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Abstract

Well-being gender budgeting (WBGB) experiences use a multidimensional approach 
for planning and budgeting combining the Capability Approach along with gender 
responsive budgeting, which entails a feminist approach. However, what happens to 
the other well-being budgeting initiatives that do not explicitly include this «gender 
focus» in their conceptualization?

Based on the central question expressed by Carol Bacchi –«What is the prob-
lem represented to be?»–, this article explores the gender bias that can be found in 
well-being budgeting that does not fit into the category of WBGB and the difficulties 
of integrating a gender perspective in these practices. It is based on the review of the 
documentation of the main well-being domains, political priorities and tools used 
from 2019-2020 in Bhutan and New Zealand. The article concludes with some insights 
and recommendations to merge GRB practices into well-being budgeting approaches.
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Resumen

Las experiencias de presupuestos de bienestar y género (PBG) utilizan un enfoque 
multidimensional en el que combinan dos enfoques, uno basado en las capacidades 
y otro basado en presupuestos con enfoque de género. Sin embargo, ¿qué sucede con 
las otras iniciativas presupuestarias de bienestar que no incluyen explícitamente este 
«enfoque de género» en su conceptualización?

En base a la pregunta central expuesta por Carol Bacchi: «¿Cuál es el problema 
representado en cuestión?», este artículo explora los sesgos de género que pueden 
encontrarse en presupuestos de bienestar que no se ajustan a la categoría explícita de 
los PBG y las dificultades que puede entrañar integrar la perspectiva de género en estas 
prácticas. Se basa en la revisión bibliográfica de los principales dominios de bienestar, 
prioridades políticas y herramientas utilizadas en Bután y Nueva Zelanda en 2019 
y 2020. El artículo concluye con algunas ideas y recomendaciones para fusionar las 
prácticas de presupuestos con enfoque de género con los presupuestos de bienestar.

Palabras clave: presupuestos de bienestar; presupuestos de bienestar y género; 
presupuestos con enfoque de género; enfoque de capacidades: transversalización 
del enfoque de género.

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Background

The 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) pledge to «leave no one 
behind» recognizes that «extreme inequality persists within countries and 
cities as well as among countries» (United Nations, Leaving no one behind 
3). Despite progress made in many countries around the world, gender ine-
quality is still a global problem (United Nations, Leaving no one behind 34) 
and in addition, we are experiencing a tremendous climate crisis. How can 
policymakers address all of these issues? Just as problems are interrelated, so 
are the solutions to poverty, inequality, climate change and other global chal-
lenges (United Nations, The Sustainable Development Goals 3). These multiple 
and interconnected crises, including that of gender inequality, undermine 
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attainment of collective well-being (Trebeck 11). Policymakers have to find 
a solution through innovative, multidimensional and strategic planning and 
budgeting. Well-being budgeting (WBB) presents a potentially promising 
solution. Furthermore, introducing Gender Responsive Budgeting (GRB) into 
well-being budgeting practices supports the SDGs of «leaving no one behind», 
promoting gender equality and empowering specific segments of the popula-
tion. GRB is embedded in international agreements and commitments such 
as CEDAW and SDG indicator 5C1 «Proportion of countries with systems to 
track and make public allocations for gender equality and women’s empow-
erment». (UN Women, Financing for Gender Equality 18 February 2020)

This article presents a comparative study of two cases of well-being budg-
eting from Bhutan and New Zealand: two countries of different sizes and con-
texts that decided to adopt a wellbeing approach to public policy at national 
government level, but with almost a 50-year gap in implementation, different 
conceptual well-being frameworks and different policy tools. A critical point 
of reflection in this article is to identify to what extent WBB approaches in 
Bhutan and New Zealand conceptualize well-being from a gender perspec-
tive, examining how the problem of gender inequality is represented in their 
respective well-being approaches, and if the policy tools used integrate a 
gender perspective.

This article aims to provide some insights that can enrich present and 
future WBB experiences by adapting some existing GRB approaches to gen-
der-neutral WBB practices2, and considering the possible difficulties this 
might imply. To do this, the article engages with Carol Bacchi’s «What is the 
problem represented to be?» (WPR) approach (2009) as an analytical frame-
work through which to critically explore this inquiry, probing implicit gender 
biases in the problem representation of well-being and proposing possible 
solutions to how WBB can be conceptually conceived in a gender-neutral or 
gender-blind way.

1.  This paper was commissioned by the Women’s Budget Group to inform the Commission 
on a Gender-Equal Economy. At the time of writing this article, this paper was not yet 
been published. 

2.  In this article, references to «gender-sensitive» means that the gender perspective is 
taken into account. «Gender blind» and «gender-neutral» are terms used interchange-
ably and means that this perspective is not taken into account.
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There are two related policy and budgetary practices that consider the 
gender perspective in exploring WBB in the comparative case study and which 
are used in the WPR analysis: 1) Gender responsive budgeting (GRB) for 
which the literature dates back to the 1990s with gender mainstreaming in 
policymaking as the underlying approach, and 2) well-being gender budg-
eting (WBGB), which appeared in the literature in the 2000s and reconciles 
the well-being approach with the GRB approach.

1.2. Structure

Section one sets out the principal method used and the findings from a lit-
erature review and a documentary analysis of information collected from 
public governmental websites of Bhutan and New Zealand, comprising the 
main well-being domains, policy priorities and tools used in 2019-2020. 
These inform a set of comparative tables and illustrative figures elaborated 
by the author. The first section of this paper introduces the concepts of GRB, 
the Capability Approach as an inspiring framework for WBB and WBGB and 
describes the interrelations of these three concepts. The second section pre-
sents Carol Bacchi’s analytical framework «What is the problem represented 
to be?» (2009) applied to WBB. The third section compares the well-being 
budgeting practices of Bhutan and New Zealand focusing on the conceptu-
alization of well-being and the main tools used to assess whether well-being 
is considered from a gender perspective in the policy and budget cycle. The 
fourth section discusses conceptual frameworks and tools in relation to stated 
well-being aspirations and Bacchi’s recommendations for improving gendered 
policymaking. The last section concludes with insights and recommendations 
on integrating the gender perspective in well-being budgets.

