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Abstract: Individuals with heavy paid and unpaid work burdens may experience time
deprivations that restrict their well-being and put them at risk of becoming or remain-
ing income poor. Because unpaid work outside of the market is not captured in most
large survey-based datasets, time poverty is rarely recognized in policy and practice.
Yet income poverty and time poverty are mutually reinforcing; they can sap energy
and impede effective decision-making, thus perpetuating the state of poverty. This
essay offers a five-step approach to conceptualizing and measuring time poverty and it
compares time poverty rates by gender across a range of developing countries. Results
show that women have higher time poverty rates than men in most cases, with the
main exception being countries with low rates of female labor force participation.
Policies that strengthen physical and social infrastructure, thereby decreasing
the time needed for unpaid household work, have demonstrable effects on reducing
time poverty.
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I. I

Time poverty is a gendered issue, with relatively more women than
men considered to be time poor.1 At issue is the disproportionately large
amount of time that women spend in unpaidwork, which constrains their
ability to engage in other spheres. Women’s total work burdens are often
higher than those for men and they perform relatively more unpaid
housework and care work. A similar argument holds for children, with
girls spending more time than boys on unpaid work. On average, glob-
ally, women spend four hours and thirty-seven minutes per day on
unpaid care work, with men doing less than half that amount, and in
no country do women and men share the unpaid care work equally.2

* Department of Labor Studies and Employment Relations, Rutgers University, yana.
rodgers@rutgers.edu. Competing Interests: The author declares none. The author thanks
Nika Deitch for their helpful research assistance and Ajit Zacharias for sharing the Levy
Institute time-poverty data. I am indebted to Maria Floro, Naila Kabeer, Ebru Kongar,
Tauhidur Rahman, David Schmidtz, Ajit Zacharias, and an anonymous Project Editor for
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1 Rachel Connelly and EbruKongar, “Feminist Approaches to TimeUse,” inGender and Time
Use in a Global Context, ed. Rachel Connelly and Ebru Kongar (NewYork: PalgraveMacmillan,
2017), 1–26.

2 Jacques Charmes, The Unpaid Care Work and the Labour Market: An Analysis of Time Use Data
Based on the Latest World Compilation of Time-Use Surveys (Geneva, CH: International Labour
Office, 2019).
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Gender disparities in unpaid work are even larger in lower-income coun-
tries where women and girls do the bulk of water and fuel collection. In
sub-Saharan Africa, it takes an average of thirty-three minutes round trip
to collect water in rural areas; in Asia, it takes twenty-one minutes.3

Globally, on any given day, women and girls spend a total of 200 million
hours collecting water—the equivalent of 22,800 years—so their families
can survive.4 These are hours that could have been devoted to paid
employment, school, and basic needs. If we want to lift people out
of poverty, we need to take seriously these kinds of constraints and
incorporate the realities of time-poor individuals into poverty-reduction
strategies.

Many discussions of poverty see the basic resource needed to achieve
well-being as income. However, resources must include not only earned
income, but also time. People require both money and time to live above
the poverty line. Those facing deprivations of either of these resources are
more vulnerable to living a life of oppression. Just like income, time is a
scarce resource that impacts well-being; individuals with insufficient time
to meet their basic needs can also have impoverished lives. If poverty is
only measured in terms of money metrics, then the academic and policy
discourse on poverty has not progressed. We need to consider other
intangible factors such as agency and choice, especially within the house-
hold, and how intra-household inequalities can result in time deprivations
that have a profoundly negative impact on the quality of lives, particularly
those of women and girls who do the bulk of unpaid work within
the home.

Those who examine time poverty generally agree that it involves con-
flicting claims on people’s limited time that restrict their freedom to allocate
their time toward activities that maximize well-being.5 A closely related
definition of time poverty is the need to work long hours, without choice,
because the individual or household is income poor or risks falling into
poverty if they were to reduce their working hours below a certain thresh-
old.6 The underlying problem behind being time poor is long working
hours that do not allow for sufficient rest and leisure. Those working hours
include both paidwork in the labormarket aswell as unpaidwork at home,
engaging in activities such as childcare, domestic work, and (in low-income
countries) collectingwater and fuelwood. In such a context, people living in

3 “Collecting Water Is Often a Colossal Waste of Time for Women and Girls,” UNICEF,
August 29, 2016, https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/unicef-collecting-water-often-
colossal-waste-time-women-and-girls.

4 “Collecting Water Is Often a Colossal Waste of Time for Women and Girls.”
5 Indira Hirway, “Time-Use Surveys in Developing Countries: An Assessment,” in Unpaid

Work and the Economy: Gender, Time Use, and Poverty, ed. Rania Antonopoulos and Indira
Hirway (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 252–324.

6 Elena Bardasi and Quentin Wodon, “Working Long Hours and Having No Choice: Time
Poverty in Guinea,” Feminist Economics 16, no. 3 (2010): 45–78.
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time poverty have no choice but to work long hours and they have little
agency in determining how they spend their time.

Income poverty is a major risk factor for time poverty, especially for low-
wage workers and unpaid family workers who need to engage in multiple
economic activities in order to support their families, thus further exacer-
bating their long hours of labor. Timepoverty also constrains one’s ability to
escape being income poor, a predicament particularly acute for working
parents, especially single parents. Not only are income poverty and time
poverty mutually reinforcing, but they can also sap energy and impede
effective decision-making, thus perpetuating the state of poverty.7 Without
adequate time to engage inmeeting one’s personal needs, it is likely that the
productivity and health of individuals facing time poverty is lower than
those who do not face this constraint. People who do not have time to take
care of their health are less healthy, so time poverty reinforces and exacer-
bates health inequities.

Those in a state of incomepoverty are often timepoor, but the relationship
between income poverty and time poverty is not so straightforward. One
can be income rich and also time poor, such as people working eighteen-
hour days in high-paying jobs. One can be time rich and income poor, such
as people living below the poverty line who are unemployed or not in the
labor force. Moreover, as is the case in so many countries, individuals may
be living above the official income-poverty line, but they do not have
enough time to fulfill their unpaid work demands at home and do not have
enough money to outsource their childcare and domestic-work tasks with-
out falling below the poverty line. These people, the “hidden poor,” are
technically not income poor, but when their time deficits are monetized,
their poverty becomes visible.

Although studies on time poverty and time use have grown rapidly, there
is no standardmeasure of timepoverty, nor is there a readily available cross-
country data source on time-poverty rates by gender. The purpose of this
essay is to provide a clear conceptualization of time poverty that consoli-
dates and reconciles various concepts andmeasures introduced in previous
scholarship. I also collect information on time poverty by gender in devel-
oping countries, examining policies with demonstrable effects on reducing
time poverty. Time poverty is a form of deprivation that warrants not just
careful scrutiny, but also rectification with effective policy actions that free
up time, improve access to economic resources and opportunities, and
promote overall well-being. This essay’s conceptual framework and sys-
tematic comparison of time poverty rates by gender should prove useful for
scholars and practitioners who are working to improve poverty measures
and looking for evidence to support increased investment in poverty-
reduction strategies.

