians and 
administrative staff, skilled workers, unskilled workers
Supervision: Management, middle management, person in charge, 
employee

3. Salary Salary deciles: Decile 1 to Decile 10

4. Characterization of 
the company

Sector: Primary, 3 industries, construction, retail, transportation-
communications, financial-professional, public administration, other 
services
Ownership of the company: Public, private
Size: <5, 6–10, 11–49, 50–250, >250 workers

Labour market supply
5. Gender Sex: Male, Female

6. Age Age: 16–24, 25–29, 30–34, 35–39, 40–44, 45–49, 50–54, 55–59, 
>59 years

7. Immigration Nationality: National, Foreign

8. Education Educational level: Primary, Secondary, University

For some variables, the categorization will differ slightly depending on the source of information 
in each country.
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to analyse the relationship between the variables and synthesise them in a reduced 
set of factors of differentiation that define the factors that structure the labour mar-
ket, and classification analysis, to group individuals into a number of employment 
groups or segments, the most internally homogeneous and the most heterogeneous 
from each other. In this process, the main factors obtained, synthetic and measured 
on a quantitative scale, are then used as classification criteria in the cluster analysis 
where a mixed method has been applied that combines Ward’s method of ascending 
hierarchical clustering with an optimisation of the initial classification applying the 
mobile centres method (Lebart et al. 1997; López-Roldán and Fachelli 2015).

3.4.4  �Results of Segmentation Analysis in Spain and Argentina

Table 3.4 in the Appendix shows the frequencies of the variables used in the analy-
sis. The first dimension, that of job security, first considers the type of contract and 
its duration, where it is revealed that Spain has 15 percentile points more wage-
earners with indefinite jobs than Argentina. This difference is explained, in particu-
lar, by distinguishing feature of the Argentine labour market, namely the existence 
of a large informal labour sector of as much as 24% of paid employment, hence a 
situation of generally unstable work and the absence of recognised rights. This lack 
of contracts together with 15% temporary jobs implies a higher level of contractual 
insecurity that this indicator reflects: 39% in contrast to the 24% for Spain.

In this first dimension we also consider seniority in the company, whereby being 
in the same job for between 0 and 1 year is similar (17%) in both countries. Argentina 
generally has a shorter-serving workforce, which is partly a product of a demo-
graphic effect, as it has a younger population than that of Spain, where 48% of 
workers have been in the same job for 5 years. In Spain, the proportion of the work-
ing population that has been in the same job for 4 years amounts to 70%. Thirdly, 
we considered a standard employment indicator, from the stability dimension, to be 
the type of working day differentiating between full and part time. In Spain, the 
percentage of full-time employment is somewhat higher, 83%, while in Argentina 
it is 78%.

As for the second qualification dimension, the data shows that the occupational 
pyramid is more biased towards the top in Spain and towards the bottom in Argentina, 
with greater polarisation in the case of Spain. Executives, specialists and adminis-
trators amount to 44% in Spain, while in Argentina the value is 26%. Meanwhile, 
skilled workers (with operational qualifications) amount to almost 50% in Argentina 
while the figure for Spain is 41%, in contrast to the greater weight in Argentina of 
unqualified salaried work: 27% as opposed to 14% in Spain. These profiles are 
complemented by an additional indicator in the qualification dimension that consid-
ers responsibilities for supervising other people’s work. Spain has a greater degree 
of supervision (15%) than Argentina (5%).

On the matter of income, we have the aggregate information in deciles for both 
countries.
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For the dimension that characterises the firms in which the labour relationships 
occur, we collect various variables that reflect the organisational and sector-level 
contexts of jobs. First, the distribution by activity sectors shows one of the most 
important differences between the two countries, which occurs in the dimension of 
employment by public administration. This is the largest employment subsector in 
both countries, but in Argentina it is almost 6 percentile points higher. On the con-
trary, the trade and financial-professional sectors are notably more important in 
Spain than in Argentina, being almost twice as big in the former. Industrial subsec-
tors also bear greater weight in Spain, 16% compared to 13% in Argentina, as do 
other services. However, the construction sector is somewhat more important in the 
Latin American country.3 As a result of this sector-level distribution, the dimension 
of public ownership of companies is the same in both countries, grouping a quarter 
of employment. As for company size, according to the indicator of the number of 
workers, the distributions are fairly similar, with a greater weight of smaller compa-
nies with 5 workers or fewer, which concentrate almost 27% of the paid labour in 
Argentina and 18% in Spain. For the other percentages, there are no major differ-
ences between the two countries.

