
Caregiving encompasses a wide
range of activities involved in
looking after, responding to

and supporting others. While some of
these activities are done for pay by
care providers such as child care work-
ers, nurses, home care workers and
physicians, they are also undertaken
on an unpaid basis by volunteers,
friends or relatives. Family members
have traditionally been the main
source of unpaid care and support,
since caregiving frequently involves
an emotional or psychological con-
nection between caregiver and care
receiver. And despite the fact that
most women work in the labour 
force, they continue to undertake the
majority of unpaid work, including
caring for children, elders, people
who are ill or those with disabilities.1

Trends such as the aging of the pop-
ulation and the increased presence of
women in the labour force have led to a
growing interest in issues related to
unpaid caregiving. The Commission on
the Future of Health Care in Canada
states that “Informal caregivers play an
essential role in the delivery of home
care services and in the health and care
of their families and friends.” Thus, it is
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Data in this article come from the 1998 General Social Survey (GSS) on
time use. Although other Statistics Canada surveys collect data on unpaid
work,1 the time use survey is the source of official estimates of the value
of unpaid household work in a national accounting framework. The survey
uses the diary method, a collection technique widely considered to pro-
vide the most accurate and detailed information on daily activities.2

Respondents were asked the start and end time of each of their daily activi-
ties, which were assigned to one of 177 activity codes. Interviews were
conducted over a 12-month period with more than 10,700 Canadians aged
15 and over living in private households in the 10 provinces. This analysis
focuses on the volume and value of labour inputs to unpaid work as mea-
sured by time. The value of labour is derived from the Census of Population.3

There is no internationally recognized definition of unpaid work.4 In this
study, unpaid work includes activities used by Statistics Canada in a
national accounting framework.5 These include domestic work (such as
cooking, housekeeping and household maintenance), shopping, help
and care to household members, other help and care provided to people
not living in the same household, volunteer work done through organi-
zations and travel related to unpaid work.6

Unpaid informal help and caregiving includes activities that entail help
and care provided informally to individuals by individuals and, as such,
explicitly excludes volunteer work done through organizations. Reported
differences in the mean time devoted to activities per participant are sig-
nificant at the 95% level.
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important to differentiate caregiving
from the broader category of unpaid
work because caregiving has a value to
society in addition to its personal value 
to caregivers and care receivers.2 For
instance, if care is not provided infor-
mally by family and friends, in many
instances society takes over the provi-
sion of these services. Measuring and
assigning value to unpaid informal care-
giving is a key step in the creation of
tools to better understand how the
social and economic costs of sustaining
ourselves and our dependents, and of
maintaining our capacity to engage in
productive activities, are shared among
individuals, family households, com-
munities, the market and government.3

Using data from the 1998 General
Social Survey (GSS), this study examines
the time devoted to unpaid informal
care, the sex and age of caregivers,
their relationship to care receivers, and
the market value of this form of
unpaid work. For the purposes of this
article, informal unpaid caregiving is
defined as help and care provided by
individuals to members of their house-
hold and to people who reside in other
households as well as travel related 
to the provision of this help and care.
It excludes time spent helping others
through volunteer organizations.

Most informal care goes to 
household members
Unpaid informal help and care
accounts for a considerable share of all
time devoted to unpaid work. In 1998,
Canadians aged 15 and over performed
a total of 30 billion hours4 of unpaid
work, of which 5 billion hours (18%)
consisted of informal help and care. In
total, 8 in 10 hours of unpaid help were
provided by and for someone in the
household (mostly a family member),
with 70% going to the care of children5

and 10% to the care of adults, including
adolescents aged 15 and over.6

In 1998, more than 6 in 10 (64%)
hours of informal caregiving were 
carried out by women, due largely 

to their disproportionate share of
responsibility for unpaid child care
work. The most common form of child
care is physical, personal care (44% of
hours). Women’s shares of time devoted
to routine daily education and physi-
cal personal care activities (helping,
teaching, reprimanding, etc.) were
especially high.

Driving people to various activities
and appointments, which includes
waiting time related to travel,
accounted for a large proportion of time
(55% of hours) spent helping house-
hold adults. In contrast, medical care
made up just 10% of adult care time.
About one-third (35%) of all hours, was
accounted for by “other help and care,”
which encompasses a wide variety of
routine non-medical activities, such as
washing a disabled spouse’s hair, help-
ing a spouse grade his students’ exam
papers or talking with the educator of a
handicapped 17-year-old son.