7 Anandi Mani, Sendhil Mullainathan, Eldar Shafir, and Jiaying Zhao, “Poverty Impedes
Cognitive Function,” Science 341, no. 6149 (2013): 976–80.
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II. C  M

The concept of time poverty, first introduced by Clair Vickery, refers to
the notion that to stay above a nonpoor level of consumption, households
need a minimal amount of time in addition to income.8 According to Vick-
ery, households need resources to stay above the poverty line; these
resources include assets as well as time to earn income in the marketplace
and to engage in nonmarket (household) production. The ability of house-
holds to translate time into consumption depends on how productive they
are in generating an income and in performing household work, so
resources will vary across households, even if they have the same amount
of available time. Quantifying these household resources requires account-
ing for the number of hours spent in bothmarket andnonmarket production
and then assigning a value to that time based onwages and the value of time
outside the marketplace.9 This approach tomeasuring household resources
provides a more accurate depiction of household well-being and poverty
status than earned income alone.

SinceVickery’s seminal study, scholarly interest in timepoverty has grown
asdata sourcesmeasuring timeuse becamemore readily available.However,
despite this attention paid to time poverty, there is still no common frame-
work to conceptualize time poverty and no single method to measure it. In
their call for a more consistent and transparent operationalization of time
poverty, Jason Williams and colleagues provide a helpful review of existing
frameworks and a set of questions to considerwhen formulating ameasure of
timepoverty.10Tobetterdisentangle the complexities of conceptualizing time
poverty, I suggest an amended five-step approach. The first step is to decide
on the dimension of the time poverty concept. The second step is to consider
the unit of observation (that is, individual versus household). The third is to
categorize the types of timeuse. The fourth is todefine the threshold. The fifth
is to construct the indicator. Although each of these steps can be stated
concisely, the processes for implementing them are anything but concise, as
highlighted in Figure 1 and discussed in the remainder of this section.

These steps collectively contribute to the formulation of a quantifiable
indicator that differentiates time poverty from other concepts such as time
scarcity and time constraints. Making decisions associatedwith this process
necessitates stepping back and considering the notion of time poverty itself.
Some researchers may prefer to focus more on long working hours, which
translates into insufficient rest and leisure and hence imbalance between
work and personal life. Others may want to examine command (or lack
thereof) over one’s use of time, with too much time devoted to required

8 Clair Vickery, “The Time-Poor: A New Look at Poverty,” Journal of Human Resources 12,
no. 1 (1977): 27–48.

9 Vickery, “The Time-Poor.”
10 Jason Williams, Yuta Masuda, and Heather Tallis, “A Measure Whose Time has Come:

Formalizing Time Poverty,” Social Indicators Research 128, no. 1 (2016): 265–83.
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activities and insufficient time to activities chosen at one’s discretion.
Researchers may also vary in the outcome measures in which they are
interested, whether it be an indicator of well-being or an adjusted measure
of income poverty.

As shown in Figure 1, step one entails deciding whether to consider time
poverty by itself or in conjunction with income. As a single-dimensional
concept, time poverty is measured in isolation, independent of income, con-
sumption, or expenditures.12 A key advantage of this approach is that the
data requirements are relatively easier to satisfywith a focus onlyon time; the
researcher does not need data on income. The main rationale for this
approach is that time poverty in and of itself is a risk factor for living in a
state of deprivation regardless of one’s income level. However, the relation-
ship between income poverty and time poverty is not straightforward, as
some individualsmaybe timepoor but not incomepoor,while othersmaybe
income poor but not time poor. For this reason, a number of authors have
studied time and income poverty using a two-dimensional, time-adjusted
income-poverty approach.13Using the approach employed byAjit Zacharias

Figure 1. Conceptualization of Time Poverty.11

11 Adapted from discussion in Williams, Masuda, and Tallis, “AMeasure Whose Time Has
Come.”

12 Michael Bittman, “Social Participation and FamilyWelfare: TheMoney and Time Costs of
Leisure in Australia,” Social Policy & Administration 36, no. 4 (2002): 408–25; Charlene Kalen-
koski, Karen Hamrick, and Margaret Andrews, “Time Poverty Thresholds and Rates for the
U.S. Population,” Social Indicators Research 104, no. 1 (2011): 129–55.

13 Vickery, “The Time-Poor”; Robin Douthitt, “‘Time to Do the Chores?’ Factoring Home-
Production Needs into Measures of Poverty,” Journal of Family and Economic Issues 21, no.
1 (2000): 7–22; Andrew Harvey and Arun Mukhopadhyay, “When Twenty-Four Hours Is
Not Enough: Time Poverty of Working Parents,” Social Indicators Research 82, no. 1 (2007):
57–77; Bardasi and Wodon, “Working Long Hours.”
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as well as Rania Antonopoulos and Emel Memis, the time-adjusted income-
poverty measure (y0) is defined as:

Equation ð1Þ : y0 = ~y�min 0,Xð Þp
The notation ỹ denotes the conventional income-poverty threshold, X

represents the time deficit or surplus, and p is the unit price of market
substitutes for activities involved in household production.14 Calculating
this unit price p is a thorny issue, as market substitutes for many activities
might not exist in a developing country context; even if the relevant market
exists, the household may not be able to acquire the required amount of
substitutes at a reasonable price. In any event, the unit price p can be
approximated by, alternatively, a country’s minimum wage, the opportu-
nity cost of the household member’s time who is engaged in nonmarket
production, or a weighted average of the measured wages of different
occupations (such as childcare provider, housekeeper, and cook) that pro-
vide the relevant services in the marketplace.

The time deficit or surplus,X, is defined as the available time,A, in excess
of or in deficit of time devoted to labor for income generation, L, as follows:

Equation ð2Þ : X =A�L

and

Equation ð3Þ : A= 168�C�D�R

In Equation (3), the notationC is personal care time,D is non-substitutable
household production time, and R is substitutable household production
time required to subsist at the level of income poverty. A household pro-
duction activity that is substitutablemeans that the household can purchase
a service to replace that activity in themarket. The bars represent thresholds
determined by the researcher rather than actual recorded time and 168 is the
number of hours in a week.

Intuitively, in this approach, an individual or household needs to have
both income and time for household production in order to reach at least the
income-poverty level of consumption. The income-poverty measure is thus
adjusted by a dollar amount that consists of the replacement cost of any
household production that is foregone because of the time deficit. As an
example of this approach, in Buenos Aires, the official income-poverty rate
in 2005was relatively low compared to the rest of the country, at 6 percent of
households and 9 percent of individuals, but after monetizing household
time deficits and adding that value to the standard income-poverty line,

14 Ajit Zacharias, “The Measurement of Time and Income Poverty” (Working Paper
No. 690, Levy Economics Institute of Bard College, Annandale-on-Hudson, NY, 2011); Rania
Antonopoulos and Emel Memis, “Time and Poverty from a Developing Country Perspective”
(Working Paper No. 600, Levy Economics Institute of Bard College, Annandale-on-Hudson,
NY, 2010).
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Antonopoulos and coauthors calculated a time-adjusted income-poverty
rate of 11 percent for households and 16 percent for individuals.15 Mone-
tizing the value of time deficits thus uncovered a large “hidden poor”
segment of the population, with people who had incomes exceeding the
official poverty line but were still living in deprivation, unable to meet their
unpaid care and domestic work requirements.

