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SUMMARY 
Care work provided in homes and institutions is a public good that is under-valued by society. Care 
workers are more likely to have low earnings and precarious working conditions. About 9 in 10 care 
workers are women.  

Most unpaid care work within households is carried out by women. The 'unpaid care penalty' for 
women in the EU, which is equivalent to the earnings they lost because of this unbalanced 
distribution of care responsibilities, is estimated to reach €242 billion per year. 

EU action in the care sector has the potential for high returns for society. Fostering the 'equal 
earner – equal carer model' could generate benefits of between €24 billion and €48 billion a year. 
EU action to promote affordable, high-quality care could produce an additional €90 billion to 
€160 billion in benefits each year. 

This updates a June 2022 EPRS briefing with new data and clarifications on the estimation methods used. 

What is care work, and why does it matter? 
Care work can be defined as 'the provision of personal services to meet those basic physical and 
mental needs that allow a person to function at a socially determined acceptable level of capability, 
comfort and safety'.1 Everyone provides or receives care at some point in their life. 

Care work includes some elements of the healthcare sector, in particular long-term care, which 
provides a range of services and assistance to support people unable to carry out everyday activities 
such as bathing, eating and dressing on their own. Care work is not restricted to the health 
sector – it includes childcare as well as housework, to the extent that it addresses care needs. Paid 
care workers may be employed formally through direct contracts with households or third-party 
providers. Unpaid care work is typically carried out by family members within the same household. 

Care work, whether carried out in homes or institutions, and whether paid or unpaid, is 
systematically undervalued by society, and not always recognised as work. Women provide the 
bulk of care work regardless of its form and setting. The policy and legal frameworks governing 
provision and access to care vary across EU Member States.2  

Attention to care work intensified during the Covid-19 pandemic as a result of school closures 
and the poor conditions in long-term care facilities, including the high number of deaths. As part of 
the response to Member States, the European Commission launched the Recovery and Resilience 
Facility. Overall, it is estimated that Member States have dedicated about 10 % of total funds in their 
recovery plans to health, economic and institutional resilience, which may include investment in the 
care sector.3 Following the European pillar of social rights, the European Commission has 
committed further support to the care sector with its proposal for a European care strategy. To 
inform the policy debate, this briefing reviews the state of play in the care sector, and investigates 
the potential benefits of strengthening EU action. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-promoting-our-european-way-of-life/file-european-care-strategy
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There are not enough care workers to meet the needs 
Despite current efforts by the EU 
and the Member States, an 
estimated 14 % of households 
have an unmet need for 
childcare. Moreover, only about a 
third of the elderly population in 
need of home or institutional 
care receives such care.4 The lack 
of affordable quality care is a 
driver of unmet needs. 

The share of the elderly in the 
population is projected to grow, 
while fertility rates will remain 
low. As shown in Figure 1, the 
share of dependents to working-

age people (aged 15-64 years) is projected to reach 76 % in 2050. An ageing population will 
increase the demand for care, in particular long-term care. 

The vast majority of the EU's estimated 12 million paid care 
workers are women 
Definitions of paid care work vary in their coverage of sectors and occupations, and of home and/or 
institutional settings.5 The European Institute of Gender Equality (EIGE) considers two definitions. A 
broad definition, which follows a 2018 report from the International Labour Organization (ILO), 
includes workers in the education, health and social work sectors (institutional settings), and 
workers who provide childcare, personal care and cleaning services in home settings. A narrower 
definition focuses on workers providing care services in home settings only. 

This briefing presents a new estimate for the number of paid care workers in the EU. The 
estimate is primarily based on EIGE's narrow definition of care work and was extended to also reflect 
undeclared care workers.6 Accordingly, some categories of paid care workers in both domestic and 
institutional settings, such as childcare workers, teachers' aides, and personal care workers in the 
health sector are included in the estimate.7 The estimation approach drew on data from several 
studies and applied reasonable assumptions when data were lacking. Overall, the analysis finds that 
there are currently about 12 million paid care workers in the EU the vast majority of whom are 
women (see Figure 2). 8 Some of the key sources of data used to construct this estimate are described 
below.  

