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Chapter

Improving the Measurement of 
Women’s Work: The Contribution 
of Demographic Surveys in 
Francophone West Africa
Anne E. Calvès and Agnès Adjamagbo

Abstract

Since the 1970s, the measurement and recognition of women’s work and their 
contributions to family well-being and economic development have been a matter 
of academic interest, as well as feminist advocacy. The interrelationships between 
women’s work and demographic processes, especially decisions regarding fertility, 
have also attracted the attention of demographers for some time. However, despite 
long-standing efforts to capture all aspects of women’s work, large-scale demographic 
and economic surveys conducted in the Global South still fail to approach work as a 
gendered concept and continue to make much of women’s labor invisible. The mea-
surement of unpaid care and household responsibilities is particularly scarce. In such 
a context, the purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, it retraces the long history of 
the global efforts of feminist scholars and activists to enhance the measurement of 
women’s work. Second, it illustrates how recent data collection initiatives in franco-
phone West Africa, building on the experience of collaborative research conducted 
by demographers in the region since the 1970s, have attempted to fill some of the 
persisting gaps in data on women’s activity, especially on household domestic and 
care, voluntary collective/community work, as well as on women’s contribution to 
household expenses and family support.

Keywords: women’s work, unpaid care, labor force participation, gender division of 
labor, family dynamics, measurement, surveys, indicators, demography, francophone 
West Africa

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic and the associated lockdowns declared by governments 
around the world have shed some light on the gender inequalities in paid and unpaid 
work. Not only have women been hit harder in the labor market, suffering from 
greater employment loss than men [1], but there is mounting evidence that the 
pandemic has exacerbated gender gaps in domestic work and childcare responsibili-
ties within the household [2]. Globally, the COVID-19 crisis has highlighted several 
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aspects of women’s work, such as their frontline role in health and social care, their 
involvement in precarious and survival activities in the informal sector, and their 
double burden of paid and unpaid care and domestic labor. While these are issues 
that have gained attention with the pandemic, they have been the focus of feminist 
scholars and activists for decades.

In fact, since the 1970s, the measurement and recognition of the extent of women’s 
work and their contributions to family well-being and economic development have 
been a matter of academic interest, as well as feminist advocacy. The interrelation-
ships between women’s work and demographic processes, especially decisions related 
to fertility, also started to attract the attention of demographers at that time. From the 
1990s onwards, with women’s empowerment increasingly becoming a stated priority 
of governments and global development institutions, efforts have intensified to better 
capture all aspects of women’s work, including unpaid care and domestic activities. 
Today, employment variables, along with other proxies or measures of women’s 
empowerment included in international surveys, such as the Demographic and Health 
Survey (DHS), are widely used in the demographic analysis [3]. Despite these efforts, 
however, large-scale demographic and economic surveys conducted in the Global 
South, critics argue, still fail to approach work as a gendered concept and continue to 
make much of women’s work invisible [4, 5].

In such a context, the purpose of this chapter is two-folded: first, to retrace the 
long history of the global efforts of feminist scholars and activists to enhance the 
measurement of women’s work, underlining the persisting gaps in data on women’s 
activity, and second, to illustrate how recent data collection initiatives in francophone 
West Africa, building on the experience of collaborative research conducted by 
demographers in the region since the 1970s, have attempted to fill some of these gaps.

2. Making women’s work visible: five decades of global feminist efforts

Advocacy to better capture women’s work and their contribution to family 
well-being and economic development is not new. It can be traced to the 1970s 
when feminist scholars and activists started to point out the mismeasurement and 
underestimation of women’s activities in official statistics and national surveys. The 
publication in 1970 of Ester Boserup’s book, Woman’s Role in Economic Development, 
undoubtedly represents a milestone in the recognition of the need to tackle the invisi-
bility of women’s work. Based on empirical studies in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, 
the economist illustrates how development policies have ignored Third World women 
or confined them to their reproductive and domestic roles. In Africa, for instance, 
although traditional agricultural systems are what she describes as “women’s farming 
systems” par excellence, since the colonial period agricultural modernization poli-
cies have largely favored men over women [6]. Subsistence activities, such as unpaid 
agricultural work and domestic labor, as well as employment in the informal sector of 
the economy, where women are over-represented, are not only ignored by developers, 
Boserup and others argue, but they are also hidden by census and national labor data 
that tend to focus on formal employment [7].

