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ABSTRACT 

A growing body of scholarly literature has attempted to measure and value unpaid care work in various 
countries, but perhaps only the government statistical agencies in the United States and the United 
Kingdom have seriously undertaken periodic and systematic measures of the time spent on unpaid 
work at the national level, and partially incorporated those values into their gross domestic product 
(GDP). One country that has been ahead of its time on aspects of societal welfare measurement is 
Bhutan, which produces the Gross National Happiness (GNH) Index. However, until the first GNH 
Survey, in 2008, Bhutan did not have any sense of the size and distribution of unpaid work, despite its 
strong societal norms about the value of volunteering and community work. This paper is the first to 
estimate the value of unpaid care work in Bhutan. It shows the pros and cons of various approaches 
and their equivalent measures of unpaid care work as a share of GDP. As with similar studies on the 
topic, this paper also finds that women spend more than twice as much time as men performing 
unpaid care work, regardless of their income, age, residency, or number of people in the household. 
The paper also provides recommendations for improving the measurement of unpaid care work  
in Bhutan. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Unpaid care work done by family members and friends (housework and caregiving) comprises a set of 
essential activities necessary for producing goods and services to sustain daily life and to ensure social 
reproduction for the future. As workplaces around the world have become more inclusive and diverse, 
and the nature of work itself has been transformed, measuring unpaid care work has become even 
more crucial. Throughout the world, women remain the primary providers of unpaid care, and its 
provision is still viewed by many people as the natural duty of women (Benería 2003). While the 
implications of unpaid care work for well-being, gender equality, and women’s empowerment are 
important, such work remains statistically invisible to many policy makers, economists, and national 
statisticians because it falls outside the conventional definitions of what counts as work. Given that it is 
a nonmarket activity, such work is excluded from conventional national income accounts (e.g., in the 
measure of gross domestic product [GDP]). This invisibility has important consequences for women, 
as it perpetuates the imbalances in economic relations and earnings that underlie gender inequality. 

Yet unpaid care work plays a fundamental role in human capabilities and development (ADB 
2020). For example, the Human Development Report 2019 published by the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), showed that human development prospers not only when there 
are improvements in income, schooling, health, and in the environment, but also when a nurturing 
environment and high-quality care are provided for children (UNDP 2019). In line with this finding, 
Bhutan has acknowledged the role of unpaid care work as a cornerstone of human development and 
well-being, making it an important component of the country’s measure of Gross National Happiness 
(GNH), a concept first introduced in Bhutan (CBS 2016). The country’s incorporation of unpaid care 
work into the calculation of the GNH Index has the potential to attract international attention to the 
importance of care work in promoting happiness. 

This analysis, the first of its kind undertaken in Bhutan, contributes to the growing body of 
scholarly literature (Chadeau 1985; Holloway, Short, and Tamplin 2002; International Labour 
Organization [ILO] and UNDP 2018; Suh and Folbre 2016; UN Women 2019) that measures and 
values unpaid care work, including that published in the United States (US), Mexico, and the United 
Kingdom (UK), as well as in various developing nations. This paper is based on a report by the National 
Commission for Women and Children (2019) that presented findings and offered short-term and 
long-term policy recommendations, which have received due consideration. The goal going forward is 
to replicate, extend, and refine the computations in the report, so that unpaid care work can be 
measured on a regular basis. To that end, this paper will (i) focus on how the report’s findings relate to 
the literature on measuring unpaid care work,  (ii) describe the methodology of valuing unpaid care 
and work in detail, and (iii) provide the data utilized for that report to third-party users. The estimates 
of the monetary value of unpaid care work are based on time use data that were collected by the 
Centre for Bhutan & GNH Studies (CBS); the Labour Force Survey (LFS), conducted by the 
Government of Bhutan and the ILO; and the Bhutan Living Standards Survey—and used to compute 
the GNH Index. Most of the data presented in this paper date from 2015. This was a deliberate choice, 
as that was the year of the most recent GNH Survey Report; although LFSs are published annually, we 
used the data from the same year as the GNH Survey for better comparability. From year to year, there 
will often be changes in wage levels, the number of people employed, the distribution of work between 
men and women, and in the descriptions of work and job categories. Thus, the data from the 2015 LFS, 
although not the most recent, would mesh better with the GNH Survey data for that same year.   
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The rest of this paper is organized as follows.  Section I provides a brief review of the research 
that has been done on the measurement and valuation of unpaid care work. Our methodology is 
described in section II, followed by section III, which lays out our empirical findings based on the 2017 
dataset; and in section IV, we present concluding remarks and recommendations for improving and 
extending the measurement of unpaid care work in Bhutan.  

II. MEASUREMENT AND VALUATION OF UNPAID CARE WORK 

A. Measuring Unpaid Care Work 

Unpaid care work is a crucial dimension of social reproduction—the process of enabling individuals, 
families, and the society as a whole to continue thriving. Unpaid care work involves time and energy 
devoted to supporting human well-being. Despite its importance, unpaid care work is undervalued 
because it is performed outside market transactions, comprising a so-called “missing market” (Janvry, 
Fafchamps, and Sadoulet 1991). Yet, the benefits of unpaid care work extend beyond market 
transactions because they represent “public goods” (Folbre 2008). Unpaid care work is clearly “work,” 
but there is lack of consensus as to how to define it.  

In introductory microeconomic textbooks, “work” is defined as an activity that yields disutility 
in exchange for income or consumption. In other words, work is something you do to get money, not 
something you get any pleasure from. Yet, people report expressing considerable satisfaction  
(or “process benefits”) from paid work (Juster and Stafford 1985). In terms of intrinsic satisfaction, 
some people certainly get satisfaction or utility by minding children, cooking, or gardening, and even by 
doing remunerated work.  

An alternative approach to defining work, and the one that is generally followed in defining 
both paid and unpaid care work, is Margaret Reid’s “third-person criterion.” A pioneer of research on 
household production in the 1930s, Reid defined work as an activity that one could pay another person 
to perform. She noted that  

[i]f an activity is of such character that it might be delegated to a paid worker, then that 
activity shall be deemed productive….[H]ousehold production…consists of those 
unpaid activities which are carried on, by and for the members, which activities might 
be replaced by market goods, or paid services, if circumstances such as income, market 
conditions, and personal inclinations permit the service being delegated to someone 
outside the household group (Reid 1934, 11). 

According to the third-person criterion, many forms of unpaid care work, including childcare, 
are considered work if someone else (a third person) could, in principle, be hired to perform it on one’s 
behalf. Another criterion is whether an activity creates a transferable benefit. According to both 
criteria, the time devoted to unpaid care qualifies as work.  

Time use data make it possible to measure the amount of time devoted to unpaid care work, 
but such data can also have some limitations, all of which are present in Bhutan.  
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First, because time use surveys (TUSs) are primarily intended to measure explicit functions 
such as meal preparation, housecleaning, or feeding a child, they are based on activities—both primary 
and secondary. A primary activity is a response to the question, “What were you doing?” A secondary 
activity is a response to the question, “What else were you doing during the primary activity?” But 
neither question accounts for supervisory care, which can be thought of as on-call time (Folbre 
2008).1 Neither primary nor secondary activities are adequate categories for capturing the time 
devoted to supervisory care because it typically involves constraints, rather than activities. That is, 
while being present in order to keep an eye on dependents, the care provider’s ability to engage in 
some other activity is constrained. For example, even though infants sleep most of the time during a 
day, they wake up at random times; and when they do, they require the adult’s immediate attention. 
Someone caring for an infirm adult must be on call in a similar manner.  