Depending on the category of work, EIGE finds that about 9 out of 10 paid care workers are 
women, and that about one in four paid care workers is a migrant. The representation of women is 
highest among domestic cleaners and helpers (95 %) and childcare workers (93 %). More than half 
of cleaners and helpers are migrants (55 %). The European Labour Authority (ELA) finds that about 
half (53 %) of care workers in home settings are undeclared workers. 9  

Undeclared work is also present in institutional settings, albeit to a lower extent. The European 
Commission has estimated that at least 8 % of total labour input in the EU's private sector can be 
attributed to undeclared workers.10 Linking together the findings from the ELA and the European 
Commission, this briefing estimates that about 36 % of care workers in both domestic and 

Figure 1 – Share of dependents to working-age people 

 

Source: Compiled by the authors using Eurostat variable proj_19ndbi. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2022/729461/EPRS_STU(2022)729461_EN.pdf
https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-inequalities-care-and-consequences-labour-market
https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2022-03/UDW_Study_report_on_PHS_2022.pdf
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=proj_19ndbi&lang=en
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institutional settings are 
undeclared workers. While 
under-declared work (i.e. the 
provision of more work hours 
than agreed contractually) 
occurs in the care sector, 
notably among live-in care 
workers, this briefing does not 
estimate its magnitude due to 
a lack of sufficiently robust 
data.  

Overall, care workers suffer 
intersecting inequalities – 
i.e. those relating to gender 
combined with other 
characteristics such as 
migrant background – and 
hold a precarious position in 
the labour market. About 8 % 

of paid care workers appear to be particularly vulnerable, being migrant women carrying out 
undeclared work and at greater risk of exploitation. 

Care workers' poor working conditions are due, in part, to a 
low-investment approach to care 
The public sector plays a key role in the financing and provision of care, including as a direct 
employer. While wages and work hours are generally better in the public care sector than the private 
one, and the public sector has been crucial in promoting women's employment in better-paid jobs, 
notable concerns persist. Low investment has triggered strong cost-cutting and outsourcing of care 
services to private providers.11 This, coupled with poor monitoring and oversight by authorities, has 
contributed to poor outcomes for both care workers and care recipients, and a 'low-investment - 
low-access – low-quality' care model. 

Care workers are more likely to be in the bottom third of the wage distribution, work part-
time, and have a temporary contract. Personal care workers in health services are more likely to 
work non-standard hours.12 Access to social security is often inadequate or absent, particularly for 
domestic care workers. In February 2022, the Court of Justice of the EU ruled that the exclusion of 
domestic workers from social security benefits is discriminatory, as these workers are almost 
exclusively women. 

Women are more likely than men to provide unpaid care 
work at home 
While the gender gap in time spent on care work at home has narrowed over recent decades, it 
remains stark. An estimated 92 % of adult women in the EU perform unpaid care work on a daily 
basis, compared with 68 % of working age men.13 The sharp divergence in care responsibilities 
prevents some women from engaging fully in the labour market. Women are less likely to be 
employed, more likely to work part-time, and more likely to pursue careers that have lower financial 
compensation and less prospects for career advancement compared with men.  

 

 

 

Figure 2 – Who are the 12 million paid care workers in the 
EU? 

Source: EPRS. 

https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2022-03/Study-report-on-personal-and-household-sector.2021_EN.pdf?fbclid=IwAR3uYXEiNXqE2Nl2lFexJuFsYBEJuVgwjU4grXpMvIBUFyzesNNfFi_9E2Q
https://equineteurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Domestic-and-Care-Workers-in-Europe-An-Intersectional-Issue.pdf
https://equineteurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Domestic-and-Care-Workers-in-Europe-An-Intersectional-Issue.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2021)694211
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/customised-report/2020/long-term-care-workforce-employment-and-working-conditions
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2021/european-jobs-monitor-2021-gender-gaps-and-the-employment-structure
https://europeanlawblog.eu/2022/03/08/the-first-cjeu-decision-on-domestic-workers-the-role-of-eu-equality-law-in-challenging-unjustified-exclusions-from-labour-rights-and-social-protections/
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 In 2020, an estimated 16 % of women who were not employed considered that they 
would work in the absence of care responsibilities, compared with 2 % of inactive men. 

 In the same year, about 26 % of women who worked part-time would consider working 
full-time in the absence of care responsibilities, compared with 6 % of men working 
part-time. 

 According to EIGE, women with children and no access to childcare earn about 5 % less 
per hour as compared with women who do have access. Men in a similar situation also 
earn less, but to a lower degree (3 %). Women with long-term care responsibilities earn 
3 % less than women who do not have such responsibilities; no wage difference is 
evident for men. 

Owing to the unbalanced distribution of unpaid care work within households, women are penalised 
in the form of lower earnings in the labour market and poorer health.  