After its publication, Boserup’s book became an essential reference both for the 
work of academics and for the development programs that would mark the entire 
United Nations (UN) Decade for women (1976–1985) under what is referred to 
as the women in development (WID) approach. In line with Boserup’s work, this 
perspective, articulated mostly by liberal feminists in the United States, views the 
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lack of integration of women into economic development programs as a central 
issue. In 1973, following feminist lobbying, the US congress adopted a bill (the Percy 
amendment), which required that programs financed by Agency for International 
Development (USAID) include some measures to improve women’s access to resources 
and participation in economic development. In 1974, a WID Office was created within 
the agency, to monitor the progress made in achieving this goal [8]. During the first 
UN conference on Women in Mexico City in 1975, all member states also committed 
to better integration of women in development assistance. From the mid-1970s, with 
the support of bilateral and multilateral international aid agencies as well as private 
foundations, and thanks to transnational feminist advocacy and lobbying activities, 
WID programs to such as income-generating and microcredit projects designed to 
enhance the productive role of women flourished in Africa, as in other parts of the 
Global South [9]. The recognition of the need to make women’s work more visible in 
labor force statistics and gross domestic product (GDP) also started to strengthen 
among international agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and 
governments. In 1980, the Program of Action adopted at the 2nd World Conference 
on Women in Copenhagen made the collection of disaggregated statistics and the 
development of databases about women one of its objectives. The WID Office started 
to sponsor time-use data collections that recorded detailed information on all activi-
ties carried out by individuals in a specific period, to document the extent of women’s 
unpaid household work [10]. The International Research and Training Institute for 
the Advancement of Women (INSTRAW), created in 1976 after the Mexico confer-
ence, and the Statistical Office of the UN Secretariat also played a key role in promot-
ing national statistics on women’s work [11]. As pointed out by Goetz [7], generating 
and analyzing data on women, including women’s economic activities, was “one of 
the main objectives, and an enduring success, of the UN Decade for Women.” In the 
context of rising concerns about rapid population growth in the Third World, demog-
raphers were also interested in exploring the relationships between women’s labor 
force participation and fertility at that time [12]. The World Fertility Surveys (WFSs) 
conducted from 1974 to 1982 in 62 countries, mostly developing ones, to measure 
fertility and its determinants, including a series of 17 questions on women’s employ-
ment explicitly designed to test the widespread idea that economic modernization 
factors such as increased economic opportunities for women outside the home would 
reduce fertility [13].

Interest in women’s economic activities gained further momentum after the world 
conference on women held in Nairobi in 1985 and throughout the 1990s. The writings 
of feminist scholars on the repercussions of the economic crisis and structural adjust-
ment programs (SAPs) implemented across the Global South in the 1980s and 1990s 
on the living and working conditions of women have multiplied, inaugurating a new 
field of research [14]. Analyses illustrate how, in cities, the increased cost of living 
and rising unemployment among men forced women to multiply “survival” activi-
ties in the informal sector of the economy, particularly in Latin America and Africa 
[15–17]. Across the Global South, studies show an intensification of the individual as 
well as collective involvement of women in the survival of impoverished households 
and communities [9, 16]. Evaluations also point out the exploitation of women’s work 
induced by a globalized economy and the accelerated relocation of transnational com-
panies in the Global South [18]. In the 1990s, the new boom in female employment in 
areas such as data entry and computer programming, female subcontracting, and infor-
mal work at home further attracted the attention of researchers. Overall, feminists 
argue, with women increasingly bearing the burden of household survival, one has 
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witnessed over the years a “feminization of responsibilities and obligations” [19]. This 
“feminization of survival” extends beyond households and national borders. To cope 
with poverty and unemployment and meet the increased needs of the care industry 
in industrialized countries, women from East Asia, Africa, and Latin America are 
migrating in increasing numbers to Western Europe, the Middle East, and North 
America, to be employed in precarious and socially devalued jobs such as domestic 
work, childcare, or nursing [20, 21].

This sustained academic interest in women’s work took place in a context of 
progressive institutionalization of the “gender and development” (GAD) agenda, 
resulting, in large part, from the extensive advocacy work of feminist activists during 
the UN conferences that marked the 1990s. Rooted in the writing of socialist, post-
colonial and anti-globalization feminists, especially scholars from the Global South, 
the GAD perspective criticizes the dominant WID paradigm for its narrow focus on 
the provision of resources to women, its Western hegemonic view of women, and its 
failure to address the fundamental and structural causes of women’s subordination 
[8, 10]. Development initiatives, tenants of the GAD approach argue, should not con-
sider women in isolation from men but rather focus on transforming unequal gender 
relationships. Development planners should also favor participatory approaches with 
women in diverse settings defining their own needs and adopt “gender mainstream-
ing” that integrates gender in all development projects [10].

