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Overview and  
Measurement Challenge 

Labour force surveys underestimate many eco-
nomic activities that women engage in. The 
underestimation is often due to definitions 

and survey errors (Mehta and Pratap, 2017). A nar-
row definition excludes economic activities performed 
within the homestead such as livestock rearing, collec-
tion of firewood, cattle feed, and any unpaid contribut-
ing work in self-employment, while survey errors can 
arise from investigator or respondent bias. Asking the 
male head of the household may give incorrect data 
on women’s activities and women themselves do not 
identify the economic activities they engage (Azim 
Premji University, 2023; Swaminathan and Usami, 
2016). Respondent biases are internalised from the 
social norms that women are primarily responsible for 
household duties and child care. 

Time-use surveys collect details of all activities for 24 
hours on a reference day. Without a fixed definition 
of work, they have the advantage that they include 
all kinds of activities. For instance, Hirway and Jose 
(2011) found a difference between the numbers re-
ported by two surveys; a pilot time use survey con-
ducted in India in six states in 1998–99 reported 
that around 58 per cent of rural women engaged in 
economic activity as against 25 per cent in the labour 
force survey (LFS). The first countrywide Time Use 
Survey (TUS) was conducted in India in 2019.

This brief uses unit-level data from TUS 2019 to con-
struct a definition of economic activity using the Interna-
tional Classification of Activities for Time Use Statistics 
(ICATUS 2016) to estimate women in economic activ-
ity. For the time use data collected, there was no specific 
definition of economic activity. ‘Employment and related 
activities’ was a division in the ICATUS 2016.2 

Method
To compare the estimates of LFS and TUS, the defi-
nitions and the reference periods need to be similar. 

In the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS), any 
activity that produced goods and services adding val-
ue to the national product was an economic activity 
(National Statistical Office, 2020b). It included the 
production of goods and services for pay or profit, 
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1 	 National Law School of India University, Bengaluru, India
2	� The broad activities included in this division were employment in corporations, government and non-profit institutions, employment 

in household enterprises to produce goods and services for the market, seeking employment, setting up a business, and travelling for 
employment.

3	 The labour force survey (LFS) in this brief refers to Periodic Labour Force Survey 2018-19.

l	�� Estimates of women in economic 
activity using ‘employment and related 
activities’ from TUS 2019 align closely 
with the estimate of the labour force 
survey (LFS).3 Whether TUS gives a 
higher estimate or not depends on the 
construct used for estimating persons in 
‘economic activity.’

l	�� Unlike using only ‘employment and 
related activities’, the constructed 
definition of economic activity from the 
TUS 2019 gives a higher estimate than 
LFS. TUS records all activities without 
asking respondents to identify if they 
were engaged in any economic activity. 
Addition of ‘production of primary 
goods for own use’ and ‘construction for 
own use’ with ‘employment and related 
activities’ resulted in a higher estimate.

l	�� The constructed definition of economic 
activity from the TUS 2019 gives a 
higher estimate than LFS for the rural 
sector than the urban sector. People 
in rural areas engage widely in the 
production of primary goods for own 
use (agriculture, forestry, fishing, and 
mining), and their inclusion in economic 
activity leads to a higher estimate for 
rural men and women.

KEY RESULTS



production of primary commodities for own con-
sumption, and own account production of fixed assets 
such as own house, roads, wells, etc. 

In TUS 2019, employment and related activities and 
production of goods for final use were two main clas-
sifications of activities based on the ICATUS 2016 
(National Statistical Office, 2020a). Production of 
goods for final use included agriculture, fishing, for-
estry and mining for own final use, making and pro-
cessing goods for own final use, construction activities 
for own final use, and travel related to these activities 
(Divisions 21 to 25 in ICATUS).

PLFS did not include the processing of primary 
commodities for own consumption in its definition. 
Though TUS 2019 included the processing of goods 
for final use, the sub-categories mainly consisted of 
non-primary goods such as textiles, wood, bricks, met-
als, etc. (Division 22 in ICATUS 2016). To make the 
definitions comparable, activities related only to the 
primary sector under production of goods for final use 
are included. Agriculture, fishing, forestry, and min-
ing for own final use (Division 21) and construction 
activities for own final use (Division 23) are included.