The 'unpaid care penalty' women are facing amounts to at 
least €242 billion a year in the EU 
This briefing defines the 'unpaid care penalty' as the amount of potential earnings foregone by 
women because of the unbalanced distribution of unpaid care work within households. The unpaid 
care penalty in the EU was modelled as a scenario where gender inequalities in care work are 
eliminated and compared with the current situation, and was found to be at least €242 billion a 
year.14  

The unpaid care penalty is significant – it is equivalent to 66 % of the EU's public expenditure 
on childcare and long-term care. 15 Figure 3 shows a breakdown of the penalty. Its largest driver is 
the lower rate of employment among women owing to unpaid care work (58 %), followed by the 
higher rate of part-time as opposed to full-time work (33 %). 

The unpaid care 
penalty increases 
over the course 
of life. Part-time 
work and career 
breaks, which are 
more common 
among women, 
are associated 
with less career 
advancement and 
lower lifetime 
earnings. Evidence 
also suggests that 

women take up care responsibilities at a younger age than men, and that women are more likely 
to care for younger and older generations at the same time. 16 Lastly, grandmothers are more 
likely to provide unpaid care work than grandfathers.17 

Under-valuation of care work creates a vicious cycle 
The benefits of care work are not fully recognised by society. This results in a vicious cycle that 
suppresses investment in the care sector and reinforces gender inequalities (Figure 4). 

Figure 3 – Drivers of the unpaid care penalty: Labour market 
indicators of women as compared with men 

Source: EPRS. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/product/view/LFSA_IGAR
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=lfsa_epgar&lang=en
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=lfsa_epgar&lang=en
https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-inequalities-care-and-consequences-labour-market
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0194232
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The vicious cycle begins with the 
relationship between men and 
women in the home setting. While 
women's engagement in the labour 
market has increased over time, 
their caregiving responsibilities 
have not shifted in equal measure. 
As reported by EIGE, employed 
women spend an average of 
3.9 hours a day in care work, 
compared with 2.6 hours a day 
among employed men. Many 
women retain the role of primary 
caregiver at home. 

Women's decisions to engage in the 
labour market are more likely to 
accommodate care responsibilities 
at home. Daily caregiving reduces 
the probability of women working 
by 11 %, and their work hours by 
13 %, while no differences were 
evident for men. 

Unpaid care work can promote 
occupational segregation, where 

women are more likely to select certain occupations and employers that offer more flexible 
conditions. This comes with several trade-offs: lower compensation, poorer working conditions, and 
fewer opportunities for retention and promotion. Over time, women have become more 
concentrated in low-paying, minimum-wage jobs, which has contributed to the 'feminisation' of 
low-paid jobs including paid care work.  

The 'opportunity cost' of work is lower for women than it is for men. Low salaries for women 
limit the externalisation of care work, and reinforce occupational segregation. When care work can 
be externalised through unregulated channels, there is a risk of the burden shifting to more 
vulnerable women, and of new gendered hierarchies in the form of global care chains. 

Women are more likely to leave the labour market when a household faces more caregiving 
responsibilities, as was evident during the Covid-19 pandemic. Other factors may also hinder 
women's engagement in the labour market, not least tax policy. For example, women represent 
the majority of secondary earners, who face higher taxes on earnings. 

The low availability and quality of formal care services is also driven by low investment in the care 
sector. Low investment translates into poorer working conditions for workers in the care sector 
(who are in the large majority women), fewer training opportunities, poorer infrastructure, and 
lower adoption of technology. More attention to the care sector could have been envisaged in the 
Next Generation EU instrument, which provides fiscal stimuli to help Member States recover 
from the pandemic, alongside support for the digital transition and green transformation. 

EU action could reverse the vicious cycle … 
Member States have put policies in place to address elements of the vicious cycle to varying extents. 
The EU has also taken important steps to promote the care economy – with the introduction of the 
Barcelona targets in 2002, the European pillar of social rights in 2017, the Directive on Work–Life 
Balance in 2019, and more recently, the agreement on rules to ensure an adequate minimum wage. 
However, more could be done to shift from a low-investment, low-quality, low-access model of care 
to a high-investment, high-quality, high-access one. Care is a public good for which there is 

Figure 4 – Vicious cycle of low investment in care and 
gender inequalities 

 

Source: EPRS based on EIGE, 2021. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10645-018-9323-1
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_793483.pdf
https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-equality-and-socio-economic-impact-covid-19-pandemic
https://eige.europa.eu/docs/3086_150511_secondary_earners_en.pdf
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/FGND-Labour-market-changes.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20220603IPR32188/deal-reached-on-new-rules-for-adequate-minimum-wages-in-the-eu
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potentially high added value for EU intervention to complement, reinforce and support policies, 
programmes and investment at the national, regional and local levels. 

