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Abstract:- Unpaid labor in Bangladesh, encompassing 

household work, caregiving, and volunteer activities, 

plays a critical yet undervalued role in both the economy 

and society. Economically, unpaid labor underpins the 

productivity of paid labor by maintaining household 

stability and supporting agricultural and small-scale 

enterprises. Despite its significant contributions, such as 

sustaining local economies and informal sectors, unpaid 

labor is often omitted from official economic metrics like 

GDP, leading to an incomplete understanding of 

economic productivity. Sociologically, unpaid labor 

reflects entrenched gender roles, with women and girls 

bearing a disproportionate share of domestic and 

caregiving responsibilities, which reinforces gender 

inequalities and affects their access to paid employment 

and educational opportunities. Feminist theory critiques 

the undervaluation of unpaid labor as a reinforcement of 

gender disparity, emphasizing the need for recognition 

and equitable valuation of this work. Policy and advocacy 

efforts are essential to address these issues, advocating for 

measures like paid family leave and better social 

recognition to support unpaid laborers. Cultural norms 

and societal perceptions also pose challenges to improving 

recognition and support for unpaid labor. Addressing 

these multifaceted issues through improved data 

collection, policy development, cultural change, and 

heightened awareness is crucial for enhancing the 

recognition and support of unpaid labor, fostering gender 

equality, and achieving a more equitable society in 

Bangladesh. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The history of unpaid labor in Bangladesh is deeply 

rooted in the socio-economic, cultural, and political changes 

the country has undergone over the centuries. From the 

colonial era to the modern day, unpaid labor has played a 

critical role in shaping the nation's economy and social fabric, 

yet it has remained largely invisible in formal economic 

assessments. The colonial period under British rule laid the 

groundwork for a labor system that relied heavily on unpaid 

work, particularly in agriculture, where families-especially 

women and children-contributed significantly to the 

economic output without receiving financial compensation 

(Kabeer, 2009). Despite the country’s independence in 1971, 

unpaid labor continued to be an essential, though 

unrecognized, pillar of Bangladesh’s economy, particularly 

in agriculture, household work, and informal sectors 

(Efroymson et al., 2007). The persistent gendered division of 

labor, with women shouldering a disproportionate burden of 

unpaid domestic and caregiving duties, remains a major issue 

(Folbre, 2012). Over time, the value of unpaid labor has 

gained recognition, but it is still often excluded from 

economic indicators and policy considerations 

(Antonopoulos, 2009). This historical overview provides a 

crucial context for understanding the persistence of unpaid 

labor in Bangladesh and highlights the need for policies that 

address its economic, social, and gendered implications. 

 

This paper is the outcome of the ‘Induction Training 

Course for Non-Cadre Government College Teachers,’ 

specifically Module 04, 11, and 17, as part of a workshop 

activity entitled "Identifying the Challenges of Addressing 

Unpaid Labor in Bangladesh and Mitigation Strategies." I am 

deeply indebted to Mr. Swaraj Chakraborty, Assistant 

Director, Training & Implementation Division, NAEM, 

Dhaka, Bangladesh, for selecting this crucial workshop topic 

and for his valuable guidance in shaping the ideas presented 

in this paper on unpaid labor in Bangladesh. 

 

I am also grateful to my colleague, Mr. Bidhan Krishna 

Chowdhury, Lecturer in English at Madhupur Govt. College, 

Madhupur, Tangail, Bangladesh, for his invaluable help, 

encouragement, and contributions in the preparation of this 

paper. 

 

 Objectives of the Study 

The primary objective of this study is to explore and 

critically examine the role, significance, and impact of unpaid 

labor in Bangladesh, with a particular focus on its historical, 

economic, social, and gendered dimensions. Specific 

objectives include: 

 

 Historical Analysis of Unpaid Labor: To trace the 

historical evolution of unpaid labor in Bangladesh, from 

the colonial period to the present day, and understand how 

socio-economic, cultural, and political factors have 

shaped its persistence and recognition. 

 Economic Contribution and Impact: To assess the 

economic impact of unpaid labor, especially in key 

sectors such as agriculture, household labor, and the 

informal economy, and to explore how its unrecognized 

value affects national economic indicators like GDP. 