PLFS uses current weekly status (CWS) and current 
daily status (CDS), where CWS means a person is 
employed if he/she spent at least an hour a day during 
the reference week. If a person engaged in an econom-

ic activity for one hour or more on a day of the refer-
ence week, he/she was employed as per CDS. 

TUS 2019 collected time-use data for a reference pe-
riod of a day. Individuals engaged in economic activity 
(according to the construct used) for at least an hour 
on the reference day are considered workers. This ref-
erence period is consistent with the International La-
bour Organisation 2013 resolution. So, the one-hour 
criterion on the reference day makes the reference pe-
riods comparable over both the sources.

According to the constructed definition in TUS 2019, 
economic activity includes participation in employ-
ment and related activities or production of goods for 
final use (production of primary goods or construc-
tion) for at least an hour on the reference day. This 
definition is consistent with the SNA production 
boundary of 2008.4

Results
1.	� The activity classification of ‘employment and 

related activities’ in TUS gives a similar estimate 
as the LFS. From TUS 2019, estimating persons 
engaged in employment and related activities for 
at least an hour on the reference day gives a simi-
lar estimate to PLFS 2019. Around 20.9 per cent 
of rural women were engaged in employment as 
per TUS 2019 and it was 20.8 from the CWS of 
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Figure 1: Participation in economic activity from TUS and LFS for persons aged  
15 and above, in per cent				  

Employment and related activities TUS 2019
Current weekly status PLFS 2018-19
Current daily status PLFS 2018-19

Rural women Urban women Rural men Urban men   

20.9
17.9

65.7 67.8

20.8
17.3

68.9 67.2

18.5  16.6

63.5 64.6

Source: Author’s calculation from PLFS and TUS rounds.	

4 	� SNA production boundary includes employment (pay/profit), own use production of goods for final use, unpaid trainee work, other work 
activities, and volunteer work for producing goods for use by others. To make it consistent with LFS, only production of primary goods and 
construction for own use are included.



PLFS 2019. For urban women, the estimate from 
TUS 2019 was 17.9 per cent with 17.3 per cent 
from the CWS of PLFS 2019. The estimates for 
men across both sources are also similar, with a 
difference of two to three percentage points for 
PLFS and TUS.

2. 	� The constructed definition of economic activity 
from TUS gives a higher estimate than LFS. The 
inclusion of production of primary goods and 
construction for own use in employment and re-
lated activities resulted in a significant increase in 
the estimate of TUS 2019 over PLFS 2019. Tak-
ing the example of rural women, the CWS and 
CDS of PLFS 2019 were 20.8 and 18.5 per cent, 
respectively. However, the constructed definition 
of economic activity from TUS 2019 showed 
that 32 per cent of rural women were engaged in 
economic activity. For rural women, the new es-
timate of TUS 2019 resulted in an increase of 12 
to 13 percentage points over the LFS estimate.5  

3. 	� The constructed definition of economic activi-
ty from TUS gives a higher estimate than LFS 

for the rural sector than the urban sector. The 
inclusion of production of primary goods and 
construction for own use makes more of a dif-
ference to the rural sector than the urban sector. 
For example, the constructed definition of TUS 
2019 compared to CDS of PLFS 2019, resulted 
in an increase of 13.5 percentage points for rural 
women, and only around a 2.4 percentage point 
increase for urban women. The rural sector pre-
dominantly engages in growing crops, farming 
of animals, hunting, fishing, and gathering wild 
products for own use. 

Often, time use surveys discuss the underestimation 
of economic activities for rural women. However, the 
increase in the estimate of economic activity for rural 
men and women from the new definition implies that 
men’s participation in production activities for own 
use could be underestimated too. However, the extent 
of underestimation remains higher for rural wom-
en. For example, the difference between the CWS of 
PLFS 2019 and constructed definition of TUS 2019 
was 11 percentage points for rural women but only 6 
percentage points for rural men.6 
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Figure 2: Participation in economic activity from TUS (constructed definition)  
and LFS for persons aged 15 and above, in per cent				  

Rural women Urban women Rural men Urban men   

Constructed definition of work TUS 2019
Current weekly status PLFS 2018-19
Current daily status PLFS 2018-19

32.0

19.0

75.2

68.6

20.8
17.3

68.9 67.2

18.5
16.6

63.5 64.6

Source: Author’s calculation from PLFS and TUS rounds.	

5	� The estimates of CDS 2019 were higher than TUS 2019 for a few states. For Meghalaya and Sikkim, CDS 2019 provided higher 
estimates than TUS 2019 for rural women, while Goa and Meghalaya were higher for rural men (Table 1). 

