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A. Normative framework

Labour market and income are the principal topics addressed in this chapter. Accordingly, 
the international conventions, agreements and compacts mentioned are mainly to do with 
these topics. 

The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights refers specifically to 
the rights to just and favourable conditions of work, social security, an adequate standard of 
living (including food, clothing and housing), the highest attainable standard of physical and 
mental health and education, including enjoyment of the benefits of scientific progress and 
cultural freedom (United Nations, 1966a). 

Although these rights encompass the whole population, they have particular connotations 
for the adult age group. For one thing, some rights, such as labour rights, are directly associated 
with the working-age adult population. For another, adults are allocated the function of 
providing income to meet the needs of their dependent primary social nucleus.

It is accordingly established that, within the family, children, young people3 and older 
persons are in a relationship of dependency vis-à-vis adults who provide the income to pay for 
goods (food, clothing) and services (such as housing, water and sanitation, electricity, health 
care, education, culture and recreation, and information and communications technologies), 
that in turn enable all members of the household to exercise their economic, social and cultural 
rights. All these topics are addressed in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights, as the instrument that sets forth the normative framework in these spheres.

This interpretation affords a dual role to the adult population in terms of their dependent 
household members. First, as providers of income for procuring those goods and services that 
are not fully or partly financed by the State, such as food and clothing, or complementary goods 
relating to education (school supplies, uniform, meals and transport) and health (mainly in 
relation to preventive health), and dwelling services (water, electricity, gas and refuse collection). 

3 From a demographic perspective, only those aged under 15 or over 65 are considered dependants, but from a 
sociological point of view, young people over age 15 can also be considered dependants, especially if they are in 
education. In fact, many national legislations treat the under-25s as dependants if they are still in education. For 
the purposes of this chapter, a person is considered an adult when they take on the responsibilities and roles of this 
stage of the life cycle, so the adult group cannot be determined on the basis of age alone.
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With respect to this first role, the normative framework includes some of the fundamental 
conventions of the International Labour Organization (ILO) concerning the labour market and 
income. Among these are the Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise 
Convention, 1948 (No.  87), the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 
(No. 98), the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29), the Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 
1957 (No.  105), the Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No.  100) and the Discrimination 
(Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111). 

The second role envisaged for the adult population shifts to a non-economic sphere in 
which adults ensure that dependent persons are guaranteed their rights. These include civil 
and political rights, with a particular emphasis on children and older persons, and especially 
when they have a disability or limitation that could affect the fulfilment of these rights. This role 
confers upon adults the responsibility to ensure that dependants are guaranteed the rights to 
safety (freedom from violence and mistreatment) and to non-discrimination, for example, all 
without neglecting the fulfilment of their own rights. In this case, the normative framework is 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (United Nations, 1966b).

Beyond the role mentioned above, there are other rights that are important for the adult 
population, such as sovereignty over their time. The time adults spend on work (including unpaid 
care work) and travel time can sometimes limit their access to recreation or even to physical 
activity; this is related to the right to health, especially preventive health, given that this stage 
of the life cycle is when adequate food, exercise and rest can avert or delay the onset of chronic 
and degenerative diseases. Mention is also warranted of the right to a life free from violence, as 
this population group suffers greater levels of exposure, along with the youth population. These 
rights are set forth in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948).
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