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Introduction 
 
Child poverty is the result of family poverty; this in turn is the result of poverty in the 
countries concerned, which stops them from generating minimum levels of risk; the end 
result is a low level of productivity and a shortage of jobs. Most aspects of social security 
administration are in the hands of the State; the State is thus responsible not only for the 
direct financing of benefits provided through the social services, but for the creation of a 
propitious environment for the creation of wealth through appropriate economic policies, the 
efficient use of taxes, investment incentives and effective legislation adapted to the real 
needs of the population and, based on these and other variables, for ensuring dynamic and 
successful economic growth which will generate increased State income and enable social 
security provisions to be improved. 
 
However, as long as the above conditions are not fully met, families in the middle and low 
income groups will continue to suffer the effects of poverty arising from low rates of 
employment. In addition, this problem has been aggravated by the cultural changes which 
have affected Latin America in recent decades; increasing numbers of women are entering 
the labour and professional sectors, not only in order to achieve financial independence, but 
also driven by motives of personal improvement and development. The net result is an 
increase in available human resources, without a related increase in employment. 
 
Characteristics of the female labour force in Chile 
 
The most recent census carried out in Chile in the year 2002, indicated that 50,8 per cent out 
of a total population of 15,050,341, i.e. 7,646,856 people, are women. 48.7 per cent of 
women aged between 25 and 44 participate in economic activities; in approximately 30 per 
cent of households in Chile, the head, i.e. the person responsible for leading the family and 
providing the main means of subsistence, is a woman. 
 
In the early nineties, female participation in the labour market was 31.7 per cent; at the end 
of the decade, this figure had reached 35 per cent. 
 
According to the figures available for the period up to 1997, Chile was in third place 
compared with other Latin American and Caribbean countries as regards education, with 
87.2 per cent of the female population in secondary education. Chile fell to the fourteenth 
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and twenty-third places respectively with respect to employment and participation in political 
activities (based on the number of seats in parliament) with figures of 36 per cent and 
8.9 per cent. 
 
The figures show that although Chile has a higher level of social and economic development 
than countries such as Jamaica, the Bahamas and Barbados, the latter have greater 
confidence in their women, both in terms of decision-making and in the labour market. 
 
The social role of women in the labour market and its 
effects on the family 
 
Currently, women are present in two sectors of the Chile labour market: 
 
• as employees, in both private enterprise and in the public sector; 
• as self-employed workers or in small enterprises. 
 
A recent survey of the living conditions of family groups of economically active women in 
Chile showed that those who work independently have better living conditions than those 
who do not. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that even though their contribution towards 
meeting basic needs may be substantial, it is not a major factor in the relationship between 
family income and the satisfaction of the global needs of the household. 
 
The following major conclusions obtained from this survey, which was carried out by the 
National Department for Women, should be underlined: 
 
• A lack of management skills, as a result of lack of training and support. 
• The significant difference between average monthly income in families where the 

mother has an independent economic activity, compared with those where she does 
not (which corresponds almost perfectly with the poverty line). 

• This type of activity is in itself an element in overcoming poverty, even though the fact 
that it is in its early stages means that its effects are not very widespread. 

• As long as there is no consensus on the criteria and principles concerning small 
enterprises, the latter will not be integrated in new policies or in the modernisation of 
the economy in general. 

• Finally, for "the individual initiative" model of stimulated growth to make a real 
contribution to socio-economic development, there must be greater confidence, more 
agreement and willingness to undertake responsible action between all the actors in 
the process, both public and private, in order to improve the standard of living of a 
large sector of society. 

 
The new economic role of social security 
 
In this context, as already mentioned above, the Compensation Fund of the Andes of the 
Chilean Chamber of the Construction Industry Fund, in its role as a social security organism, 
contributes in other ways towards meeting the needs of those of our beneficiaries with least 
resources, in addition to providing benefits. The promotion of economic activity, which 
traditionally did not fall within its mandate, has brought new concepts into the field of social 
security as a response to the rapid evolution of our societies, the aspirations and needs of 
beneficiaries and the economic constraints facing the various social security systems. 
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In the current situation, social security can no longer be responsible only for providing 
resources and services for the direct satisfaction of needs; it must also take on the task of 
teaching and stimulating individuals to assist them to become autonomous and to provide for 
themselves the means and resources to satisfy their needs. 
 