Second, few TUSs include all adult members of a household. While time diary data can be used 
to construct approximate measures of the total value of unpaid care work, measuring the value of 
unpaid care work across different types of households is difficult when the data from only one adult 
providing unpaid care are captured. For instance, the impact of additional household members on 
unpaid childcare is not trivial, and it has been investigated and documented in various studies.2 It is 
important to note, however, that several surveys have included time allocation from all members of a 
household, conducted in countries before nationally representative, large-scale time diary survey data 
became available. For instance, the 1980 National Socioeconomic Survey of Indonesia asked all 
household members about time allocation on four principal activities (work, school, home care, and 
leisure) (Haddad, Hoddinott, and Alderman  1997). Recall data spanning 24 hours on household 
allocation of time in six developing countries (Gambia, Guatemala, Kenya, Malawi, the Philippines, and 
Rwanda) was also collected in the 1980s at a smaller scale (Kennedy, Bouis, and Von Braun 1992). 

Third, TUSs are often conducted independently from other household surveys, such as those 
on consumer expenditures or household wealth. Some efforts have been made to collect time use data 
as a module for another survey like the Living Standard Measurement Survey, income–expenditure 
surveys, or LFS. For instance, the Pakistan Rural Household Panel survey includes a variety of topics 
including information on income, consumption, time use, assets, and employment in the rural areas of 
Punjab and Sindh provinces (IFPRI 2017). While a regionally representative survey with time use data 
and other economic data is valuable, one that is nationally representative has seldom been attempted. 
As a result, efforts to combine analyses of time use and household expenditures have been quite 
limited (Gronau and Hamermesh 2006). In addition, the general lack of household expenditure data 
distorts our understanding of the substitutability of time and money within a household, which also 
relates to economic growth and inequality in living standards. Therefore, the unavailability of 
expenditure data for joint analyses of time use and expenditures can deter efforts to improve the 
measurement of unpaid care work and of the transfers of both time and money.  

With these methodological and technical caveats in mind, we define unpaid care work in this 
paper broadly to include both caring for children and other dependent household members (such as 
the elderly, sick, and persons with disabilities) and activities that are necessary for maintaining and 
managing households (such as cooking and cleaning). The word “unpaid” specifies that the person 
doing the activity does not receive remuneration for it, making it fall outside the production boundary 
of the System of National Accounts (SNA). The term “care” means that the activity serves people and 

                                                                 
1  The CBS reported that the question had been asked, but in an informal way, and the answers were not analyzed.  
2  For example, see Varjonen and Aalto (2006) and Craig and Bittman (2008). 
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their well-being. The term “work” emphasizes that the activity has a cost in terms of time and energy 
(OECD 2004).  

The operational criteria used for recognizing unpaid care work in this paper are based on the 
third-party principle, which, as previously noted, states that if a third party can be hired to do the job 
on one’s behalf, it can be defined as unpaid care work. For instance, leisure is an activity that you 
cannot pay someone else to do for you, and the same holds for sleeping and eating. Such activities are 
categorized as personal activities, not productive activities. Based on these conceptual distinctions, we 
extracted two broad activities from the time use data in the GNH Survey and defined as constituting 
unpaid care work—maintenance and management (i.e., housework) and caregiving services.  

Although volunteer work falls under the “unpaid care work” category based on the operational 
criteria, this type of unpaid work is excluded from the definition used in this paper. Our focus is on 
unpaid care work for household members. Volunteering at some level presumes that the actor has 
some free time, which is also an issue. For example, women in Bhutan are often considered to be more 
“available” for tasks such as maintaining farm roads because their unpaid care work is not taken 
seriously as work (ADB 2014).   

B. Valuing Unpaid Care Work 

1. The Methodology for Valuing Unpaid Care Work 

The total economic value of an activity is equal to the amount of time spent on an activity times the 
“price” or unit value of that activity per unit of time. Finding the right unit value of unpaid care work is 
tricky, so the literature on time use provides a couple of methods for accomplishing this. Specifically, 
the value of unpaid care work can be determined by an input-based or an output-based approach.  

The output-based approach asks what it would cost to purchase an unpaid care service in the 
market (for instance, an hour of center-provided day care). The price of equivalent market substitutes 
is thus assigned to nonmarket goods and services. However, this method presents certain conceptual 
difficulties when defining the output of unpaid care work, such as caring for children. Also, the output-
based approach is limited by the difficulty of finding appropriate data that show market prices for 
outputs of the equivalent quality and quantity of the goods and services created by unpaid care work.  

The input-based approach focuses on the measurement and valuation of labor inputs into 
unpaid care work. In principle, other inputs such as capital and raw materials should also be measured, 
but labor is the most important input. Large-scale, nationally representative time diary surveys offer 
good estimates of the time devoted to unpaid care work in the household, including childcare and 
eldercare. Following the third-person criterion, it then values the time estimates against market wage 
rates for workers who perform similar activities in the labor market.  

The two most common methods used to construct market wage rates build on estimates of 
the opportunity cost or replacement cost (Abraham and Mackie 2005).3 Opportunity cost is the per-
hour value of time that a person could have spent in an alternative activity if she or he had not been 
doing unpaid care work. For those who have paid jobs, the opportunity cost may reasonably refer to 
forgone earnings, but some calculation might be required for those who have no such jobs. While this 

                                                                 
3 See Jacoby (1993) for an approach that estimates shadow wages for home production combining input and output 

methods. 
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measure accurately reflects what an individual gives up in order to engage in unpaid care work, it does 
not necessarily capture the benefits to others. By contrast, the replacement cost valuation uses the 
wage that would have been paid to a person hired to perform the same tasks (i.e., the third-party 
criterion). Accordingly, as opposed to opportunity cost valuation, the replacement cost valuation uses 
the same market wage of a specific occupation to which unpaid work can be equated, regardless of the 
person’s earnings from paid employment.  

Moreover, the range of wage rates for hired substitutes for unpaid care workers varies 
substantially because the generalist wage approach assigns one wage to all activities, irrespective of the 
nature of the work, while the specialist wage approach assigns different wages to different activities 
based on the actual wage rate for each job. This is especially true for care work.  At one end (the 
generalist measure), there are low-paid workers in the market, including domestic workers. At the other 
end (the specialist measure), there are relatively high-wage workers, such as nurses and teachers, who 
spend their time in the relevant specialized activities. Given that the specialist wage approach to 
valuing household production applies specific wage rates to various tasks, the time spent preparing 
meals, for instance, would be valued at a cook’s wage; and the time spent caring for adults with 
Alzheimer’s disease or other forms of dementia would be valued at a highly skilled nurse’s wage 
(Levine 2004). Since there is no consensus on best-fit wages, a wide range of wages can run between a 
lower-bound estimate and an upper-bound estimate. However, the difficulty with both the generalist 
and the specialist wage approaches is that they fail to consider the amount of time that individuals 
spend on unpaid care work. For instance, an inexperienced individual would spend far more time on 
tasks like painting or plumbing than would an experienced specialist. Therefore, it is possible that the 
use of the specialist wage approach could lead to overstating the value of unpaid care work (Abraham 
and Mackie 2005). 

Another concern with the replacement cost method is quality control. Is a cook’s wage suitable 
for a mother’s labor? It is possible that a mother is either a terrible cook whose value should not match 
a hired cook’s wage or a terrific cook whose value should be adjusted higher than a typical cook’s wage. 
This issue has not been definitively solved, but a 25% deduction in the wages of specialists for some 
types of unpaid care work, such as cooking and home repairs, has been suggested, with admonitions to 
pay careful attention to caregiving activities due to their lack of perfect substitutes (Landefeld and 
McCulla 2000). Some have argued that a wage should not be deduced because, when a mother cooks 
for her child, her skill is more specialized in that she has knowledge of her child’s preferences and 
dietary needs (Suh and Folbre 2016).  