 Social and Gendered Implications: To investigate the 

social and gendered dimensions of unpaid labor, with 
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particular emphasis on the disproportionate burden placed 

on women and girls, and how unpaid work perpetuates 

gender inequality in both the public and private spheres. 

 Cultural Norms and Societal Perceptions: To explore 

how cultural norms and societal attitudes toward unpaid 

labor, especially women’s domestic and caregiving work, 

contribute to its undervaluation and exclusion from 

formal recognition. 

 Policy and Advocacy for Unpaid Labor: To analyze 

existing policies, advocacy efforts, and social protection 

systems related to unpaid labor in Bangladesh, and to 

propose recommendations for better recognition, 

compensation, and support for unpaid workers, 

particularly women. 

 Challenges and Recommendations: To identify the key 

challenges in addressing unpaid labor in Bangladesh, 

including measurement issues, cultural biases, and lack of 

policy recognition, and to recommend strategies for 

improving the visibility, valuation, and protection of 

unpaid labor. 

 

By achieving these objectives, the study aims to 

contribute to a deeper understanding of the role of unpaid 

labor in Bangladesh’s socio-economic development and to 

support efforts for creating more inclusive and equitable 

policies that recognize and address the importance of unpaid 

work. 

 

 Hypothesis for the Study: 

 

 Hypothesis Primary: 

Unpaid labor in Bangladesh, particularly domestic and 

caregiving work predominantly performed by women, plays 

a crucial role in sustaining the economy and social structure 

but remains undervalued and unrecognized in formal 

economic metrics and policy frameworks. 

 

 Secondary Hypotheses: 

 

 H1: Unpaid labor in agriculture, particularly on family 

farms, significantly contributes to the agricultural output 

and economic stability of rural Bangladesh but is not 

accounted for in national economic indicators like GDP. 

 H2: The disproportionate burden of unpaid labor on 

women in Bangladesh, driven by cultural and socio-

economic factors, perpetuates gender inequality and 

limits women's access to paid employment and economic 

advancement. 

 H3: Efforts to recognize and compensate unpaid labor, 

including through policies such as paid family leave and 

better support for caregivers, can improve gender equality 

and enhance socio-economic development in Bangladesh. 

 H4: The social value of unpaid labor, particularly in 

community services and informal sectors, is largely 

invisible in formal economic analyses, contributing to the 

marginalization of key segments of the population, 

especially women and children. 

 

 

 

 

II. METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY 

 

This study aims to explore the historical, social, 

economic, and cultural dimensions of unpaid labor in 

Bangladesh, focusing on its gendered implications and the 

broader impact on the country's socio-economic 

development. In order to understand the persistence of unpaid 

labor and its effects on both individuals and society, the 

research employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating 

qualitative and quantitative techniques. This approach allows 

for a comprehensive understanding of the complexities 

surrounding unpaid labor and its historical roots, as well as 

its current status in Bangladesh. 

 

A. Data Collection Methods 

The study employs both primary and secondary data 

collection methods: 

 

 Secondary Data Collection:  

Secondary data sources include a review of academic 

literature, government reports, and previous studies related to 

unpaid labor, gender inequality, and socio-economic 

development in Bangladesh. Historical documents, policy 

papers, and statistical data from government and international 

organizations (such as the World Bank and UN Women) are 

also consulted to provide a comprehensive understanding of 

the economic and social history of unpaid labor in 

Bangladesh. 

 

 Key Themes Explored in the Literature Review Include: 

 

 Historical context and evolution of unpaid labor in 

Bangladesh. 

 Gendered divisions of labor in domestic and agricultural 

settings. 

 Economic and social policies related to unpaid work. 

 Previous advocacy and policy interventions aimed at 

recognizing unpaid labor. 

 

 Primary Data Collection: 

 

 Interviews: Semi-structured interviews are conducted 

with key stakeholders, including policymakers, 

academics, labor rights activists, and representatives from 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working on 

gender equality and labor rights. These interviews provide 

insights into the challenges faced by unpaid laborers and 

the policy responses to unpaid labor in Bangladesh. 