After the 4th World conference on women in Beijing in 1995, the development 
industry operated a gradual shift from “women” to “gender” and promoting gen-
der equality became a stated priority for governments and international donors 
and development agencies. The population field was no exception, and the 1994 
International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo undoubtedly 
marked a turn toward “a feminization of population and development issues” [22]. 
The new approach adopted at the end of the conference placed sexual and reproduc-
tive rights and the empowerment of women at the heart of population issues and 
put an unprecedented emphasis on gender relations as determinants of demographic 
processes [23, 24]. From the 1990s onwards, UN agencies and international donors 
further encouraged the collection, production, and analysis of gender statistics 
and gender-disaggregated socioeconomic indicators to monitor progress toward 
gender equality. Influenced by the work of feminist scholars, especially economists, 
data collection initiatives to quantitatively capture women’s nonmarket and market 
work also increased greatly. In 1993, the System of National Accounts (SNA) of the 
United Nations was revised to include subsistence or “primary” activities, primarily 
undertaken by women, such as water fetching or firewood collection in the calcula-
tion of the GDP [25]. Initiatives to theorize and collect data on the gendered dimen-
sions of the informal economy initiated by research groups, UN agencies such as the 
International Labor Organization (ILO) or the UN Economic Commission for Africa, 
or advocacy networks such as Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and 
Organizing (WIEGO) also multiplied [26, 27].

Following a formal recommendation from the Beijing Platform for Action, 
time-use surveys flourished in the Global South after the conference, often with the 
involvement of feminist scholars [28]. At the end of the 1990s, time-use surveys at 
the national level were conducted for the first time in Africa [25]. Despite a lack of 
harmonization across countries and other methodological issues, these new data 
have been very useful in documenting the magnitude of unpaid care work performed 
by women across the world [29]. The increased availability of time-use data in the 
2000s also allowed economists and family demographers in industrialized countries 
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to study trends in the division of labor within two-parent households and the 
relationships between women’s unpaid care work and labor force participation in 
both Western and non-Western countries [30–32]. Changes adopted in 1999 by the 
DHS, an essential source of demographic data, are also emblematic of the effort to 
make gender a central variable in demographic analyses [3]. In the wake of the Cairo 
conference, in addition to the indirect measures of women’s status such as education 
and employment, the program decided to introduce direct assessments of gender rela-
tions in the questionnaire, such as questions on women’s participation in household 
decision-making, control over financial resources and attitude toward gender norms. 
Since their introduction into datasets, these empowerment indicators, along with 
the variables related to women’s labor force participation and earnings, have been 
widely used by demographers. Empirical research on Africa, for instance, has utilized 
the DHS questions on women’s work to explore the relationships between women’s 
employment and fertility [33, 34], contraceptive use [35], child survival [36], or 
intimate partner violence [37], to cite a few examples.

The increasing availability of data on women’s work and especially on time-use 
data has also been useful for feminist activists to further advocate for the global rec-
ognition of women’s work, particularly the unpaid domestic and care types. Despite 
the global feminization of the labor force, they argue, there is still a universal “male 
breadwinner bias” that permeates social policies in both Western and non-Western 
countries and a lack of consideration of existing gender imbalances in the distribution 
of unpaid care within households. Studies have documented that regardless of their 
level of participation in the labor market, and despite the increase in men’s involve-
ment in household work in several countries, globally, women are still responsible 
for the majority of household chores (such as cleaning, cooking, and shopping for 
groceries) and for the care of family members, including children and the elderly. 
Across the world, time-use data illustrate the double burden many women bear and 
its potential detrimental consequences for themselves and their children in poorer 
countries [32, 38]. In recent years, women’s rights advocates have been instrumental 
in putting the issue of care on the global development agenda. In 2013, in a landmark 
decision, the International Conference of Labor Statisticians (ICLS) adopted a new 
and broader definition of work that includes unpaid care work [29]. In 2015, “recog-
nizing and valuing unpaid care and domestic work” was defined by United Nations as 
one of the Sustainable Development Goals for achieving gender equality [39].

Today, however, despite the high visibility of women’s work on the international 
policy agenda and the improved availability of statistics on all dimensions of women’s 
work, data gaps remain. First, nationally representative time-use data are still rare 
in the Global South. Second, the tendency to only view women’s activity through the 
lens of labor force participation is still strong, especially in large-scale international 
surveys [5, 32, 40]. Not only is unpaid care work ignored by widely used surveys, such 
as the DHS or the World Bank’s Living Standards Measurement Survey (LSMS), but 
they also often underestimate women’s paid activities. In fact, based on examples in 
Africa, researchers demonstrate that the phrasing and administration of the work-
related questions in these two surveys prime female respondents to declare that they 
do not work because they believe the economic activities they perform do not qualify 
as actual work [6, 41]. Thus, informal, episodic, and seasonal economic activities 
or work combined with unpaid household duties carried out by women in several 
countries remain hidden by the male bias prevailing in the framing of work questions 
in large demographic or economic surveys. Too often, critics argue, women’s labor 
force participation is treated in isolation from their responsibilities within the family, 
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while market and nonmarket activities should be viewed as a continuum rather than 
a dichotomy [6, 41]. In the same vein, data on women’s activity and responsibilities 
within formal or informal associations and organizations at the community level also 
referred to as “community managing work” [9] or “collective provisioning work” 
[42], are rarely considered or measured.

