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OVERVIEW

The provision of care is fundamental to human develop-
ment. At some time in our lives, we all require and provide 
care. Care is essential for the cognitive and emotional devel-
opment of productive and peaceful human beings who can 
grow and learn and acquire new skills and participate fully in 
economic, social and political life and for the reproduction of 
the workforce.1 The failure to guarantee adequate care or cre-
ate systems that foster human development diminishes our 
economic, social and political potential. Moreover, we all have 
a right to care and be cared for.2 Consequently, investing in 
care is a development strategy that secures these rights and 
expands human and economic potential.

The objective of this paper is to identify policies and pro-
grammes that guarantee both caregivers’ and care receiv-
ers’ rights, agency, autonomy and well-being.3 These policies 
must aim to reduce drudgery in unpaid work, particularly in 
tasks that are labour-intensive household chores—such as 
fetching fuelwood and hauling water. Where care work is paid, 
the goal is to ensure that it is decent work that is properly 
remunerated and covered by the appropriate labour legisla-
tion and protections. Where care services are offered, they 
should be of high quality and protect the rights and dignity 
of those cared for and the workers that care for them. Where 
those who work also engage in unpaid care, their rights to 
give care should be protected, their earnings should be high 
enough to cover the costs of care and they should have the 
flexibility to care for their dependents without being penalized 
financially for taking time out from paid work.

GAP ANALYSIS AND PRIORITIES

Globally, women tend to assume greater responsibility than 
men for unpaid care work.4 Although most women world-
wide do paid work, they typically retain a disproportionate 
role in caring for the young, sick and elderly, which results in 
a double burden of paid and unpaid work. This double bur-
den together with women’s disproportionate concentration in 
unpaid care work subsidizes the monetized economy;5 con-
tributes to women’s greater time burdens,6 particularly when 
they also engage in paid work; and substantially limits their 
participation and empowerment in all spheres of life—politi-
cal, social and economic. When care services are not avail-
able or accessible, women can be pushed into the most 
vulnerable forms of non-standard employment and informal 
work in an attempt to reconcile care needs with the impera-
tive to earn.7 Poor women and rural women, as well as women 
migrants, face particular challenges accessing care services 
and reducing burdensome domestic workloads, particularly 
in low-income countries. Additionally, the deterioration of the 

conditions of work in the informal and formal economy, and 
the gaps in social protection, also affect care giving, reducing 
the amount of time available to care and the quality of care 
that can be given.

There is a growing care crisis worldwide, where house-
holds have insufficient or inadequate access to care ser-
vices.12 Globally, women spend 45 minutes a day more than 
men in the sum of paid and unpaid work and more than 2 
hours in the most unequal countries.13 Across 53 developing 
countries, some 35.5 million children under five were without 
adult supervision for at least one hour a day. 14 Many women 
also provide care simultaneously to multiple generations. As 
the global population ages, a rise in chronic ailments and infir-
mity will create a greater need for care in older age.15 Resolv-
ing these care needs and mitigating care deficits will be 
essential for protecting the right to care and be cared for, pro-
fessionalizing and valuing care work and enabling women and 
men to choose when and how much time to devote to paid 

Glossary of terms

Care worker: Someone who looks after the physical, 
psychological, emotional and developmental needs of 
one or more other people. Care work can be both paid 
and unpaid. Care work spans both public and private 
spheres and is to be found in a variety of settings and 
across formal and informal economies.8

Decent work: Involves opportunities for work that is 
productive and delivers a fair income; security in the 
workplace and social protection for families; better 
prospects for personal development and social inte-
gration; freedom for people to express their concerns, 
organize and participate in the decisions that affect 
their lives; and equality of opportunity and treatment 
for all women and men.9

Domestic work: The ILO Domestic Workers Conven-
tion, 2011 (No. 189), defines domestic work as work 
performed in or for a household or households.