 Focus Groups: Focus group discussions are held with 

women in rural areas, urban slums, and informal sector 

workers to capture personal experiences and narratives 

about unpaid labor. These discussions also help to 

understand the gendered social norms and cultural 

expectations that influence the distribution of unpaid 

work. 
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B. Data Analysis 

 

 Qualitative Data Analysis: The qualitative data from 

interviews and focus group discussion are analyzed using 

thematic analysis. The transcripts are coded to identify 

recurring themes, patterns, and trends related to the 

gendered division of labor, the economic value of unpaid 

work, and the cultural norms that shape these roles. 

Thematic analysis helps to uncover the nuanced 

perceptions and lived experiences of unpaid laborers, 

particularly women. 

 Quantitative Data Analysis: The survey data is analyzed 

using statistical methods, including descriptive statistics 

to summarize the distribution of unpaid labor tasks across 

different households. Bivariate analysis is used to 

examine the relationship between socio-economic 

variables (such as income, education, and region) and the 

extent of unpaid labor performed by different household 

members. The data is also analyzed to assess the gendered 

nature of unpaid labor and to identify the factors that 

contribute to gender disparities in labor allocation. 

 

C. Ethical Considerations 

The study ensures ethical integrity through the 

following measures: 

 

 Informed Consent:  

All participants, including those in interviews, and focus 

groups are fully informed about the study’s objectives, the 

voluntary nature of their participation, and their right to 

confidentiality. 

 

 Confidentiality:  

Personal information collected from participants is kept 

confidential and used solely for the purpose of this study. Any 

identifying information is anonymized. 

 

 Sensitive Topics:  

Given the sensitive nature of unpaid labor, particularly 

in terms of gender dynamics and socio-economic inequalities, 

the study is conducted with sensitivity to the participants' 

emotional and psychological well-being. 

 

D. Limitations of the Study 

While the study provides valuable insights into unpaid 

labor in Bangladesh, several limitations should be noted: 

 

 Generalizability:  

Although the study employs primary and secondary data 

collection method, the findings may not fully represent all 

regions or socio-economic classes in Bangladesh. Rural and 

marginalized communities may face unique challenges that 

are not fully captured. 

 

 Respondent Bias:  

Since unpaid labor is often invisible and undervalued, 

some respondents may underreport the extent of unpaid work 

they perform or may not fully recognize its economic 

significance. 

 

 

 Access to Data:  

Due to the informal and often hidden nature of unpaid 

labor, it may be difficult to gather accurate data on its full 

scope and value, particularly for work that occurs in private 

spaces (e.g., caregiving within households). 

 

E. Historical Background of unpaid labor in Bangladesh 

Unpaid labor’s historical context in the country is 

deeply intertwined with the country's socio-economic and 

cultural evolution. Here’s an overview of how unpaid labor 

has developed over time: 

 

 Colonial Era (British Rule, 1757-1947) 

During the British colonial period, unpaid labor was a 

significant component of the economic and social structure in 

Bengal, the region that now includes Bangladesh. The 

agrarian economy relied heavily on unpaid family labor, 

particularly in rural areas, where household members, 

including women and children, contributed to farming 

activities (Das, 2006). 

 

 Economic Exploitation: The colonial economy focused 

on exploiting resources for British economic interests, 

with little regard for local labor conditions. Peasant 

families often worked on land owned by British planters 

or landlords, with their unpaid labor contributing to the 

agricultural output while they received minimal 

compensation (Ghosh, 2009). 

 Cultural Practices: Traditional practices and cultural 

norms, such as the expectation that women would perform 

domestic tasks without pay, were reinforced during this 

period. These roles were seen as an integral part of 

maintaining family honor and societal stability (Bianchi 

et al., 2012). 