Step two—considering the unit of observation—may appear to be
straightforward, but it is not. The unit of observation for most data col-
lected through time-use surveys and diaries is the individual, so in the case
of the single-dimensional time-poverty approach, the decision point
would more so be the age of the individual, with most researchers using
ages 15–64. For researchers following the time-adjusted income-poverty
approach, this second step is more complicated. Although individual-
level income is collected in some time-use surveys, the data are often
provided in ranges and therefore are not precise.16 Even if household
income and expenditure surveys provide exact household income, it can
be difficult to link this data with the time-use data. Moreover, simply
dividing household income evenly between all adults in the household
and aggregating time across adults in a household, bumps up against the
relatively contentious issue of how resources and household tasks are
distributed within a household.

Much of the earlier research on income poverty relies on metrics based
on household income (or consumption) data and assumptions that
resources (and consumption goods) are distributed equitably within a
household. Not only was income assumed to be distributed evenly within
households, but so was the allocation of household work. The unitary-
household model has since encountered much resistance, largely by
scholars examining power differentials within the household.17 This more
recent body of work provides more careful scrutiny of motivations and
factors that affect bargaining and household decision-making. Tracking
poverty with income data collected at the household level does not permit
a proper assessment of intrahousehold welfare, thus making it difficult to
accurately measure income poverty at the individual level and how
income poverty differs between men and women. Similarly, measuring

15 RaniaAntonopoulos, Valeria Esquivel, ThomasMasterson, andAjit Zacharias, “Time and
Income Poverty in the City of Buenos Aires,” in Gender and Time Use in a Global Context,
ed. Connelly and Kongar, 161–92.

16 Maria Floro, “Time Allocation and Time-Use Surveys,” in The Routledge Handbook of
Feminist Economics, ed. Günseli Berik and Ebru Kongar (London: Routledge, 2021), 148–56.

17 Marilyn Manser and Murray Brown, “Marriage and Household Decision-Making: A
Bargaining Analysis,” International Economic Review 21, no. 1 (1980): 31–44; Nancy Folbre,
“Hearts and Spades: Paradigms of Household Economics,” World Development 14, no. 2
(1986): 245–55; Shelly Lundberg and Robert Pollak, “Separate Spheres Bargaining and the
Marriage Market,” Journal of Political Economy 101, no. 6 (1993): 988–1010; and Bina Agarwal,
“‘Bargaining’ andGender Relations:Within and Beyond theHousehold,” Feminist Economics 3,
no. 1 (1997): 1–51.
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time poverty at the household level also does not properly track unequal
distribution of unpaid household work, contributing to misleading con-
clusions about individuals’ time poverty. Gender differences in the allo-
cation of unpaid work within the household are a key determinant of
intrahousehold inequalities by gender in access to time for paid work as
well as time for leisure; ultimately, this uneven intrahousehold allocation
of labor manifests as observed gender differences in income poverty and
time poverty.18

Researchers using a time-adjusted income-poverty approach need to
account for intrahousehold disparities and be transparent in how they
measure poverty at the individual level. Zacharias and coauthors handle
this problem by constructing a time-adjusted income-poverty measure
using household-level income data matched with individual-level time-use
data, thus allowing for time poverty to be explicitly defined at both
the individual level and the household level.19 The matched data facilitates
using the individual as the unit of analysis while also considering the
household in setting the threshold for required hours of household produc-
tion. There can be individuals who are not time poor living in time-poor
households, so this approach avoids the strong assumption that individuals
with a time surplus will allocate some of their surplus to household pro-
duction, thus eliminating the time deficits of others in the household.20

Access to individual-level time-use data also facilitates examining time
poverty rates for children. Given the policy importance of child poverty,
this data feature is enormously useful for calculating the poverty status of
children.

Step three entails deciding on the relevant categories (or buckets) of
activities that should be used in the analysis of time poverty. This step
involves decidingwhich activities should be accounted forwhenmeasuring
time poverty and the manner of activity classification. Some surveys and
time-use diaries record activities using detailed labels, which need to be
aggregated. However, some time-use data, especially those collected by
specifying a particular set of activity categories, are broad. The problem
here is that the categories are not uniform in detail or in aggregation across
different countries. Although an International Classification ofActivities for
Time Use Studies (ICATUS) exists, countries do not necessarily abide by or
follow this scheme.21

18 _Ipek _Ilkkaracan and Emel Memis, “Poverty,” in The Routledge Handbook of Feminist Eco-
nomics, ed. Berik and Kongar, 274–83.

19 Ajit Zacharias, Rania Antonopoulos, and Thomas Masterson, Why Time Deficits Matter:
Implications for the Measurement of Poverty (Annandale-on-Hudson, NY: Levy Economics Insti-
tute of Bard College, 2012), https://www.levyinstitute.org/pubs/rpr_08_12.pdf.

20 Zacharias, Antonopoulos, and Masterson, Why Time Deficits Matter.
21 Valeria Esquivel, Debbie Budlender, Nancy Folbre, and Indira Hirway, “Explorations:

Time-Use Surveys in the South,” Feminist Economics 14, no. 3 (2008): 107–52; Hirway, “Time-
Use Surveys in Developing Countries”; Floro, “Time Allocation and Time-Use Surveys.”
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The end result is lack of consistency in activity aggregations (buckets)
across studies. Some have just two buckets (say, work and leisure), some
have three (say, paidwork, unpaidwork, and leisure), and some have four
(say, contracted time, which is typically paid work and schooling; com-
mitted time, which is usually household production; necessary time,
which is often personal care; and leisure).22 Others have even more cate-
gories, such as the five-bucket scheme comprised of market work, house-
hold production, volunteer and community service, leisure, and personal
care.23

Although the number differs across these schemes, in principle the
buckets can be consolidated into an aggregate considered “necessary”
and an aggregate considered “discretionary.”Necessary time is the time
absolutely needed for people to spend in unavoidable activities of paid
employment, unpaid household production, and personal care. Discre-
tionary time is the amount of time left over after these necessary tasks
have been completed.24 The total amount of time dedicated to either one
of these aggregates is then compared to a stipulated threshold. Time
poverty is then defined as the excess of necessary time over the relevant
threshold or the deprivation of discretionary time short of the relevant
threshold. Note that this issue of discretion can be subjective.Whether an
activity is considered necessary versus discretionary can vary depending
on who is making this decision, the researcher or the respondent, and it
can vary among researchers and respondents. For example, if the deter-
mination is from the perspective of a female respondent who has inter-
nalized gender norms, then there may be a blurring of what constitutes
necessary versus discretionary activities.25Moreover, this distinction can
be too simplistic. For example, a woman working a difficult job on an
assembly line—the pressure is enormous and she has to work very fast—
is doing necessary labor, as is a woman who is raising a child full-time at
home. Even though they are both doing necessary labor, the work is not
comparable. These classifications of time facilitate the calculation of
time-poverty estimates, but they do not tell us how much control a
person has over her work, the intensity of that work, or her subjective
work satisfaction.