In relation to the variables that describe the offer of employment, there are sev-
eral differences between the two countries. First, the gender variable in Spain is 
balanced between male and female wage-earners, close to 50% each, while in 
Argentina women represent 45% of the total salaried population.

The age distribution data reveals an Argentine labour market with a greater per-
centage in the youngest group compared to the late entry by Spaniards in the labour 
market. 13% of the Argentine workforce is in the 16–24 year age group, as opposed 
to just 5% in Spain. The case is the same in the two next highest age brackets, but 
from the age of 35 it is Spain that has the highest percentages, reflecting the greater 
ageing in its wage-earning population pyramid, although in the oldest age group the 
numbers level off or even revert slightly back the other way.

The nationality indicator reveals another feature of the labour supply, with a 
greater weight of foreign labour in Spain, 8% versus just over 5% in Argentina.

Finally, the information on levels of education shows the unequal distribution 
between both countries: a more expansive education system in Spain has led to a 
low percentage of the population only having a primary education levels and a 
higher percentage that reached the highest levels. Almost 31% of the wage-earning 
population has a university degree, while the value is just 14% in Argentina, with a 
notably high 33% of the working population only having a primary education.

It can thus be concluded that there are major differences between the Spanish and 
Argentinian wage-earning labour markets, with higher qualifications and more sta-
ble jobs in Spain than in Argentina. The question we now ask is how this set of 
indicators can be used to present factors of inequality in the labour market, and to 

3 Note that the Argentine EPH primarily collects information from the urban population and under-
estimates the weight of the primary sector, so its introduction causes the commented values to vary 
somewhat.
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show which employment segments they occur in and the extent to which the two 
countries are similar.

3.4.4.1  �Labour Segmentation Factors

In a first analysis we look to obtain the main factors of differentiation of the salaried 
workforce based on the interaction between the set of 13 chosen variables to express 
the dynamics of labour segmentation. These synthetic factors are obtained by com-
bining the original categorical variables through application of a multiple corre-
spondence factor analysis, with which we can parsimoniously reduce the data 
gathered by the initial multidimensional information on the active categories of the 
13 variables that together define job characteristics, both from the points of view of 
demand and supply, to a few significant factors. As a result of our analysis, we find 
two main factors in both countries that explain 86% of the variance in the case of 
Spain and 88% in the case of Argentina. These two factors, or synthetic and signifi-
cant dimensions of the information, express a similar general pattern of behaviour 
in both countries that we shall now comment on (see Fig. 3.3).

The first main factor accumulates most of the explanatory power of the informa-
tion contained in the original variables: 71% in Spain and 72% in Argentina, and is 
a fundamental axis of labour segmentation for both countries with coinciding fea-
tures relating to the opposition between, on the one hand, the profile of atypical poor 
quality jobs, i.e. the most insecure due to hiring on a short-term temporary basis, 
those based on informal labour relations, those worked part-time, involving young 
male and female workers who have been working for the least time in the company 
doing the lowest qualified jobs, without supervisory responsibilities and with low 
levels of education. These are therefore the jobs with the lowest wage levels in the 
labour market, typical of small, privately owned businesses, especially in the other 
services, construction and commerce sectors (also in the primary sector in the case 
of Spain). These jobs are found at the most unstable and devalued polarity of the 
labour market, where part of the native, youngest and least qualified population is 
positioned, but above all workers of immigrant origin.

In contrast, there are secure, good quality jobs, typified by indefinite contracts, 
full-time work and employees that have served the company for the longest. These 
jobs require medium and high level skills, and therefore include supervisory respon-
sibilities and medium to high levels of education. Consequently, these are jobs with 
the highest salary levels. They mainly occur in medium and large companies, espe-
cially in the public sector, but also in industry and some services: public administra-
tion, education, health and transport-community. This is also the case with the 
financial and professional subsector in Argentina, but less so for Spain as it is at the 
centre of the graph attracted by the presence of features of the most insecure 
extreme. In turn, the labour stability that emerges from this polarity of the first 
dimension corresponds to the oldest segment of the workforce in both countries, as 
well as a predominance of the native population.
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We thus conclude the configuration of a principal factor of differentiation in the 
salaried population that we can identify as labour segmentation by contrasting a 
primary segment with quality, secure, qualified, better paid jobs against a secondary 
segment that is characterised by insecurity, low qualifications, poor pay and a 
greater lack of protection.