Taking into account the issues regarding measurement and the availability of data on Bhutan, 
this paper adopts the input-based, replacement cost approach for valuing unpaid care work performed 
in Bhutan, using both generalist and specialist wages to provide lower-bound and upper-bound 
estimates of the value of unpaid care work.  

2. Prior Efforts to Value Unpaid Care Work  

There is a long history of attempts to estimate the value of unpaid care work. Efforts to improve the 
accuracy of the official National Income and Product Accounts (NIPAs) as a measure of the total 
value of goods and services produced—including unpaid services—have only recently come under 
discussion. The current benchmark drawn from the NIPAs is the GDP, primarily based on market 
goods and services that can be directly measured with money, an issue of key importance for NIPA 
creators (Pigou 1932, 11). As useful as this guideline is, the NIPAs’ focus on market transactions is 
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limited in that it fails to include household services that also represent productive work. Consequently, 
the importance of unpaid care work has been ignored in a large number of economic policy studies.  

At present, there is a persistent lack of consensus on the methodology of measuring and 
valuing unpaid household services, but various efforts have been made across countries and 
organizations to measure and value unpaid work (Ferrant and Thim 2019). This section provides a brief 
summary of those efforts, detailing the methodological differences among the various valuation 
approaches, and highlighting the important role that time use data play in all of them.  

Unpaid care work is quantitatively significant and measurable with currently available time use 
data (Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie 2006). For example, using Latin American TUSs including 
Colombia, Mexico, Peru, and Uruguay, Amarante and Rossel (2018) showed that women, in particular, 
spent more than half of their total working hours to unpaid household work. Numerous other national 
TUSs have also documented the substantial magnitude of unpaid care work (housework and 
caregiving) and the disproportionate share of it borne by women, a pattern common to all countries 
regardless of their level of development. Using the Harmonised European TUSs for 15 European 
countries, Folbre and Yoon (2008) found that working-age women (ages 25–60) devoted about 58% 
of their time to unpaid care work, ranging from a low of about 46% in Latvia to a high of about 69% in 
Italy. While recent estimates show that the average amount of time used in unpaid care has fallen in 
many countries—possibly due to time-saving automation—the gender gap persists. The Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (2011) showed that the largest gender gaps in time spent 
on unpaid work are mostly explained by the relatively small amounts of time that men devote to unpaid 
care work. Men in India, Japan, and the Republic of Korea, spent less than 1 hour per day on unpaid care 
work, while women in those countries spent at least four times more than that. Gender differences in 
the time spent on unpaid care work in sub-Saharan Africa were also large. For instance, women’s 
involvement in domestic and care activities was much greater than men’s, i.e., 3.1 times more in Benin 
and 4.7 times more in Madagascar (Blackden and Wodon 2006). Among the regions, the gender gap is 
greatest in South Asia (ILO and UNDP 2018; note that this study did not include Bhutan). 

With regard to the developing countries of Asia, the conduct of TUSs and their use for 
economic valuation is growing. By 2018, nationwide TUSs using the time diary approach had been 
conducted in Bangladesh, India, Mongolia, Pakistan, the People’s Republic of China, and Thailand; and 
national modular surveys had been implemented in Cambodia, the Cook Islands, the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Nepal, Timor-Leste, and Viet Nam (ILO and UNDP 2018). Smaller-
scale and pilot studies have been conducted in Iran, some Pacific islands, and the Philippines. Among 
the countries that have not yet conducted TUSs are Afghanistan, Maldives, the Marshall Islands, 
Myanmar, Palau, and Singapore (Hirway 2016). The surveys conducted in Asia revealed a wide gap in 
time use data and the need for improved approaches to valuation.  

Microlevel studies have also confirmed these gender gaps. For example, Floro and 
Pichetpongsa (2010) investigated the time use dimensions of the well-being of home-based workers 
in three districts of the Bangkok metropolitan area. Using multiple visits to a sample of 359 individuals 
(household heads and spouses), the team used a simplified time use diary format in combination with 
the recall method and direct observation. Their study showed that, on average, while both women and 
men spent nearly all their waking hours working, women reported fewer paid working hours than men 
(8.97 hours versus 9.93 hours). When housework and caregiving were accounted for, the length of the 
female respondents’ average total workday (paid and unpaid) exceeded the male respondents’ by 
nearly an hour. It should be noted that the team had modified the methodology to control for the lack 
of a clock-based concept of time and for the low literacy rates of the survey respondents. 
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In theory, an attempt at valuation should include an estimate of the market value of unpriced 
inputs and outputs, but few studies have done so in practice.4 Due to the limited availability of relevant 
data, most studies have relied on the input method, to the exclusion of the output method. These have 
included some TUSs, which facilitated their valuations of unpaid work based  on using the input 
method. For instance, the Statistics Finland, the national statistical service of Finland, has been 
developing methods to gauge household satellite accounts since the 1990s. Varjonen and Aalto 
(2006) estimated the gross value of household production in Finland in 2006 by using the input 
method and applying a generalist wage (“home helper’s” wage) approach. They still came up with a 
very large figure for the value of unpaid work—€75 billion, or 39% of GDP.5   

Estimates based on specialist wages for valuation have come up with similar ranges. Using 
national TUS data for 2009–2010 and a suitable set of specialist wage rates, the Hungarian Central 
Statistical Office found that including household production in Hungary’s 2010 GDP would have 
increased its value by 25% (Hungarian Central Statistical Office 2016). Some researchers, such as 
Landefeld and McCulla (2000) and Landefeld, Fraumeni, and Vojtech (2009), have applied both 
generalist and specialist wages. In their valuation of household production in the US between 1965 and 
2004, they find that nonmarket household services made up 31% of GDP in 1965 but decreased to  
19% by 2004. This shift reflects the increased female labor force participation rates in the US, which 
rose from 40% in 1965 to 60% in 2004. In the Latin American countries for which TUS data and 
replacement cost estimates were available, Durán and Milosavljevic (2012) found that the value of 
unpaid care work as a percentage of GDP ranged from 23% in Nicaragua in 1999 to 30% in El Salvador 
in 2009, based on the generalist wage approach. 

Prominent efforts pioneered by Ironmonger (1989) and others to refine the output-based 
approach have made it possible to produce output-based estimates in some countries. For example, 
the Office for National Statistics in the UK has published estimates based on the valuation of the 
outputs of household production in 2000, 2005, and 2014, adopting the method used by Holloway, 
Short, and Tamplin (2002). The Office calculated the total gross value added of home production at 
£1,019 billion in 2014, equivalent to 56% of the UK’s GDP, up from 52.5% in 2005 (ONS UK 2018).6  

Even with the conceptual and empirical problems of the output-based approach, many 
statistics agencies have adopted it. Along with the UK’s Office for National Statistics, the statistical 
offices of Canada and Finland have done so, but not those in the Republic of Korea or in the US 
(Ferrant and Thim 2019). Regarding the UK, Holloway, Short, and Tamplin (2002) estimated the 
quantity of output of childcare provided by households in 2000 by subtracting from 24 hours the time 
children spent in school and in formal care facilities. They set the value of output according to the 
wage of a live-in nanny divided by the average number of children. They noted that the wage of a live-
in nanny was lower than might be expected because nannies often received the additional 
compensation of housing and food. Taking these factors into account, they showed that the value of 
informal childcare, measured as a share of the UK’s GDP in 2000, ranged from 19% to 25%.  