2. GENDER RESPONSIVE BUDGETING, WELL-BEING BUDGET 
AND WELL-BEING GENDER BUDGETING: CONVERGENCES AND 
DIVERGENCES

2.1. Gender responsive Budgeting (GRB)

GRB emerged as a key strategy to integrate a gender perspective into fiscal 
policies following feminist economic thinking in the 1980s. The main goal 
of GRB is to promote gender equality and redress inequality (Budlender and 
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Hewitt 7; Council of Europe 10; Stotsky 4; Downes, Von Trapp, and Nicol 6) 
through gender responsive planning and budget allocations by governments. 
It is a concept aligned with gender mainstreaming, defined by The Council 
of Europe as follows:

The (re)organization, improvement, development and evaluation of policy 
processes, so that a gender equality perspective is incorporated in all policies 
at all levels and at all stages, by the actors normally involved in policymaking. 
(Council of Europe 8).

GRB aims to allocate resources to meet the different needs and priorities of 
men and women –needs and priorities that differ in nature– to allow men 
and women to achieve equality of outcomes from economic policies (Galizzi, 
Bassani, and Cattaneo 3). For GRB to be truly transformative, «it must be 
embedded in its feminist roots» (Khan 7): that means transforming gender 
blind budgets by adding a gender lens. GRB implementation can take different 
forms, depending on several factors that determine the scope, methods used 
and actors involved as Table 1 shows.

Table 1. Possibilities in GRB implementation

Approaches  – Gender responsive budgeting,
 – Well-being gender budgeting,
 – Socially inclusive and gender responsive budgeting,
 – Integrating gender perspectives into participatory budgeting,
 – Child friendly and gender responsive budgeting

Stages of the 
budget cycle

 – Budget preparation,
 – Budget approval,
 – Budget execution,
 – Budget audit and evaluation

Scope of the 
budget

 – Public spending
 – Public revenues

Level of 
government

 – National level
 – Sub-national level (e.g. regional/autonomous; municipal level)

Governmental 
planning

 – Policy priorities
 – Specific sectors, programmes or projects 
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Actors 
involved and 
coordinating 
bodies

 – Actors inside the government
 – Actors outside the government
 – Coordinating mechanisms (e.g. GRB committee, gender focal 
points in institutions, etc.)

Basic requisites 
and other 
conditions

 – Ability or capacity to conduct a gender analysis at all stages of 
budget development and throughout the budget process

 – Access to sex-disaggregated data and gender statistics
 – Capacity building
 – Other favourable conditions

Methods  – Integrating gender perspectives into performance-based and 
programme-based budgeting

 – Categorizing budget programmes and gender analysis 
requirements

 – Tracking financial allocations to promote women’s rights and 
gender equality

 – Costing approaches

Tools  – Ex ante, concurrent and ex-post tools

Source: Author’s own elaboration

GRB implies the integration of a gender perspective into all stages of the 
budget cycle including multiannual and annual budget processes (Anwar, 
Downes, and Davidson 6; Downes, Von Trapp, and Nicol 6; Stotsky 14; 
Villagómez et al. 14; Khan 3). This requires gender analyses at all stages of 
budget development (Klatzer and Stiegler 2; Khan 3) and throughout the 
budget process to assess whether its composition responds to the pursued 
gender equality objectives.

Knowing how to conduct a gender analysis is a basic pre-requisite for 
GRB implementation, as it requires an understanding of how gender inequal-
ities arise, the underlying structural causes, and how to tackle the ways in 
which they are manifested through gender responsive policies and budgets. 
In addition, GRB requires conducting assessments at different stages of the 
policy-budget cycle, especially to assess the impact of government revenue 
and expenditure on women and men, girls and boys (Budlender and Hewitt 
7; Council of Europe 10). However, government institutions do not always 
have the capacity to integrate gender into budgetary policies (Budlender, 
Sharp, and Allen 8) and there is often a lack of knowledge about gender 
mainstreaming in theory and in practice (Villalba, Jubeto, and Guridi 6). For 
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this reason, capacity building on gender analysis and gender mainstreaming 
is another requisite in GRB implementation. Strengthening the capacity of 
budget actors, through skills and knowledge transfer is critical (Khan 4). 
Access to sex-disaggregated data and gender statistics are also another basic 
pre-requisite for gender assessments and to mainstream a gender approach 
into the budget cycle. Another indispensable step is to collect quantitative 
and qualitative data and produce gender-related indicators on a regular basis. 
Likewise, collecting other categories of data, such as age, ethnicity, urban/
rural areas, etc., will provide data for «socially inclusive budgeting», a process 
by which the rights of all, in particular those suffering from poverty and exclu-
sion, are better reflected in public policymaking, notably in the government 
budget (United Nations, Leaving no one behind 6). In many countries GRB ini-
tiatives have improved the availability of sex-disaggregated data essential for 
assessing budgetary impacts and for improving statistics and indicators when 
they have successfully engaged with performance budgeting systems (Sharp 
and Elson 2). In addition to these pre-requisites, there are other favourable 
conditions that can contribute to establishing GRB including a series of con-
textual, normative, institutional, and relational conditions (O’Hagan 237).

There is a wide range of methodologies and tools for GRB implementa-
tion, as Table 1 shows, and which vary according to the context and objec-
tives (Anwar, Downs, and Davidson 6). Ronnie Downes, Lisa von Trapp and 
Scherie Nicol (7) in their study «Gender Budgeting in OECD Countries» clas-
sify gender budgeting interventions into three relevant stages in the budget 
process: ex-ante, concurrent, and ex-post.