Babysitting most common way of
helping other household members
Overall, about 20% of hours devoted
to informal caregiving benefited
someone who did not reside in the
household. In 1998, Canadians spent
about three times as many hours 
providing informal care to people in

other households (1 billion hours) as
they did on formal volunteer work
done through organizations (300 mil-
lion hours), as measured by the GSS.

Statistics Canada — Catalogue No. 11-008 AUTUMN 2003 CANADIAN SOCIAL TRENDS 15

Sources: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 1998 and wage estimates, Income and Expenditures 
Accounts Division.
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Child care accounts for over half the value of unpaid informal 
help and careCST
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Unpaid babysitting accounted for the
greatest share of time spent on informal
help and care provided to individuals
not living in the same household. Look-
ing after children made up 32% of care
time in this category. Time spent help-
ing others with transportation needs,
such as driving a neighbour to the 
airport, made up 26%. Assistance with
house maintenance and repair and
other kinds of unpaid help (not classi-
fied elsewhere) accounted for 15% and
14%, respectively, and the remaining
time was spent providing housework
and cooking assistance (5%), care for
disabled or ill people (4%) and travel
related to the provision of help and care
activities, such as driving to a relative’s
home to help with housework (4%).

Some of the informal help and care
activities that are provided to non-
household members are not counted
as care when done for someone in 
the household. For example, cleaning
the house, cooking a meal or fixing a 
broken appliance are categorised as
“help” if done for individuals in other
households, but not when performed
in one’s own home.

More informal caregiving carried
out by women
Both the share of the population that
engages in an activity (participation
rate) and the time that participants
spend on it affect the total hours
spent on the activity.

While almost everyone does some
unpaid work on a typical day, unpaid
informal caregiving is a much less 
common activity. Overall, 9 out of 10
people performed some form of unpaid
work on a given day in 1998, but only 
1 in 3 provided informal help or care.
Women were somewhat more likely
than men to undertake unpaid work
and its informal caregiving compo-
nent, and when they did, they spent
more time on these activities.

For example, 34% of women partici-
pated in some form of informal help or
caregiving on an average day, compared

with 25% of men, and these female
caregivers devoted 2.1 hours per day to
care activities, compared with 1.8 hours
for their male counterparts. These dif-
ferences were largely related to the fact
that a significantly higher proportion 
of women provided unpaid informal 
child care: 24% versus 16% of men. In 
addition, female child care providers
devoted over half an hour more per day
to these activities than male caregivers.

Mothers more likely to provide
physical care for children
Mothers are more likely than fathers
to provide routine daily care and
physical care. For example, mothers
were twice as likely as fathers to take
care of children’s physical care, to
transport them from place to place,
and to help with their educational
activities. However, fathers and moth-
ers were equally likely to engage in
play and “other” types of help and
child care.

Mothers also spent at least as much
time as fathers on all forms of child
care. For example, women who pro-
vided physical care to children spent
nearly half an hour more a day on 
this task than men (1.4 hours versus 
1.0 hour). While women who admin-
istered medical care to their child did
so for an average 1.4 hours a day, the
number of men involved in this task
was not large enough to produce a 
statistically reliable estimate. The
average times spent on educational
activities, child-related travel, and
other help and care to children were
not significantly different for male
and female caregivers.

Fewer Canadians provide 
informal care to adults
The proportion of Canadians who pro-
vide assistance to adults (regardless of
whether they lived in the household or
not) is much lower than the propor-
tion that takes care of children. On a
typical day in 1998, only 6% of men
and 6% of women provided care for

adults in their household, while 8% of
women and 6% of men helped adults
who did not live with them. In con-
trast, 24% of women and 16% of men
provided unpaid care to children.

Travel related to helping either
household or non-household adults
was the most common activity, engag-
ing 4% of Canadians. On an average
day, just 2% of people helped with 
personal care and only 1% provided
medical assistance for a household
adult. Men and women caregivers spent
about the same number of hours each
day on these activities.

However, men spent more time 
on “male-dominated” activities and
women, on “female-dominated” ones.
For example, men who carried out
household maintenance tasks for 
adults outside the household spent 
3.0 hours per day on these tasks, com-
pared with 2.0 hours spent by women.