A second factor, with a much lower weight, of 15% in the case of Spain and 16% 
for Argentina, expands on the first factor to differentiate its intermediate positions 
from its extremes. This contraposition is shown in the factorial graph by drawing a 
parabolic point cloud to identify the well-known Guttman effect of correspondence 
analysis. At one end of the factorial axis we find the intermediate occupational lev-
els of skilled or operational workers, which are particularly characteristic of private 
industrial, construction and transport industries. These features are shared by both 
countries, the difference being that in the Spanish case these are stable jobs while in 
Argentina they can also be informal.

At the other end of the second factorial axis, separate in the first, but occupying 
the same space from the perspective of the second, for both countries we find both 
safe and insecure jobs, high and low skill levels, high and low pay, public sector and 
other services. The confluence in this polarity of the second factor can be explained 
by its association with the gender variable, which is neutral in the first factor but in 
this second case expresses labour segregation: at the intermediate pole we mainly 
find men, with women at the extremes of the poles, i.e. polarised as much at the 
lowest occupational levels as they are the highest. There is also a notable association 
between full-time men and part-time women. The particularity of the Spanish case 
is that the contrast between medium and extreme levels coincides with the age dis-
tribution, with a contrast between intermediate ages and the younger and older 
groups. This contrast is not as clear for Argentina, and where younger and medium 
ages tend to be associated with the intermediate pole and older people are at the 
extremes. This opposition between intermediate levels and the remainder also 
relates to a specific segmentation factor, since it plays a part in establishing the dis-
tinction between the profile of the lower primary segment and the rest, and espe-
cially against the upper primary segment.

In summary, by means of the factor analysis we conclude that unequal positions 
are structured in the wage-earning labour market based on two main factors of 
labour differentiation, both in Spain and Argentina, and which we identify as a first 
principal axis of segmentation and a secondary one of segregation. We should stress 
that, using the same labour segmentation indicators in both countries, from the par-
ticularity of each social formation, situations of labour inequality arise that coincide 
in both content and magnitude.

We now use these results to consider how these factors of labour inequality are 
expressed in terms of groups of male and female workers who share the same pro-
files in this context, i.e. what job types or segments are configured. To do so, we 
apply a cluster analysis.
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3.4.4.2  �Types of Labour Segmentation

Taking as our classification criteria the two segmentation and segregation factors 
that emerge from the dimensionalización analysis, we proceed by performing a 
classification analysis to obtain a typology of labour segments for Spain and 
Argentina, which we do with four types of labour market stratification and which, 
as we shall see, enables us to typify social inequalities in the labour market both in 
dual terms and in the form of a triad of segments. Figure 3.4 shows the distribution 
of individuals by the typological groups to which they belong in each country. We 
shall now summarise their main features in the emerging hierarchical order from the 
lower to the upper segment.

For Spain, the first type clusters 15% of the cases with the most extreme second-
ary segment profile that we have called ‘lower’. It shares with the following type the 
low skill levels and job insecurity, and its defining feature is the high concentration 
of women (78% of the type) with the lowest level of income (59% are in decile 1), 
due in particular to the fact that 80% of the group work part-time. These are femi-
nised jobs in small private companies, especially other services and financial-
professional. They are generally filled by young people with a low level of education 
and a high presence of immigrants (17%).

The second type, with 24% of all wage-earners, also predominantly features 
unstable, low-skilled jobs in small private companies, typical of commerce, other 
services, construction, financial-professional and the primary sector, which is also 
where the lowest wage levels are, although more tenuously than in the previous 
case, distributed between deciles 1 to 5. These are labour relations without seniority 
in the company, filled by young people with low or secondary levels of education 
and with a greater presence of women (53%) and foreigners (15%).

