
Public investment in the care economy in the ECE region: 
Opportunities and challenges for gender equality in the COVID-19 recovery 1

UNECE

UNECE - UN Women series: 
Rethinking Care Economy and
Empowering Women for Building 
Back Better

PUbliC iNvEstmENt iN thE CarE 
ECoNomy iN thE UNECE rEgioN:
OppORtunitiEs and ChallEngEs 
fOR gEndER Equality in thE 
COVid-19 RECOVERy



This report is the result of a collaboration between UNECE and UN Women in the frame of the United Nations Development Account 
tranche 13 project: Strengthening Social Protection for Pandemic Response, in particular its workstream on strengthening care policies 
with a gender lens, implemented with the participation of UN regional commissions and cooperating partners, including UN Women 
regional offices. 

Lead author: Silke Steinhilber, PhD, Independent Researcher on gender, social policies and sustainable development*

UNECE and UN Women team: Malinka Koparanova (UNECE), Nargis Azizova, Blerta Cela and Ala Negruta (UN Women)
For a list of any errors or omissions found subsequent to printing please visit our website.

Design: Oksana Iashchuk

Cover photo credit: Mihai Turculeț, Moldova. Yesim Kindergarten, Yesim Tekstil, Turkey

*Silke Steinhilber is a consultant to UNECE to the project: Strengthening Social Protection for Pandemic Response, the workstream on strengthening care 
policies with a gender lens.

© 2021 UNECE and UN Women. All rights reserved.

UNITED NATIONS ECONOMIC COMMISSION FOR 
EUROPE (UNECE) 

The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) is 
one of five regional commissions of the United Nations. Its ma-
jor aim is to promote economic integration across its 56 member 
States located in Europe, North America and Asia. UNECE provides 
policy-oriented analysis, advice and capacity building to member 
States and cooperates with partner agencies, civil society and key 
actors from the private sector. 

UNECE supports countries in the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals thanks to its 
role as a platform for governments to cooperate and engage 
with all stakeholders on norms, standards and conventions, its 
unique convening power across the region, its multisectoral ap-
proach to tackle the interconnected challenges of sustainable 
development in an integrated manner and its transboundary 
focus, which helps devise solutions to shared challenges.

UNECE maintains a long-standing commitment to achieving 
gender equality and women’s empowerment in the economic 
realm. UNECE addresses gender gaps across the region by provid-
ing capacity-building workshops for women entrepreneurs and a 
multinational platform for the exchange of economic and social 
policies, measures and instruments with a gender perspective.

UNITED NATIONS ENTITY FOR GENDER EQUALITY 
AND WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT (UN WOMEN)

UN Women is the UN organization dedicated to gender equality 
and the empowerment of women. A global champion for wom-
en and girls, UN Women was established to accelerate progress 
on meeting their needs worldwide.

UN Women supports UN Member States as they set global 
standards for achieving gender equality, and works with gov-
ernments and civil society to design laws, policies, programmes 
and services needed to ensure that the standards are effectively 
implemented and truly benefit women and girls worldwide. It 
works globally to make the vision of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals is a reality for women and girls and stands behind 
women’s equal participation in all aspects of life, focusing on 
four strategic priorities: Women lead, participate in and ben-
efit equally from governance systems; Women have income 
security, decent work and economic autonomy; All women and 
girls live a life free from all forms of violence; Women and girls 
contribute to and have greater influence in building sustainable 
peace and resilience, and benefit equally from the prevention 
of natural disasters and conflicts and humanitarian action. UN 
Women also coordinates and promotes the UN system’s work in 
advancing gender equality.
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summaRy
COVID-19 has highlighted the importance of invest-
ment in the care economy for successful response, 
recovery and “building back better” from the pan-
demic. The report provides evidence on UN Economic 
Commission for Europe (ECE) member states´ efforts 
to secure and expand care-focused investment during 
the pandemic response and the implementation of re-
covery plans. It documents main policy measures with 
impacts on financing the care economy. Five main 
areas are distinguished: Fiscal and tax policy with di-
rect impacts on the care economy, second, economic 
stimulus action in specific sectors and enterprises, 
including the care sector and care enterprises. Third, 
employment protection measures, including subsi-
dies, especially in the care sector; fourth, measures 
aiming to protect the income of care workers. Fifth is 
direct support of paid care work, incl. pay, measures 
to improve working conditions, or emergency recruit-
ment and retainment measures. The report provides 
recommendations on how best to strengthen in-
vestment in the care economy in the response and 
recovery packages, differentiating between short-
term and medium/ long-term strategies. It is hoped 
that the analysis and the promising policy examples 
can stimulate an exchange of experiences and mutual 
learning between UNECE Member States, supported 
by UNECE.