2.2. The Capability Approach: Inspiring framework for Well-being 
Budgeting (WBB)

Amartya Sen, Martha Nussbaum and Ingrid Robeyns have been among the 
major contributors to the Capability Approach. This alternative framework 
for social justice is based on the notion of capabilities, that is, individuals’ 
functioning and freedom of choice. Capabilities are potential functioning, 
for example, people’s access to sufficient food, taking part in the commu-
nity, having shelter, relating to other people, working in the labour market, 
caring for others, and being healthy (Robeyns, «Sens Capability» 63). These 
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functionings can also incorporate subjective values such as «being happy» 
(Sen, Inequality 39).

The conceptual framework of the Capability Approach, has inspired WBB 
practices and used, «to measure well-being recognizing its complexity and the 
interaction of different dimensions of well-being» (Addabbo et al. «Senegal» 
15). A wellbeing economy pursues the social foundations of gender equal-
ity, social equity, peace and justice, health, food, water and education that 
must be secured within environmental boundaries (Coscieme et al. 5). In 
2018, Scotland, Iceland and New Zealand established the Wellbeing Economy 
Governments (Wellbeing Economy Website, 27 February 2020). The well-
being economy proposes that

Economics and business practices need to be reoriented to what an econ-
omy should actually deliver: an equitable distribution of wealth, health and 
wellbeing, while protecting the planet’s resources for future generations and 
other species» (Hough-Steward et al. 6).

Previous well-being practices have been developed in various countries and 
have been quite diverse to date. The oldest one comes from the nation of 
Bhutan and is «the most widely known example of wellbeing policy», where 
well-being is linked to the concept of «happiness» with the «rationale for 
making happiness an integral part of its public policy» (Biswas-Diener, Diener, 
and Lyubchik 2). In 1972, Bhutan’s fourth king Jigme Singye Wangchuck 
declared: «Gross National Happiness is more important than Gross National 
Product» (Government of Bhutan GNH Centre Website, 27 February 2020). 
By July 2008, Bhutan had officially enshrined Gross National Happiness 
(GNH) in its constitution. Bhutan was the first country to focus its planning 
and budgeting system to respond to the GNH Index.

In sum, there have been a variety of WBB practices, as the concept of 
well-being is open to multiple interpretations, and the methods and tools used 
will differ based on those interpretations. Trebeck categorizes well-being as 
«a multifaceted concept» and highlights that, besides all different meanings 
and interpretations, it is possible to broadly cluster them in two main catego-
ries: definitions that emphasize self-reported well-being, and collective and 
multidimensional well-being (3). As the findings in this article show, how 
these categories are applied in WBB policymaking has implications for the 
achievement of gender equality outcomes.
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If the variables and indicators included in a WBB approach are limited, 
the advancement of gender equality is reduced, as evidenced here in the 
examples from Bhutan and New Zealand which spotlight the weaknesses 
of the WBB approaches followed there. The first consideration refers to the 
subjective dimension of well-being. For Nussbaum and Sen, the Capability 
Approach includes subjective concepts of well-being, such as «pleasures, 
happiness, or desire fulfilment» regarded as parameters of «personal utility» 
(Sen, «Capability and Well-being» 2). Citing Sen (The idea of justice), Alkire 
clarifies that «happiness is often recognized as a dimension of well-being in 
the Capability Approach» (8), and according to Stewart, the subjective meas-
ures of happiness in the Capability Approach form the focus of the Happiness 
Approach today (3). The well-being conceptualization in Bhutan focuses on 
happiness, which fits the subjective dimension in the Capability Approach.

As a policy framework, the Happiness Approach has a series of limita-
tions. The first is the difficulty of setting objectives, as there is no consensus 
of what is meant by «happiness» (Stewart 5). Secondly, «the approach must 
nevertheless be practical in the sense of being usable for actual assessments of 
the living standard» which «imposes restrictions on the kinds of information 
that can be required and the techniques of evaluation that may be used» (Sen, 
«Standard» 20). Then, there are difficulties in the use of subjective measures 
for policy purposes (Binder 8; Alkire 10) due to measurement imprecision 
and bias (Binder 4). For example, in self-reporting well-being processes, some 
individuals may report high levels of happiness in a context of structural 
inequalities (Trebeck 4). Middlemiss, citing Ahmed, highlights gender bias 
in self-reported well-being in a context of socially accepted discriminatory 
gender roles whereby:

Happiness has been used to promote a range of unsavory agendas in the 
past, including the subjugation of women («Women are happy being in 
caring roles»)…[Ahmed] points out that if happiness becomes an aim, it 
also becomes a duty, and then to be unhappy is to be «causing trouble». 
In the context of feminism, this means the unhappy woman, the feminist, 
is a «killjoy,» when another framing might cast her as the freedom fighter 
(Middlemiss 1).

Another limitation of the Capability Approach in the pursuit of gender equal-
ity outcomes is when it takes the form of «collective well-being». There is 
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no judgement about distribution beyond some distributional implications 
giving priority to universal access or to some critical capabilities (Stewart 8). 
Second, there is a risk of simplifying and clustering all the needs and interests 
of women and men, girls and boys (different population groups) as a unified 
and homogeneous group.

Historically, feminists have shown that when policy focuses on the collec-
tive level, instead of the individual, the needs and experiences of women 
can be subsumed by those of the collective; their voices silenced or talked 
over when the collective is represented; and that analysis at the collective, 
or household level can mask poverty, financial control and other forms of 
violence and abuse (Trebeck 4).

Both cases, New Zealand and Bhutan, follow an approach of collective and 
multidimensional well-being with the further complication of the case of 
Bhutan being built on the Happiness Approach.

2.3. Well-being Gender Budgeting (WBGB)

Before examining the concept of well-being gender budgeting it is important 
to understand the academic contributions, especially those of Robeyns and 
Nussbaum, to incorporate gender equality in the Capacity Approach. Robeyns 
highlighted weaknesses in how the Capability Approach responds to gender 
inequality

One of the crucial questions that Sen has not answered is which capabilities 
are relevant for assessing inequality. In other words, Sen has not proposed a 
well-defined list of capabilities (Robeyns, «Capability» 62).