The fourth step involves identifying the critical threshold and compar-
ing estimates of an individual’s time use in these buckets and aggregates
with the threshold. Some researchers have used an absolute threshold,

22 Dagfinn Ås, “Studies of Time-Use: Problems and Prospects,” Acta Sociologica 21, no. 2
(1978): 125–41.

23 Abhilasha Srivastava and Maria Sagrario Floro, “The Dual Problem of Unemployment
and Time Poverty in South Africa: Understanding Their Linkages,” inGender and Time Use in a
Global Context, ed. Connelly and Kongar, 193–230.

24 RobertGoodin, JamesMahmudRice,Antti Parpo, andLina Eriksson,Discretionary Time: A
New Measure of Freedom (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008).

25 Floro, “Time Allocation and Time-Use Surveys.”
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which is essentially a fixed amount of time deemed critical by the
researcher for meeting one’s basic needs or for maintaining a household
based on underlying assumptions and scientific evidence. These thresh-
olds vary by country and also by household characteristics, such as num-
ber of children, number of adults, and employment status. Although the
time for meeting basic needs also varies across individuals by character-
istics such as age and gender, these granular variations are often not taken
into account when setting the critical thresholds. For example, Vickery
determines, based on survey data for the United States, that theminimum
amount of time someone needs to maintain their mental and physical
well-being (that is, time devoted to sleeping, resting, eating, personal
hygiene, and leisure) is eighty-one hours per week (or about 11.6 hours
per day).26 Using a similar approach, Robin Douthitt assumes that an
employed single parent with two children needs at least two hours per
day for household production (including child care, cleaning, cooking,
and laundry).27

To avoid the potential of having inaccurate assumptions about the min-
imum time required for these basic needs, other researchers use a relative
time-poverty threshold in which the time aggregate is compared to an
amount of time determined by the dataset being used in the analysis,
usually some percentage of themean ormedian of the sample. For example,
Charlene Kalenkoski and coauthors perform calculations using 50, 60, and
70 percent of the median discretionary time for their total sample and for
various subsamples.28 These percentage benchmarks are fairly representa-
tive of the relative-threshold approach. Other examples include Michael
Bittman, who uses 50 percent of the median leisure time as the relative
threshold29; Elena Bardasi and Quentin Wodon, who compare individuals’
working time against a relative threshold of 1.5 times the median of the
working hour distribution for all individuals in the sample30; Abhilasha
Srivastava andMaria Floro,who compare a person’sworking hours against
a relative threshold of the seventy-fifth percentile of the total working hours
distribution31; and Robert Goodin and coauthors, who use one standard
deviation below the mean for strictly necessary time.32 This approach is
more flexible but requires robustness checks since there is no particular
percentage of the sample mean or median determined a priori or justified
by outside sources.

26 Vickery, “The Time-Poor.”
27 Douthitt, “‘Time to do the Chores?’”
28 Kalenkoski, Hamrick, and Andrews, “Time Poverty Thresholds.”
29 Bittman, “Social Participation.”
30 Bardasi and Wodon, “Working Long Hours.”
31 Srivastava and Floro, “The Dual Problem.”
32 Goodin et al., Discretionary Time.
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The fifth step involves deciding on the computation for an aggregate
measure of the population. In parallel to the three most basic Foster-Greer-
Thorbeckemeasures of income poverty, the head-count time-poverty index
sums up the number of individuals whose total hours of necessary time or
hours spent working exceeds the critical benchmark or whose total hours
engaged in discretionary time or hours spent in nonwork activities is less
than the critical benchmark.33 The time-poverty gap measure accounts for
the distance each person is from the critical threshold and is calculated as the
average distance that the population is from the time-poverty line. All non-
time-poor individuals are assigned a distance of zero, with the implication
that individuals who are income poor but non-time-poor are still living
below the official income-poverty line. The squared time-poverty gap takes
the square of that distance and places a higher weight on individuals whose
working hours are extreme outliers.34

These steps are then applied to time-use data, which typically come
from two sources: stand-alone time-use surveys and modular time-use
surveys that are part of a major national effort such as a labor-force
survey or household-income-and-expenditure survey.35 Stand-alone
surveys are more common in higher-income countries, while lower-
income countries tend to conduct modular time-use surveys. Regardless
of the source, the researcher typically has access to three data compo-
nents: (1) background and socioeconomic information about the individ-
ual and/or household; (2) time spent by individuals on different types of
activities, usually in the past twenty-four hours or in the past week; and
(3) the context inwhich the person engages in the activities, such aswhere
the activities took place, who else was present, and whether or not the
activity was paid.

As of 2020, over 100 countries had conducted at least one time-use survey,
with more expected to come on board.36 However, the surveys vary con-
siderably in what gets measured and how they measure it, making it
exceedingly difficult to compare time-use statistics across countries with a
single time-use activity classification. Hence, not only are measures of time
poverty sensitive to different baselines and underlying assumptions of the
conceptualization, but the application of these measures entails using het-
erogenous types of data sets as well as limitations on the information that
may be available in those data sets. Keeping these data constraints in mind,
we next turn to the question of gender differences in time poverty across
countries.

33 James Foster, Joel Greer, and Erik Thorbecke, “A Class of Decomposable Poverty
Measures,” Econometrica 52, no. 3 (1984): 761–66.

34 Bardasi and Wodon, “Working Long Hours.”
35 Hirway, “Time-Use Surveys.”
36 Hirway, “Time-Use Surveys”; Floro, “Time Allocation and Time-Use Surveys”; Mayra

Buvinic andElizabethKing, Invisible NoMore? AMethodology and Policy Review of HowTime-Use
Surveys Measure Unpaid Work (Washington, DC: United Nations Foundation, 2018).

89TIME POVERTY

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052523000389
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://w
w

w
.cam

bridge.org/core . IP address: 18.118.195.163 , on 26 Jan 2025 at 21:51:07 , subject to the Cam
bridge Core term

s of use, available at https://w
w

w
.cam

bridge.org/core/term
s .

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052523000389
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


III. G D  T P

One of the most salient features of gendered labor patterns around the
globe is women’s disproportionate amount of time allocated to unpaid
work.37 Women spend relatively more time than men engaged in domestic
responsibilities such as childcare, cooking, and cleaning. Fuel and water
collection are particularly time-intensive activities that can occupy a sub-
stantial portion of a woman’s working hours, especially in low-income
countries with poor infrastructure. In addition, rates of nonremunerative
productive work on the farm tend to be higher for women than men, often
due to the need to combine productive farm work with childcare.38 These
gender differentials exist for a variety of reasons, including long-standing
sociocultural norms that dictate gender relations in the household and
sanction the manner in which women are expected to engage in the mar-
ketplace.