The third type, with 33% of salaried workers, covers the characteristic jobs of the 
lower primary segment, i.e. stable full-time jobs filled by skilled workers and 
technical-administrative staff in private companies mainly in the industry, construc-
tion, commerce and transport-communications sectors, who have worked for some 
time for their medium or large companies. They receive medium income levels, 
between deciles 4 and 8. These places are mainly filled by males (75%) with sec-
ondary and vocational education levels, between 30 and 54 years of age, with a low 
presence of immigrants.

Finally, the fourth type represents 28% of wage-earners and is classed as the 
upper primary segment. It offers the best working conditions: security, high skills, 
supervisory responsibilities, high salary levels and seniority in the company. These 
are especially characteristic of large companies and public administration (70%). 
These wage earners tend to be the oldest native people, aged 45 years and above, 
with a greater presence of women (57%) and high education levels (75% have uni-
versity degrees).

For Argentina, the first type represents 14% of paid work, and as with Spain typi-
cally involves unstable jobs with the lowest income. As the lower secondary seg-
ment, it brings together low-skilled jobs in the other services sector in small private 
companies that are filled by women (90%), in part-time (70%), temporary (59%) or 
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informal (36%) conditions. Like the same type in Spain, there is a prominent pres-
ence of persons of immigrant origin, but it differs in terms of age, for in Argentina 
this segment is not typically young, but tends to polarise the very young and the 
very old.

The second type, with 23% of cases, identifies, as in Spain, the upper secondary 
segment, with an absolute dominance of insecurity and low skills: 59% informal 
labour, 19% temporary contracts, 42% unskilled labour and 52% operational quali-
fication. Correspondingly, they have low salaries that move between deciles 1 and 
4. Unlike Spain, there is a predominance of males (68%) and employment in small, 
private construction, commerce and also industrial sector 1 companies, in some 
cases with some seniority in the company. These employees are essentially young 
people with low levels of education.

The third Argentinian type represents 33% of salaried workers, and as in Spain is 
classed as the lower primary segment. It also employs indefinite (87%) full-time 
workers with operational qualifications (78%) in private industry 2 and 3, com-
merce, transport and communications companies, which tend to be medium-sized 
or large. However, seniority in the company is not a prominent feature as it is in 
Spain, which is a factor that is distributed similarly across the whole of the salaried 
population. But it is located in the medium income levels, between deciles 5 and 8. 
It is also similarly male dominated (80%), with a predominance of secondary edu-
cation and intermediate ages.

Finally, the fourth type corresponds to the upper primary segment with a weight 
of 31%. Its profile is similar to its Spanish counterpart in identifying the highest 
quality jobs: indefinite contracts, specialist or professional skills, the highest 
income, and the greatest seniority in the company. It also tends to relate to large 
companies with a predominance of employment in public administration and sup-
port services (79%), together with the financial-professional sector. It also tends to 
include natives from 35 years of age with an even greater predominance of females 
than in Spain (63%), and with a high level of education. This latter feature differs 
from Spain in terms of composition, for in Argentina the segment is divided between 
38% with university degrees and 36% with a terciario (associate’s) degree.

These results therefore verify the high degree of similarity between the structures 
of the Spanish and Argentinian labour markets, with a typology of labour segments 
that typifies inequalities between paid employment in a similar manner, even in 
terms of magnitudes. Table 3.3 shows the four types that emerged from our analysis 
and that we have identified as the primary segment, separating the upper from the 
lower, and the secondary segment, also distinguishing between upper and lower 
levels. This division of salaried labour into four types also reveals the segmentation 
of the labour market in dual terms, grouping the two primary and two secondary 
segments, or in terms of a triad of categories combining the two secondary types, as 
shown in the table. These realities have emerged from looking inside each country, 
considering their own profiles and the relative positions of each labour context. But 
what is most relevant is the confluence of labour segmentation dynamics in both 
countries, with the same general features in their results and the emergence of very 
similar segments that identify and stratify labour inequalities.
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3.5  �Conclusions

In the analysis presented herein, we have been able to verify the existence of a com-
mon general pattern between the structures of the Spanish and Argentinian labour 
markets in terms of segmentation, as proposed in our hypothesis. We confirm the 
configuration of four labour segments, expressible in the form of a triad or dichot-
omy, and which respond to the profiles described in the segmentationist literature. 
Thus, two axes are established that divide the wage-earning population. A principal 
axis of segmentation separates quality employment from instability, a dimension 
that respectively differentiates the profiles of the primary and secondary segments. 
A second axis of division introduces us to the segregation of labour by sectors asso-
ciated with the gender dimension, where male, intermediate skilled, blue collar jobs 
in industry are contrasted against jobs filled to a greater extent by women, who are 
polarised between the most highly skilled, white-collar work, especially in the pub-
lic sector, and unstable, unskilled service work.