Robeyns and Nussbaum subsequently proposed a list of capabilities that 
are relevant for gender equality, contributing to this analytical gap (See: 
Nussbaum, «Human» 83-5; Nussbaum, Women 78-86; Robeyns, «Capability» 
74). For Robeyns, gender inequality includes gender division and time use of 
paid and unpaid work (household work and care work) (Robeyns, «Justice» 
14). Nussbaum (Women) has emphasized the importance of reproductive 
health and reproductive rights, the negative effects of domestic violence, 
women’s education and socio-economic status, participation in the labour 
market and time autonomy (Addis et al. 8).
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Aligned with these contributions, there have been feminist examinations 
of the broad concept of well-being, which entails knowledge of the different 
roles played by men and women in the definition of well-being (Addabbo, 
«Gender budgeting» WISE 3) and requires micro and macro analysis (Addabbo 
et al, «Social-reproduction» 106). Well-being is defined at the individual level 
and this, according to feminist economics, requires investigating what hap-
pens inside the family and recognizing the possibility of conflicts among its 
members regarding the construction of well-being (Addabbo, «Gender budg-
eting» WISE 3). This means an assessment of distribution of resources, work 
(both paid and unpaid), responsibilities and power relationships between 
institutions and residents (Addabbo et al., «Social-reproduction» 106).

Well-being gender budgeting practices have emerged as an approach to 
revealing and addressing gendered inequalities in terms of well-being (Klatzer 
et al. 116), inspired by a revised Capability Approach with a gender approach 
as well as by the feminist examination of the broad concept of well-being. 
(Gunluk-Senesen et al. «Gender budgeting in Turkey» 179). To date there 
is limited literature on this approach. According to Addabbo et al., «the 
Capability Approach to gender budgeting is a relatively underexplored area 
of research» («Senegal» 1), confirmed by Klatzer et al. (134), who consider 
a group of Italian academics, notably Addabbo and Picchio, to have led the 
application of the theoretical framework of WBGB.

WBGB literature makes reference to how the Capability Approach has 
been used in auditing gender budgeting practices in public service provi-
sion (Addabbo, Lanzi, and Picchio, «Gender auditing» 1; Yucel and Gunluk-
Şenesen 2) and auditing the gender impact of policies on well–being (Addabbo, 
«Gender budgeting» WISE 3). This approach has been applied mostly at local 
level in municipalities and universities in Italy, Turkey and Spain (Klatzer et 
al. 123) and Senegal. In the example of municipal budgeting in Turkey, WBGB 
was introduced as part of a GRB initiative supported by United Nations. In 
this case, a list of capabilities relevant for gender equality were used along 
with a set of indicators, presented in a matrix (Gunluk-Senesen et al., «Gender 
budgeting in Turkey» 184).
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2.4. Well-being Gender Budgeting (WBGB): Between Gender Responsive 
Budgeting (GRB) and Well-being Budgeting (WBB)

In this section, the relationship among of three described budgetary practices 
is explored. As figure 1 shows, WBGB is the point of convergence in the 
conceptualization of WBB and GRB.

The concept of GRB differs from WBB as GRB does not necessarily encom-
pass the multidimensional notion of well-being and Capability Approach, 
except when conceptualized as WBGB (Addabbo et al., «Social-reproduction» 
105). Alternatively, «WBGB goes beyond GRB, since it includes the auditing of 
institutional budgets from the well-being perspective» (Addabbo, Rodríguez-
Modroño, and Gálvez-Muñoz 1).

On the other hand, both GRB and WBGB share a feminist way of thinking 
in their conceptualization while WBB does not include this in its concep-
tualization. Figure 1 below illustrates the overlap where both WBGB and 
GRB approaches take into account feminist demands in the original concept 
of GRB, such as the visibility and recognition of women’s unpaid work and 
social reproduction including care and household work, informal work and 
time use.

Figure 1. Similarities and differences among the conceptualization of WBB, 
WBGB and GRB

 

 
 

                           Well-being gender budgeting (WBGB) 

 

 

 

Well-being         
budgeting 

(WBB)

Gender 
responsive 
budgeting 

(GRB)

Well-being 
conceptualization: 
Capability approach 

Feminist 
conceptualization: 
Care economy, social 
reproduction work, 
addressing roots of 
gender discrimination  

Source: Author’s own elaboration
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A distinction between WBGB and GRB, is that WBGB is used as a framework 
to carry out gender analysis and guide public policy and budgeting, convert-
ing public resources into individual and social well-being, thereby supporting 
the expansion of capabilities and the effective functioning of both women 
and men (Addabbo et al., «Senegal» 1). Based on a list of essential capabili-
ties and functions, the WBGB approach combines the individual’s functions 
with policy domains and areas of responsibility of the government for service 
provision (Klatzer et al. 122).

As with GRB, WBGB implies assessing the impact that policies have on 
women and men’s well-being, in all its multiple dimensions, as demonstrated 
in the previous example of well-being gender analysis in Turkey (Yucel and 
Gunluk-Senesen 272). It is necessary to assess the potential gender differenti-
ated impacts that policies may have on individuals and inside households that 
can give rise to an unequal development of capabilities (Addabbo, «Gender 
budgeting» WISE 4). Picchio (1) described that as women are the main car-
egivers of children and the elderly, in a context where child care and elder 
care public services are rationed (e.g. Italy), this can have negative effects on 
the development of their other capabilities who as principal carers face time 
constraints and discrimination in their access to the labour market.

3. CAROL BACCHI’S CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: WHAT IS THE 
PROBLEM REPRESENTED TO BE? APPLIED TO WELL-BEING 
BUDGETING

Bacchi’s «What is the problem represented to be?» (WPR) approach is an 
analytical framework intended to facilitate critical interrogation of public 
policies. It starts from the premise that what one proposes to do about some-
thing reveals what one thinks is problematic (needs to change). Following 
this thinking, policies and policy proposals contain implicit representations of 
what is considered to be the «problem» («problem representations») (Bacchi, 
«Introducing» 21). The task in a ‘WPR’ analysis is to read policies with an 
eye to discerning how the ‘problem’ is represented and to subject this prob-
lem representation to critical scrutiny. That means, to put «problems» into 
question in order to identify where the implicit bias in the problem concep-
tualization is and what could be a solution to avoid this implicit bias. This 
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article focuses on the implicit bias inherent in the problem representation 
that well-being is gender-neutral, that means, in general terms well-being is 
conceptualized in a gender blind way.