                                                                 
4  Recent literature also has brought up the question of attribution of that value between inputs and outputs. For example, 

Mazzucato (2018) shows how remuneration of firms’ chief financial officers under certain conditions can overvalue their 
actual inputs through a process of value extraction.  

5  €75 billion is roughly equivalent to $95.3 billion. In 5 November 2006, €1 = $1.27 or $1 = €0.79. 
6  It is important to note that estimates resulting from output-based approaches can be much larger than those employing 

input-based approaches because output-based approaches include the cost of raw materials, intermediate materials, 
capital, and equipment, along with labor costs. 
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A seminal work by Acharya (1993) was one of the first efforts at unpaid care valuation in 
developing countries in Asia. It valued unpaid work in Nepal using data from the 1984–1985 Multi-
Purpose Household Budget Survey of 5,323 households. Of the five categories of activities covered in 
the TUS component, two were in the unpaid sector—household maintenance and voluntary work. 
Using a value-added approach for cooking and the generalist wage approach and normative value for 
the other household maintenance activities, the study estimated that the equivalent of 46.6% of 
Nepal’s GDP in 1991 was contributed by unpaid work, and that women contributed 93% of this unpaid 
work. However, the study contained several conceptual and methodological issues, including its use of 
value-added and normative approaches as time valuation methods.  

Hirway (2016) tested the pilot Indian TUS to value non-NIPA unpaid activities in the state of 
Gujarat, using 1988–1989 data. The study showed that the monetary value of activities excluded from 
the national accounts was equivalent to 29.3% of the state GDP and that the estimated portion 
accounted for by women was 93.5%, based on the generalist wage approach. The author noted that 
the valuation of unpaid work was challenging because of the lack of concepts regarding standards and 
methods and because of the limited amount of literature integrating unpaid work into the national 
accounts system.  

In sum, a lesson to be drawn from these efforts in other countries is that a perfect valuation 
method does not (yet) exist, so it is all the more important to be mindful of the strengths and 
weaknesses of the various methods now available. Table 1 compiles the unpaid care valuation efforts 
of various studies, although they are not completely comparable given the differences in the size and 
quality of the relevant TUSs, data availability, and methodology. Going forward, valuation efforts can 
be enhanced by employing time series data and rich micro datasets associated with various TUS data. 
Doing so will enable more accurate measures of time, which will, in turn, facilitate more precise 
analyses of the economic roles of men and women in areas ranging from the use of consumer durables 
to health care. Alongside the continued use of the input-based approach, methodological refinements 
to the output-based approach will help improve our understanding of the impact of economic and 
social policies on households of varying structures.  

Table 1: International Estimates of the Value of Unpaid Care Work 

Country or State 
(Period of Time Use Survey) Methodology 

Estimate of GDP 
Equivalence, Domestic 

Prices 
(% of GDP) Source 

Nepal (1991) OB, GW, OC 47 Acharyaa 

Finland (2006) IB, GW, RC 39 NSO

People's Republic of China OB, HW, RC 33 NSO

United States (1965) IB, GW, SW 31 Landefeld, Fraumeni, and Vojtechb

El Salvador (1999) GW, RC 30 Durán and Milosavljevicc

Gujarat State, India (1988) GW, RC 26 Hirwayd  

Hungary (2010) SW, IB 25 NSO

Nicaragua (1999) GW RC 23 Dúran and Milosavljevicc

France (2009–2010) OB, GW, RC 20 OECD and NSO 

United States (2004)  IB, GW, SW 19 Landefeld, Fraumeni, and Vojtechb

continued on next page
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Country or State 
(Period of Time Use Survey) Methodology 

Estimate of GDP 
Equivalence, Domestic 

Prices 
(% of GDP) Source 

United Kingdom (2014–2015)  OB, GW, RC 18 OECD and NSO 

United States (2016) OB, GW, RC 16 TUS and BEA 

Japan (2016) OB, GW, RC 16 OECD and NSO 

Canada (2015) OB, GW, RC 14 OECD and Statistics Canada

South Africa (2010) OB, GW, RC 14 OECD and NSO 

Germany (2012–2013) OB, GW, RC 14 OECD and NSO 

BEA = Bureau of Economic Analysis (United States), GDP = gross domestic product, GW = generalist wage, HW = average hourly wage  
(for domestic workers), IB = input based, NSO =  national statistical office, OB = output based, OC = opportunity cost, OECD = Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development, RC = replacement cost, SW = specialist wage, TUS = time use survey. 
a M. Acharya. 1993. The Household Economy and Women’s Work in Nepal. In Saraswati Raju and Deipica Bagchi, eds. Women and Work in 
South Asia: Regional Patterns and Perspectives. New York and Abingdon, UK: Routledge. 
b Landefeld, J. Steven, Barbara M. Fraumeni, and Cindy M. Vojtech. 2009. “Accounting for Household Production: A Prototype Satellite 
Account Using the American Time Use Survey.” Review of Income and Wealth 55 (2): 205–25. 
c Durán, María Ángeles, and Vivian Milosavljevic. 2012. “Unpaid Work, Time Use Surveys, and Care Demand Forecasting in Latin America.” 
BBVA Foundation Working Papers 7, BBVA Foundation, Bilbao, Spain, May. 
d Hirway, Indira. 2016. “Unpaid Work: An Obstacle to Gender Equality and Economic Empowerment including Women’s Labour Force 
Participation.” Expert Trigger Presentation at the “Sex-Disaggregated Data for the SDG Indicators in Asia and the Pacific: What and How?” 
workshop, organized by the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), Bangkok, May 25–27. 
Source: Authors’ compilation. 

III. DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

A. Data 

Valuation using both the specialist and generalist wage approaches to measuring replacement costs in 
Bhutan requires time use data on unpaid care work activities. As with other studies, the primary source 
of data for this paper were TUSs, so we could understand the activities undertaken per unit of time 
(such as a day). The greatest challenge came from measurement issues. Data collected by the CBS 
through the GNH Surveys are the only source of time use data available in the country. Our estimates 
for Bhutan employed the most recent time use data, which dated from 2015.  

Time use is one of the nine domains that form part of the GNH Index, and the CBS collected 
comprehensive time use data for its 2015 GNH Survey Report. Using a harmonized time use method, 
the CBS collected information using the day reconstruction method, under which the respondents 
were asked to reconstruct the day they had just spent. All activities performed within a 24-hour 
period—from 4:00 a.m. on the day preceding the survey to 4:00 a.m. on the day of the survey—were 
recorded for every 10-minute interval. The respondents’ actions during that time were classified into  
3 broad categories of activities, 15 major activity groups, and 89 subgroups. The broad activity 
categories were (i) work and related activities; (ii) nonwork and related activities; and (iii) sleep and 
related activities, which was a subgroup of the personal care and maintenance category (itself a subset 
of nonwork and related activities). The time use activity classification framework adopted by the CBS 
is presented in Figure 1.  

Table 1  continued 
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Figure 1: Categorization of Time Use into Various Subgroups 

 
a This includes time spent on activities such as the construction or repairs of one’s own house, sheds for animals, fences, and other physical 
structures. 
b This refers to time spent waiting for services, such as at the offices of gups (local administrators), hospitals, banks, etc., during the referenced 
period.