With respect to “female-dominated”
activities, women who did housework
or cooking for non-household indi-
viduals spent 1.6 hours on these
activities, while those who cared for
disabled or ill people devoted 1.3 hours
to the task. Too few men participated
in these activities to produce statisti-
cally reliable estimates of average time
per participant. Finally, although it 
is overwhelmingly women who baby-
sit for free in other households, the
amount of time spent by women 
and men who do babysit was not 
significantly different: 3.0 hours and
2.7 hours, respectively.

Four in 10 informal caregivers 
are women aged 25 to 44
The responsibility of informal caregiv-
ing falls heavily on people aged 25 to
44, women in particular, at an age
when people are most likely to be in
the labour force. Women in this age
group accounted for nearly 40% of
informal help and care providers; men
in this age group made up about 25%.

In fact, women aged 25 to 44 made
up the largest share of providers of most



types of care, including all forms of
child care, personal care to household
adults, as well as transportation assis-
tance, housework and cooking, and
other unpaid help to adults in other
households. While many of these 
are typically “female” forms of work,
just as many women this age as 
men aged 25 to 44 and 45 to 64 
provided transportation for household
adults and household maintenance
for non-household individuals (both
traditionally “male” activities). Unpaid
babysitting and care for ill or disabled
people in other households was mainly
done by women aged 45 to 64.

Most care recipients in other
households are family members
Not surprisingly, family members are
the beneficiaries of most of the help 
and care extended to members of
other households. Overall, 60% of all
time devoted to helping and caring
for persons in other households was
directed at family members. This
holds true for all types of help and
care. For example, 80% of time spent
babysitting and 73% of time spent on
caring for ill and disabled people was
done for family, reflecting the per-
sonal, physical and emotional nature
of these forms of care. However, the
difference in time devoted to family
and non-family members is less dra-
matic for the other activities.

What is it worth?7

One of the methods of measuring 
the value of unpaid work is the
replacement cost generalist valuation
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Number of Distribution Participation Mean hours/
hours/year of hours by rate day1 per
(millions) sex (%) (%) participant

Help and care for
household children Both sexes 3,870 100 20 2.2

Women 2,630 68 24 2.4
Men 1,240 32 16 1.8*

Physical care Both sexes 1,750 100 16 1.3
Women 1,280 73 21 1.4
Men 470 27 11 1.0*

Education Both sexes 540 100 7 0.9
Women 400 75 10 1.0
Men 130 25 4 0.8*

Medical care Both sexes 60 100 1 1.4
Women 50 77 1 1.4
Men 10 23 F F

Play and other
help and care Both sexes 1,060 100 8 1.4

Women 600 57 10 1.4
Men 450 43 7 1.4

Related travel Both sexes 460 100 8 0.7
Women 300 65 10 0.6
Men 160 35 5 0.7

Help and care for
household adults Both sexes 540 100 5.7 1.1

Women 280 52 5.7 1.1
Men 260 48 5.8 1.0

Personal and
other care Both sexes 190 100 2.1 1.0

Women 120 65 2.6 1.1
Men 70 35 1.7 0.9

Medical care Both sexes 60 100 0.5 1.2
Women 30 57 0.6 1.2
Men 20 43 0.4 1.3

Related travel Both sexes 300 100 4.0 0.8
Women 130 42 3.6 0.8
Men 170 58 4.4 0.9

Help and care for
non-household
individuals Both sexes 1,050 100 7.0 1.7

Women 580 56 7.8 1.7
Men 470 44 6.2 1.7

Housework/
cooking Both sexes 60 100 0.3 2.0

Women 30 57 0.5 1.6
Men 30 43 F F

House
maintenance Both sexes 170 100 0.7 2.6

Women 50 32 0.6 2.0
Men 110 68 0.9 3.0*

Transportation
assistance Both sexes 280 100 4.3 0.8

Women 20 51 4.3 0.7
Men 140 49 4.0 0.8

Care for
disabled/ill Both sexes 40 100 0.4 1.5

Women 20 63 0.4 1.3
Men 10 37 F F

Unpaid
babysitting Both sexes 340 100 1.9 2.9

Women 260 76 1.9 3.0
Men 80 24 0.7 2.7

Other unpaid
help Both sexes 60 100 1.5 1.3

Women 30 43 1.5 1.0
Men 20 57 1.2 1.7

* Significantly different from women (p<0.05).

F Amount too small to produce a reliable estimate.
1 Averaged over a seven-day week.

Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 1998.