Bacchi proposed a set of six questions to analyse problem representation 
in order to scrutinize policy proposals, their potential impact, and for think-
ing how else the problem representation could be addressed. Table 2 below 
applies these questions to well-being budgeting.

Table 2. Using WPR for WBB

Questions Answers

1.  What’s the «problem» represented 
to be in a specific policy or policy 
proposal? 

Gender analysis is not reflected in well-
being conceptualization, and the main 
policy tools used are designed without a 
gender approach. Gender mainstreaming 
is lacking.

2.  What presuppositions or assumptions 
underpin this representation of the 
«problem»?

Well-being is gender-neutral

3.  How has this representation of the 
«problem» come about?

-

4.  What is left unproblematic in this 
problem representation? 

-

5.  Where are the silences? Can the 
«problem» be thought about 
differently? What effects are produced 
by this representation of the 
«problem»?

The silences are that the roots of gender 
inequality and gender discrimination 
are not addressed in well-being 
conceptualization. The «problem» can be 
thought about differently when gender 
analysis is included in gender-blind WBB 
and gender mainstreaming is promoted.

6.  How/where has this representation 
of the «problem» been produced, 
disseminated and defended? How has 
it been (or could it be) questioned, 
disrupted and replaced?

Well-being gender budgeting

A central argument in this article is that overall, well-being budgeting 
approaches do not include gender analysis components such as addressing 
the root causes of gender-based discrimination, transforming imbalances in 
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power relationships between men and women, recognizing and giving value 
to the care economy and the impacts of the different participation of men 
and women on unpaid work. The main reason why these components are 
not naturally included is because well-being is commonly conceptualized in 
a gender-neutral way as discussed in the following section on the cases of 
Bhutan and New Zealand.

Using WPR to analyse WBB, we observe that «the problem» is that the 
conceptualization of well-being and the way in which interventions are pri-
oritized for planning and budgeting (e.g. policy priorities, well-being dimen-
sions) are gender-blind as well as the tools used. Self-reporting well-being 
tools such as surveys are gender neutral (unless the gender perspective is 
included intentionally in the tool design) and collective and multidimensional 
well-being approaches tend to homogenize population needs and interest, 
which entails a «problem representation» (with the exception of WBGB). 
Some problem representations benefit the members of some groups at the 
expense of others (Bacchi, Analysing policy 44), with the effect that stra-
tegic needs and interest of some groups, especially women and girls, are 
hampered if this «problem» is not solved. The silences are that the roots of 
gender inequality and gender discrimination are not addressed in well-being 
conceptualization, and the concept of well-being is thought to be the same 
for men, women, girls and boys. The «problem» can be thought about dif-
ferently when gender mainstreaming is fully integrated in WBB practices, 
starting with gender analysis of both revenue and expenditure decisions. For 
example, analyzing policy impacts on gender-based discrimination, imbal-
ances in power relationships between men and women, the care economy 
and the impacts of the different participation of men and women on unpaid 
work. An illustrative example of this is the New Zealand GRB analysis of the 
2016 Tax Expenditure Statement which indicated that the Tax Expenditure 
Statement in New Zealand lacked any gender specific analysis and that a 
number of the tax concessions have a potentially negative impact on gender 
equality (Morrissey, Gender Budgeting ii). Women earn less than men, have 
lower levels of savings and derive more of their income from wages than from 
wealth. This means that progressivity is particularly important for women 
(Morrissey, «Women and the Tax» 50). This representation of the problem is 
disrupted with the concept of «Well-being gender budgeting (WBGB)» which 
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is a particular well-being budget approach that considers gender issues in its 
conceptualization and implementation.

Overall, the «problem» can be thought about differently by intentionally 
introducing a feminist conceptualization in WBB practices, along with all 
gender sensitive tools and competences for gender mainstreaming. In this 
way, both approaches – WBGB and gendered WBB – would be a specific type 
of GRB (See Figure 2).

Figure 2. Proposal for merging WBB with GRB

 

                                        

Gendered 
WBB

GRB

WBGB

Well-being 
conceptualization: 
Capability Approach 

Feminist 
conceptualization: 
Care economy, social 
reproduction work, 
addressing roots of 
gender discrimination  

Source: Author’s own elaboration

4. BHUTAN AND NEW ZEALAND: A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF 
WELL-BEING BUDGETING

4.1. Comparing Well-being approaches, policy priorities and domains

Currently in Bhutan, well-being is conceived under the Happiness Approach 
described in section 3, with four pillars that comprise Gross National 
Happiness (GNH) and nine domains that articulate the different elements of 
GNH. In New Zealand, the national budget is organized according to a set of 
well-being principles with five priority areas and twelve well-being domains. 
Both the policy pillars and the well-being domains are presented in Table 3. 
As this table shows, gender equality is currently neither a policy domain nor 
a policy priority in both countries.
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Table 3. Policy priorities and well-being domains and gender in Bhutan and 
New Zealand

Country
Policy pillars or 

priorities
Well-being domains

Is gender 
equality one 
of the main 

pillars?

Bhutan

i) Good 
governance,

ii) Sustainable 
socio-
economic 
development,

iii) Preservation 
and promotion 
of culture, and

iv) Environmental 
conservation.

i)  Psychological well-being
ii) Health
iii) Time use
iv) Education
v) Cultural diversity and 

resilience
vi) Community vitality
vii) Good governance
viii) Ecological diversity and 

resilience
ix) Living standards

No

New 
Zealand

i) Taking 
Mental Health 
Seriously,

ii) Improving 
Child 
Well-being,

iii) Supporting 
Māori and 
Pasifika 
Aspirations,

iv) Building a 
Productive 
Nation, and

v) Transforming 
the Economy.

i) Civic Engagement and 
governance,

ii) Cultural identity,
iii) Environment,
iv) Health,
v) Housing,
vi) Income and consumption,
vii) Jobs and earnings,
viii) Knowledge and skills,
ix) Time use,
x) Safety and security,
xi) Social connection, and
xii) Subjective well-being.