 

Source: Authors’ illustration based on the Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 

 
The 2015 GNH Survey was cross-sectional, targeting a population aged 15 years and older. The 

survey sample was designed to provide estimates for a holistic range of indicators under the nine 
domains for both urban and rural areas across 20 districts. A stratified four-stage systematic random 
sampling design was adopted for the survey, which included 7,153 respondents representing 
households that had a total of 508,390 Bhutanese people. Of the respondents interviewed, about  
41% were men and 58% women. 

To estimate the value of unpaid housework and caregiving services using the specialist wage 
approach, we used earnings data compiled for the 2015 LFS. The LFS is carried out annually by the 
Labor Market Information and Research Division of the Department of Employment & Human 
Resources, under Bhutan’s Ministry of Labour and Human Resources—working with the ILO. It is 
conducted with a moving reference period, that is, 1 week prior to the date of each interview. The 
survey in 2015 targeted a nationally representative sample of 6,000 households, with 4,500 in urban 
areas and 1,500 in rural areas. A total of 5,835 respondents were interviewed.  

The operational definition of “work” used for the LFS  was based on the ILO standards and the 
United Nations 1993 SNA, which includes any kind of work or business, such as collecting water or 
firewood, cow herding, tailoring, and making mats, even when done for the household’s own 
consumption. However, the preparation and serving of meals to family members, as well as other 
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household activities (e.g., babysitting; training and instructing children; transporting household 
members or goods; and repairing household durables, vehicles, or other items), were not considered 
work for the purpose of the LFS.  

The LFS provides important details on occupations, disabilities, estimated earnings, 
unemployment, and education and training. The 2015 LFS in Bhutan used administrative data from the 
Ministry of Labour and Human Resources on the primary occupations of the respondents, lengths of 
time they had spent on primary occupations, nature of their occupations, average number of hours 
they had spent on primary activities, and on the earnings from their primary occupations. The primary 
occupations of the respondents were grouped into 242 occupational groups, as per the classification 
system of the ILO. 

B. Unpaid Care Work and Corresponding Occupations  

To value unpaid care work based on the specialist wage approach, the LFS utilized time use data on 
household maintenance and management and on the provision of unpaid caregiving services. For each 
activity identified as either unpaid housework or unpaid caregiving, a corresponding occupation was 
identified based on the typical activities of Bhutanese households, as shown in Table 2. For some 
occupations, the LFS did not manage to identify adequate observations (e.g., laundry workers and 
dishwashers). For the occupational groups with few observations, the wages of other, similar 
occupational groups were used for the valuation.   

Table 2: Unpaid Housework and Caregiving Activities, and Corresponding Occupations 

Unpaid Housework 
and Caregiving 
Services Activity Corresponding Occupation 

Housework 
(maintenance and 
management) 

Cooking Chefa

Dishwashing Waiter 

Fetching water Domestic helper and cleaner

Cleaning and upkeep Housekeeper 

Laundry Laundryman and dishwasher

Pet care Domestic helper and cleaner

Shopping Domestic helper and cleaner

Availing services Domestic helper and cleaner

Travel related to household maintenance and management Domestic helper and cleaner

Caregiving services Caring for children Childcare worker 

Teaching children Primary school teacher  

Escorting children Childcare worker 

Caring for adults Nurse 

Escorting adults Nurse 

Travel related to care of adults, children, and others Childcare worker and nurse
a The occupation of “chef” also included people working as cooks in small hotels and restaurants. 
Source: Authors’ compilation based on Government of Bhutan, Ministry of Labour and Human Resources and the International Labour 
Organization (ILO). 2015. Labour Force Survey Report 2015. Thimphu.  
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C. Methodology  

As mentioned above, we used the input-based, replacement cost approach with two corresponding 
wages—the generalist and specialist—to valuate unpaid care work in this paper. Our methodology is 
set out in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Methodology for Valuing Unpaid Care Work 

 
a “Vector of wages” refers to the wage distribution across specializations.  
Source: Authors’ illustration. 

 

To compute the monetary value of unpaid housework and caregiving services performed by 
people aged 15 years and older, we used the following formula. 

𝑉 =෍ே௜ୀଵ ෍𝑃௜𝑇௜௝𝑊௝ெ
௝ୀଵ  

where 

V  = Annual monetary value of unpaid housework and caregiving services; 
N  = Sample size; 
M  = Number of unpaid housework and caregiving activities; 
Pi  = Sampling weight to extrapolate to the whole target population; 
Tij  = Number of hours spent on unpaid housework and caregiving activities from the group 
  of activities j per 24-hour period, scaled up to annually for the individual i; 
Wj = Hourly wage of the specialized occupations in group j for the valuations,  
  using the generalist wage or specialist wage. 
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The total daily time spent on various unpaid housework and caregiving activities, initially 
recorded in minutes in the 2015 GNH Survey Report, was first scaled up to annual values by multiplying 
by 365, and then divided by 60 to convert into hours. The average activity times reported in figures and 
tables below are unconditional averages, as they include people who did not engage in any unpaid work, 
and thus had 0 minutes of activity to record (unconditional participation).  

To determine the specialist hourly wage rates, the data on monthly earnings of different 
occupational groups categorized by the LFS were divided by the monthly working hours.7 For 
valuations based on specialist wage rates, we used both the mean and median hourly wage rates of 
specialized occupational groups corresponding to the unpaid housework and caregiving activities 
(Table 2). 

Similarly, for valuations based on the generalist market cost replacement approach, we used 
the hourly wage rate of a semiskilled occupation as classified by the National Workforce (NWF). 
Specifically, the second-lowest earner in each of the NWF’s five categories was used as a proxy for the 
minimum wage. For instance, the daily wage of Nu286 reported for this semiskilled NWF occupation 
was converted into an hourly wage rate by dividing it by eight, the daily number of working hours, with 
the resulting wage of Nu25.75 per hour.8 The wage of this semiskilled NWF occupation was chosen for 
the valuation because this employment category consists of occupational groups such as sweepers 
and other menial laborers. 

We also used an alternative wage rate, based on the minimum wage of the lowest-paid public 
servants—General Service Personnel (GSP) II. The application of the GSP wage may be more 
justifiable, as this employment category includes occupational groups—such as messengers, wet 
sweepers, washermen in hospitals, and cooks or bakers in government institutions—whose job 
descriptions closely related to unpaid housework activities. The monthly wage of Nu10,505 (including 
a house rental allowance) was used to determine the hourly wage rate. It was divided by 22 (average 
number of working days per month), and then by 8 (daily working hours), with a resulting wage of 
Nu59.69 per hour.9   

  

                                                                 
7 Given that the LFS captured weekly working hours, the wage rates were scaled up to monthly working hours by multiplying 

the weekly working hours by four. 
8 “Nu” refers to ngultrum. As of 19 March 2020, Nu1 = $0.013 or $1 = Nu74.69. 
9 The minimum wage under GSP II was raised to Nu10,505 as the result of the Pay Revision 2019 Act, which affected civil 

servants. See: Government of Bhutan, Ministry of Finance. 2019. Notification: Subject; Pay Revision of the Public Servants. 
Thimphu. https://www.mof.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/PRPSJuly2019.pdf.  
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IV. FINDINGS BASED ON THE 2015 TIME USE SURVEY 

A. Time Spent on Paid Work and Unpaid Caregiving Work by Gender 

In 2015, Bhutanese people in general spent about 48% of their day on personal care and maintenance. 
This included sleeping, eating, physical fitness, hygiene, health care, resting and relaxing, and travel 
related to personal care and maintenance (Figure 3). The remaining time was divided among leisure, 
paid work, unpaid work, and community services. While the time devoted to personal care and 
maintenance was similar for women and men (11 hours, 43 minutes for men; 11 hours, 36 minutes for 
women), the amount of time they spent on paid work (i.e., activities included under the SNA) and 
unpaid work was very different. 