The European Parliament has called for an ambitious response that recognises care as a right 
and the backbone of society. It has identified a range of measures for a care deal for Europe that 
could modify disparities in the sharing of care responsibilities between women and men, mobilise 
external provision of care, and modernise and regulate the care sector. These measures include: 

 
recognition of professional qualifications of paid care workers using objective criteria and 
gender-neutral job classification tools; 

 
investment to upgrade formal care workers' skills in line with a harmonised career structure, 
and ensure good administration; 

 
guarantees for decent wages, social rights and working conditions for care workers, 
including workers' representation and collective bargaining;  

 

expansion of the ELA's mandate to include occupational health and safety; support for 
independent and rigorous certification, monitoring and investigations of care facilities; 

 
increase in EU funds and/or specific targets (structural and investment funds, including the 
European Social Fund and the Recovery and Resilience Facility) to upgrade care 
infrastructure; 

 
support for Member States to reform and integrate their social services and protection 
systems; consideration of the care sector in the European Semester and the country-specific 
recommendations; 

 

recognition of the different types of unpaid care workers, and support for them and those 
being cared for (for instance relating to financial support and rehabilitation services); 

 
access to better working conditions for unpaid care workers (e.g. additional time off and 
work–life balance measures). 

These actions are aligned with the ILO's framework for decent care work, and other measures called 
for by Parliament. These include quotas on the number of women represented on the boards of 
public companies, and opening legal channels for low- and medium-skilled workers from third 
countries to work in the EU under fair and non-discriminatory workplace conditions. Channels to 
promote fair mobility and recruitment of care workers from third countries could be defined 
through skills mobility partnerships. 

… and generate substantial benefits for women and society 
A comprehensive EU approach to tackling the vicious cycle could promote upward convergence 
across and within the Member States, gender equality, more productivity and a higher gross 
domestic product (GDP) (Figure 5). The potential benefits would derive from: 

 a greater realisation of women's labour market potential. EU action to foster the 
'equal earner – equal carer model' could support women in transitioning from 
unemployment to employment, and from part-time to full-time employment. Assuming 
that these shifts reduce the care penalty on women (as a result of male/female 
employment gaps on the labour market) by 10 % to 20 %, benefits of between 
€24 billion and €48 billion per year18 could be generated for society. Horizontal and 
vertical segregation may also diminish over time because of women's and men's shifts 
on the labour market. 

 more and better jobs in the care sector. EU action to modernise and regulate the care 
sector could generate jobs to better address unmet needs, particularly for childcare and 
long-term care.19 Moreover, this action could reduce the prevalence of undeclared work, 
and exploitation and abuse of workers, thus improving the quality of service provision. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0025_EN.html
https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_633135/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-7-2013-0488_EN.html?redirect
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0472_EN.html
https://emnluxembourg.uni.lu/wp-content/uploads/sites/225/2022/03/Joint-EMN-OECD_Skills_Mobility_Partnerships_inform.pdf
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Measures to ensure that half of overall care needs are met could generate benefits of 
between €68 billion and €96 billion each year. 20 
more affordable and quality care. Reducing unmet needs could also boost autonomy 
and independence for the elderly and children's cognitive development. An extensive 
body of research shows the cognitive benefits of institutional childcare, which can lead 
to a potential for higher earnings in adulthood. Meeting half of unmet needs for 
childcare among children up to three years of age could generate benefits up to 
between €22 billion and €64 billion per year. 21 

EU action in the care sector would require significant investment that could yield sizeable returns. 
Investments in the care economy could more than repay themselves – one study finds returns 
of €1.70 per euro spent on long-term care. Other potential benefits that are less easily quantifiable 
include the improved health and well-being of both givers and recipients of care.  

There are also potential efficiency gains for EU investment in the care sector, which have been 
demonstrated in other areas of social policy. Efficiency gains can be generated from enhanced 
protection of a highly mobile and cross-border workforce; increased economies of scale; and the 
lower cost of financing at the EU rather than the Member State level, as with the European 
instrument for temporary support to mitigate unemployment risks in an emergency (SURE) during 
the pandemic. Moreover, action in the care sector would be coherent with the aim of addressing 
some structural and therefore cross-cutting challenges common to all Member States, such as the 
ageing of the population and gender inequalities. 
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Figure 5 – Potential benefits of EU action in the care sector 

Source: EPRS. 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3489899
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2022)699487
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/financial-assistance-eu/funding-mechanisms-and-facilities/sure_en
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