 

 Post-Independence Era (1947-1971) 

Following the partition of India in 1947 and the creation 

of East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), the role and recognition 

of unpaid labor continued to evolve: 

 

 Economic Challenges: East Pakistan faced economic 

hardships, including poverty and underdevelopment. The 

economy relied heavily on agriculture, with unpaid family 

labor remaining crucial for farming and subsistence 

activities ( Khatun et al., 2015). Women’s unpaid 

domestic and caregiving work was essential for the 

survival and stability of households but largely 

unrecognized in economic policies (Rahman, 2018). 

 Social Dynamics: Social norms continued to dictate that 

women’s primary roles were in the household, and their 

unpaid labor was taken for granted. The patriarchal 

structure of society perpetuated the gendered division of 

labor, with women bearing the brunt of unpaid work 

(Cunningham, 2018). 

 

 Bangladesh Liberation War and Aftermath (1971-

Present) 

The Bangladesh Liberation War in 1971 and subsequent 

independence marked a significant turning point. However, 

the patterns of unpaid labor continued to reflect entrenched 

social and economic inequalities: 
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 Post-War Reconstruction: The reconstruction period 

saw increased reliance on unpaid labor, particularly in 

rebuilding communities and supporting families affected 

by the war. Women and children often took on additional 

responsibilities without financial compensation to support 

their families and communities ( Zammit, 2010). 

 Economic Development: As Bangladesh developed its 

economy, particularly with the growth of the garment 

industry and other sectors, unpaid labor remained critical. 

The unpaid labor performed by women in home continued 

to support the labor force by enabling male family 

members to participate in paid employment 

(Antonopoulos, 2009). Despite economic progress, 

unpaid labor was rarely recognized in formal economic 

metrics (Efroymson et al., 2007). 

 Modern Era: Recently, there has been growing 

recognition of the economic and social value of unpaid 

labor, but significant challenges remain. Feminist and 

labor rights activists have worked to highlight the 

importance of unpaid work and advocate for policies that 

address gender disparities. Initiatives have included 

campaigns for paid family leave, better support for 

caregivers, and increased social recognition of domestic 

and community work (Folbre, 2012). 

 

 Current Context 

Today, unpaid labor in Bangladesh remains a 

fundamental aspect of the economy and society. Women, in 

particular, continue to bear a disproportionate share of unpaid 

domestic and caregiving responsibilities. Efforts to address 

these issues have gained momentum, with ongoing advocacy 

for improved recognition and support through policy reforms 

and social change (Latigo & Neijwa, 2005).Understanding 

the historical context of unpaid labor in Bangladesh provides 

insight into how cultural norms, economic conditions, and 

social structures have shaped and continue to influence the 

roles and recognition of unpaid work in the country. 

 

F. Conceptualization of Unpaid Labor 

Unpaid labor refers to work that individuals perform 

without monetary compensation. This concept can be 

analyzed through various lenses, including economics, 

sociology, and feminist theory. Here's a broad overview: 

 

 Economic Perspective 

From an economic standpoint, unpaid labor is often 

considered outside the traditional labor market but is crucial 

for understanding economic productivity and value. This 

includes: 

 

 Household Work: Tasks such as cooking, cleaning, and 

caregiving are essential for maintaining a household but 

are typically not compensated financially (Bianchi et al., 

2012). 

 Volunteer Work: Many people contribute time and skills 

to non-profit organizations or community services 

without pay (Putnam, 2000). 

 

Unpaid labor can be seen as a hidden contributor to the 

economy, as it supports paid labor by reproducing the 

conditions under which paid labor can occur (e.g., by 

maintaining the workforce’s well-being and readiness) 

(Folbre, 2012). 

 

 Social Perspective 

Sociologically, unpaid labor is significant in 

understanding social structures and roles: 

 

 Gender Roles: Unpaid labor often falls 

disproportionately on women, reflecting traditional 

gender roles and expectations 9Duffy, 2005). This 

includes domestic work and caregiving, which are 

undervalued and under-recognized (England P., 2005). 

 Social Capital: Unpaid labor contributes to social capital, 

strengthening community ties and networks. It often 

builds social cohesion and supports societal functions that 

formal economic activities do not cover (Putnam, 2000). 