Formalization: The process of transforming informal 
jobs and firms to formal ones. This process can differ 
country by country.10

Formal work: Formal work is work that is covered by 
statutory labour law, for which all relevant taxes and 
contributions are paid and that confers entitlement to 
social security. Formal employment ensures greater 
protection, safer working conditions and the offer of 
social benefits.11

Paid domestic worker: The ILO Domestic Workers 
Convention, 2011 (No. 189), defines a domestic worker 
as any person engaged in domestic work within an 
employment relationship. A paid domestic worker 
receives a wage for this work and is often afforded 
some social protection.
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and unpaid work and care. Resolving these needs will also 
contribute more holistically to our collective commitments to 
meet Sustainable Development Goals 5 and 8.

The recommendations developed here reinforce and build 
on the recommendations arising from the analysis of care in 
the first report from the UN High-Level Panel Women’s Eco-
nomic Empowerment. They focus on two key concerns. The 
first emphasizes the importance of existing commitments to 
the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda, the Decent Work 
Agenda and to national social protection systems and floors16 
as a means of acknowledging and resolving care deficits for 
unpaid care workers.17 The second recognizes the imperative 
to formalize and promote quality paid care work. Child care, 
aged care, health care, education and domestic work must 
be recognized as critical sectors of the economy that contrib-
ute to human development and gender equality, and hence 
wages, skills and labour rights must be respected accord-
ingly. This is crucially important in contexts where there is a 
growing informal market for care. In those contexts, migrant 
and home country workers are drawn into casual and precar-
ious forms of work in the care economy that are not covered 
by effective labour and social protections, national labour law 
and legislation, and adequate migration policies, and some-
times not even recognized as work.18

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RECOGNIZING, 
REDUCING AND REDISTRIBUTING UNPAID 
WORK AND CARE

Our main recommendation is to move toward universal access 
to care. Care must be seen both as a right and a development 
strategy.

1. Recognize, reduce and redistribute care work. Care is a 
universal right and an essential building block for economic 
growth and women’s economic empowerment. Govern-
ments should ensure that core economic policies include 
commitments to invest in affordable, quality and accessi-
ble care services (childcare, elder care, disability care) for 
all, including the most marginalized groups. Governments 
should include care in commitments to universal social 
protection, incorporate measures of paid and unpaid care 
work in national statistics and invest in basic infrastructure 
(water, electricity, health, education and safe transport).

2. Ensure decent work for paid care workers, including 
migrant workers. Paid work in the care sector must be 
decent work, with adequate wages, equal pay for work 
of equal value, decent working conditions, formalization, 
social security coverage, occupational safety and health 
regulations, self-care, professional training and profes-
sionalization, and freedom of association.

3. Foster social norms change to redistribute care from 
women to men and ensure that care is their equal 
right and responsibility. This can be promoted by 
including and mainstreaming equal responsibility for care 

between men and women throughout the education sys-
tem, with the goal of changing social norms around care 
and promoting positive masculinities. It can also be pro-
moted through the redistribution of care between men and 
women through advertising campaigns, community- based 
behaviour change and support for flexible work employ-
ment policies to balance work and family commitments.

NEXT STEPS: WHAT DIFFERENT STAKEHOLDER 
GROUPS CAN DO

GOVERNMENTS
Governments could consider the following actions:
• Invest in household surveys to gain a better understand-

ing of individual and household needs and the impact of 
economic policies on human well-being; collect and mon-
itor time-use data to improve the measurement of paid 
and unpaid care and household work and implement the 
19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians “res-
olution concerning the statistics of work, employment and 
labour underutilization.” These data should be collected 
periodically and in such a way that they can be disaggre-
gated by sex, age, income group, rural and urban location, 
migration status and other key characteristics.19 These 
data, including in Household Sector Satellite Accounts, 
should be used to inform public policy.20

• Recognize that heavy and unequal care responsibilities 
affect livelihood strategies, employment outcomes, eco-
nomic growth and sustainable poverty reduction. Con-
sequently, addressing women’s heavy and unequal care 
responsibilities should be incorporated explicitly into 
employment, macroeconomic policy and poverty reduc-
tion strategies and into relevant public declarations, and 
addressed by increased public investment.