Time-poverty rates are likely to differ not only between the genders, but
also among women and among men, depending on the contexts in which
they live, such as where they are in the life cycle, their wealth and income
status, whether they live in an urban or rural setting, and their access to
basic physical and social infrastructure. In an effort to compare gendered
time-use patterns across countries using data in a standardized format,
Eliana Rubiano-Matulevich and Mariana Viollaz construct a time-use
dataset for nineteen countries across different regions for the 2006–2014
period using a harmonization process that permits accurate cross-country
comparisons.39 They use this data to construct the time-use profiles in
Figure 2.

As illustrated, women perform less market work and more unpaid
domestic work than men in every country in the sample. On average in
this sample, women engage in 2.7 fewer hours of market work per day
and 3.2 more hours of unpaid domestic work per day than men. The
unpaid-work differential is largest in Guatemala, where women engage
in 6.7 hours of unpaid domestic work per day compared to 1.1 hours
for men.

Inmost but not all countries in this sample,womenworkmore total hours
than men, with an average additional workload for women of thirty
minutes per day. Among the six countries for which this is not true, the
gender gap in total work time is small except for the West Bank and Iraq,
where men have a total excess workload (paid work plus unpaid domestic

37 The World Bank, World Development Report 2012: Gender Equality and Development
(Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2012).

38 Yana Rodgers and Nidhiya Menon, “Credit and Self-Employment,” in Handbook of
Research on Gender and Economic Life, ed. Deborah Figart and Tonia Warnecke (Cheltenham,
UK: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2013), 359–77.

39 Eliana Rubiano-Matulevich andMariana Viollaz, “Gender Differences in Time Use: Allo-
cating Time Between the Market and the Household” (Research Working Paper 8981, World
Bank Policy, Washington, DC, 2019).
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work) relative to women of almost two hours per day due to their consid-
erably greater number of hours allocated to paid work. Women have low

Panel A: Market Work
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Panel B: Unpaid Domestic Work
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Figure 2. Time Spent in Market Work and Unpaid Domestic Work
(Hours per Day).40

40 Constructed with data in Rubiano-Matulevich and Viollaz, “Gender Differences in Time
Use.”
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attachment to the labor force in both of these countries, helping to explain
the difference. In the West Bank, the labor-force participation rate for
women is 18 percent for women compared to 70 percent for men; in Iraq,
it is 12 percent for women and 74 percent for men.41 These results suggest
that even though women have higher unpaid working hours than men
around the globe, gender differences in overall time-poverty rates may be
more complicated, depending on employment patterns and women’s
attachment to the labor force.

Men tend to experience a fairly stable time-use profile over their life-
times, while women experience more variable paid and unpaid work-
loads as family structures change. The differences between men and
women are largest during women’s peak childbearing and childrearing
ages. This stylized fact is supported with regression results in Rubiano-
Matulevich and Viollaz’s study showing that having children is associ-
ated with an increase of 1.6 hours/day of unpaid domestic work for
women ages 20–44, but an increase of only 12 minutes/day in unpaid
domestic work for men.42 Similarly, having children reduces time allo-
cated to market work for women of prime childbearing age by 11 minutes
per day, while there is no statistically significant impact for men on their
market work.43

Closely related to the concept of time poverty is the notion of work
intensity, often referred to as multitasking, when some work activities are
performed simultaneously with another activity. People who are time poor
are more likely than those who are not time poor to engage in a stress-
inducing overlap ofwork activities, which can also involve frequent switch-
ing between tasks within a certain time period.44 A common form of work
intensity is care provision while engaging in paid work, such as a parent
caring for a child while working at home. Also common, especially in the
rural sector of developing countries, is engagement in multiple paid activ-
ities simultaneously since a single agricultural activity often does not pro-
vide adequate compensation. Another example is supervising children as a
secondary activity during what otherwise would be the primary activity of
leisure. Coupled with domestic responsibilities, simultaneous paid work
activities further increase total working hours and the intensity of work.
These secondary activities are often not captured by time-use data, with the
implication that time-poverty measures that do not take into account sec-
ondary work activities may not be accurate. What data there are indicate
that these forms of work intensity are more characteristic of women’s time
use compared to men.45

41 World Bank, World Development Indicators (2021), https://data.worldbank.org/.
42 Rubiano-Matulevich and Viollaz, “Gender Differences in Time Use.”
43 Rubiano-Matulevich and Viollaz, “Gender Differences in Time Use.”
44 Lourdes Benería, Günseli Berik, andMaria S. Floro,Gender, Development, and Globalization:

Economics as If All People Mattered, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2015).
45 Benería, Berik, and Floro, Gender, Development, and Globalization.
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The gender gap in unpaidwork grewduring the COVID-19 pandemic in
numerous countries, both developed and developing. The pandemic
exposed and exacerbated gender inequities in the labor market and the
work of caring for the sick, children, and elderly. The evidence shows that
global lockdowns, school closures, and stay-at-home orders resulted in an
increase in carework that has fallen disproportionately on the shoulders of
women.46 Spread of the COVID-19 virus also amplified the need for caring
labor within the home due to the large number of people contracting the
virus and requiring care at home. In developing countries, the return of
migrant workers to rural villagesmeantmore people to care for, withmost
of that work falling on the shoulders of women. Not only were women
doing more care work than men, but they were also more likely than men
to leave the labor force altogether due to increased demands in the house-
hold.47

Time-use patterns are not the same as time-poverty rates, so we next turn
to a deep dive into relevant research to provide insight into time-poverty
rates for women and men across countries. This kind of comparison is
complicated because most time-poverty calculations for individual coun-
tries are based on different conceptualizations, methods, and survey
designs with varying underlying structures. This lack of standardization
makes it difficult to gauge how time poverty varies across countries in a
systematic way. In addition to methodological and conceptual differences,
country-level aspects can also influence the levels of time poverty and
differences between men and women in those countries. For example,
low-income countries in sub-Saharan Africa with poor physical infrastruc-
ture are likely to have higher overall time-poverty rates and larger gender
gaps. Also, middle-income and higher-income countries in the Middle East
and North Africa with social norms that restrict women’s engagement in
paid employment are likely to have lower time-poverty rates and smaller
gender gaps.

Table 1 reports time-poverty rates from fourteen developing-country
studies published since 2008. In the majority of countries, the overall
time-poverty rate for women exceeds that of men, with the differential
as high as 41 percentage points in Mozambique and 33 percentage points
in Nigeria. However, this relative disadvantage for women is not univer-
sal. In Lesotho, the rate is slightly higher for men, largely due to men’s
considerably higher rates of employment in farming and livestock

46 Kate Bahn, Jennifer Cohen, and Yana Rodgers, “A Feminist Perspective on COVID‐

19 and the Value of Care Work Globally,” Gender, Work & Organization 27, no. 5 (2020):
695–99.

47 Jennifer Cohen and Yana Rodgers, “The Feminist Political Economy of Covid-19: Capi-
talism, Women, and Work,” Global Public Health 16, nos. 8–9 (2021): 1381–95.
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Table 1. Time Poverty Rates by Country and Gender, Selected Developing Countries

Country

% of
Women
time poor

% of
Men
time
poor

Gender
Gap

(W-M) Study48

Mozambique 49.5 8.3 41.2 Diksha Arora

Nigeria 47.5 15.0 32.5 Olajumoke Adeyeye et al.