No

Source: Government of Bhutan, GNH Centre (Website, 18 February 2020) and Treasury 
in New Zealand (Website, 18 February 2020)
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The New Zealand Budget Policy Statement (BPS) is the first document in the 
budget cycle and sets out the five priorities for the Well-being Budget, which 
are the same for 2019 and 2020. In 2019, academics based in New Zealand 
conducted an initial gender impact analysis of the 2019 Well-being Budget 
which provided concrete examples on how gender analysis was missing in 
the policy priorities and well-being domains. For example, the policy priority 
«building a productive economy» did not consider the cost of inequality, such 
as violence against women and girls as something that negatively impacts on 
the country’s economy. According to the assessment:

family violence costs New Zealand between $4.1 to $7 billion per year, 
with nearly $1 billion a year in lost productivity in the workplace. Without 
intervention, the figure was predicted to result in a 10-year cumulative cost 
approaching $80 billion (Curtin and Morrissey 1).

This led the researchers to conclude that «We cannot assume that a focus 
on well-being will automatically address gender inequalities» (Curtin and 
Morrissey 1).

4.2. Comparing main tools used for well-being budgeting

The main tools used in both countries for the Government to guide pol-
icymaking are presented in Table 4. None of these tools, except the New 
Zealand’s tool «Bringing Gender In» integrate a gender analysis component 
in their design. However, most of them facilitate data for gender analysis as 
the table shows.
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Table 4. Main tools used in Bhutan and New Zealand for policymaking

Country Tools
Are these tools 
designed with a 

gender approach?

Do these tools 
facilitate production 

of data for gender 
analysis?

Bhutan

1)  The GNH Screening 
Tool

No No

2) GNH Happiness Index No

Yes. It provides sex-
disaggregated data 
useful for gender 
analysis of the 
results

New 
Zealand

1)  The Treasury’s Living 
Standards Framework

No

Yes. It provides sex-
disaggregated data 
useful for gender 
analysis of the 
results 

2) The LSF Dashboard No

Yes. It provides sex-
disaggregated data 
useful for gender 
analysis of the 
results 

3) Bringing Gender In Yes Yes

Source: Author’s own elaboration

In Bhutan, the main governmental tools are the GNH Screening Tool and 
the GNH Happiness Index. The objective of the GNH Screening tool is to 
systematically assess the impacts of any policy and project on GNH, thereby 
simultaneously selecting GNH enhancing policies and projects and rejecting 
projects and policies that adversely affect key determinants of GNH. The 
tool is applied to all policies and projects at the formulation stage of the 
policy process. However, this tool does not assess the gender impacts of 
the policies, either before (ex-ante) or after (ex-post) policy implementation. 
Therefore, it is missing an assessment of the potential consequences that 
each policy can have on gender equality. The methodology includes a set of 
«screening questions» that cover the nine domains of GNH in order to test 
their applicability in enhancing the values of GNH. To assess the result of the 
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screening questions, there is a scoring system which, according to the GHN 
Centre website, is done by a heterogeneous group with diverse occupational 
backgrounds to work towards a consensus on project impacts. However, at 
the time of writing this article there was no reference to the ratio of women to 
men in this group, nor a reference to groups that could represent vulnerable 
segments of the population.

The GNH Happiness Index is based on a GNH Happiness Survey. It 
includes the nine domains, which are further supported by 33 indicators. 
The Index provides the framework for analyzing the happiness and well-being 
of the people. It also guides how policies may be designed to further create 
enabling conditions for the weaker scoring results of the survey. To conduct 
the analysis, it collects information disaggregated by sex and other catego-
ries such as region (rural, urban) and marital status. This allows an analysis 
of demographic groups. For instance, results of the 2010 Gross National 
Happiness showed that men were happier than women. Forty-nine per cent 
of men were happy, while only one-third of women were happy, a result 
considered statistically significant (Ura et al. 50). The data obtained in the 
survey allows sex differentiated results in each one of the nine domains, 
including relevant data for gender analysis such as time use. However, the 
questions in the survey to address the nine domains does not make reference 
to certain issues that affect women in particular. To illustrate this point, the 
domain «community vitality» used a set of questions to measure «family 
well-being», however:

1. In the questionnaire the definition of «family» is not clear. It seems 
to be the concept of «traditional family»; a heterosexual couple with 
descendants (children) and ascendants (third age) in the household. 
This excludes non-traditional families, for example, LGBTQ+. At the 
beginning of the questionnaire, there are no questions on sexual ori-
entation or gender identity;

2. There are some references to time-use in relation to family (i.e. Do 
you get enough time to spend with your family?) but there is no 
mention of time spent on care or housework;

3. There is no variable to capture any possible violence within the family. 
There is, however, the variable «victim of crime» in the domain 



Margarita OzOnas MarcOs

How to integrate a gender perspective into well-being budgeting practices: 
Insights from a comparative case study between Bhutan and New Zealand

49

Feminismo/s 35, junio 2020, pp. 29-61

«safety in the community», which is where respondents are asked 
whether they have been a victim of a crime in the past 12 months. 
The crime indicator has a simple two-point scale of «yes» and «no» 
and does not allow for the identification of the type of crime, includ-
ing inter-personal violence (IPV). There is, however, specific ethical 
guidance, such as the WHO and other specific questionnaires to col-
lect data on gender based violence in a sensitive way, as there is often 
underreporting on IPV cases.