Men and women spent over one billion hours caring for people 
living in other householdsCST

7. Due to the level of aggregation at which
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from those included in Hamdad, M.
2003. Valuing Households’ Unpaid
Work: Comparisons between 1992 
and 1998. Technical working paper.
Income and Expenditure Accounts Divi-
sion, Statistics Canada.



method,8 which refers to the hourly
earnings of domestic workers employed
full-time, full-year. Using this method,
the value of unpaid informal caregiv-
ing was $50.9 billion in 1998. This is
more than the labour income9 gener-
ated by the health care and social
assistance industry ($42.1 billion),
education services ($40.1 billion) or
the finance, insurance and real estate
industry ($43.4 billion). The child
care component of unpaid informal
caregiving work was worth $35.3 bil-
lion, just slightly less than the labour
income of public administration
($36.3 billion), the retail trade indus-
try ($36.7 billion) or the construction
industry ($36.8 billion). Help and care
to non-household members was val-
ued at $10.3 billion, just slightly more
than the labour income generated by
agriculture ($9.3 billion) or mining
industries ($9.5 billion). Help and care
to household adults was worth $5.3 bil-
lion, close to the value of labour income
of the arts, entertainment and recre-
ation industry ($5.8 billion).

Since there are only 24 hours in a
day, time spent on unpaid informal
caregiving is time that cannot be
spent on paid work or other activities.
Thus, another way to measure unpaid
work is the opportunity cost valuation
method, which values a caregiver’s
time at the hourly wage the individ-
ual could earn in the labour market.
Because women earn less on average

than men, the opportunity cost method
assigns a lower monetary value to the
same activity when it is done by a
woman, effectively “reproducing the
difference in women’s and men’s earn-
ings in the valuation of unpaid work.”10

Using this method, in 1998, an hour of
women’s time was worth $13.88 com-
pared with $17.96 for men.11

Informal help and care is worth
more when valued by the opportunity
cost method than the replacement cost
generalist method. According to the
opportunity cost method, in 1998,
informal care was worth $83.7 billion,
close to the value of labour income in
the manufacturing industry ($84.9 bil-
lion). The value of help and care for
household children was estimated at
$58.7 billion, help and care for adult
household members was $8.6 billion
and help and care provided to other
households was $16.4 billion.

Regardless of the valuation method
used, many hours are devoted annu-
ally to unpaid informal caregiving. If
even a small portion of these hours of
informal care were shifted from the
non-market to the market sector —
for example, the 156 million annual
hours devoted to medical care12 —
this would be equivalent to approxi-
mately 77,000 full-time jobs.13

Summary
In 1998, Canadians performed an esti-
mated 5.5 million hours of unpaid

informal caregiving for household
members and individuals not residing
with them. This caregiving work
accounted for 18% of total unpaid
work (30.3 million hours). Not only are
women more likely to perform unpaid
caregiving, but they also spend more
time doing so. Furthermore, female
caregivers are more likely than their
male counterparts to provide routine,
personal types of care.

The vast majority of time devoted to
unpaid informal help and care is done
for family members. However, informal
help and care provided to other house-
holds represents a substantial share of
unpaid work; nearly three times as
many hours are devoted to providing
informal care to people in other house-
holds than to volunteer work through
organizations. Nor is care provided to
non-relatives inconsequential, as about
40% of all hours devoted to helping an
individual in another household bene-
fited a friend, neighbour, co-worker or
other acquaintance.

Finally, if parallel services were 
purchased on the market, informal
caregiving work would be worth
approximately $50.9 billion in 1998
based on the generalist replacement
cost valuation method, slightly more
than the value of labour income 
generated by the health care and social
assistance industry. Using the currency
of time and money clearly demon-
strates the magnitude of unpaid
informal caregiving, but still provides
only a partial picture of the socio-
economic costs and benefits to 
caregivers, care receivers and society
as a whole.
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economic value. For more information on the pros and cons of this and alternative valu-
ation methods, see Statistics Canada. 1995. Households’ Unpaid Work: Measurement
and Valuation (Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 13-603-MPE1995003).
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11.Hamdad, M. 2003. Valuation of Households’ Unpaid Work Using the Time-use Microdata
Base. Unpublished working paper. Income and Expenditure Accounts Division, Statistics
Canada.

12. Includes medical care of household members and care for disabled or ill non-household
members.

13.Based on 40 hours of paid work per week, 52 weeks per year.