China 37.6 18.9 18.7 Liangshu Qi and Xiao-yuan
Dong

Guatemala 32.4 13.9 18.6 Sarah Gammage

Brazil 30.1 12.0 18.1 Lilian Ribeiro and Emerson
Marinho

Ethiopia 25.1 7.3 17.8 Pablo Robles

Ghana 32.6 18.2 14.4 Emmanuel Orkoh et al.

Guinea 24.7 15.1 9.6 Elena Bardasi and Quentin
Wodon

Uganda 32.1 27.6 4.5 Carmen Bain et al.

Pakistan 14.7 13.2 1.5 Najam-us-Saqib and Ghulam
Arif

Lesotho 6.8 8.3 –1.5 David Lawson

Argentina* 39.0 41.0 –2.0 Rania Antonopoulos et al.

Egypt 19.6 26.2 –6.6 Asmaa Ezzat and Hanan
Nazier

Tunisia 32.5 53.1 –20.7 Asmaa Ezzat and Hanan
Nazier

* Evidence for Argentina is specific to Buenos Aires.

48 The information for each country listed in Table 1 is drawn, respectively, from the follow-
ing studies: Diksha Arora, “Gender Differences in Time-Poverty in Rural Mozambique,”
Review of Social Economy 73, no. 2 (2015): 196–221; Olajumoke Adeyeye, Omolayo B. Oluwa-
tope, Oluwatosin E. Ilevbare, and Yemisi A. Oyeniran, “Gender, Time Poverty, and Health
Outcomes Among Rural Households in Southwest Nigeria,” Gender & Behaviour 17, no. 2
(2019): 13104–17; Liangshu Qi and Xiao-yuan Dong, “Gender, Low-Paid Status, and Time
Poverty in Urban China,” Feminist Economics 24, no. 2 (2018): 171–93; Sarah Gammage, “Time
Pressed and Time Poor: Unpaid Household Work in Guatemala,” Feminist Economics 16, no. 3
(2010): 79–112; Lilian Lopes Ribeiro and EmersonMarinho, “Time Poverty in Brazil: Measure-
ment and Analysis of Its Determinants,” Estudos Econômicos 42, no. 2 (2012): 285–306; Pablo
Suárez Robles, “Gender Disparities in Time Allocation, Time Poverty, and Labor Allocation
Across Employment Sectors in Ethiopia,” inGender Disparities in Africa’s LaborMarket, ed. Jorge
Saba Arbache, Alexandre Kolev, and Ewa Filipiak (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2010),
299–332; Emmanuel Orkoh, Phillip Frederick Blaauw, and Carike Claassen, “Relative Effects
of Income andConsumption Poverty on Time Poverty in Ghana,” Social Indicators Research 147,
no. 2 (2020): 465–99; Bardasi and Wodon, “Working Long Hours”; Carmen Bain, Elizabeth
Ransom, and Iim Halimatusa’diyah, “‘Weak Winners’ of Women’s Empowerment: The
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herding.49 Buenos Aires also sees higher time-poverty rates for men
among the poor, although this difference reverses for the nonpoor.50

Time-poverty rates are considerably higher for men than women in Tuni-
sia and Egypt, mostly because women in these two countries have very
low labor-force participation rates in absolute and relative terms.51

Time-poverty studies often focus on adults, with the assumption that
children require care and take up a portion of the hours that adults allocate
toward household production. Lack of individual-level data on children’s
time use is another reason why many studies focus on adults. A notable
exception is Elena Bardasi and Quentin Wodon’s study of Guinea, which
finds a time-poverty rate of 26 percent for girls and 20 percent for boyswhen
using a threshold of at least nine working hours per week. They find
considerable variation among children based on their schooling status;
children who do not attend school worked an average of seventeen hours
per week in paid work, while children in school worked almost no hours in
paid employment.52 Moreover, children both in and out of school spent
non-negligible amounts of time in unpaid domestic work, especially collect-
ing fuelwood and water.

One major exception to the variation across countries in the methodol-
ogy used to estimate time poverty is a set of studies conducted using the
Levy Institute Measure of Time and Income Poverty (LIMTIP) method.
This two-dimensional measure of time poverty takes into account intra-
household differentials in the distribution of resources and tasks and has
been applied to time-use surveys from numerous countries.53 This
method includes the monetized value of time deficits in the poverty
calculation of households and it allows for there to be time-nonpoor
individuals in time-poor households; it thus incorporates gender differ-
ences in the division of household production into the measurement of
poverty. A summary of these results on time poverty rates is reported in
Figure 3 for nine countries.

Figure 3 shows that overall, in every country, women’s time-poverty
rates exceed those of men. However, the differential between women and

Gendered Effects of Dairy Livestock Assets on Time Poverty in Uganda,” Journal of Rural
Studies 61 (2018): 100–109; Najam-us-Saqib and Ghulam Mohammad Arif, “Time Poverty,
Work Status, and Gender: The Case of Pakistan,” Pakistan Development Review 51, no. 1
(2012): 23–46; David Lawson, “Infrastructure and Time Poverty in Lesotho,” South African
Journal of Economics 76, no. 1 (2008): 77–88; Antonopoulos et al., “Time and Income Poverty”;
Asmaa Ezzat andHananNazier, “Time Poverty in Egypt andTunisia: Is There aGenderGap?”
International Journal of Development Issues 18, no. 3 (2019): 261–89.

49 Lawson, “Infrastructure and Time Poverty in Lesotho.”
50 Antonopoulos et al., “Time and Income Poverty.”
51 Ezzat and Nazier, “Time Poverty in Egypt and Tunisia.”
52 Bardasi and Wodon, “Working Long Hours.”
53 Ajit Zacharias, “How Time Deficits and Hidden Poverty Undermine the Sustainable

Development Goals” (Policy Note 2017/4, Levy Economics Institute of Bard College,
Annandale-on-Hudson, NY, 2017).
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Figure 3. LIMTIP*Method Time-Poverty Rates among Employed Persons
by Country, Sex, and Weekly Hours of Employment.54

*LIMTIP denotes the Levy Institute Measure of Time and Income Poverty.

54 Data for Ethiopia and South Africa is from Ajit Zacharias, Thomas Masterson, Fernando
Rios-Avila, and Abena D. Oduro, Scope and Effects of Reducing Time Deficits via Intrahousehold
Redistribution of Household Production, Levy Economics Institute of Bard College Research
Project Report (Annandale-on-Hudson, NY: Levy Institute, 2021). All other data is from
Zacharias, “How Time Deficits and Hidden Poverty Undermine.”
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men varies according to the extent to which individuals engage in paid
employment. At very low levels of paid employment (twenty hours or
fewer perweek), the gender gap in time-poverty rates is either close to zero
(in the case of Ghana, Korea, and Tanzania) or considerably smaller than at
employment levels of thirty-six to fifty hours per week. At the other
extreme, at very high levels of paid employment (over sixty hours per
week), almost 100 percent of both women and men are considered time
poor. Underlying these results are women’s relatively greater hours in
unpaid household production that remain high even among women who
work long hours in their paid jobs.