In New Zealand, the main tools used for the Government to guide policy-
making are «The Treasury’s Living Standards Framework» (LSF), a set of 
well-being indicators. These are related to the twelve domains to guide policy 
advice and the LSF Dashboard, a tool that supports the Treasury to use the 
LSF providing information on cross-government policy priorities. At the time 
of writing, the Policy Budget Statement 2020 and the LSF Dashboard, last 
updated in December 2019, highlighted that both tools are works in progress 
and that the Treasury will update the them in mid-2021 to better reflect 
priority areas. Data provided by both tools focuses on three sections: «Our 
country», «Our future», and «Our people». The Dashboard is linked to the 
LSF providing a set of indicators for each of these sections. It provides data 
disaggregated by sex and other information relevant for gender analysis. For 
example, in the section of «Our future», the indicator «Experience of dis-
crimination» shows the percentage of people aged 15 years and older who 
reported having been subject to some form of discrimination in the previous 
12 months. Examples of discriminatory treatment include racism, sexism 
and ageism. (Stats NZ Website, 18 February 2020). However, the information 
collected does not specify gender identity and sexual orientation and it only 
covers four types of ethnicities: Asian, European, Māori and Pacific, and four 
type of families: couple with or without children, not in a family nucleus 
and sole parent (McLeod 5). In addition, the LSF is missing time use data to 
conduct an analysis of its relation to unpaid work. Estimates of the impact of 
unpaid work on material standard of living are affected by a lack of regular 
time use data (Smith 47).

Ironically, the new Living Standards Framework does allow policymakers to 
value unpaid labour and address relevant inequities. […]. In effect, then, the 
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ability to measure whether unpaid and paid labour is equitably distributed, 
and the impact such distribution has on its sustainability for different gen-
ders, ethnicities and levels of abilities, is technically built in. Yet this poten-
tial is not being realised, given the inadequacy of the framework’s measures 
related to unpaid work (Berentson-Shaw 49).

One of the challenges that has been discussed in New Zealand is related to 
«representation», which is aligned with the SDG concept of «leaving no one 
behind» and to one of the original aspirations of GRB to enhance democratic 
participation, civil society participation and accountability (Budlender and 
Hewitt 10). In the Third International Conference on Well-being and Public 
Policy held in Wellington in 2018, the concepts of diversity and inequality 
were highlighted, pointing out that it is not appropriate to assume sub-pop-
ulations are homogeneous in their views on what contributes to well-being. 
This is regarded as a challenge in representation that aims that all voices are 
heard and that people feel that their well-being, what matters to them and 
their community is recognised (Weijers and Morrison 8).

As with the case in Bhutan, New Zealand tools are not designed from 
a gender approach. Women are slightly more likely than men to have low 
well-being across a number of domains, particularly Health, Housing and 
Social connections (McLeod 25). Larger differences are evident with respect 
to Safety and Income and consumption (McLeod 25). On the other hand, 
women reported higher levels of violence. According to the Ministry of Justice 
crime and victims survey, 4.8% of females over 15 years old reported that 
they were victims of family violence in 2018. This information is presented in 
the results of the well-being data, within the indicator of domestic violence. 
Despite all this evidence, there is not a specific focus on gender equality or 
women’s empowerment indicators, however, several well-being indicators 
focus on children’s well-being (e.g. «harm against children», «child poverty: 
material hardship», and «child poverty: low income») but without making the 
gender dimensions explicit. There is a general comment about these data gaps 
in the Dashboard update of 12 December 2019, which shows two weaknesses 
of the method; the first one is the failure in obtaining substantive information 
for evidence-based policy making, and the second one, the externalization 
of essential governmental tasks of policy making, to local governments and 
interest groups:
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The Dashboard does not provide the depth of quantitative and qualitative 
well-being evidence needed for agency policy analysis, such as the detailed 
distributional information needed for policy targeting. The Treasury expects 
agencies, local governments and relevant interest groups to develop their 
own well-being datasets, with a much deeper range of well-being data and 
evidence to analyse the performance of their sectors and policies (Treasury 
New Zealand, «The well-being budget 2019» 6).

In addition, in New Zealand, there is another tool called «Bringing Gender In» 
available in the Ministry of Women in NZ’s Website, for conducting gender 
assessments on the impact of policies. This gender-specific tool guides poli-
cymakers in the development a compulsory statement, which is required in 
papers for the Cabinet Social Well-being Committee on whether proposals 
have gender implications. It provides key questions, examples and links to 
useful data and other relevant material in order to develop a gender statement 
for the policy. The statement should say what has been done to consider the 
gender implications of a proposal. This tool draws on theoretical models and 
similar analysis tools, such as the Canadian tool «Gender-based Analysis Plus 
(GBA+)» introduced in New Zealand in 2019 and adapted to New Zealand’s 
context. It is a policy-based tool which can be catalogued as an ex-ante GRB 
tool. This type of policy tools are basic in GRB implementation as

GRB must necessarily begin with purposive gender planning for each scheme/
sector, first by identifying the gender gaps in the sector and then delineating 
prioritized action points to address the gender gaps (Mishra and Sinha 56).

4.3 Efforts made to introduce gender responsive budgeting

In Bhutan, GRB has been attempted with some notable milestones in a grad-
ual process that started with a «Gender Responsive Budgeting High Level 
Sensitization Workshop» in 2012. Since then, many GRB actions have been 
developed with the support of international cooperation, particularly by the 
United Nations. Examples include gender responsive policy and planning 
development, modification of budget documents to include a gender perspec-
tive, development of specific GRB tools and manuals as well as development 
of technical capacities, organization of working groups, gender focal points 
in all agencies and gender mainstreaming coordination bodies, improve-
ments in the production and collection of gender-sensitive data and reports 
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of gender analysis in specific sectors. The Ministry of Finance regards GRB 
as an important part of their Annual Report and presents the performance 
on gender equality measures and GRB to the Parliament. The most relevant 
milestones are found in two reports: a GRB report produced by UN Women 
in cooperation with the Royal Government of Bhutan in 2016 (Ganju and 
Jhamb), and the National Review Report on the Implementation of the Beijing 
Declaration and Platform for Action, June 2019.