Figure 3: Daily Time Spent on Personal Care and Sleep, by Gender  
(hours) 

 

Note: The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 
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Men devoted more time to paid work, while women devoted more time to unpaid work, as 
illustrated in Figure 4. On average, men had spent 85 minutes more on paid work per day compared 
with women. Women, by contrast, spent around 2 hours, 11 minutes (or 131 minutes) more on unpaid 
work, which included both housework and caregiving services. Men also spent 16 minutes more than 
women on leisure activities, and 18 minutes more on community services. And while women spent 
around 15% of their time during a typical day on housework and caregiving, men spent only around  
6% of their time on these activities.   

Figure 4: Time Spent on Major Time Use Activities, by Gender  
(minutes) 

 

Notes:  
1. The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
2. This figure includes “unconditional participation,” which refers to those in the sample who had not participated in any of the listed 
activities (i.e., they worked for 0 minutes). 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 
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The participation rate of women in unpaid household maintenance and management, and in 
providing unpaid caregiving services, was also higher compared with that of men.10 Whereas 95% of 
women participated in household maintenance and management, only 61% of men did so (Figure 5). In 
terms of unpaid caregiving services, the participation rate for women was almost three times higher 
than that for men. This indicates that household maintenance and management, and the provision of 
unpaid caregiving services to household members, were predominantly performed by women.   

Figure 5: Participation Rates in Unpaid Housework and Caregiving, by Gender 
(%) 

 

Note: The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 

 

Further, within the household maintenance and management and caregiving categories, the 
time spent on various activities was higher for women in most cases. With regard to these activities, 
both men and women spent the most time cooking. However, the time women spent on cooking was 
around 3.5 times greater than that for men, as shown in Figure 6. Women spent more than twice the 
amount of time spent by men on all unpaid housework and caregiving, except for travel related to 
household maintenance and management and for caring for adults.  

  

                                                                 
10 “Participation rate” is defined here as the proportion of people from a particular population who are engaged in a specific 
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activity by the total adult female population.  

95   

33

61   

12

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Household (maintenance
and management)

Caregiving services

Participation rate   
Men Women



Valuing Unpaid Care Work in Bhutan   17 

Figure 6: Daily Time Spent on Various Unpaid Housework and Caregiving Activities, by Gender 
(minutes)  

 
Notes:  
1. The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
2. This figure includes “unconditional participation,” which refers to those in the sample who had not participated in any of the listed activities 
(i.e., they worked for 0 minutes). 
3. “Caring for adults” refers to caring for adult members of one's own household, while “caring for others” refers to unpaid housework or 
caregiving services provided to other individuals, households, or institutions.  
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 
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Women spent not only more time on housework and caregiving than men, they had higher 
participation rates in these activities. For instance, while 91% of women participated in cooking, only 
43% of men did (Figure 7). This means that 91% of women spent at least some time during the day 
cooking, compared with only 43% of men. Moreover, three times as many women as men devoted 
some time to dishwashing, cleaning and upkeep of the household, laundry, and caring for children. 
Around 87% of women devoted time to household maintenance and management (averaging  
190 minutes of the total time), which included dishwashing, laundry, and cleaning and upkeep of  
the household; and to caregiving services (averaging 218 minutes), which included caring for children 
and cooking.  

Figure 7: Participation Rates in Various Housework and Caregiving Activities, by Gender 
(%) 

 

Note: The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 
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B.  Time Spent on Unpaid Care Work by Socioeconomic Demographics 

According to the 2015 GNH Survey Report, the amount of time devoted each day to unpaid caregiving 
and household maintenance and management work mostly increased as the income quintile rose for 
women, while the trend was mainly in the opposite direction for men (Figure 8). Further, the time 
devoted to paid work decreased for the most part among women in the higher income quintiles.11 
Women in the fifth (lowest) income quintile spent more time on paid and less time on unpaid work, 
compared with women in higher income quintiles. For instance, while women in the fifth income 
quintile devoted around 218 minutes on average to unpaid work and around 271 minutes to paid work, 
women in the third income quintile spent around 249 minutes in unpaid work and 220 minutes  
in paid work.  

Figure 8: Daily Time Devoted to Unpaid Care Work and Paid Work, 
by Income Quintile and Gender  

(minutes) 

 

Notes:  
1. The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
2. This figure includes “unconditional participation,” which refers to those in the sample who had not participated in any of the listed 
activities (i.e., they worked for 0 minutes). 
3. The first income quintile represents the lowest income, and the fifth the highest. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 

  

                                                                 
11  This can be explained in two ways. First, women in lower-income brackets are forced to work longer hours in paid 

agricultural activities, especially in rural areas, thereby leaving little time for unpaid housework and caregiving, which are 
usually left to older members of the household. Second, women in higher-income brackets have the luxury of forgoing 
paid work, as the existing household income would be adequate for supporting the family.  
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The same disparities between women and men existed in urban and rural areas, as both urban 
and rural women devoted more than twice the amount of time to unpaid work than men. In rural areas, 
women spent an average of 207 minutes per day on unpaid work and men spent 83 minutes; in urban 
areas, women spent 239 minutes on unpaid work and men 94 minutes. There were small differences 
between urban and rural women. Those residing in urban areas devoted 23 more minutes per day on 
unpaid housework and 9 minutes more per day on unpaid caregiving services than their rural 
counterparts (Figure 9). This may have been because women in rural areas devoted more time to 
informal agricultural and related activities to supplement the family income.  

A more in-depth analysis by household size shows that the time devoted to unpaid housework 
by women increased as the number of people living in the household rose. For instance, the time 
devoted to unpaid housework generally increased from 156 minutes for one-member households to 
182 minutes for households with four or more members (Figure 10). On the other hand, as the number 
of household members increased, men’s time devoted to unpaid housework generally decreased  
(96 minutes for single-member households versus 72 minutes for households with four or more 
members). This could be attributed to specialization of household tasks because, as the number of 
household members increased, women started taking on more household responsibilities, while men 
devoted more time to paid work.   

Figure 9: Daily Time Devoted to Unpaid Housework and Caregiving,  
by Area of Residence and Gender   

(minutes) 

 

Notes:  
1. The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
2. This figure includes “unconditional participation,” which refers to those in the sample who had not participated in any of the listed 
activities (i.e., they worked for 0 minutes). 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 
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The time devoted to unpaid caregiving grew larger for both men and women as household size 
increased, but the additional time devoted by men was less than 5 minutes for each additional 
household member (Figure 10). By comparison, the additional time that women devoted to unpaid 
caregiving work was about 20 minutes for each additional household member, starting from two-
member households. Further, women devoted more than twice the amount of time to caregiving work 
than did men in households with three or more members.  

Figure 10: Daily Time Devoted to Unpaid Housework and Caregiving,  
by Gender and Household Size  

(minutes) 

 
Notes:  
1. The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
2. This figure includes “unconditional participation,” which refers to those in the sample who had not participated in any of the listed 
activities (i.e., they worked for 0 minutes). 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 
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The analysis by age indicated that women devoted more time to unpaid housework 
regardless of age cohort to which they belonged. In fact, women in all age groups devoted more than 
twice the amount of time than even men aged 75 years and above. Women aged 25–34 devoted the 
highest number of hours to unpaid housework (Figure 11), with a gradual decline after the age of  
34. However, for men, the time devoted to housework was similar for all age groups between the 
ages of 18 and 64.   