The four-segment typology is observed both in Spain and in Argentina with very 
similar percentile distributions and, above all, described by very similar dominant 
profiles. In both cases, we have also observed similar labour market structures in 
terms of both the supply and demand of labour. It is important to note that both 
Spanish and Argentinian segmentation are the relative expression of the realities in 
each territory, hence the grouping reflects very similar characteristic traits despite 
the differing levels of development and social regulation. Their occupational and 
educational structures do most certainly differ, and informal labour is a particularly 
distinctive phenomenon in Argentina, and in one case the regulatory social model is 
uncoordinated and in the other it is semi-coordinated, but despite these different 
socio-productive contexts, the structures of the inequalities in the labour market 
share factors of differentiation and there are many common elements to the way 
labour is stratified in both countries.

These results encourage a more in-depth examination of this phenomenon and 
should guide future research by extending such case studies to a wider range of 

Table 3.3  Distribution of employment segmentation typology for Spain and Argentina according 
to different number of segments

Typology 
with 4 
segments

Spain 
(%)

Argentina 
(%)

Typology 
with 3 
segments

Spain 
(%)

Argentina 
(%)

Typology 
with 2 
segments

Spain 
(%)

Argentina 
(%)

Upper 
primary

28 30 Upper 
primary

28 30 Primary 61 63

Lower 
primary

33 33 Lower 
primary

33 33

Upper 
secondary

24 23 Secondary 39 37 Secondary 39 37

Lower 
secondary

15 14

Source: Authors, based on EU-LFS 2016 and EPH 2016
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European and Latin American countries. We appreciate that the hypotheses that 
have guided our research require further analysis and are subject to later evidence 
and corroborations that we shall be undertaking in future studies. Indeed, we are 
already working on a comparative analysis that also incorporates Italy and Chile 
(Fachelli et al. 2019) where we have been able to corroborate similar results for the 
four countries. So it will be interesting to ask how far the results achieved thus far 
are confirmed in a broader comparison of countries, or if, on the contrary, different 
segmentation models arise. To do so, it will be important to more explicitly incor-
porate the factors related to the regulatory social model, looking in greater depth at 
both the comparative institutional elements of labour regulation and labour models, 
and at the welfare state and association with the social organisation of reproduction. 
This may produce explanations for unequal living conditions and provide diagnoses 
that can help to guide public policies.

The labour market is a privileged area of ​​socioeconomic organisation for the 
study of inequality, especially in the contemporary era, which is so characterised, as 
we have seen, by such major heterogeneity of labour conditions in comparison with 
the period of standardisation that was so typical of Fordism and mass manufacture. 
In our analysis we have focused on the wage-earning population, but the heteroge-
neity of labour and working conditions would be even more evident even if we were 
also to consider self-employment or quasi-subordinate work that, especially if 
skilled, satisfies the need for flexibility in the growing demand for services, in a 
phase of transition to the tertiary economy, and which is destined to be flooded by 
the use of digital technologies and become increasingly more global.