IV. P S  R T P

It should be clear from the discussion thus far that when time deficits are
incorporated into poverty calculations, countries around the globe have a
substantial number of “hidden poor,” that is, people living above the con-
ventional income-poverty line but still facing a life of deprivation because
they have insufficient time to meet their basic needs. We also see that, in
most countries, relativelymorewomen thanmen are time poor. Peoplewho
are income nonpoor but time poor have been marginalized because this
kind of poverty has largely escaped conventional antipoverty strategies.
Increasing the visibility of this hidden poverty by incorporating time defi-
cits into calculations of the poverty rate will facilitate the design of more
effective policy strategies to combat poverty. This section focuses on policy
strategies with demonstrable effects on time use for paid employment and
household production in developing countries. These strategies can be
classified into three broad areas: (1) physical infrastructure and technology
improvements, (2) minimum wage and cash transfers, and (3) care infra-
structure.

A. Physical infrastructure and technology improvements

A key determinant of time poverty in low-income countries is poor
physical infrastructure. Policies that would save time by reducing
unpaid domestic work and care work include infrastructure improve-
ment to provide piped water, electrification, road construction, better
transportation options, and sanitation services. These needs are espe-
cially stark in rural areas.55 One of the biggest determinants of women’s
time in unpaid labor in low-income countries is the state of public infra-
structure, including roads and electrification, and ease of access to

55 Marzia Fontana and Diane Elson, “Public Policies on Water Provision and Early Child-
hood Education and Care (ECEC): Do They Reduce and Redistribute Unpaid Work?” Gender
and Development 22, no. 3 (2014): 459–74.
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drinking water and firewood. These areas are usually the domain of
women, many of whom have commensurately less time to work for
pay, even if they are able, given the time-intensive nature of water and
firewood collection.

Projects that include digging wells and programs that supply house-
holds with new technologies such as energy-efficient cooking stoves and
ovens have helped to reduce some of women’s domestic-work burdens.
For example, in Burkina Faso, initiatives to construct wells, supply carts to
villages for haulingwood, build fuel-efficient ovens, and introduce hullers
and grain mills to convert grain into flour all helped to reduce women’s
workloads and reallocate their time to create new businesses.56 In
South Africa, the widescale rollout of electricity to rural areas resulted in
a 9 to 9.5 percentage-point increase in women’s employment, mostly
because household electrification served as a labor-saving technology
(largely through electric lighting and cooking) and reduced women’s time
spent in home production.57 Similarly, in rural communities in the Philip-
pines, Uganda, and Zimbabwe, access to an improved water source
reduced women’s average unpaid care workloads by one to four hours
per day.58 In India, reliable electrification has a causal effect in reducing
weekly minutes spent on fuel and water collection for both men and
women,with a relatively larger decrease forwomen; having ten additional
hours of electricity reduces time spent on fuel and water collection by
thirty-nine minutes per week for men and sixty-nine minutes per week
for women.59

Improving access to information, communication, and technology (ICT)
services also has the potential to reduce time poverty, especially forwomen,
through gains in wage employment and income. In principle, the key
mechanism is through an improvement in women’s fallback positions
and their bargaining power at home, which can contribute to a more equi-
table distribution of household work and/or the ability to pay for market
substitutes. However, the jobs must be quality jobs with decent wages and
benefits rather than low-paying jobs with long working hours that exacer-
batewomen’s time deficits. There is some evidence thatmobile phones have
had disproportionately positive effects for women. For example, internet
access has been linked with increases in women’s labor-force participation

56 Scholastique Kompaoré, Brenda Gael McSweeney, and Jennifer Hilda Frisanco, “The
Quest for Gender Equality in Burkina Faso: Female Workloads, Education, and
Empowerment” (2007), https://www.catunescomujer.org/globalnetwork/wp-content/
uploads/2018/05/Gender_equality_in_Burkina-Faso.pdf.

57 Taryn Dinkelman, “The Effects of Rural Electrification on Employment: New Evidence
from South Africa,” American Economic Review 101, no. 7 (2011): 3078–108.

58 Lucia Rost and Sandrine A. Koissy-Kpein, Infrastructure and Equipment for Unpaid Care
Work: Household Survey Findings from the Philippines, Uganda, and Zimbabwe: 2017Household Care
Survey Report (Oxford, UK: Oxfam, 2018).

59 Ashish Kumar Sedai, Ramaa Vasudevan, Anita Alves Pena, and Ray Miller, “Does Reli-
able Electrification Reduce Gender Differences? Evidence from India,” Journal of Economic
Behavior & Organization 185 (2021): 580–601.
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and household well-being in sub-Saharan Africa60 and Mexico.61 The
spread of ICT services has also facilitated innovations in financial technol-
ogy, mobile financial services, and mobile money, which have helped to
promote poverty reduction and income redistribution in a number of coun-
tries.62Digital and cellular technology can also prolongworking hours, both
paid andunpaid, so the spread of ICT services is not a sufficient condition to
shrink time deficits. To the extent that income gains enable women to
reallocate their unpaid domestic work to others in the home or to purchase
market substitutes, these advances in ICT should contribute to reduced time
poverty for women.

B. Minimum wage and cash transfers

One of the most important policy levers for lifting the incomes of poor
workers is the minimum wage. Because the female earnings distribution
falls to the left of the male earnings distribution in most economies, a policy
that raises the legal minimum wage, if properly enforced, should help to
close the male-female earnings gap and potentially help to close the gender
gap in time-poverty rates. If it is binding, a minimum wage increase will
raise formal-sector wages, with the strongest impact close to the legislated
minimum and declining effects further up the distribution. In a type of
“lighthouse effect,” wages in the informal sector may also rise, if workers
and employers see the legislated minimum as a benchmark for their own
wage-bargaining and wage-setting practices. Critics argue that employ-
ment losses from minimum wage-induced increases in production costs
are substantial. Advocates, however, argue that employment losses are
small and any reallocation of resources that occurs will result in a
welfare-improving outcome through the reduction of poverty.63

Conditional cash transfers (CCTs) and other types of cash-grant pro-
grams constitute another popular and powerful tool across low-income
countries for poverty reduction. Cash disbursements are made conditional
on households undertaking certain actions, usually related to children’s
school enrollment and visits to healthcare providers for checkups and vac-
cinations. These programs aim to reduce both current income poverty
through cash transfer and intergenerational poverty through promoting

60 Uchenna Efobi, Belmondo Tanankem, and Simplice Asongu, “Female Economic Partici-
pation with Information and Communication Technology Advancement: Evidence from Sub‐
Saharan Africa,” South African Journal of Economics 86, no. 2 (2018): 231–46; Jonas Hjort and
Jonas Poulsen, “The Arrival of Fast Internet and Employment in Africa,” American Economic
Review 109, no. 3 (2019): 1032–79.

61 Jorge Mora-Rivera and Fernando García-Mora, “Internet Access and Poverty Reduction:
Evidence from Rural and Urban Mexico,” Telecommunications Policy 45, no. 2 (2021): 1–22.