3.  Capturing women’s work: the contribution of early demographic 
surveys in francophone West Africa

Women paid and unpaid work and the gender division of labor within urban 
households in francophone West Africa have received a fair amount of attention from 
family demographers in the last decade. Mirroring global trends, the origin of this 
interest can be traced to the 1970s. While women’s work was not the focus of early 
empirical demographic research in West Africa, several population surveys conducted 
at that time helped document women’s activities in the region and their interrelation-
ships with demographic processes, such as migration or fertility. This was the case of 
Hoe and Wage, an ambitious research project initiated in 1973 by Gregory and Piché 
at the Department of Demography at the University of Montreal in collaboration with 
the Volta Center for Scientific Research. The purpose of the project was to trace the 
history of national and international circular labor migration in Burkina Faso from 
1900 to 1973. To do so, the project used a unique national migration survey conducted 
in 1974–1975 that collected retrospective data on mobility among a nationally repre-
sentative sample of men and women, along with information on migrants’ economic 
activity at their destination [43]. Documenting for the first time the colonial and early 
postindependence migration history of Burkinabè women, the analyses show the role 
played by female migration within family networks and confirm the importance of 
women’s domestic and agricultural labor in sustaining rural households’ production. 
From a methodological point of view, the experience of the national migration survey 
also points out the difficulties in collecting data on women’s activities and especially 
when attempting to “draw a line between household work and agricultural work” 
in rural Burkina Faso [43]. From a conceptual point of view, the empirical results 
provided strong support for the idea that demographic behaviors in rural Africa, 
such as circular migration or high fertility, need to be studied within the context of a 
familial/domestic mode of production, that is, in connection with household strate-
gies, to draw resources from both the agricultural subsistence economy for women 
and the capitalist market economy for men to ensure household social reproduction 
[44]. Thus, according to this view, women’s work in West Africa must also be analyzed 
as part of the “household’s strategies of social reproduction,” rather than as a factor of 
modernization and vector of ideational change [13].

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, several other demographers stressed the crucial 
role played not only by domestic modes of production, including women’s responsi-
bilities in subsistence production, but also cultural and social factors, such as family 
and kinship structures, as well as conjugal relationships, in explaining persistent high 
fertility and the failure of family planning programs in rural West Africa [45–47]. As 
elsewhere, feminist scholars also increasingly pointed out the necessity of taking into 
account women’s subordination and unequal access to production resources, as well 
as intra-household power relationships, when considering household reproductive 
strategies in rural Africa [48]. The adoption of these macrostructural or “institu-
tional” approaches [49] to fertility in rural West Africa had some methodological 



7

Improving the Measurement of Women’s Work: The Contribution of Demographic Surveys…
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.1001330

implications. It meant moving away from large-scale standardized demographic data, 
such as the WFS or the DHS, to favor case studies, combining small-scale surveys and 
ethnographic data from in-depth field works to situate fertility behaviors within their 
relevant social, economic, and cultural contexts [50]. The work carried out by French 
demographers such as Thérèse Locoh, André Quesnels or Patrice Vimard in rural 
societies in Southeastern Togo and Southwestern Côte d’Ivoire provides examples of 
such focused fieldwork approaches [45, 51].

If these early demographic surveys on migration and fertility provided some 
valuable insights into women’s subsistence work and the sexual division of labor within 
rural households in francophone West Africa, the development of retrospective longi-
tudinal surveys starting in the 1990s was an important milestone in capturing women’s 
work in the region. From 1989 onwards, as part of collaborative research projects 
between French-speaking research institutes and demography departments in Africa, 
France, and Québec, numerous biographical or event history surveys were performed 
in West Africa, both in capital cities and at the national level [52]. The first series of 
collections of life history was carried out in francophone African cities, including 
Bamako in 1992, Abidjan in 1996, Yaoundé in 1996, Antananarivo in 1998, Lomé in 
2000, and again in Dakar in 2001 [53]. In Dakar and Lomé, individual interviews and 
focus group discussions were also conducted in addition to the life course surveys 
[54]. To this list of the first series of urban surveys should be added two surveys with 
national coverage administered in 2000, one in Burkina Faso [55] and one in Mali [56], 
as well as a survey targeting youth and young adults in Ouagadougou in 2010 [57].