Key findings
 • Care services play a key role for employment gen-

eration, economic development and women’s 
economic empowerment. Therefore, it is logical 
that care – more specifically public investment in 
high-quality care services and better conditions for 
care workers – has to be an essential element of the 
economic recovery plans from COVID-19.

 • There is a far-reaching consensus in the UNECE re-
gion that a well-furnished social care infrastructure 
requires public investments, and that an adequate 
level of care investment is a precondition for prog-
ress toward gender equality. The link between care 
services and women´s labour force participation 
is widely accepted as a driver of employment and 
care policies.

 • There is a great diversity in economic conditions and 
fiscal space for public spending on care throughout 
the UNECE region and spending patterns vary. For 
example, the share of spending on long-term care 
in Central Eastern European (CEE) countries in 2016 
was generally less than a half the OECD average. As 
a consequence, social safety nets and care institu-
tions for families in the region have been weakened 
and care gaps have appeared, for example in early 
childhood education and care, and in long-term 
care services. 

 • The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated care 
needs, increased the amount of paid and un-
paid care work and deepened care gaps. Rapid 
assessments of the social and economic impact 
of COVID-19 showed that women everywhere 
increased their amount of unpaid work, both in 
absolute number and as a share of the additional 
amount of work related to the pandemic. Working 
conditions in the care sector deteriorated, and care 
employment was not shielded from the impact of 
the pandemic.

 • Numerous measures in the emergency response 
and recovery packages in UNECE member states 
had direct impacts on the care economy. However, 
the economic stimulus packages and emergency 
support measures in response to COVID-19 so far 
have largely not prioritized support for the care 
economy. Especially care services were not ad-
equately protected, supported, or even expanded 
in the pandemic response. Most investment in the 
care economy has a longer time horizon, which is 
part of the reason why it was not prioritized in the 
COVID-19 emergency response, but needs to be ad-
dressed in the recovery process.

Key recommendations
A recovery from the pandemic that strives to “build 
back better” has to include the care economy among 
its central areas of focus. Responding to the inter-
connected needs in paid and unpaid care work and 
furthering women’s economic empowerment have 
to be central objectives. There are short-term and 
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longer-term perspectives on the relevance of invest-
ment in care for the pandemic response and the 
post-pandemic recovery process. Investment in care 
can be an instrument for addressing intersecting 
forms of economic and social inequality. 

Short-term perspectives on investment in the  
care economy 

 • Emergency packages and budget reallocations in 
response to COVID-19 need to prioritize care. Where 
necessary, virements between line items are need-
ed to secure care provision during the COVID-19 
response.

 • Childcare services and schools are essential for 
child development and women´s employment par-
ticipation, before, during, and after the pandemic.

 • To enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of in-
vestments in care during the emergency, policies 
are needed that simplify governance of the provi-
sion and financing of care services.

 • Emergency enterprise support needs to explic-
itly include care enterprises and self-employed care 
providers. They need to be included in all direct 
financial support schemes, as well as programs to 
protect employment and avoid unemployment.

 • Adequate support for parents and all workers and 
self-employed with care responsibilities needs to 
be included in emergency measures, especially 
during the closure of care services. This can include 
parental leave schemes and benefits, entitlements 
to home work, reduced working time, or flexible 
working time arrangements.

 • Redistributing care responsibilities between wom-
en and men has to be a central objective of care 
policies during the pandemic, to stop and reverse 
trends of a solidification of stereotypical gender 
roles during the emergency. 

Medium and long-term perspectives on investment  
in the care economy 

 • In the recovery process, countries should not fall 
back into previous patterns of austerity after a cri-
sis, at the expense of care and social infrastructure 
and women’s rights.

 • Investment in care during the recovery needs to 
strategically prioritize the physical and human care 
infrastructures. Recovery from the pandemic can 
provide opportunities to close pre-existing care 
gaps and address inequalities in the access, afford-
ability, and quality of care.