Meanwhile, the comparative analysis of the two countries studied, taking into 
account their differing degrees of economic development and productive structures, 
levels of informal labour, as well as the different demographic structures and levels 
of educational of the employed population, seems to confirm the hypothesis of con-
vergence or limited differences in terms of the inequality between the two countries, 
even though these inequalities are still they expanding, or as strong as ever, within 
their national contexts. As the data is not longitudinal, nor presented in historical 
series, we have obviously not been able to assess changing trends, but instead have 
provided a snapshot of the stratification of labour and jobs from a comparative per-
spective. Future research will need to introduce a more dynamic perspective in 
order to analyse changes over time and also in terms of career paths in order to bet-
ter capture and explain labour segmentation processes. In our static comparative 
study we have observed a similar segmentation structure in the two countries, which 
again confirms the theories of labour market dualism, with internal divisions too, 
interacting with factors both of labour supply and demand that evidence the corre-
spondence between the primary and secondary segments of the labour market and 
certain socio-biographical characteristics of employees. In fact, our analysis inte-
grates the dimensions of ‘inequalities of conditions’ and of ‘inequalities of opportu-
nities’ linked to the characteristics of workers, such as sex, age, level of education 
and immigrant origin. The evident inequalities in the labour markets of both econo-
mies are the result of the categorisation, discrimination and generation of hierar-
chies of labour that continue to perpetuate in our societies.
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Going back to the questions raised in the introduction, we could say that labour 
inequalities originate from the types of capitalism and social organisation that are used 
in the division of productive and reproductive tasks. The similarities found between the 
two countries therefore transcend the particularities of a given stage of economic 
development or the structural model of the economy. Naturally, tax, economic and 
labour policies and the welfare state play a decisive role in correcting and reducing 
inequalities, as shown in the previous chapter. Segmentation, instability and under-
employment are not new phenomena in either country. The persistence of labour seg-
mentation and the consolidation of a large secondary segment, a large number of whom 
endure poor labour conditions, mean that it is a structural phenomenon. It is a pressing 
reality that requires major reforms to prevent and eradicate these extreme situations 
and to create decent work with guarantees of autonomous, non-deprived social life.

The struggle against labour market segmentation is an explicit goal of European 
Union policy, included in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, and 
is part of the proclamation of the European Pillar of Social Rights, through which 
the EU has reaffirmed its commitment to guaranteeing improvements to living and 
working conditions throughout Europe. The European Union’s labour policy estab-
lishes the creation of more and better jobs as one of the main targets of its Europe 
2020 Strategy. The latest guidelines for 2018, and according to the European 
Parliament, explicitly state the need for “Better functioning of labour markets (with 
a specific focus on labour market segmentation)” in the context of the European 
Employment Strategy, where it also seeks to increase the demand for labour (job 
creation, labour taxes and wage setting); improve labour supply and skills (includ-
ing young people and long-term unemployment) and promote equity, combat pov-
erty and foster equal opportunities for all.

The economic crisis and the fact that social and employment policies are mainly 
the responsibility of national governments have led both to the reproduction and the 
worsening of inequalities generated in the labour market, mainly marked by policies 
aimed at flexibilization, the diversity of responses and labour realities throughout 
the European Union (Eurofund 2019). In the case of Latin America, employment 
policies are exclusively national and, in general, although they deal with similar 
problems with their economic and labour structures, they have tended to reduce the 
inequality with respect to European countries.

Both in one territorial context and the other, an analysis of inequality in the 
labour market and its expression in terms of segmentation lead us to consider cer-
tain general recommendations for public policies. The complexity of the phenome-
non of inequality in the labour market requires these public policies to be designed 
from different fields and perspectives, transcending the strictest scope of employ-
ment policies in order to consider both pre-distributive and post-distributive poli-
cies, social policies, education policies, gender policies and industrial policies. 
Thinking in the long term, the ability and willingness to imagine structural reforms 
with other coordinated policies, public and private investment, and of an economic, 
social and employment order, has become essential in order to reverse the inefficient 
and unequal production and labour realities that are persisting over time. Such a 
change of course must also necessarily contemplate bargaining and agreement pro-
cesses between social agents.
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�Appendix

Table 3.4  Frequency distribution of employment segmentation variables. 2016 salaried population 
employed in Spain and Argentina

Spain Argentina
Dimension Variables Frequency % Variables Frequency %

Demand variables
1. Security Type of contract and duration

Open-ended 22,472 75.6 Open-ended 10,885 61.2
At least 1 month 2957 9.9 –
<6 months 2580 8.7 <6 months 1788 10.1
>6 months 1714 5.8 >6 months 888 5.0
– Informal 

employment
4226 23.8

No data 1 (314) – No data1 (9) –
Seniority in the company
<1 year 5260 17.5 <3 months 1394 7.9
2–3 years 3773 12.6 3–6 months 782 4.4
4–10 years 7080 23.6 6–12 months 890 5.1
11–20 years 7171 23.9 1–5 years 6013 34.1
+20 years 6753 22.5 >5 years 8542 48.5