 

 Feminist Theory 

Feminist theory highlights how unpaid labor is linked to 

gender inequality: 

 

 Valuation of Work: Feminists argue that unpaid labor is 

undervalued and often taken for granted, reinforcing 

gender inequality by perpetuating the idea that women's 

work is less valuable. 

 Economic Disparities: The lack of recognition and 

compensation for unpaid labor can contribute to economic 

disparities between genders, as women’s unpaid work is 

not factored into economic metrics like GDP. 

 

 Policy and Advocacy 

Recognizing and addressing unpaid labor is crucial for 

creating more equitable policies: 

 

 Policy Proposals: Advocates suggest measures like paid 

family leave, subsidized childcare, and valuing domestic 

work within economic analyses to better support those 

who perform unpaid labor. 

 Social Recognition: There is also a push for greater social 

recognition of unpaid labor to shift attitudes and 

acknowledge its importance. 

 

 Challenges and Considerations 

 

 Measurement: Quantifying unpaid labor and integrating 

it into economic and social policies can be challenging. 

 Cultural Norms: Attitudes toward unpaid labor vary 

widely across cultures and societies, influencing how it is 

perceived and valued. 

 

Understanding unpaid labor in these terms helps to 

appreciate its significance and advocate for better recognition 

and support for those who contribute through these essential 

yet often invisible efforts. 

 

G. Typology of Unpaid Labor in Bangladesh 

In Bangladesh, unpaid labor can be identified across 

several sectors and social structures. Understanding unpaid 

labor in this context involves looking at household roles, 

community services, and economic contributions that are not 
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financially compensated. Here are some key areas where 

unpaid labor is prevalent: 

 

 Household Labor 

 

 Domestic Work: Many individuals, especially women 

engage in unpaid domestic labor which includes cooking, 

cleaning and childcare without monetary compensation. 

This labor is critical for maintaining household 

functioning but is often undervalued and unrecognized. 

 Caregiving: Care for children, elderly family members, 

and the sick is a significant part of unpaid labor. This 

caregiving role predominantly falls on women and is 

crucial for supporting family members who may not be 

able to contribute economically. 

 

 Agricultural Labor 

 

 Family Farms: In rural areas, family members, including 

women and children, often work on family farms without 

pay. This includes planting, harvesting, and maintaining 

crops, which contributes significantly to agricultural 

productivity but is not financially recognized. 

 

 Community and Volunteer Work 

 

 Community Support: Many individuals engage in 

community activities such as organizing local events, 

participating in local committees, or helping with 

neighborhood projects without receiving financial 

compensation. 

 Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs): 
Volunteers working with NGOs often contribute time and 

skills to social causes, including education, health, and 

disaster relief, without financial reward. 

 

 Traditional Craftsmanship and Artisanship 

 

 Handicrafts: Traditional artisans, especially in rural 

areas, often work on crafts such as weaving or pottery that 

are integral to cultural heritage and local economies. 

While these crafts can be sold, many artisans spend 

significant time creating products that are not 

compensated or are undervalued. 

 

 Informal Sector Contributions 

 

 Street Vendors and Small Business: Many people 

working in informal sectors, such as small street vendors 

or family-run businesses, may contribute unpaid labor 

within their own businesses or family enterprises, often 

working long hours without formal pay structures. 

 

 Gender Dynamics and Social Norms 

 

 Gendered Division of Labor: Unpaid labor in 

Bangladesh is often distributed along gender lines, with 

women bearing a disproportionate share of domestic and 

caregiving responsibilities. This reflects broader societal 

norms and expectations about gender roles. 

 

 Impact of Unpaid Labor 

Unpaid labor is a pivotal element of Bangladesh’s 

economy and social fabric, yet it remains largely 

unrecognized and undervalued in formal metrics. This 

comprehensive exploration delves into the multifaceted 

impact of unpaid labor in Bangladesh, highlighting its 

economic contributions, social implications, and the barriers 

to its proper acknowledgment. By understanding and 

addressing these dimensions, we can better advocate for the 

value of unpaid work and foster more equitable policies and 

support systems. 