Figure 11: Daily Time Devoted to Unpaid Housework, by Age Cohort and Gender
(minutes) 

 

Notes:  
1. The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
2. “Unconditional participation” refers to those in the sample who had not participated in any of the listed activities (i.e., they worked 
for 0 minutes). 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 
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The pattern of time devoted to unpaid caregiving services was similar to that for unpaid 
housework. Women in the 25–34 age group devoted the highest amount of their time (around 1 hour) 
to caregiving per day, likely because women in that age group were in their prime childbearing years 
(Figure 12).  

Figure 12: Daily Time Devoted to Unpaid Caregiving, by Age Cohort and Gender 
 (minutes)  

 

Notes: 
1. The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
2. “Unconditional participation” refers to those in the sample who had not participated in any of the listed activities (i.e., they worked 
for 0 minutes). 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 
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Figure 13: Daily Time Devoted to Unpaid Housework and Caregiving,  
by Employment Status and Gender  

(minutes)  

 

Notes:  
1. The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
2. “Unconditional participation” refers to those in the sample who had not participated in any of the listed activities (i.e., they worked 
for 0 minutes). 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 
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Table 3: Maximum Hourly Wages of Corresponding Occupations for Unpaid Housework  
and Caregiving, 2011–2016  

(Nu) 

Corresponding 
Occupation   

Maximum 
Hourly Wage 

Year

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Chef  54.98  38.99 54.98 

Childcare worker  41.39  15.05 41.39 40.18 32.93 

Domestic helper 
and cleaner  

47.11  28.96 26.64 35.24 32.32 47.11

Dishwasher and 
laundryman 

77.38  53.58 19.91 43.53 77.38 

Nurse  150.60  150.60 108.01 

Primary school 
teacher  

119.19 48.32 91.94 83.90 119.19 115.01

Nu = ngultrum. 
Note: An empty cell indicates that data were not available. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Government of Bhutan, Ministry of Labour and Human Resources, and International Labour 
Organization (ILO). 2015. Labour Force Survey reports for 2011–2016. Thimphu. 

D. Values of Unpaid Care Work 

Based on the above discussion and available data, we applied the replacement cost approach, 
employing both generalist and specialist wages, to estimate the equivalent market wages for unpaid 
labor of comparable character and quality. To get the total values, we multiplied these equivalent 
hourly wage rates by the number of hours worked and the size of the population. In terms of wage 
rates, the simplest approach applies a generalist wage (such as a housekeeper’s wage or minimum 
wage). Alternatively, one can apply specialist wage rates, as shown in Table 3.    

We aggregated the average valuations and weighted them by population and employment 
shares. We then used the total employable population—defined as those 15 years and older, according 
to Bhutan’s 2017 Population & Housing Census (National Statistics Bureau 2018)—to estimate the 
total value of unpaid housework and caregiving services in the country for 2017. The assumption was 
that the patterns of time use reported in 2015 would be applicable to 2017, as well. This is likely valid 
because demographic patterns do not change much in the short term, and because the migration rates 
in and out of Bhutan are low. Those who are younger than 15 years of age may contribute a significant 
amount of time and energy to unpaid caregiving work, but the threshold age of 15 was used since the 
TUS that served as the basis for the 2015 GNH Survey Report covered this age group. The population in 
2017 included 284,586 men and 253,142 women aged 15 years and older.12 

  

                                                                 
12  In future years, estimates will be adjusted according to changes in relative employment trends across age groups, and 

according to overall population trends. 
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The gender gap is more pronounced in the aggregate. Estimates based on TUS data show that 
in 2017 women aged 15 and older in Bhutan spent about 310 million hours on unpaid housework and 
caregiving, while men aged 15 and older spent about 150 million hours. Of the time spent on unpaid 
work, women devoted about 90% to housework, compared with 83% for men. The gender gap in time 
spent on household maintenance and management was more significant than that for unpaid 
caregiving work. In other words, not only was the time spent on unpaid caregiving by both women and 
men relatively small compared with the time spent on household maintenance and management, the 
gender gap for unpaid caregiving was smaller—29 million hours for women versus 25 million hours  
for men.  

The total estimated value of unpaid housework and caregiving by both men and women in 
2017 was Nu25.65 billion, based on an input-based, specialist wage approach valuation. Across all 
categories of unpaid housework and caregiving services, women’s contribution was much greater than 
men’s, accounting for about 68% (Nu17.31 billion) of the total. The gender gap in contributions was far 
greater for unpaid housework. The women’s contribution to these activities (e.g., cooking, laundry, 
cleaning and upkeep of the house, and dishwashing) was 2.5 times greater than the men’s. A 
surprisingly smaller gender gap was found in caregiving. Men’s contribution was about 90% of women’s 
(Table 4).  

Table 4: Estimated Values of Unpaid Housework and Caregiving,  
Using the Specialist Wage Approach 

(Nu billion) 

Activity Men Women 

Unpaid housework (management and maintenance) 6.40 15.18 

Unpaid caregiving  1.93 2.13 

Total 8.34 17.31 

Nu = ngultrum. 
Note: The values are based on the specialist wage approach and apply to individuals who were aged 15 and over. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Government of Bhutan, National Statistics Bureau. 2018. 2017 Population & 
Housing Census of Bhutan: National Report. Thimphu: Bhutan National Statistics Bureau of Bhutan. 

We also estimated the values using the generalist wage approach, which results in lower rates 
than the specialist wage approach. Two types of generalist wages were used: (i) the national minimum 
wage rate of Nu286 per day for semiskilled workers;  and (ii) the wage rate of Nu9,000 per month, 
which applies to GSP II, the lowest-level civil servants. The wage rate for semiskilled workers was 
chosen because most of the household and caregiving activities would require some skills to be 
performed appropriately, but not a high level of education. The weighted hourly wage for a semiskilled 
master craftsperson was Nu36, which is lower than any of the wage rates identified via the specialist 
wage approach (Table 4). We believe that this represents a reasonable lower-boundary estimate. An 
alternative wage rate for GSP II was about Nu51 per hour, and the results using this rate are shown in 
Table 5. Women’s overall contribution was twice that of men in both wage scenarios. As with the 
specialist wage approach, men’s and women’s contributions to household management and 
maintenance activities made up most of their contribution to total unpaid work.  
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Table 5: Estimated Values of Unpaid Housework and Caregiving,  
Using the Generalist Wage Approach 

(Nu billion) 

 Valuation Method   Activity   

Contribution 

Women Men

Wages for semiskilled master 
craftspersons 

Unpaid housework 
(management and maintenance) 

9.91 4.44

Unpaid caregiving services 1,03 0.91

Total  10.94 5.35

Wages for GSP II  
(lowest-level civil servants) 

Unpaid housework (management 
and maintenance) 

14.17 6.35

Unpaid caregiving services 1.47 1.30

Total  15.64 7.65

GSP = General Service Personnel, Nu = ngultrum. 
Note: The values are in this table apply to individuals who were aged 15 or over. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Government of Bhutan, National Statistics Bureau. 2018. 2017 Population & Housing Census of Bhutan: 
National Report. Thimphu: Bhutan National Statistics Bureau of Bhutan. 