62 Tavneet Suri and William Jack, “The Long-Run Poverty and Gender Impacts of Mobile
Money,” Science 354, no. 6317 (2016): 1288–92.

63 DavidNeumark andLuis FelipeMunguiaCorella, “DoMinimumWagesReduce Employ-
ment in Developing Countries? A Survey and Exploration of Conflicting Evidence,” World
Development 137 (2021): 105–65.
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health and education outcomes of children; some programs include support
for women’s education, training, and employment. However, CCTs may
result in an increase in women’s overall workloads as the responsibility for
meeting the conditions—such as taking children to clinics, receiving health
education, and attending community meetings—often falls on the shoul-
ders of women.64 Cash transfers may be more effective in reducing time
poverty, if they are accompanied by affordable childcare or other features
that reduce unpaid household work.

C. Care infrastructure

Policies that boost women’s employment are ineffective in reducing time
poverty, if they do not reduce women’s time spent performing unpaid
domestic labor. A crucial way to do so is to strengthen the care infrastruc-
ture, especially through the provision of affordable care services.65 Deficits
in the care infrastructure—especially insufficient access to affordable child-
care, eldercare, andhealth care—are a keydeterminant of timepoverty. This
issue gained increasing attention during the COVID-19 pandemic, as the
need for childcare provision and homeschooling rose dramatically when
schools closed. Containment policies and the spread of the virus contributed
to greater unpaid workloads for both women and men, but the increased
care work and housework responsibilities fell disproportionately on the
shoulders of women. Priorities for strengthening the care infrastructure to
respond to the pandemic and, in the longer term, to reduce rates of time
poverty, especially for women, include providing paid family leave and
paid sick leave, creating universal free childcare and long-term eldercare,
boosting pay equity and job creation in nursing, and improving pay and
working conditions for paid care providers. Investing in more schools will
help to close educational inequities, with the caveat that the optimal place-
ment of those schools needs to take into account social restrictions on
mobility that girls may face.66 The private sector also needs to play a role
in strengthening the care infrastructure, especially with workplace policies
that allow for greater flexibility by structuring the terms of employment
around the realities of nondiscretionary unpaid labor. Also needed is a shift
in group-level social norms, so that individuals can be unconstrained by
stigmas around a more equitable distribution of unpaid work in the home.

Investing in health and education can grow employment in ways that
reduce unpaid work burdens, meet basic needs, and reallocate women’s
time from unpaid to remunerated work. In a growing number of countries,
participatory processes are put in place to ensure that government

64 Gammage, “Time Pressed and Time Poor.”
65 Srivastava and Floro, “The Dual Problem.”
66 HananG. Jacoby andGhazalaMansuri, “Crossing Boundaries: Gender, Caste and School-

ing in Rural Pakistan” (World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 5710, The World Bank,
2011).
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expenditures and tax policies are gender equitable. There is preliminary
evidence that this kind of fiscal policy promotes gender equality.67 This
lesson took on even greater relevance during the COVID-19 pandemic, with
emerging evidence that countries that prioritized social spending before the
crisis, especially spending on health care capacity and social security, did
better in terms of limiting the number of cases and deaths.68

V. C

Much of the scholarly and policy discourse on poverty and inequality has
traditionally relied onmetrics—especially the Foster-Greer-Thorbeckemea-
sures of absolute poverty—that were based on household income or con-
sumption data. However, research challenging the unitary-household
model and the assumption that resources and consumption goods are
distributed equitably within a household have made it clear that tracking
poverty and income equality with income or consumption data collected at
the household level does not permit assessment of intrahousehold welfare.
Alternative ways to measure and conceptualize poverty were needed to
accurately measure poverty at the individual level and to show how pov-
erty differs between men and women. The concept of time poverty has
evolved to meet this objective. When individuals and households face
constraints on their time, such as the time demands of household produc-
tion, then they are constrained in their ability to consume items that would
improve their well-being. An individual or household is time poor if their
total hours of time in market and household production exceeds a critical
threshold or if their total hours engaged in personal and leisure time is less
than a critical threshold. In the context of income poverty, if they cannot
afford to cover their time deficit by purchasing market substitutes, then the
official threshold for income poverty would underestimate what is needed
to reach a minimum standard of living. Hence, time is a key input into
consumption and serves as a de facto “currency” for achieving equality and
well-being.69

This essay’s comparison of available data on time-use and time-poverty
rates indicates that time-poverty rates are generally higher for women,
largely because women continue to performmore hours of housework than
men, with the greatest disparity occurring during prime childbearing and
childrearing ages. Exceptions to this pattern have been documented in some
countrieswherewomen have lowattachment to the labormarket. Although
the proportion of time in housework varies across regions, a large part of the
unequal distribution of unpaid labor in the household stems from the

67 Naila Kabeer, Shahra Razavi, and Yana Rodgers, “Feminist Economic Perspectives on the
COVID-19 Pandemic,” Feminist Economics 27, nos. 1–2 (2021): 1–29.

68 Kabeer, Razavi, and Rodgers, “Feminist Economic Perspectives on the COVID-19
Pandemic.”

69 _Ilkkaracan and Memis, “Poverty.”
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perpetuation of social and cultural norms dictating that childcare and
housework is primarily a woman’s domain. Together with high economic
activity rates for women in very poor countries, these patterns underline a
double work burden for women. Framing the double work burden as a
time-poverty issue couches these gender differences in themore compelling
language of deprivation and increases the importance of finding ways to
eliminate them.

Reducing time poverty, in turn, matters not only for individual well-
being, but also has important ramifications for increasing investment in
human capital, improving psychological and economic health, and promot-
ing overall development.70 Strategies for achieving this goal must include
changes that raise the value of unpaid work and practices that redistribute
the burden of care and housework. It is crucial to implement public works
programs that build and improve time-saving infrastructure—especially
electrification and the provision of pipedwater—and improvements in care
infrastructure—especially the provision of on-site childcare facilities—that
allow time-poor individuals to engage in work in a meaningful manner.

This essay has uncovered several knowledge gaps. First, there is some
evidence that greater availability of ICT services has helped to improve
women’s employment opportunities and reduce overall poverty, but more
research is needed on the extent to which ICT services can contribute to a
reduction in time poverty. In addition, more work is needed to develop the
concept of time poverty and facilitate the adoption of a common method-
ology to measure it. Finally, additional research and more effective policies
require better time-use data, including data at the individual level that can
be matched with household information, thus allowing the construction of
time-adjusted income-poverty rates formen andwomen aswell as girls and
boys. Time-use data can also be improved by better distinguishing between
work and nonwork activities and between necessary and discretionary
activities. Paying attention to these questions and spending resources on
time-use data will go a long way toward understanding time poverty and
implementing the appropriate policies to promote economicwell-being and
a healthier work-life balance.

Economics, Rutgers University

70 Laura Giurge, Ashley Whillans, and Colin West, “Why Time Poverty Matters for Indi-
viduals, Organisations, and Nations,” Nature Human Behaviour 4, no. 10 (2020): 993–1003.
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