In a context of growing rural out-migration and rising poverty due to the economic 
recession, the adoption of structural adjustment programs, and the 1994 devaluation 
of the Financial Community of Africa (CFA) franc, the overall purpose of the first 
wave of surveys was to evaluate the impact of the worsening living conditions on the 
urban integration of rural migrants, as well as on the demographic behaviors and 
coping strategies of individual city-dwellers and urban families. Even if the focus of 
the survey differed from one study to the next, the biographical questionnaires used 
retraced key events in at least three spheres of their respondents’ lives: residence/
housing, education/employment, and family (union/birth). Prior to completing these 
survey questions, interviewers generally utilized an “Ageven form” [58], a life history 
calendar organized in three columns to chronologically report the main events in the 
three spheres of respondents’ lives and the dates on which these events occurred, 
in Ref. to each other. In all these retrospective longitudinal surveys, the section of 
the questionnaire devoted to the occupational history of men and women collected 
detailed information on each period of paid and unpaid labor market participation 
from age 12 or six (depending on the survey) to the date of the survey. Information 
on respondents’ market work included questions related to the sector of activity, the 
occupational status (e.g., self-employed, employee, or unpaid family helper), whether 
the work was occasional or not, the form of payment, the link with the employer, and 
the level of formality of the job (written contract/pay slip or not).

Thus, the analyses of these event history data have not only made a particularly 
significant contribution to the study of migration and urban integration in West 
Africa, but they have also contributed to making several aspects of women’s labor 
force participation in West African cities visible. First, data collected among different 
generations of city-dwellers show that the deteriorating economic conditions, men’s 
unemployment, and increased poverty, especially during the 1990s, have pushed 
women to intensify and multiply their economic activities in the informal sector 
economy [59, 60]. Qualitative data collected in Dakar and Lomé further suggest that 
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the growing contribution of women to household income often extends well beyond 
the simple additional contribution to small daily expenses [54]. The work and educa-
tional survey histories of urban men and women also reveal striking gender inequali-
ties in the labor market. In Dakar, Yaoundé, Antananarivo, and Ouagadougou, women 
of all generations are still significantly more likely than men to be self-employed 
or perform family work in the more unstable and less profitable subsector of the 
informal economy [59, 61–63]. The life histories of city-dwellers in francophone 
West Africa were also very useful in documenting differences over time in the timing 
and patterns of the transition to market work by old and young generations, as well 
as among subgroups of adolescent girls and women, especially according to their 
socioeconomic origins and their migration history [64].

One of the strengths of life history data is the ability to analyze interactions 
between different spheres of respondents’ lives over time. Some interesting results 
on the interaction between women’s employment and demographic events, such 
as marriage or childbearing, emerge from the analysis of the life course data. In 
Ouagadougou, for example, the results show that access to employment income seems 
to make the social and economic imperative of marriage less pressing for young urban 
women, at least in the short term, and young working women tend to delay their 
first union [65]. Marital life is also not incompatible with the pursuit of professional 
activity in Sahelian cities and many women in Ouagadougou [64] and Dakar [54] bal-
ance family and paid employment. In Lomé, where the economic activity of women 
has always been socially valued, this reconciliation is nothing new. Single women are 
heavily involved in the job market, particularly in informal petty trade, and marriage 
only interrupts this activity briefly [66]. As for the women working as employees in 
the formal sector of the economy in the Togolese capital, data suggested that they 
tend to space out their pregnancies to remain in employment [67].

By the mid-2000s, data from demographic event history surveys had helped docu-
ment women’s changing experience of labor force participation in francophone West 
Africa and explore the potential interactions between occupational history and marital 
and childbearing trajectories. Although the work module of these surveys was better 
suited to capturing informal, episodic, and seasonal economic activities, compared to 
large-scale surveys, such as the DHS, it still focused on women’s labor force participa-
tion and treated employment in isolation from unpaid care and household work and 
responsibilities, rather than conceptualizing it as a continuum. Education surveys 
focusing on children and adolescents contributed to showing the disproportional share 
of domestic chores performed by schoolgirls compared to schoolboys in urban West 
African households, and how this heavy domestic workload, including daily tasks such 
as water fetching, house cleaning, and cooking, negatively impacts their schooling 
trajectories [68]. As in other parts of the world, time use and ethnographic data also 
increasingly illustrate the heavy double burden carried by working women in franco-
phone African cities, even among educated ones working in the formal sector of the 
urban economy [69]. The 1-2-3 employment surveys series conducted in 2001/2002 
in seven economic capitals in francophone West Africa, for instance, included an 
additional time-use module where, based on an activity list, household members were 
asked to recall the weekly time spent on selected activities, including domestic work 
and caring for children, gathering wood, fetching water and shopping, working in 
main and second jobs, providing voluntary community services, and studying. The 
results demonstrate that, unlike in other regions of the world, women in West African 
cities do not “specialize” in domestic activities while their husbands work for pay, but 
instead participate in both market and domestic work. In fact, women in francophone 
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African cities account for a significant percentage of household hours spent working 
in the labor market (40% on average) while undertaking the very large majority of the 
household domestic work at the same time [69].

