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The Honorable Gene L. Dodaro

Comptroller General

United States Government Accountability Office
441 G Street NW

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Mr. Dodaro,

I write to request that the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAQO) examine the contributions
women’s unpaid care and their domestic and reproductive work make to the United States economy.
Unpaid work underlies our society and economic system. Unpaid work—defined as an activity someone
else could be paid to perform!—is predominantly provided by women and includes caring for children,
older adults, and people with disabilities; domestic work, like grocery shopping, cooking, and cleaning;
and reproductive work, such as pregnancy, labor, and breastfeeding and lactation. Despite the essential
function and critical importance of unpaid work, these contributions are omitted in our country’s gross
domestic product (GDP), a measure of value of goods and services produced in the United States.2 I
therefore ask that GAO undertake an effort to quantify women’s unpaid contributions to our economy.

According to the United Nations, unpaid care and domestic work bolsters the economy and fills the gap
resulting from inadequate investment in social services and infrastructure, as it “represents a transfer of
resources from women to others in the economy.”? The International Labour Organization estimated that
in 2016 the value of women’s unpaid work in the United States totaled nine percent of GDP.4 The same
report found that worldwide, unpaid work comprised 16.4 billion hours daily, which, if valued at an
hourly minimum wage, comes to $11 trillion, or nine percent global GDP—three-quarters of which is
performed by women.5

In the United States, unpaid work and caregiving responsibilities primarily fall to women. The COVID-19
pandemic revealed and deepened stark gender disparities, demonstrating that women are more likely to
serve as caregivers. More than two million women initially dropped out of the labor force during the
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pandemic, in part due to childcare demands.® The U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis reported that
childcare needs during this time were partially met by women shifting from employment to
nonemployment.” When it comes to older adult care, 14 percent of the U.S. population, or 37 million
people, provided unpaid eldercare from 2021 to 2022, and 59 percent of these caregivers were women,
according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.® Women are also the predominant informal caregivers
for family members with chronic medical conditions or disabilities.?

In some cases, women are limited to unpaid work, because it does not make economic sense to take on
paid employment or full-time work due to care obligations and the rising costs of care. In other words, the
market cost of full-time care may outweigh women’s earnings potential, which also compounds care
workforce challenges. Poverty rates are much higher among non-wage earners, and as a result many non-
working caregivers—including single mothers of young children and caregivers for older adults and
people with disabilities—are constrained in their ability to work for pay.!° In a 2016 study, AARP found
that nearly 60 percent of employed caregivers experienced at least one challenge related to balancing both
paid work and unpaid care responsibilities, including shifting work schedules, taking leave, reducing
hours, or quitting work.!' Similarly, researchers from the Social Security Administration, Harvard
University, and Wayne State University found that caregiving demands may lead caregivers to leave the
workforce or take time off, affecting wages, which they project will only increase in the future as the
number of Americans 65 years and older increases and need for long-term care soars. 12

For women, taking on unpaid work is not without consequence, and care work can interfere with
economic opportunities, reduce wages, and impact lifetime earnings and ultimately retirement savings. '3
Women cite unpaid care work as the chief reason for not seeking employment.'¢ Additionally, women will
sometimes opt for part-time work, take a pay cut, or leave the workforce to care for their young children. !
In terms of unpaid care work’s impact on lifetime earnings and retirement savings, one study found that,
on average, mothers forgo 15 percent of lifetime income to family care, losing an average of $295,000,
including lost earnings and associated retirement income. !¢
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Without a formal accounting of unpaid work, it remains invisible and undervalued. Although such work is
critical to supporting the nation’s children, older adults, and people with disabilities, this work is
downplayed and undercut. Attributing value to care, domestic, and reproductive work can help recognize
this work as important contributions to households and the economy. Furthermore, accounting for this
work allows policymakers to develop appropriate policies and supports that account for the true work
being undertaken across the economy.

I would like GAO to examine unpaid care, domestic, and reproductive work, and quantify the
contributions made to the United States economy. Specifically, I would like GAO to address:

1.

What is known about the extent and economic value of women’s and men’s unpaid work related to
caregiving, domestic work, reproductive work, and investment in children and families, including
caring for children, older adults, and people with disabilities? How much are these contributions
worth in terms of GDP? How does such work support paid work in the formal economy?

What options and analytical methods exist that might account for the economic value of this work
in U.S. national economic statistics, and what considerations are associated with each option?

To what extent do U.S. data capture and quantify this unpaid work?

What is known about the people who perform unpaid work? For example, how many people
perform unpaid work, and what are the demographic characteristics of unpaid workers, by sex,
race/ethnicity, and income?

What are the implications of any gaps in our understanding of the extent and value of this work for
policymakers and the oversight of federal programs, especially as it relates to supporting unpaid
workers and the care workforce?

Thank you for your attention to this request. Should you have questions or need additional information,
please contact the Senate Special Committee on Aging at (202) 224-5364.

Sincerely,

adkaa

Robert P. Casey, Jr.
United States Senator
Chairman, Senate Special Committee on Aging