In sum, the total market value of unpaid housework and caregiving services was equivalent to 
between 10% and 16% of Bhutan’s GDP in 2017. The lower boundary of 10% was identified under the 
generalist wage approach, and the upper boundary of 16% was identified under the specialist wage 
approach. The lower boundary amounted to Nu16.03 billion, and the upper boundary to Nu25,65 
billion. Both approaches showed the women’s contribution to be twice that of men. The specialist 
wage approach found the women’s GDP contribution to be 11%, and the men’s 5%, while the generalist 
wage approach for GSP II civil servants had similar results—10% for women and 5% for men. The 
generalist wage approach for semiskilled laborers found the women’s contribution to be 7% of GDP, 
and the men’s 3% (Figure 14). 
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Figure 14. Value of Unpaid Care Work as a Share of Gross Domestic Product 
(% of GDP) 

 

GDP = gross domestic product, GSP = General Service Personnel. 
Notes:  
1.“Specialist wage” and “generalist wage” refer to two approaches for determining the market wage equivalents 
for unpaid work at home. The generalist wage approach was applied here to the lowest rank of civil servants (GSP II) and to 
semiskilled laborers. 
2. The value given at the top of each bar shows the combined contribution of women and men. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Government of Bhutan, National Statistics Bureau. 2018. 2017 Population & Housing Census of 
Bhutan: National Report. Thimphu: Bhutan National Statistics Bureau of Bhutan. 
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V. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Unpaid care work plays a prominent role in Bhutan’s economy, and this is the first study to present the 
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The Government of Bhutan is committed to recognizing and reducing the disparities in unpaid 
work. Consequently, it is also committed to improving its methods of measurement. The objective 
should not be to eliminate unpaid work, as much of it is necessary for the functioning of society, but to 
set up an institutional structure that recognizes its value and ensures that it is equitably earmarked 
across the population. High-quality housework and caregiving are a social good. However, GDP only 
accounts for the value of goods and services bought and sold in the market, so it gives an incomplete 
picture of the actual value of the goods and services provided. The government’s National 
Commission for Women and Children (2019) set out a series of medium-term policy 
recommendations. But the first step toward achieving the goal of an equitable recognition of unpaid 
care work is to measure it as frequently and as accurately as possible.  

In the short term, we recommend the following actions to improve the measurement of unpaid 
care work in Bhutan: 

(i) Add new questions to the TUS, starting in 2020. The government could add 
questions regarding typical unpaid housework and caregiving activities to cross-classify 
with existing occupations for future exercises. It could also include a direct question on 
supervisory care, which usually represents a constraint on the caregiver’s time. 
Furthermore, it would be prudent to include questions to assess long-term attitudes 
toward certain standard types of unpaid work.  

(ii) Maintain consistency of employment categories across years. In the LFS, the 
accuracy of wage rates for different occupations in the dataset could be improved by 
making the categories consistent across years. This could begin during the next LFS 
annual exercise. 

(iii) Significantly bolster the data on wages. Consider a pilot survey on wages in the 
service sector that could later be incorporated into the LFSs. The ILO is leading many 
advances on this. Technical assistance in this area could also help. 

(iv) Use international comparisons with India and Nepal to cross-check the value of 
informal jobs. We encourage the use of data from other countries with similar labor 
market situations to compare the value of informal jobs. One example is India’s LFSs, 
which provide detailed information on occupations. Bhutan’s strong economic ties 
with India, as well as its fixed exchange rate and high dependence on India when 
determining prices, all imply that the wages reported in the Indian LFSs could be used 
for Bhutan, assuming a bilateral adjustment is made to account for purchasing power 
parity. Actually, only one (base) adjustment would be required. It may be necessary to 
use some Nepalese data on agricultural activities in mountainous and other rural areas 
(if available). 

(v) Use formal or informal volunteer programs to pilot a study on the distribution of 
volunteer work for men and women. We recommend a satellite survey to gather in-
depth information on voluntary activities and the distribution of male and female 
volunteers. Two important pieces of information are required in the data collection, in 
addition to information on each activity—why volunteering is carried out, and who 
benefits from the volunteer work.  

(vi) Use technology to broaden social protection systems and make them better 
targeted. For the short to medium term, we recommend decentralizing, expanding 
coverage, and digitalizing (through biometrics) certain public and social services. This 
should tie in with social protection systems and be guided by the results of the unpaid 
work measurements. 
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In the long term, we recommend the following actions to improve the measurement of unpaid 
care work in Bhutan:  

(i) Generate labor productivity statistics that measure the value of work in services—
whether paid of unpaid. Then incorporate them into the GNH Index. 

(ii) Include measures of unpaid care work in the national accounts, first as a satellite 
account and then incorporated as part of the calculations. 

(iii) Starting with the 2020 TUS design, assess the long-term attitudes toward certain 
standard types of unpaid care work. 

Our estimates of the value of unpaid care work were based on data from the TUS carried out 
quinquennially for the GNH Index, as well as on wage rate findings by the LFSs, and population size 
determined by the 2017 Bhutan Living Standards Survey (Bhutan National Statistics Bureau and the 
World Bank 2017) and the 2017 Population & Housing Census. These data sources are of high quality 
and are well suited to providing economywide estimates of the value of unpaid care work. However, 
the estimates could be much more accurate if the following conceptual issues were addressed in the 
future: 

(i) Wage data might not reflect society’s marginal product of labor. Using wage data to 
make these calculations implies that the results are sensitive to the structure of labor 
market institutions. For example, if preschool education were provided for free, the 
unpaid care of preschool children would be valued at a lower relative cost. Given the 
large informal labor market in the country, wages used for replacement cost 
calculations may underestimate the value if compared internationally. Some 
adjustments are needed before an international comparison can be made.  

(ii) There is a need for human capital factor adjustment. Some types of unpaid care 
have more value than others—for example, unpaid care that increases the human 
capital of the recipient, such as teaching a child to read, teaching a trade to young 
people, or providing preventive therapy. Such work not only provides the short-term 
benefit of care, but also the long-term benefit of transmitting skills and healthy habits 
that will increase future welfare. Such an adjustment would be desirable. Therefore, we 
recommend considering the addition of a “human capital adjuster” for activities that 
involve strong interactions between two people for the benefit of one of them or both.  

(iii) Within the family unit, inequality in the time spent on unpaid care should also be 
measured and reported. Unpaid care work exacerbates inequalities in society because 
it may prevent those who are involved in the work from obtaining paid employment. 
The TUS should thus require that respondents state in their diary entries whom they 
are with; also, if possible, the TUS should include interviews with more than one adult 
per household.  

Beyond measurement, these results have important implications for the quality of life and 
welfare of women and all citizens of Bhutan, in the short and long term. By spending more time on 
unpaid care work, given that the supply of time is limited to 24 hours (1,440 minutes) a day, women are 
necessarily spending less time on two important areas—paid work and self-care, the latter defined as 
personal care and leisure activities (Figure 15). We know that dependent care is crucial for children. 
Not only do they directly benefit from the care, everyone benefits if these children grow up to become 
well-adjusted, healthy, and responsible citizens who can contribute to society. However, by doing this 
work, women have less time for themselves, including for leisure, and are thus more “time poor” than 
men. In fact, women have 30 minutes less time for themselves each day than men. This constrains 
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their present well-being, and at an extreme level reduces the quality of care they can provide to others. 
Second, women are spending less time on paid work, which empowers them and provides for their old-
age security. For these reasons, a more sustained effort to estimate the value of unpaid housework and 
caregiving on a systematic and consistent basis will be crucial for seeing whether planned policies 
could indeed improve the outcomes in these areas.  

 

Figure 15.  Daily Time Allocations, by Gender 
(minutes) 

 

Notes: 
1. The values represent averages during the period surveyed. 
2. The 30-minute interval that is blocked off in the “men” bar shows that men had a half hour of more leisure time than did women. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research. 2016. A Compass Towards a Just and Harmonious 
Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report. Thimphu. 
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