4.  Women’s unpaid household and care work and contributions: the focus 
of recent surveys in francophone West Africa

Building on the efforts of employment surveys to produce data on the intra-house-
hold division of labor in the region, from 2012 to 2022, three collaborative demo-
graphic research projects were developed in four francophone West African capitals, 
including Cotonou, Lomé, Ouagadougou, and Dakar. While the focus and the format 
of these projects slightly differed, all three of them were interested in capturing 
both women’s market and nonmarket work and responsibilities within the context 
of households’ gender relationships, family dynamics, and domestic organization. 
The objectives were also to assess women’s strategies for combining market work and 
domestic and care responsibilities and produce quantitative measures of women’s cur-
rent contributions to family well-being. The first of these projects was a comparative 
multidisciplinary research program initiated in 2012 by the French Laboratoire popu-
lation, environnement et développement (LPED) in collaboration with four West 
African demographic institutions1.The data collected combined qualitative interviews 
and quantitative data from a survey entitled “Activité économique, partage des ressources 
et prise en charge des dépenses au sein des Ménages urbains” (AEMU), conducted in 
three West African cities (Cotonou, Lomé and Ouagadougou). The survey included 
a household questionnaire as well as an individual one administered to both men and 
women in each city. The second survey, “Enquête Femmes et Organisation Travail 
– Famille à Dakar” (FORTE) was performed in Dakar in 2018, as part of a larger 
collaborative research program.2 FORTE’s objectives and structure were very similar 
to those of AEMU, with a focus on highly educated women. Initiated by the University 
of Montreal and two African research institutes3, the last of the three surveys was a 
longitudinal retrospective survey, entitled “Travail au Féminin” (TAF), which was 
carried out in Ouagadougou in 2019/2020 and in Lomé in 2021/2022. The purpose of 
the AEMU, FORTE, and TAF surveys was not only to examine the intra-household 
division of labor but also to explore the interrelationships between women’s work 
(both market and domestic) and family structure and dynamics. Thus, in addition to 
the modules on work and the household division of labor, each survey questionnaire 
includes questions on union and marriage, in addition to childbearing behaviors, 
as well as the sociodemographic characteristics of households and individuals (the 

1 The research was funded by the French National Research Agency (ANR-10-SUDS-005-01). The scien-

tific partners included the Laboratoire population, environnement et développement (LPED), a research 

laboratory from the French Institut de Recherche pour le Développement (IRD), the Center of Formation 

and Research in Population (CEFORP), Abomey-Calavi University in Cotonou (Bénin), the Demographic 

Research Unit (URD), University of Lomé (Togo), and the Higher Institute of Population Sciences (ISSP), 

Joseph Ki Zerbo University, Ouagadougou (Burkina Faso).
2 The project, funded by French National Research Agency (ANR - young researcher program), was devel-

oped by IRD in collaboration with the Senegalese National Statistics and Demography Agency (INSD).
3 TAF is a collaborative project between the Department of Sociology at the University of Montreal, ISSP 

in Ouagadougou (Burkina Faso) and URD in Lomé (Togo), funded by the Canadian Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council (SSHRC).
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woman and her husband/partner). Table 1 presents selected dimensions considered 
and measured by AEMU, FORTE, and TAF to capture women’s work and responsi-
bilities outside and within their households, as well as their contributions to family 
well-being.

In all three questionnaires, the section on individual market work (both paid 
and unpaid) is more detailed than the typical occupational section used in previous 
demographic surveys in francophone West African cities. Besides questions regard-
ing activity type, occupational status, and category, several questions were asked to 
assess the level of informality of job and sector of employment, as well as job quality 

Sphere of work/responsibilities Selected dimensions measured

Market work Type and sector of activity

Occupational status and category, relationship to employer, employer 
type

Level of formalization and protection of job (registered, account 
keeping, pay slip, formal contract)

Job quality: level, type, and regularity of income, public/private 
insurance, retirement funds, social security, promotion

Work location, commuting time and means of transport to work, job-
related monthly travels

Level of job satisfaction

Household domestic and care 
work

Household chores (meal preparation, household repairs, cleaning, 
washing dishes, doing laundry, fetching water, gardening)

Childcare (taking children to school and picking them up, showering 
and bathing them, supervision of homework, care when sick)

Help with domestic chores and/or childcare services and use of domestic 
and or childcare services
Recruitment, management, and working conditions of domestic staff

Provision of advice/mediation in case of family or community conflicts

Perceived difficulties in combining market economic activities and 
domestic responsibilities (most draining domestic chores, feeling of 
stress or exhaustion associated with workload)

Voluntary collective/community 
work

Participation in formal and informal associations/groups/organizations 
(professional, neighborhood, community, religious, rotating saving and 
credits associations): average weekly time spent, responsibilities within 
the association

Contribution to household 
expenses and family support

Recurrent household expenses: water, electricity, gas, coal, rent, food, 
health costs, daily travel costs, school fees, children’s clothing and health 
expenses, professional services (maid, waste collection service, others)

Major household expenses: furniture, car, motorbike, piece of land, 
house construction, household appliances

Contributions to expenses related to community/extended family events 
(marriages, baptisms, religious celebrations)

Financial support to elderly parents, in-laws, siblings, cousins, adult 
children, and other relatives

Table 1. 
Selected dimensions of women’s work measured by the AEMU, FORTE, and TAF questionnaires.