6	� There are some exceptions. Comparing TUS 2019 and CDS PLFS 2019 estimates for Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Himachal Pradesh, 
Jharkhand, Karnataka, Kerala, Odisha, Punjab, Sikkim, Tamil Nadu, Telangana, and West Bengal, the difference was higher for men 
than women (Table 1).
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Annexure

Table 1: Participation in economic activity from TUS 2019 (constructed definition) and 
PLFS 2019 (CDS) for rural men and women above 15 years of age, in per cent

Rural men Rural women

Source: Author’s calculation from PLFS and TUS rounds		

Andhra Pradesh

Arunachal Pradesh

Assam

Bihar

Chhattisgarh

Goa

Gujarat

Haryana

Himachal Pradesh

Jammu Kashmir

Jharkhand

Karnataka

Kerala

Madhya Pradesh

Maharashtra

Manipur

Meghalaya

Mizoram

Nagaland

Odisha

Punjab

Rajasthan

Sikkim

Tamil Nadu

Telangana

Tripura

Uttar Pradesh

Uttarakhand

West Bengal

TUS 2019 CDS PLFS 2019 TUS 2019 CDS PLFS 2019    

71.8

72.2

82.8

77.7

72.0

59.9

81.1

69.9

75.6

77.1

74.8

79.4

59.9

76.2

75.1

66.4

72.7

76.6

64.0

74.2

73.2

72.9

83.4

72.9

78.5

78.4

74.8

68.4

77.3

62.3

62.5

72.0

61.7

63.3

63.7

75.6

62.4

64.0

66.7

63.4

66.7

53.8

65.9

62.1

59.2

73.7

69.3

59.9

61.5

60.4

62.8

68.1

58.0

60.9

67.7

61.6

60.9

66.5

36.1

44.1

25.4

11.9

43.8

22.7

44.5

32.7

56.1

46.0

24.1

35.0

23.1

37.8

40.5

48.7

32.3

34.7

44.8

22.1

21.8

48.8

44.5

39.8

53.0

25.9

28.3

43.8

21.6

31.6

14.7

10.7

3.0

28.8

21.2

22.1

11.0

49.5

24.9

14.3

23.2

18.6

20.8

27.3

16.4

49.4

25.3

19.1

13.6

14.9

25.9

48.9

29.4

35.6

10.0

10.7

16.8

15.2
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Research Design Lessons

Time-use surveys help in a better estimation of work-
ers, yet they are not completely free of definition and 
survey errors (Hirway, 2022, 2023). TUS 2019 had a 
few drawbacks in its design and these aspects could 
be improved in forthcoming surveys. First, TUS 2019 
omitted activities that lasted less than 10 minutes. Ru-
ral women carry out many activities lasting less than 
10 minutes throughout the day that could go unre-
corded. Second, respondents were asked to identify 
major and minor activities, but they may be subject 
to gender norm bias; women may identify household 
chores/child care over economic activities as major ac-
tivities. Third, data collected from proxy respondents 
could be incorrect. Proxy reporting for economic ac-
tivities gave higher estimates for men than women. 
For rural women who identified as participating in 
economic activity (according to the constructed defi-
nition), around 72.8 per cent was reporting by self and 
27.1 per cent was proxy reporting, whereas for rural 
men around 61.9 per cent was self-reporting and 38 
per cent was proxy reporting.

India has only one countrywide TUS, and it is import-
ant to have periodic data on the time spent by indi-
viduals in different categories. But TUS requires more 
resources and is expensive to administer it regularly. If 
TUS cannot be carried out periodically, questions on 
time spent on various activities could be incorporated 
in the LFS. Follow-up questions of economic activities 
important to the households asked to persons princi-
pally engaged in household work have been dropped 
for PLFS rounds. If it is brought back with questions 
on hours worked for the employed and those engaged 
in household work, it could be useful to estimate the 
participation of women in activities related to employ-
ment and production of goods for own use. 

Incorporating questions on time spent is important 
for two reasons. If time is attached to women’s activi-
ties, they weigh better than a two-step segregation of 
identifying economically active or not and then ask-
ing recovery questions. Second, asking probing yes/
no questions, which are recovery in nature, looks at 

women’s economic activities in a marginalised/ sub-
sidiary way.
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