 

H. Economic Impact 

Unpaid labor significantly supports Bangladesh's 

economy, though its contributions are often overlooked: 

 

 Support for Agriculture and Small Enterprises:  

Many Bangladeshi families, particularly in rural areas, 

rely on unpaid labor for family farming and small-scale 

enterprises. Women and children frequently work on family 

farms or in family-run businesses without financial 

compensation, which sustains agricultural productivity and 

local economic activities. 

 

 Hidden Economic Contribution:  

The economic value of unpaid labor, including domestic 

work and caregiving, is not reflected in official statistics like 

GDP. This omission leads to an incomplete picture of 

economic productivity and an undervaluation of critical work 

that supports household economies and informal sectors. 

 

 Economic Inequality:  

The burden of unpaid labor, disproportionately borne by 

women and marginalized groups, reinforces economic 

disparities. Women's extensive unpaid domestic and 

caregiving work limits their access to paid employment and 

economic advancement, perpetuating cycles of economic 

dependence and inequality. 

 

I. Social Impact 

The social implications of unpaid labor are profound, 

affecting gender dynamics, family life, and education: 

 

 Gender Dynamics:  

Unpaid labor in Bangladesh is largely performed by 

women and girls, reflecting entrenched gender roles. This 

includes household chores, caregiving, and other 

responsibilities that are often undervalued and unrecognized, 

perpetuating gender inequalities. 

 

 Family and Community Life:  

Unpaid labor is essential for family care and community 

cohesion. It supports the well-being of family members and 

helps maintain social networks and cultural practices, 

reinforcing the social fabric. 

 

 Educational Impact:  

Children who engage in unpaid labor, such as assisting 

with family tasks, may experience disruptions in their 

education. This often results in reduced school attendance and 

academic performance, limiting future opportunities. 
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J. Health and Well-being 

The impact of unpaid labor extends to physical and 

mental health and access to resources: 

 

 Physical and Mental Health:  

The burden of unpaid labor can lead to stress, 

exhaustion, and health issues, particularly for women and 

children who carry significant responsibilities without 

adequate support. 

 

 Access to Resources:  

Families reliant on unpaid labor may have limited 

access to healthcare, education, and other essential services, 

exacerbating poverty and constraining opportunities for 

improvement. 

 

K. Policy and Development 

Addressing unpaid labor necessitates a nuanced 

approach to policy and social protection: 

 

 Recognition and Valuation:  

Unpaid labor is often inadequately recognized in policy 

and economic planning. Enhancing its recognition and 

valuation can lead to more inclusive policies that address 

gender disparities and support those engaged in unpaid work. 

 

 Social Protection Systems:  

The informal nature of unpaid labor means that those 

performing it often lack social protections. Expanding social 

safety nets to cover unpaid laborers can improve their security 

and well-being, including provisions for pensions, health 

insurance, and financial assistance. 

 

 Gender Equality Policies:  

Addressing the impacts of unpaid labor is crucial for 

advancing gender equality. Implementing policies that 

promote shared responsibility for unpaid work, support 

caregivers, and create economic opportunities for women can 

help alleviate some of the negative effects associated with 

unpaid labor. 

 

L. Cultural and Societal Implications 

The cultural and societal context of unpaid labor in 

Bangladesh adds complexity to its recognition and valuation: 

 

 Cultural Norms:  

Unpaid labor is deeply embedded in cultural and 

societal norms, often leading to its undervaluation. Changing 

these norms is essential to improving recognition and support 

for unpaid work, particularly in addressing gender biases. 

 

 Community Support:  

While unpaid labor often involves strong community 

and familial support, it can also place a heavy burden on 

individuals who lack adequate resources. Strengthening 

community support systems and fostering a culture of 

recognition can help mitigate these challenges. 

 

 

 

 

III. FINDINGS AND OBSERVATIONS 

OF THE STUDY 

 

This study investigates the historical, social, economic, 

and cultural dimensions of unpaid labor in Bangladesh, 

focusing particularly on its gendered aspects. Through an 

exploration of the colonial and post-independence periods, 

the study provides a comprehensive understanding of the 

pervasive role that unpaid labor plays in the country's 

economy and social structure. Here are the key findings: 

 

 Historical Context of Unpaid Labor: 

 

 Colonial Era (1757-1947): Unpaid labor was integral to 

the agrarian economy, where families, especially women 

and children, contributed significantly to farming without 

financial compensation. British colonial policies 

contributed to economic exploitation, exacerbating the 

reliance on unpaid labor for agricultural production (Das, 

2006; Ghosh, 2009). 