11

Improving the Measurement of Women’s Work: The Contribution of Demographic Surveys…
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.1001330

(level and regularity of earnings, health insurance, social security, and promotion for 
formal employees). Information regarding job location, commuting time, and means 
of transport to work as well as job-related monthly travel was also collected. The TAF 
questionnaire also included a subjective question on job satisfaction. To assess the 
division of labor within the household and the extent of women’s unpaid domestic 
and care work, the three questionnaires used activity list questions that have been 
proven superior to keyword questions in measuring women’s work [41]. The first 
activity list refers to household chores, such as cleaning, preparing meals, washing 
dishes, doing laundry, grocery shopping, water fetching, gardening, and household 
repairs. The AEMU household questionnaire recorded who in the household was usu-
ally responsible for each activity. In the TAF individual questionnaire, for each chore 
listed, the female respondent was asked whether she had done the chore the previous 
week, and if yes, how many hours she spent doing it, and if not, who was mainly 
responsible for it. The second list discussed childcare for children under 12 residing 
in the household and included activities such as taking children to school and collect-
ing them, supervising their homework, and showering and bathing them, as well as 
taking care of them when sick. The surveys also tried to capture whether women were 
helped in their domestic and care work. In the FORTE survey, specific questions were 
asked about the recruitment and payment of domestic workers as well as about their 
working conditions. In the TAF survey, for each activity women were involved in, 
they were asked whether someone else was also responsible for the activity, and if yes, 
who that person was. All questionnaires inquired about the use of paid domestic and 
childcare services.

Additionally, women interviewed in the TAF survey in Ouagadougou and Lomé 
were asked how often they were consulted for advice within the family or com-
munity and for mediation in case of family conflicts. They were also questioned on 
the potential difficulties they faced in combining economic activities and domestic 
responsibilities and whether they ever felt any stress or exhaustion associated with 
the workload outside or at home. Besides market and household work, the TAF survey 
also tried to capture women’s community work and responsibilities. The question-
naire included a module on the respondent’s history of involvement in voluntary 
associations or groups since age 15, with questions to estimate the level of women’s 
involvement in each association (time spent, type of responsibilities). Each survey, 
through its individual or household questionnaire, also measured women’s contribu-
tion to household expenses, distinguishing between recurrent ones (food, water, 
and rent, as well as energy bills, health costs, daily travel costs, school fees, children’s 
clothing and health expenses and professional services for cleaning, waste manage-
ment or other chores) and major household expenses (furniture, car, motorbike, 
piece of land, house construction and household appliances). Women’s financial 
contribution outside the household was also estimated with questions regarding their 
yearly participation in expenses related to community/extended family events (mar-
riages, baptisms, and religious celebrations), as well as the level of financial support 
they provided to immediate and extended family members.

Although these survey data, especially the most recent ones, have not yet been 
fully explored, the first analyses provide valuable insight into women’s work. First, 
data confirm the high female labor force participation in francophone West African 
cities, with working women generally self-employed in the informal sector of the 
economy (in petty trade, for most of them), declaring rather low incomes [70]. Data 
further show that however modest it may be, women’s income allows them to partici-
pate in a substantial way in the payment of household expenses and in meeting basic 
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household consumption needs [71, 72]. In Cotonou, Ouagadougou and Lomé, food, 
water, coal (or gas), medical care for children and school fees were expenditure items 
that women declared that they paid on a regular basis, fully or partially. Data also 
confirm that men in the four cities are still performing very few domestic chores. In 
Dakar and Lomé, the core of domestic work, including time-consuming, repetitive, 
and tedious chores (preparing meals, washing dishes, doing laundry, and cleaning), 
remains almost exclusively female work, and men’s involvement is often limited to 
children’s educational support (the supervision of homework or driving children to 
school) [73]. Despite some timid transformations among the younger generation of 
highly educated men, the division of labor between women and men within house-
holds overall remains highly unbalanced [71, 74]. Furthermore, AEMU data demon-
strate that in Cotonou and Lomé, when controlling for the generation the men belong 
to, the husband’s involvement in household work tends to further decrease over the 
couple’s life cycle, as the pressure to care for young children diminishes [75]. In these 
two cities, men’s participation in domestic work, particularly in the preparation 
of meals, depends on their professional activity. In Ouagadougou, qualitative data 
suggest domestic help has become scarce and the day of active women, who gener-
ally “resigned themselves” to the lack of involvement of their husbands in household 
domestic and care work, is a real “obstacle course” [71]. In fact, more than a third of 
economically active women interviewed by the TAF survey in Ouagadougou (36%) 
and more than a quarter (26%) of their counterparts in Lomé declared feeling “often” 
or “very often” depleted by their daily workload. In Cotonou, qualitative data further 
posits that women’s ability to withstand the stress of combining market work and 
household responsibilities depends on their educational and financial capital as well 
as their ability to mobilize a social network. Some of the more privileged women may 
even choose to divorce to pursue their professional ambitions [76].