 • Care workforce shortages, as well as low pay, in-
adequate working conditions and the precarious 
employment situation of care workers, including 
migrant care workers, have to remain at the center 
of attention during and after the pandemic.

 • Care services need to be strengthened through 
public investment, in the interest of high quality 
standards and good institutional governance.

 • Tax policies will play a central role for an inclusive 
and sustainable recovery from the pandemic, as 
fiscal space is a core constraint for care-focused 
investment.

 • Improved data is needed for “care budgeting” (i.e. 
assessing care-focused impacts of policy decisions) 
and gender budgeting of post-pandemic recovery 
plans. Enhanced and improved data collection on 
the care economy will support evidence-based pro-
care decisions.
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1. intROduCtiOn
Paid and unpaid care work are fundamentally inter-
twined with women’s economic empowerment and 
gender equality. The care economy1 is “essential to 
the healthy and prosperous existence of human be-
ings as well as to the sustainability of economies and 
societies.” (ILO 2018a). The importance of care has be-
come very visible during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
when analyzing the pandemic response and recovery 
policies throughout the UNECE region. (ActionAid 
International 2020; Care Collective 2020b; Kabeer et 
al. 2021).2 In the COVID-19 pandemic, care work has 
held together the fabric of families and societies.

Care work, paid and unpaid, is mostly done by women. 
This is true in UNECE member states and around the 
globe. Because of their roles in the care economy 
and the low value and recognition assigned to care, 
women are limited in their economic and social op-
portunities. Paid and unpaid care work jointly shape 
women’s labour market involvement. Women are very 
often employed in paid care jobs; in addition, they 
provide a large share of unpaid care work, and there-
fore they rely on care services to be able to engage in 
the labour market. However, the provision of unpaid 
care by women remains largely taken for granted in 
economic and social policymaking, and the relevance 
of care to economies and societies continues to be 
overlooked by policy and decision makers – as has 
been the case during the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
response and recovery measures undertaken by gov-
ernments (Women’s Budget Group 2020; OECD 2020c; 
UN Women, Cantillon and Teasdale 2021). 

Women’s multiple roles in the care economy have 
shaped the gender impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
First, as providers of paid care work, women have been 
central in the fight against the pandemic, for example 
in hospitals and long-term care institution. Often, they 
have been directly exposed to the virus. Yet women 
were not only exposed as medical personnel. Also, the 

majority of health facility service-staff are women – in 
areas such as cleaning, laundry or catering. 

Second, in their roles as unpaid care providers, women 
have been heavily impacted by the measures that were 
implemented throughout the UNECE region to slow 
the spread of the virus: Care institutions closed, at 
least temporarily, and the provision of care returned to 
individual households. Consequently, women took on 
an additional burden of unpaid care work (UN Women, 
Cantillon and Teasdale 2021). The impact of closed care 
institutions has been especially heavy on single par-
ents, an overwhelming majority of them also women.

A sustainable and transformational approach to the 
recovery from the pandemic requires a care-oriented 
policy shift. The care economy’s central role for soci-
eties and resilient economies, for women’s economic 
empowerment and gender equality has to move to 
the center of attention. Care holds societies together 
in a pandemic. Without attention to the importance 
of the care economy as a whole, and the leverage of 
care services for women’s economic empowerment, 
the economic recovery from the pandemic will be im-
peded (Sultana and Ravanera 2020). 

The present report focuses on public investment in the 
care economy in the UNECE region in the context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. It applies a broad understand-
ing to the notion of “investment in care”. Government 
spending on care services and other spending with 
impacts on the care economy (only health care, long-
term care and childcare are addressed here), is termed 
“investment in care” here, specifically as “investment 
in paid care”. It is regarded investment in care (rather 
than public consumption) because it yields returns 
to the economy and society: The quality of life is 
protected and enhanced, and human capabilities are 
developed and maintained, thereby contributing to 
sustainable human development. 

1. The “care economy” as used in this report entails economic processes around the provision of care in a variety of settings and across 
formal and informal economies. It comprises, for example, health, childcare or social services as well a unpaid care work by family 
and community members, which is of great economic value but remains often uncounted.

2. Care work here is understood to comprise both paid and unpaid work. The provision of care entails the production of goods and 
services for the physical, social and emotional wellbeing of care dependent individuals and groups such as children, the elderly, the 
sick, and people with disabilities, as well as of healthy, working-age adults.
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