• Invest in infrastructure and technologies that simultane-
ously reduce time burdens and drudgery, particularly for 
the poorest women and households; curb carbon emis-
sions; and create jobs.21 Investment in water pumps, elec-
tricity, clean cook stoves, mini-grids, publicly and collec-
tively owned mills and grinding machinery, and transport 
all have the potential to reduce drudgery, increase the effi-
ciency of care work and free up time for other activities 
such as paid work, income generation, education, leisure 
and self-care.

• Address barriers to caregivers’ engagement in decent 
work and ensure adequate social protection for workers 
with family responsibilities in all types of employment, 
including self-employment, informal employment and 
non-standard forms of employment.

• Enact legislation that recognizes the value of care in social 
protection systems and creates incentives for redistribu-
tion of care work, including crediting pensions for time 
spent caring; ensuring paid maternity, paternity and 
parental leave;22 commit to the Decent Work Agenda, and 
ensure that care becomes an integral part of these social 
protection systems, including social protection floors, 
guaranteeing the right to care and be cared for.
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• Design social protection programs that avoid creating 
conditions that reinforce women’s role as unpaid care 
workers without enabling them to challenge or transform 
this role.23

• Establish more progressive and redistributive tax struc-
tures to provide increased tax revenue to fund improve-
ments in state-provided care infrastructure and services. 
Efforts should be made to reduce tax evasion,24 remove 
tax loopholes and put pressure on companies and trans-
national entities to pay their share of corporate taxes and 
social insurance contributions. Social transfers should 
value time spent in care, while tax credits or direct subsi-
dies should be designed to increase access to additional 
quality care services in tandem with efforts to formalize 
care work.25

• Ensure decent working conditions, including providing 
labour and social protection coverage for all domestic 
workers and paid care workers and ratifying and imple-
menting International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 
on Decent Work for Domestic Workers, 2011 (No. 189).26

• Ensure that migrants enjoy full labour rights and equal-
ity of treatment with other workers, and adopt effective 
enforcement mechanisms to ensure employers’ com-
pliance and workers’ access to remedies.27 Measures 
should be adopted to extend social protection coverage 
to migrant domestic and care workers, ensuring cross- 
border portability.28

• Promote workforce development, skills and qualification 
certification and recognition for all care workers including 
migrants.

• Reinforce the right to social infrastructure29 and adapt 
investments to the diversity of women and their needs, 
including self-employed women, religious and ethnic 
minority and indigenous women, disabled women and 
migrant women, and differentiate needs for care. This also 
means expanding pre-school programmes and extend-
ing school days and after school programmes and school 
meal programmes to provide greater academic support 
and improved nutrition as well as quality care and recrea-
tion opportunities for children.

• Invest in public care services appropriate for all workers 
(paid, unpaid, formal and informal) including quality care 
jobs and services such as child care, elder care, care for 
the disabled, and long-term care and health care. These 
are investments that expand human capital development, 
reduce poverty and inequality and increase employment 
for both men and women.30

• Support care cooperatives, as alternative forms of organ-
ization to provide care, and ensure that they have the 
appropriate legal constitution and access to training and 
social protection (ILO Recommendation Concerning Pro-
motion of Cooperatives, 2002, No. 193).31

• Enact legislation that guarantees maternity protection to 
all women in line with ILO Convention 183 and ILO Rec-
ommendations 191, 202 and 204; expand paid paternity 
and parental leave protections, including mechanisms 
to increase men’s uptake of leave benefits; and extend 
other care leave entitlements over the life cycle, for all 

workers in the formal and informal economy.32 These 
actions expand caring opportunities for women and men, 
support employment of individuals with dependants and 
contribute to social norm change.