In New Zealand, in 2016, there were limited signs of progress in intro-
ducing GRB. The OECD’s 2016 gender budgeting survey showed that at that 
time the Government had not indicated any intention to adopt gender budg-
eting tools (Downes, Von Trapp, and Nicol 8). In 2018, a report produced 
by the Treasury pointed out that, «New Zealand could benefit from applying 
explicit gender budgeting as part of the pre-budget decision process or the 
post-budget reporting process» (Morrissey, «Gender Budgeting» ii). Since 
the well-being budget was approved in 2019 there have been some actions 
in favour of gender budget analysis, such as the introduction of the tool 
«Bringing Gender In» presented previously in section 4.2. As the tool has 
been introduced recently, it is too early to assess to what extent it could be 
successful to reach the aim of engendering WBB in New Zealand.

In sum, Bhutan has already begun to progressively introduce GRB com-
plementary interventions. New Zealand, has introduced a GRB tool, «Bringing 
the gender in» that serves for the planning stage of public programmes. Both 
countries, are approaching GRB in different ways, with potential differences 
in future applications and outcomes.

5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1. Conclusions

Gender blindness in well-being conceptualization: As this comparative case 
example showed, there is no unique formula or methodology for achieving 
well-being. Each country has a particular way of understanding and defining 
well-being and adapting their budget process to it, such as defining well-being 
dimensions, pillars, analytical categories and indicators to be considered in 
the planning and budgeting stages. Well-being budgeting, per se, does not 
entail an integrated approach to address gender inequality, nor to push for 
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«gender transformative» measures that go beyond closing gender gaps. In 
reviewing the priority areas of Bhutan and New Zealand (Table 3), it becomes 
clear that gender inequality or any specific problems or demands related to 
it, such as addressing inter-personal violence or promoting the care economy, 
are not articulated as governmental priorities in both case studies. We can 
therefore say that the high-level policy priorities in both case studies are 
gender blind. This can be explained using the policy tool WPR proposed by 
Bacchi, which shows that the «representation of the problem» in both case 
studies were conceived with a «gender bias»: well-being is described and 
addressed in a gender-neutral way. Although in both case studies, it is possible 
to analyse data disaggregated by sex, such as the results in well-being by sex 
in each one of the well-being dimensions it doesn’t mean that the focus of 
the planning and budgeting efforts are designed to solve inequality problems 
or to enhance gender equality outcomes.

GRB can improve well-being budgetary practices: Implementing commit-
ments towards gender equality requires intentional measures to incorporate 
a gender perspective in planning and budgeting frameworks and concrete 
investment in addressing gender gaps (UN Women Website, 18 February 
2020). GRB is a powerful approach to address gender inequality and to leave 
«no one behind» as the SDGs state. It favours data-driven policy decisions 
and the production of quantitative and qualitative data and information on 
the gender-differentiated impacts of policies and budget implementation.

Open window for engendering gender-neutral well-being budgetary practices:
With supportive political will, it is possible to introduce a gender perspec-

tive in well-being budgeting. Applying GRB in a comprehensive way should 
comprise the complete budget, both public revenues and expenditures as 
well as all stages of the budget cycle. There is a wide range of GRB tools and 
documented practices that can be adapted to specific contexts and budgetary 
practices, including well-being budgetary practices. The case study of Bhutan 
shows a continued effort to go in that direction. New Zealand has a specific 
gender analysis tool «Bringing Gender In», which can be a starting point to 
looking at policies and budgets with a gender lens. GRB entails not only the 
usage of analytical tools, it requires sustained interventions to transform plan-
ning and budgetary processes, likewise, it requires enhancement of individual 
and institutional capacities to achieve this purpose and maintain it over time.



Margarita OzOnas MarcOs

How to integrate a gender perspective into well-being budgeting practices: 
Insights from a comparative case study between Bhutan and New Zealand

54

Feminismo/s 35, junio 2020, pp. 29-61

It is also important to recognise that the political will is essential at differ-
ent levels of government. The Bhutan and New Zealand wellbeing budgeting 
and gender budgeting efforts are at national level, whereas the Wellbeing 
Gender Budgeting (WBGB) activities in Italy, Turkey and elsewhere have 
been a municipal government level. This important differential raises impor-
tant question in relation to flexibility of government institutions at different 
levels of governance, proximity and permeability, openness to change and to 
engage with local initiatives. All of which indicate interesting pathways for 
future research building on this analysis of the distinctive methods and their 
combined potential, as set out in the following recommendations.

5.2. RECOMMENDATIONS

Responding to Bacchi’s WPR question 5: Can the «problem» be thought about 
differently?, these are some initial measures that can serve to start building the 
basis for GRB work within gender-blind well-being budgeting experiences:

1. Political will to introduce GRB, despite the complexities that it can 
entail.

2. Collect and produce gender-sensitive data in a systematic way: e.g. 
sex-disaggregated data, time use surveys, violence against women 
surveys, among others.

3. Revise self-reporting well-being tools, and collective and multidimen-
sional well-being approaches to ensure that the gender perspective 
is integrated.

4. Advocate for the introduction of gender equality objectives in the 
main well-being policy priorities.

5. Introduce and/or adapt GRB ex-ante tools to conduct gender assess-
ments and gender responsive planning as well as ex-post tools for 
gender impact assessments and budget audits.

6. Ensure feminist perspectives are contained in any lists of capabilities, 
including on care work, unpaid work, removing roots of gender dis-
crimination such as preventing gender-based violence.

7. Ensure capacity building efforts to strengthen the individual capac-
ities of governmental staff with a role in planning and budgeting.
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8. Modify call circulars in order to make new procedures of gender 
responsive planning and budgeting compulsory and provide guidance 
on how to do it.

9. Establish a coordination body of key governmental and non-govern-
mental actors working on GRB.

10. Explore possibilities to allow the participation of civil society organ-
izations in GRB, such as production of non-governmental gender 
impact assessments, participation in GRB inter-multidisciplinary 
committees or participatory gender responsive budgeting practices 
(especially at local level), among others.

11. Document and share good practices and challenges.
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