 Post-Independence Era (1947-1971): After the partition 

of India and the creation of East Pakistan (now 

Bangladesh), the role of unpaid labor continued to grow. 

The country's economic hardships, particularly in 

agriculture, maintained the reliance on unpaid family 

labor, with women’s domestic and caregiving duties 

remaining unrecognized in formal economic policies 

(Khatun et al., 2015; Rahman, 2018). 

 Bangladesh Liberation War (1971) and Aftermath: 
The war and subsequent reconstruction period saw an 

increased burden on women and children, who took on 

significant unpaid labor in rebuilding efforts and 

supporting families (Zammit, 2010). Despite economic 

growth, particularly with the expansion of the garment 

industry, unpaid labor continued to play a crucial role in 

sustaining the workforce (Antonopoulos, 2009). 

 Modern Era: Although unpaid labor has gained some 

recognition in recent decades, it is still largely excluded 

from economic assessments like GDP, especially 

women’s unpaid domestic labor, which remains invisible 

in formal economic indicators (Efroymson et al., 2007). 

 

 Economic Impact: 

 

 Support for Agriculture and Small Enterprises: 
Unpaid labor is foundational to Bangladesh's agriculture, 

particularly in rural areas where families work without 

financial compensation in family-run farms and small 

enterprises. This labor sustains agricultural productivity 

and local economic activities (Bianchi et al., 2012). 

 Hidden Economic Contribution: Despite its critical role 

in household economies and informal sectors, the value of 

unpaid labor is not reflected in official metrics like GDP, 

leading to an underestimation of its importance to national 

economic productivity (Folbre, 2012). 

 Economic Inequality: The disproportionate burden of 

unpaid labor on women exacerbates economic inequality, 

limiting women’s access to paid employment, economic 

advancement, and financial independence 

(Antonopoulos, 2009). 
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 Social Impact:. 

 

 Gendered Division of Labor: A deep-seated cultural 

expectation assigns unpaid domestic labor and caregiving 

primarily to women. This gendered division perpetuates 

gender inequalities and limits women’s participation in 

formal economic activities, reinforcing patriarchal social 

structures (Cunningham, 2018; Duffy, 2005). 

 Impact on Family and Community Life: Unpaid labor 

plays a central role in sustaining family life and fostering 

community cohesion. It is instrumental in supporting 

family care, social networks, and cultural practices. 

However, it also burdens women with significant 

responsibilities, leading to social and emotional stress 

(Putnam, 2000). 

 Educational Impact on Children: Children, especially 

girls, who engage in unpaid household and caregiving 

tasks, often face disruptions in their education. This 

contributes to reduced school attendance and poor 

academic performance, limiting future opportunities 

(England, 2005). 

 

 Health and Well-being: 

 

 Physical and Mental Health: The burden of unpaid 

labor, particularly in caregiving, can lead to chronic 

physical and mental health issues, including stress, 

exhaustion, and lack of access to healthcare (Rahman, 

2018). 

 Access to Resources: Families dependent on unpaid 

labor often lack access to essential services like healthcare 

and education, which exacerbates poverty and limits 

socio-economic mobility (Latigo & Neijwa, 2005). 

 

 Policy and Development: 

 

 Need for Recognition and Valuation: Unpaid labor is 

inadequately recognized in policy frameworks, and its 

economic value is often ignored in national economic 

assessments. Recognition of unpaid labor is crucial for 

designing inclusive policies that address gender 

disparities and provide support for those involved in 

unpaid work (Folbre, 2012; Antonopoulos, 2009). 

 Social Protection Systems: The informal nature of 

unpaid labor means workers lack access to social 

protections such as pensions, health insurance, and 

financial assistance. Expanding social safety nets to 

include those performing unpaid labor would improve 

their security and well-being (Bianchi et al., 2012). 

