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Overview

Voluntary work in Bhutan provides critically important services to the nation that contribute to the standard of living, quality of life, social stability and economic wellbeing of the people and Kingdom of Bhutan. The strength of Bhutan’s network of community, religious, and non-profit organizations and institutions and the powerful commitment of the Bhutanese people to helping others constitute a vital social and economic asset that merits support and recognition. By explicitly acknowledging and measuring both the social and economic value of voluntary work, Bhutan can value and make visible one of its primary assets and strengths. 

Recognition of the economic benefits and value of services provided by the voluntary sector does not diminish the primary goal of volunteers and volunteer-based organizations in rendering help and care or their underlying motivation of generosity. On the contrary, the economic valuation of civic and voluntary activity highlights both the direct and indirect contribution of the voluntary sector to society and to the market economy. It draws attention to the value of critical services on which we depend and it raises the profile of voluntary work from its current context as isolated individual acts of charity to the framework of policy discussions on the national economy.

The new report on The Economic Value of Voluntary Work in Bhutan, released on 10 February 2012 is a contribution to Bhutan’s new National Accounts that will value natural, social, cultural, and human capital as well as the built capital conventionally measured. The report discusses why it is important to measure voluntary work, the definitions and types of voluntary work, and the recommended methods used in economic evaluation of unpaid work. It also provides a preliminary estimate of the current economic value of voluntary work in Bhutan as an example of social capital values to be incorporated into the new National Accounts.
Voluntary work is help that individuals give to others either informally to friends and neighbours outside of their own household, or formally to organizations such as religious institutions, schools, or civil society organizations (CSOs). People do this work freely, without pay, and for the common good, in order to benefit others.

Voluntary work in Bhutan, including serving one’s community and generously giving help to others in need, is deeply rooted in the traditional beliefs and practices of the Bhutanese people. Mahayana Buddhism, the state religion that was introduced into Bhutan in the 7th century, teaches the bodhisattva practices of loving kindness and compassion towards all sentient beings, as well as putting others before oneself — values that are deeply ingrained in traditional Bhutanese culture and that are at the root of voluntarism in the country. 

Volunteers in Bhutan engage in countless activities that contribute enormously to community health and wellbeing. For example, Bhutanese volunteers coach and staff after-school sports activities, cook food for local festivals, fundraise for monasteries and youth organizations, provide lunch for school children who cannot afford to bring their lunch, provide counselling for youth in need, teach literacy, fight fires, engage in search and rescue operations, help in disaster recovery, clean up litter, serve on non-profit boards, provide the lifeblood for culture and arts programs, and help each other in informal ways by caring for the sick and elderly, helping when there is death in a family, assisting others with house construction, renovation, maintenance, and repair, helping neighbours with planting and harvests, and so on. In addition, people in Bhutan also provide voluntary work for the newly registered CSOs and other non-profit organizations such as YDF, Tarayana Foundation, RSPN, VAST, hospitals, and schools.

Though motivated by generosity and care that transcend material motivation, voluntary work nevertheless provides a wide range of vital unpaid services to society and therefore has a direct economic value. If it were suddenly withdrawn, either our standard of living and quality of life would noticeably deteriorate, or else government and the private sector would have to provide the lost services for pay. Particularly in an era of fiscal restraint, we depend even more directly on the work of informal volunteers and civil society organizations, whose volunteers are especially important in addressing critical issues such as environmental protection, rural-urban migration, youth needs, and elder care.

According to the International Labour Organization, voluntary work “represents a more significant share of the workforce than is usually recognized.” Despite the size, economic importance and value of the voluntary sector in Bhutan and other countries, the value of voluntary work is currently omitted from conventional economic accounts, which track only market activity. Since policy makers take their cues from those GDP-based accounts, the invisibility of voluntary work may lead to an ensuing lack of support for the voluntary sector, which in turn may threaten the viability of voluntary-based organisations providing vital services to society. 
The value of voluntary work appears nowhere in the GDP, though it contributes direct value to the economy. Nor does it appear in the employment statistics, though it is definitely productive work, nor in economic output measures though it produces clearly defined services. Care of seniors, the sick or disabled is counted as a contribution to the GDP and to economic growth when it is paid for, but not when it is voluntary. Both globally and nationally, what is not measured remains largely invisible in the policy arena and is therefore undervalued.

Monetizing the value of social, natural, cultural, and human wealth is therefore a strategic choice that serves in practice to draw attention to vital assets and services that are invisible and unvalued in our conventional accounts. In practice, economic valuation serves to increase appreciation for these assets and services.

The aggregate annual economic value of voluntary work hours in Bhutan is estimated in this report at Nu 320.5 million for 2010, based on the average per volunteer population, aged 15 years and older, time commitment of 2.7 hours of voluntary activity on each day that such voluntary work was undertaken, as recorded in the 2010 GNH Survey time use section. 

In other words, if these volunteers had not contributed their services for free, it would have cost about Nu 320.5 million for the government, private organizations, or businesses to replace this labour for pay.

According to the available data, Bhutanese people contribute about 12.6 million hours a year of voluntary work time, the equivalent of between 6,500 and 8,100 full time jobs, depending on the number of hours worked per week. The economic value is based on a daily wage replacement cost of Nu 165/day or 25.38 Nu/hr for an unskilled National Workforce (NWF) worker (Category V). The Nu 320.5 million amounts to about 0.44% of the 2010 GDP in Bhutan, which was Nu 72,478 million at Current Prices. To put this into context, the entire hotel and restaurant business in Bhutan was worth 0.84% of the GDP in 2010. 
This is a very conservative estimate of the economic value of voluntary work, since it is based on a low replacement cost wage and what is likely an incomplete list of voluntary activities. However, the estimate does provide an initial, albeit very limited, assessment of the value of voluntary work, which can be expanded in the future when more data become available. In order to collect more comprehensive data on voluntary activities, the report recommends that future surveys incorporate the methods provided by the United Nations’ International Labour Organization’s new Manual on the Measurement of Volunteer Work, which was released in August 2011 as a systematic guide to enable nations to generate comparable data on voluntary work. Specific information concerning these recommendations is included throughout this report.

In the area of social capital illustrated in this report, the annual measurement and valuation of voluntary work in Bhutan, as recommended by the International Labour Organization, will be a very cost-effective investment in an important asset in which the nation already has considerable strength. Explicitly valuing the services of the voluntary sector can help shed light on critical links between the market economy and unpaid work in the country, and will deepen appreciation of the value of basic institutions such as the family, school, religious institutions and civil society organizations through which voluntary work is provided. 

Above all, bringing the value of voluntary work into Bhutan’s new National Accounts will bring the consideration of volunteer work more strongly into policy discussions on the national economy. That in turn will naturally lead to stronger public and policy support of voluntary work, increased attention and assistance to voluntary groups, and enhanced financial security and viability for volunteer-based non-profit organizations. 
The National Accounts will show that the delivery of essential services through such CSOs is generally more cost effective than it would be if the responsibility were shouldered by government or the private sector alone, and it will thereby reveal the very considerable contribution of the voluntary and civil society sector to the economy and nation. Stronger public recognition of models of selfless and generous service on the part of the Bhutanese populace can also provide further appreciation of this vitally important national asset, and encourage others to participate in community activities and thereby contribute in the building of a genuine GNH society.

The full 94-page report is available on the attached CD. 
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