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Abstract
We propose an improved method to assess the economic value of unpaid housework
and childcare. Existing literature has typically assigned a minimum, generalist or
specialist’s wage, or the performer’s opportunity cost to the hourly value of these
activities. Then it was used to calculate macro-level value based on the number of
hours spent in this work. In this paper, instead of imputing an average or minimum
wage for housework and childcare to determine a value to the work, we use the actual
local wage rate requested for these services from providers on online platforms.
Applying this method to Austrian Time Use Survey data shows that the value of
unpaid childcare and housework, had it been paid, would be equivalent to about 22%
of the 2018 GDP.
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1 Introduction

No economy would function without adequate care for young children (who will
grow to become economic agents) or the housework necessary to sustain people.
Since care- and housework in one’s own home is largely unpaid, it is unclear how to
measure the economic value of this work. To understand the economics of the
household, though, it is important to understand better the economic value of the
work produced within it.
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The literature quantifying the worth of house- and care work1 assigns a value to
the number of hours spent in this work (most commonly calculated using time-use
surveys) in one of three main ways. On the one hand, there are two “input” methods:
the opportunity cost approach and the market replacement cost approach. On the
other hand, there is an “output” method. The first of these three – the opportunity cost
approach – assumes that time spent on unpaid work is at the expense of earning a
market wage. Many calculations of opportunity costs simply use an average wage
rate of all employed people (Ahmad & Koh, 2011); others estimate a potential wage
rate even for people outside the paid labor force (Gammage, 2010; Schmid et al.,
1999). The second approach – the market replacement approach – imputes wages
that reflect the market price of the respective tasks, using either the average wage rate
of a general housekeeper (Ahmad & Koh, 2011; Varjonen et al., 2014) or including
multiple wage rates of specialists in matched occupations (Hamdad, 2003; Landefeld
et al., 2005). Sometimes, calculations with minimum wages for these tasks are
included to provide lower-bound estimates (Landefeld et al., 2005). Some studies
using the market replacement approach also account for the intensity of care (e.g.
physical and development care) and incorporate supervisory care (Suh & Folbre,
2016; Mullan, 2010). Finally, the output approach quantifies the value of the output
of unpaid work, measuring the service price of, for example, a kilogram of washing
or ironing (Holloway et al., 2002), or a child taken care of (Mullan, 2010; Yoon,
2014). In practice, many studies in the literature calculate a value of unpaid work
using more than just one of these methods, providing instead a battery of potential
wage rates in order to give a range of estimates for the value of domestic and care
work. The fact that many studies report values calculated with several different
approaches speaks to the lack of any “best” practice in this literature.

In considering how to better and consistently quantify the value of unpaid house-
and care work, we propose a new approach to introduce more precision into wage
estimates in the specialist replacement cost method. In particular, we use the wages
demanded for housework and childcare on actual online platforms to get the market
price of the work performed, disaggregated by region at the NUTS-2 level. We then
apply these values to region-specific time-use statistics to compute the aggregate
value of the work.

The use of online platforms to organize work has become increasingly prevalent
(see, for example, Katz and Krueger (2019) and Kässi and Lehdonvirta (2018)), not
least to match households with babysitters and cleaners. Our approach thus allows
the literature to keep up with the changing nature of the organization and payment for
this work. National accounting offices, who are already working to supplement GDP
measures with satellite accounts (European Communities, 2003), can find our
approach particularly useful.

In relation to other literature on this topic, we consider our approach to fit into the
specialist framework, in that we assume that it is specialists who offer childcare and
cleaning services on online platforms. Table 1 shows that there are varying degrees
of “specialization” among the workers on the platforms we use; those with more
years of experience also demand higher wages.

1 We use the terms “housework” and “domestic” work interchangeably, and always differentiate these
activities from childcare. Childcare and housework/domestic work are defined in footnote 3 below.
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The benefits of the calculation method described here are five-fold. First, our
approach does not rely on hypothetical considerations about the value of the worker’s
time to measure an opportunity cost of doing the work, estimates of which differ
widely based on education, professional experience, and socioeconomic background
(Schmid et al., 1999). Instead, our approach takes the value of the work to be the
market value that the worker herself demands. Second, our approach uses relatively
local wage rates (NUTS-2 level), meaning that the application of our method would
produce more accurate local estimates of the value of household and care work.
Third, the approach avoids applying a minimum wage to a job that may actually
receive higher remuneration, making it more accurate. Fourth, the wage data are
reported per hour, unlike in labor force surveys, where hourly wage data are often
imprecisely computed because they are calculated using other variables such as
yearly income, hours worked per week, and weeks worked per year. Finally, our
approach uses free and real-time data on wages paid, instead of relying on this
information from labor force surveys. The latter are costly in terms of time as well as
money and their publication typically has a long delay after data collection.
Researchers can use our method in any country that collects time-use data and in
which there are platforms organizing these services.