No data1 (176) –
Type of workday
Full-time 25,082 83.5 Full-time 13,378 77.8
Part-time 4955 16.5 Part-time 3817 22.2

No data (603) –
2. Qualification Occupation

Manager & 
Professional

6282 21.0 Professional 1506 8.5

Technician & 
Administrative

6998 23.4 Technician 3089 17.4

Skill worker 12,343 41.4 Operational 
qualification

8358 47.0

Unskill worker 4226 14.2 Unskill worker 4845 27.2
No data1 (188) – No data1 (134) –
Supervision
Employee 25,121 84.5 Employee 16,865 95.3
Person in charge 1912 6.4 –
Middle manager 2113 7.1 Middle manager 536 3.0
Manager 584 2.0 Manager 296 1.7
No data1 (307) – No data1 (53) –

(continued)
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Table 3.4  (continued)

Spain Argentina
Dimension Variables Frequency % Variables Frequency %

3. Salary Salary deciles
Decile 1 2949 9.8 Decile 1 1632 9.2
Decile 2 2832 9.4 Decile 2 1285 7.2
Decile 3 2904 9.7 Decile 3 1371 7.7
Decile 4 3017 10.0 Decile 4 1585 8.9
Decile 5 2906 9.7 Decile 5 1984 11.1
Decile 6 3086 10.3 Decile 6 1454 8.2
Decile 7 2991 10.0 Decile 7 471 2.6
Decile 8 3074 10.2 Decile 8 1735 9.7
Decile 9 3163 10.5 Decile 9 1299 7.3
Decile 10 3115 10.4 Decile 10 1316 7.4

No data 3668 20.6
4. 
Characterization 
of the company

Activity sector
Primary 809 2.7 Primary 185 1.1
Industry 1 1494 5.0 Industry 1 1088 6.2
Industry 2 1895 6.3 Industry 2 393 2.2
Industry 3 1380 4.6 Industry 3 806 4.6
Construction 1454 4.8 Construction 1170 6.7
Retail 6302 21.0 Retail 2274 13.0
Transport-
Communications

2129 7.1 Transport-
Communications

1387 7.9

Finance-
Professionals

3536 11.8 Finance-
Professionals

1003 5.7

Public 
Administration

8872 29.5 Administration-Ser 6163 35.2

Other services 2166 7.2 Other services 3040 17.4
No data1 (245) –

Ownership of the company
Public 7199 24.0 Public 4348 24.4
Private 22,838 76.0 Private 13,450 75.6

No data1 (240) –
Company size
<6 workers 5270 17.5 <6 workers 4767 26.8
6–10 2132 7.1 6–10 1679 9.4
11–49 6757 22.5 11–40 2684 15.1
50–250 5014 16.7 41–200 2255 12.7
>250 4428 14.7 >200 2632 14.8
No data 6436 21.4 No data 3782 21.3

(continued)
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Table 3.4  (continued)

Spain Argentina
Dimension Variables Frequency % Variables Frequency %

Supply variables
5. Gender Sex

Male 15,383 51.2 Male 9707 54.5
Female 14,654 48.8 Female 8091 45.5

6. Age Age
16–24 years 1456 4.8 16–24 years 2380 13.4
25–29 years 2388 8.0 25–29 years 2404 13.5
30–34 years 2959 9.9 30–34 years 2285 12.8
35–39 years 4251 14.2 35–39 years 2497 14.0
40–44 years 4662 15.5 40–44 years 2202 12.4
45–49 years 4491 15.0 45–49 years 1813 10.2
50–54 years 4385 14.6 50–54 years 1624 9.1
55–59 years 3569 11.9 55–59 years 1241 7.0
60+ 1876 6.2 60+ 1351 7.6

7. Immigration Nationality
Spanish 27,700 92.2 Argentinian local 14,482 81.4
Double nationality 709 2.4 Argentinian 

province
2400 13.5

Foreign 1628 5.4 Foreign 909 5.1
No data1 (6) –

8. Education Educational level
Primary 1448 4.8 Primary 5942 33.5
Secondary first 
stage

8124 27.0 Secondary 5894 33.2

Secondary second 
stage

7027 23.4 Tertiary 3510 19.8

Vocational training 4187 13.9 University 2394 13.5
University 9251 30.8 No data1 (59) –

Total 30,037 100 17,798 100

(continued)
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