Despite the contribution of recent data collection in West African cities in improv-
ing the measurement of women’s work and responsibilities, some important work 
dimensions are still missing from family demography surveys in the region. First, 
the measurement of women’s care of family members should be expanded beyond 
childcare to include indicators of women’s involvement in the care of elderly parents, 
as well as relatives who are ill or living with disabilities. Indicators should measure 
the provision of regular care to any vulnerable person, with or without family ties. 
Second, capturing the extent of women’s emotional workload associated with the 
daily management of family responsibilities, as well as the physical and psychologi-
cal consequences of the heavy burden of paid and unpaid work both for women and 
their families require further attention. Third, as revealed by the recent COVID-19 
crisis, women’s work and care can be crucial to the survival of the family in times of 
emergency. Survey data on women’s individual and collective activities to cope with a 
health crisis or environmental disasters such as drought episodes, inflow of environ-
mental refugees, sudden depletion of natural resources, disease outbreaks, or more 
generally, to deal with family traumatic events (death, illness, accident, and employ-
ment loss) could also be useful in documenting women’s contribution to family and 
community survival in time of hardships. Finally, the potential impact of the expo-
nential growth in the use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) 
over the last decades in Africa on women’s work, needs further investigation. Survey 
data on ICT use, especially through mobile phones, along with indicators of paid and 
unpaid work could help assess the impact of ICTs not only on women’s labor force 
participation but also on domestic and care responsibilities, including “kin work” at 
home and abroad [77], as well as community and social activities.
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5. Conclusions

Since the 1970s, feminist scholars and activists have constantly pointed out the 
need to recognize and tackle the mismeasurement of women’s activities and the 
underestimation of their contribution to family well-being and economic develop-
ment. From their early research on women’s agricultural subsistence activities, 
domestic labor, and informal sector work around the world, as well as the damaging 
effects of colonial and post-colonial agricultural policies, to the examinations of local, 
national, and global survival strategies developed by women in the context of the 
1980s and 1990s economic crisis and neoliberal reforms, and the recent analysis of 
persisting gender inequality in household and unpaid care work, feminist scholars, 
especially economists, have tried to make all aspects of women’s work visible. Their 
longstanding efforts have been instrumental in promoting the collection and analysis 
of time-use data, in enhancing female work indicators in employment surveys, and in 
revising international guidelines to progressively include women’s nonmarket work 
in national accounts and official statistics. Over the last five decades, demographers 
have also been interested in capturing women’s work and exploring the interactions 
between work and demographic processes. In francophone West Africa, for instance, 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s, several demographers, based on focused case 
studies, stressed the crucial role played by domestic modes of production, including 
women’s responsibility in subsistence production, in explaining gendered patterns 
of migration or persistent high fertility. From the 1990s onwards, the adoption of the 
life course approach by numerous collaborative research teams, and the production 
of event history survey data in francophone West Africa, was another milestone in 
the analysis of women’s work in the region. The retrospective occupational, residen-
tial, and familial history data collected by these surveys uniquely documented the 
changing employment experience of generations of women, the persisting gender 
inequalities on the urban labor market, and the heterogeneity of work experiences 
among sub-groups of female city-dwellers. They have also allowed for exploring the 
interactions between women’s employment and demographic events, such as marriage 
or childbearing, over time. Despite these contributions, however, these survey data, 
like most data on the topic in and outside Africa, still focus on women’s market work 
and treat the labor force participation of women in isolation from their responsibili-
ties within the family. Recent demographic surveys conducted in francophone West 
Africa have attempted to fill these data gaps and have collected, in addition to classic 
demographic data on family dynamics, statistics on women’s market work, nonmarket 
domestic and care responsibilities, and community activities as well as their current 
contributions to household expenses and family support.

These new data provide promising analysis opportunities that could help inform 
the design and implementation of policies and programs promoting women’s work in 
the region. In fact, today, the promotion of “decent work” is at the top of the agenda 
for African governments, as well as regional and international development institu-
tions. Female entrepreneurship, in particular, occupies a prominent place in the 
narrative of Africa’s future. In a “smart economics” approach to women’s work, which 
sees investing in women essentially as a way to spur economic growth, initiatives 
encouraging women’s entrepreneurship that has flourished on the continent in the last 
decade have focused on the provision of technical training or finance to help women 
develop their businesses. They tend to ignore crucial structural issues, such as the 
unequal division of labor and power relationships within households, that contribute 
to the reproduction of gender inequalities, including inequalities in the labor market. 
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