 Gender Equality Policies: Addressing unpaid labor is 

key to promoting gender equality. Policies that support 

shared responsibility for unpaid labor, paid family leave, 

subsidized childcare, and economic opportunities for 

women could help alleviate some of the challenges faced 

by unpaid laborers (Folbre, 2012). 

 

 Cultural and Societal Implications: 

 

 Cultural Norms and Gender Biases: Unpaid labor is 

deeply embedded in Bangladesh’s cultural norms, 

particularly the gendered expectations placed on women. 

Changing societal attitudes toward unpaid labor is critical 

for improving recognition and support for unpaid workers 

(Putnam, 2000). 

 Community and Family Support Systems: While 

strong community ties help individuals manage the 

burden of unpaid labor, this support is often insufficient 

for those with limited resources. Strengthening 

community support systems can help mitigate some of 

these challenges (Latigo & Neijwa, 2005). 

 

IV. ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGES 

 

 To Overcome the Challenges Associated with Unpaid 

Labor, Several Strategic Actions are Necessary: 

 

 Improved Data Collection: Develop better methods for 

measuring and documenting unpaid labor to understand 

its full scope and impact. Enhanced data collection can 

inform more effective policies and support systems. 

 Policy Development: Create and implement policies that 

recognize and support unpaid labor, including social 

protection measures and targeted support for caregivers 

and domestic workers. 

 Cultural Shift: Work towards changing cultural norms 

and perceptions regarding unpaid labor, particularly to 

address gender biases and undervaluation. 

 Advocacy and Awareness: Strengthen advocacy efforts 

and raise awareness about the importance of unpaid labor. 

Highlighting the contributions of unpaid workers can 

drive policy changes and improve societal attitudes. 

 

Unpaid labor in Bangladesh plays a crucial role in the 

country’s economic stability and social cohesion. 

Recognizing and valuing this labor is essential for advancing 

gender equality, improving economic policies, and fostering 

a more equitable society. By addressing the challenges and 

implementing supportive measures, we can better appreciate 

and support the invaluable contributions of unpaid workers. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion, the historical background of unpaid labor 

in Bangladesh reveals a deep and enduring connection 

between socio-economic structures, cultural norms, and 

gendered divisions of labor. From the colonial era, where 

unpaid labor was a key component of an exploitative agrarian 

economy, to the post-independence period, where it 

continued to underpin household survival and community 

resilience, unpaid labor has shaped Bangladesh’s economic 

and social landscape in profound ways. Despite significant 

strides in economic development, particularly since the 

country’s independence in 1971, unpaid labor-especially that 

performed by women-remains largely unrecognized in formal 

economic metrics, perpetuating gender disparities and 

economic inequality. 

 

The economic, social, and cultural impacts of unpaid 

labor are vast and multifaceted. While it contributes 

significantly to the agricultural and informal sectors, 

supporting the broader economy, it also reinforces gendered 

divisions of labor and limits opportunities for women, who 
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disproportionately bear the burden of unpaid domestic and 

caregiving work. The continued undervaluation of unpaid 

labor not only distorts our understanding of economic 

productivity but also exacerbates social inequalities, 

undermining efforts toward gender equality and socio-

economic development. 

 

Addressing the challenges posed by unpaid labor in 

Bangladesh requires a multi-faceted approach. This includes 

improving data collection to measure its economic impact, 

recognizing its value in policy frameworks, expanding social 

protection systems, and fostering a cultural shift towards 

greater appreciation and equity. Efforts to advocate for 

policies such as paid family leave, better support for 

caregivers, and a more inclusive approach to unpaid work can 

help redress the imbalance and support those who contribute 

to society through these invisible yet invaluable efforts. 

 

In order to move towards a more equitable society, it is 

crucial to not only address the economic implications of 

unpaid labor but also to shift societal attitudes, particularly 

around gender. By acknowledging and valuing unpaid labor, 

Bangladesh can take significant steps toward creating a more 

inclusive, fair, and just society, where the contributions of all 

workers—paid and unpaid—are recognized and supported. 
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