In the next section, we show an application of our method with the wage data
collected from online platforms. We estimate the aggregated value of typically
unpaid work by applying wage rates to time-use data from the same region.

2 Application

We use data from Austria for our empirical application. Data on time-use come from
the 2008–20092 time-use survey (TUS) conducted by Statistik Austria (2020).
According to the TUS, the following tasks are considered housework: cooking,
cleaning, laundry, gardening, repairs, shopping for the household, household man-
agement, travel related to housework, and other housework activities. Childcare
comprises primary care of the child, helping with the child with schoolwork,
recreation with the child, accompanying the child to appointments, travel related to

Table 1 Distribution of
advertisements by years of
experiencea

Domestic Childcare

Experience Mean N Mean N

0–4 11.18 6555 10.58 8975

5–9 11.57 3377 10.94 3625

10+ 11.96 4518 11.66 2070

aNot all workers used in the main analysis below indicate their years
of experience

2 There are more recent time-use data for Austria available from the Mobility-Activity-Expenditure Diary
(MAED) survey conducted in 2015, but these data comprise only 748 individuals and do not report
childcare as a separate activity. As reported in Hössinger et al. (2019), time-use patterns did not change
significantly between the national time use survey in 2008/2009 and the MAED survey in 2015, and there
is no reason to suspect that it would have changed significantly in the time to 2019.

Assessing the value of household work based on wages demanded on online platforms for. . . 155



childcare, and other childcare activities. These activities likely make up a large
portion of all activities related to domestic and childcare work. However, any other
kind of work in these areas is not captured in our wage calculations - which implies
that our estimates are a lower-bound value for domestic and childcare work. Table 2
shows the average number of minutes spent per day on childcare and household work
for 15–64 year olds. It is calculated based on whether the activity was primary or
secondary (the latter are activities that are done simultaneously with the primary
activity, such as listening to music while primarily cooking). Individuals in the
survey spent on average about 34 min in childcare and 172 min in household work
per day. Disaggregating these figures into households with and without children
under 10 reveals that–not surprisingly–those with children spent on average almost
2 h more on childcare. Parents spend “only” 2 h per day on childcare because the
Austrian Time Use Survey does not include information on supervisory responsi-
bilities that encompasses activities like being present while a child naps. The survey
thus cannot capture the element of childcare that relates to the worth of what care
work prevents a caregiver from doing, such as working for pay outside of the home.

To calculate the monetary value of this work, we use two prominent online
platforms to obtain the wages for housework and childcare: www.haushaltshilfe24.at
(household help 24) and www.babysitter24.at, respectively. These sites are intended
for private, individual users (both suppliers and demanders of housework and
childcare services), but some agencies may covertly find work for their employees
via these platforms.

In June 2019 we collected data on the wages demanded from workers offering
childcare and housework3 services. The listings on these websites give an hourly wage,
which we use in our calculations. Some of the arrangements are for one-time jobs, while
others may be requesting repeated work, such as weekly babysitting. We take the hourly
wage as listed, regardless of the regularity with which the work was meant to be
completed. In addition, the data from the listings do not allow us to differentiate
between work to be completed during regular business hours versus other times of the

Table 2 Time spent in childcare and housework (minutes/day), 15–64 year olds

Primary activity only Primary and secondary

Segment (N) Activity Total Women Men Total Women Men

Total (6215) Childcare 34.0 46.8 18.7 43.1 60.1 22.7

Housework 172.6 224.6 110.3 182.0 238.2 114.5

w/ children (1542) Childcare 117.0 156.3 66.1 148.0 200.4 80.0

Housework 175.7 239.3 93.3 188.3 257.7 98.5

w/o children (4673) Childcare 6.6 9.0 3.9 8.5 11.7 4.8

Housework 171.6 219.5 115.6 179.9 231.4 119.5

3 Cooking is a prominent activity in the time-use data, which may be too particular to include in the
general housework category. To test this, we used the fact that some workers mention their willingness to
cook in their personal descriptions on the websites. We divided our sample into advertisements with and
without cooking and performed a t-test for independent samples. The results show that there is no
statistically significant difference in wages between these two groups. Thus, the mean wage used in the
analysis was constructed from all available activities without further differentiating cooking.
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day, like overnight care shifts, though the latter could be paid differently than daytime
work. We cannot specify whether these wages are the worker’s gross wages or net of
taxes, because tax payments depend on total income. Workers with very low income do
not pay any income taxes; some of the workers offering services on this platform may
fall into this group, while others will have to pay taxes on their income.