• Implement laws and statutes that protect the rights of 
workers with dependents in need of care to negotiate flex-
ible schedules and telecommuting options to accommo-
date care needs with their employers.33 This includes rat-
ifying and implementing ILO Convention on Workers with 
Family Responsibilities, 1981 (156), and ILO Recommen-
dation Concerning Workers with Family Responsibilities, 
1981 (165), to provide support measures to workers with 
family responsibilities. Both the public and private sector 
should revise human resource policies to enable greater 
flexibility in scheduling and location of work and support 
innovations that foster greater gender equality in work-
places.34 Member states should also ratify and implement 
ILO Convention on Social Security, 1952 (102); guarantee-
ing family benefits and rights and reducing poverty in old 
age and infirmity are core elements of this convention.

• Regulate public and private care services to ensure that 
they meet minimum quality standards and that workers 
who provide these services enjoy full labour rights and 
adequate wages in line with the value, skills and strains of 
care work, since decent work ensures better quality care.

• Include and mainstream equal responsibility for care 
between men and women throughout the education sys-
tem at all levels (primary, secondary, post-secondary) with 
the goal of changing social norms around care and pro-
moting positive masculinities.

UN AGENCIES, MULTILATERAL ORGANIZATIONS AND 
INTERNATIONAL FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS
• Incorporate relevant unpaid care indicators in annually 

published economic databases and monitoring and evalu-
ation systems for investment and lending, and fund others 
to collect and monitor relevant data on unpaid care.

• Incorporate commitments and measures to address wom-
en’s heavy and unequal care work in core organizational 
policies and strategies.

• Prioritize grants and loans to support the development 
of inclusive and sustainable social protection systems, 
including national social protection floors, and include 
care services as a central component of social protection 
systems along with health care and pensions.

• Prioritize grants and loans to support poorer countries 
to invest in basic care– supporting infrastructure and 
care services that are affordable and accessible to poor 
women.

• Provide technical and financial support to increase the 
representation of care workers through local women’s 
rights and worker organizations and decision-making 
structures.

PRIVATE SECTOR ORGANIZATIONS
• Invest in designing, producing and distributing low–

energy use, affordable time- and labour-saving equipment 
accessible to poor women in low-income countries.
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• Promote the redistribution of care between women and 
men, through advertising campaigns, community-based 
behaviour change and flexible work-life balance policies 
at work.

• Promote care committees within private and public sector 
entities and unions that address care needs and concerns 
within employer institutions.

CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANIZATIONS
• Support greater representation of paid and unpaid carers, 

including women and migrant carers, throughout national 
and local governance, including in traditional governance 
structures. Migrant women should have representation in 
countries of origin and destination.

• Support worker organizations and women’s rights organ-
izations to call for greater national investments in the care 
economy and the creation of more decent work opportu-
nities for women and men.

ANNEX 1. THE CARE DIAMOND

The “care diamond” describes the architecture through which 
care is provided, especially for people with intense care needs, 
such as young children, the frail and elderly, the chronically 
ill and people with physical and mental disabilities. The insti-
tutions involved in the provision of care may be conceptual-
ized in a stylized fashion as a care diamond that incorporates 

the family and household, markets, the public sector and the 
not-for-profit sector of care providers, including voluntary and 
community provision. The care diamond illustrates that when 
paid forms of care provided through the public sector are cut 
back or not provided, care needs do not disappear, but other 
actors assume more of the responsibility for care provision.

Source: Razavi, S. (2007). “The Political and Social Economy of Care in a Development Context Conceptual Issues, Research Questions and 

Policy Options,” UNRISD Programme Paper No. 3, Geneva.

FAMILIES/HOUSEHOLDS

NOT-FOR-PROFIT

STATE (FEDERAL/LOCAL) MARKETS
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