As a result, the Compensation Fund of the Andes has included a programme for the 
orientation, training and evaluation of small enterprises within its social services. The 
programme is designed to encourage and support those who show a spirit of enterprise and 
who, for various reasons, wish or need to embark on a given type of economic activity in 
order to improve their standard of living and that of their family. 
 
In its initial stage, this involved working with the economically inactive population, which 
consists mainly of women; the programme will be extended in the near future to other 
sectors of interest to beneficiaries of both sexes; women will continue to be a main target for 
support because of their tremendous influence on the family and particularly on the 
development of children. 
 
The Compensation Fund of the Andes and the Social Assistance Foundation of the Chilean 
Chamber of the Construction Industry Fund have joined forces to develop a system to 
provide support for "partners of workers in the building sector", in order to facilitate the 
development of small family businesses, to enable them to increase their incomes and thus 
improve their standard of living. 
 
By means of this service there has developed an integrated system of financing of small 
loans, which facilitate the creation of self-help groups similar to those set up by Muhammad 
Yunus in Bangladesh, an experiment which demonstrated that even with limited resources, 
people can be active in promoting their own well-being. 
 
Social services for the support of working women 
 
In developed countries, both the public and private sectors have developed norms, methods 
and initiatives to enable both men and women who are responsible for bringing up children, 
to reconcile work and the family. 
 
Chile lags behind in this area, since there is no global State strategy. Enterprises, meet the 
minimum legal requirements, but only a small number of them provide special benefits for 
working mothers as a result of collective agreements with the trade unions. 
 
The current norms for child care show major deficiencies; the State provides facilities for 
only 2 per cent of the 80,000 children under two years of age who need access to the 
system, and this problem is one of the main obstacles to the integration of women into the 
work force. In addition, the existing legislation is discriminatory, in that it provides rights and 
benefits for women alone, and excludes men who are fulfilling this role; it is backward in that 
for the most part only women working in the largest enterprises benefit. 
 
In order to provide the required support services, the State has created a National Network 
of Nursery Schools, a government institution whose main aim is to provide complete 
education (including food and social assistance) free of charge to boys and girls between 
3 months and 5 years of age, in nurseries and private kindergartens.  
 
In addition, it is responsible for promoting, co-ordinating and supervising the pre-school 
sector as a whole and the proper use of the resources provided by the State for kindergarten 
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education. In this area it has developed, among others, the following types of public and 
private units: 
 
Nurseries 
 
Establishments which cater for babies between 85 days and 1 year and 11 months. The food 
programme is based on the age of the children (breakfast, lunch, snack and an additional 
light meal for extended hours). 
 
At the moment there are 121 such establishments throughout the country, catering for a total 
of 5,471 babies (including infant schools with nurseries and contractual agreements). 
 
Infant schools 
 
These are educational establishments which accept children between the ages of 2 and 
4 years and 11 months. There are currently 724 infant schools which cater for 
59,218 children. 
 
Rural community kindergartens 
 
For children living in isolated rural communities with a low population density. The hours are 
flexible, based on the needs of the families concerned. They include a food programme 
which provides breakfast, lunch and snack. 
 
Forty rural kindergartens exist at the moment, catering for 8,639 children. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The increased participation of women in the labour market has led to discussions on its 
implications for children, the requirements which result from it and the responsibilities it 
creates as regards the provision of support and the administration of the services required to 
meet the need. 
 
Seen from a purely social point of view the State, through social security, should supply the 
necessary services; however, seen from a different angle, one could also argue that it is up 
to enterprises which employ female labour to provide them while, from a wider viewpoint, the 
whole community is responsible. 
 
Each point of view raises specific questions: 
 
• If it is the responsibility of the social security, should equal benefits be given to all? Or 

should there be some form of discrimination? What will happen to those who are not 
covered by social security? 

• If enterprises take on the responsibility, will this create an obstacle for the employment 
of women? Will small enterprises be able to carry the additional costs? 

• Should families without children be asked to support the costs? 
 
There are no right or wrong answers to these questions and there is no perfect formula; 
there are sectors of the population which must necessarily be given direct State aid such as 
some kind of subsidy, while others can perfectly well be covered by social security as part of 
their family benefits; in the third scenario, facilities could be provided by enterprises but 
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without increasing their costs, in the form of tax benefits. This would ensure that the whole 
community participates. 
 
Women who develop independent activities should receive State aid through specific 
organisms or through social security; the financial load should in that case be proportionate 
to their levels of income. 
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