We filtered listings according to postal area and worker gender. It would have
been interesting to further observe wages for immigrant versus native workers, but
the data do not contain information on country of origin or family migration back-
ground. We took the wages demanded from around 15,000 observations from each
online platform. Almost 90% of advertisements offering services come from women
(Table 3). We calculate the average wage demanded for household work and
childcare at the NUTS-2 level, for each of the nine regions of Austria (Fig. 1).

Figure 1 shows the average wage rate demanded for household work and for
babysitting services, broken down by gender and region. There is significant varia-
tion in the hourly wage of these services across regions, but overall, an hour of
childcare costs about €11 and household work costs closer to €12. Interestingly, the

Table 3 Number of
advertisements by NUTS-2
region in Austria

Domestic Childcare

Women Men Women Men

All 12,871 1584 14,041 753

Vienna 5003 633 5796 425

Lower Austria 1881 233 2046 100

Styria 1781 207 1583 65

Upper Austria 1728 221 1525 61

Carinthia 639 82 695 21

Tyrol 595 69 983 32

Salzburg 573 75 679 28

Burgenland 423 39 331 8

Vorarlberg 248 25 403 13

Fig. 1 Average wage rates of domestic work, EUR/h
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average hourly wage demanded by men on these platforms is higher than the wage
demanded by women.

3 A macro-level estimate for the value of unpaid work

We next apply the region-specific average wage rates to the average time spent on
household and childcare activities in each region. The goal of this exercise is to
determine the value of the work as a percentage of GDP, which is the standard
measure of the value of unpaid work in the literature. We use the most recent GDP
data at the time of research available for Austria, namely data from 2018, which was
equal to about €386 billion. There is a 1-year mismatch in the time dimensions of our
wage and GDP data; the platform wage data were collected in 2019 and the most
recent GDP figures are from 2018. To correct this mismatch, we deflate the wage
rates using the national consumer price index,4 Table 4 presents results of our final
percentage estimates.

When considering primary activities only, we find that the value of housework
and childcare amounts to about 22% of the 2018 GDP; when using both primary and
secondary activities, the value is near 23.4%. Ahmed and Koh (2011) have also
calculated the value of labor for domestic and care work in Austria compared to the
total value of the 2008 GDP using the same time-use data, but with different
valuation methods and wage data (in particular, OECD PPP wage data) and including
several activities not used in our study (in particular, care for adult household

Table 4 Average value of
domestic work as
percentage of GDP

Activities included Women Men Total

Primary activity only

Total 14.21 7.41 21.62

Childcare 2.23 0.94 3.17

Housework 11.98 6.47 18.45

Both, weighteda

Total 9.06 4.62 13.68

Childcare 1.58 0.64 2.22

Housework 7.48 3.98 11.46

Primary and secondary

Total 15.54 7.84 23.39

Childcare 2.83 1.13 3.96

Housework 12.72 6.71 19.42

aTime spent on the activity was weighted by 0.6 if it was a primary
activity and by 0.4 if it was a secondary activity, as suggested in Apps
and Rees (2011, FN 24). These weights were only used in the row
“both, weighted” in the ablet; the data in the other rows were
unweighted

4 We use the country-level consumer price index to deflate the wage rate. It would have been beneficial to
deflate prices at the regional level but region-specific consumer price indices are unavailable for Austria.
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members, care for non-household members, and volunteer work). Using average
generalist wages for primary activities, they estimate that labor costs for housework
and care work was equivalent to 24% of GDP in 2008. When using instead an
opportunity cost approach, the estimate is 41% of GDP in 2008. Schappelwein
(2018) has applied the generalist approach to the same Austrian time-use data but
with data on net wages from European Union Survey on Income and Living Con-
ditions. She computed a labor value for housework and care of dependent people
(children and others) equivalent to 27% of GDP in 2008. These comparisons – which
all use the same time-use data – show that the valuation of domestic work is sensitive
to the methodological approach and, crucially, the wage data employed. We argue
that our approach is superior to previous methods, primarily because it uses what is
likely the closest true value of the market cost of an hour of this work. In addition,
with more widespread use of the internet, more services will be offered online and
thus the estimates of wage rates using our method will improve.

4 Discussion

The main contribution of this paper has been to introduce a new approach to the
valuation of domestic work. By using easily accessible and free information on actual
wages, our method helps form a better understanding of the market value of
household work and childcare. Calculating this worth sheds light on the economic
value of such work. We find that this work would be additionally worth about 22% of
GDP if it were paid at going market prices; this estimate is close to the value created
by the industry sector in Austria. The approach proposed in this paper can be par-
ticularly useful to national accounting offices while developing household-specific
satellite accounts to supplement measures of the gross domestic product.
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