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This study: exploration of an EU strategy 

towards valuing the care economy

o Gendered nature of the global care economy

o Diverse nature of the care  

o Measuring and investing in care activity

o Covid-19, EU Recovery Plan and the care economy

o Recommendations for an EU Strategy on care
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Central role played by gendered care 

provision

o Propensity to care and the work of caring are the lifeblood of our social 

and economic systems.

o Care is central to social reproduction - part of the fundamental social 

infrastructure holding society together.

o Care is a spectrum of activities that reveals the interdependence and

interconnectedness of society. 

o At a global level, women account for 70% of frontline workers in the 

health and social care systems and carry out the large majority of unpaid 

care work.
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Covid-19, inequalities and care

Gender and racial inequalities are at the heart of the care economy.

Inequalities directly linked to women’s position on the frontline of unpaid 

& low-paid work in an increasingly globalised care economy. 

Covid-19 brought about increased gendered inequalities as women:

o paid the price for the withdrawal of care and educational services

o carried the burden of care and educational work in the home

o forced to reduce paid work time or exit the labour market

o experienced higher levels of gender-based domestic and sexual

violence

Slide 4



Mainstream economics: undervaluing & 

invisibility of care

 Mainstream economics operates under a UN international system of 

measuring economic activity using GNP or GDP data.

 Economic statistics primarily value only market-based economic activities 

– activities that command a price or that generate an income on the market. 

 Majority of women’s care work globally is unpaid, so therefore is not 

measured.

 Consequently, care work is marginal to the concerns of male-dominated 

economic policymaking. 
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Putting figures on care work

 Using time use surveys, the UN has estimated that unpaid work is equivalent 

to between 20% and 40% of GNP at global levels. 

 It is estimated that 7.7 million women (compared to 450,000 men) are outside 

paid employment across the EU because of unpaid work responsibilities. 

 Involuntary underemployment accounts for €400 billion in lost additional 

GDP

 This is based on a potential for 10 million additional paid jobs in the care 

economy (70% of which would be taken up by women). 
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Crisis in long-term care

An increasing proportion of the population of EU is in the older age 

groups - linked to high levels of unmet care needs.

o Long-term care (LTC) characterised in many MS by low-quality 

privatised care services.

o Crisis situations in LTC facilities has been heightened by Covid-19.

o It is estimated that 42% of deaths from Covid-19 occurred in 

institutional congregated settings.

o Need for greater more decongregated settings and respect for 

choices and autonomy of care recipients.
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Economic benefits of investing in the care 

economy

De Hanau and Himmelweit (2021) argue that the pandemic has intensified 

the gender-equality case for investing in affordable, high-quality care.

Investment in this labour-intensive care sector would generate positive 

economic effects:

- direct employment effect by additional numbers of mainly women 

employed in better quality jobs in care

- indirect employment effects within companies that supply the care 

sector 

- induced employment effects resulting from the increased spending 

by the expanded care workforce
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Economic benefits of investing in the care 

economy

Increasing investment in the care sector has the potential to generate a high 

level of investment return:

De Hanau and Himmelweit’s calculations reveal that:

o 1.6% of GDP in net investment would be needed to generate 8.5% increase in 

women’s employment growth in the care sector (linked to a 6% increase in 

overall employment levels). 

o In contrast, they argue, 5.3% of GDP investment in construction would be 

needed to generate an equivalent positive employment result. 
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Investing in the labour-intensive care economy 

 Significantly improve conditions of care workers – both paid and 

unpaid

 Create better situations for many low income, lone parent and

migrant households.

 Enhance financial support and recognition for increased 

qualifications among care workers.

 Reduction in gender unequal unpaid work and greater sharing of 

care responsibilities.



Conclusions:

EU funding strategy towards the care economy

EU Covid Recovery Plan recognises and ringfences two funding 

strands:  digital transition (30%) and green transformation (37%). 

The care economy has NOT been designated a priority for funding. 

The care economy should be urgently put on an equal footing with 

digital and green economies. 

30% of funding should be ringfenced for the care economy,

Otherwise, EU Recovery Plan for the post-crisis period will

reinforce or exacerbate gender inequalities.  
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Conclusions: Twin track approach to 
Placing care economy at centre of EU society

1. Targeting the care economy

Care economy should be redefined as public investment in social 

infrastructure resulting in enhanced social well-being

Crisis in care needs to be addressed in core public policy systems at 

MS and EU levels. 

Unacceptable long-term costs of relying on women’s unpaid work to 

cover failings of social protection systems & public services provision.. 

Significant benefits of investing in care and the link between improving 

conditions of care workers and quality of care need to be recognised. 
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Conclusions: Twin track approach to
Placing care economy at centre of EU society

2. Gender equality criteria applied horizontally across the EU Recovery Plan:

 Gender equality budgeting should be applied to all the stages and levels of 

the EU budgetary process and resourcing of appropriate gender 

mainstreaming and gender impact assessment 

 Gender impact assessment should be carried out ex ante in advance

 Measures to address gender-based violence should be introduced across the 

EU and GBV be recognised as a Eurocrime.

 Data should be collected on an EU-wide basis on paid and unpaid care work 

and on time use on the basis of gender, age, ethnicity and nationality.
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