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Policy Brief
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sustainable European Care Strategy

7 / 2022 —Social

Key Points 

•	 The new working program of the European 
Commission aims for a European Care Strategy to 
improve the situation of caregivers as well as the 
quality of care for care receivers from elementary 
education and childcare to long-term care.

•	 Due to social norms and values, mainly women 
are responsible for the majority of caregiving 
tasks across Europe. This has a direct impact 
on their income and directly contributes 
to a high gender pay and pension gap.

•	 Accessible, affordable and sustainable high-
quality care and support work needs to be 
guaranteed in the long term and across Europe.

•	 A holistic understanding of the provision 
of care, support, education and upbringing 
is needed. This requires an adequately 
financed long-term strategy as well as the 
definition of specific objectives at EU level.

Background 

Due to social norms and values, mainly women are 
(made) responsible for the majority of caregiving 
tasks across Europe. This contributes significantly 
to the gender employment gap: Women across 
Europe, but especially in Austria, name unpaid 
childcare and caring for relatives as the most 
common reasons for reducing working hours or 
completely dropping out of the labour market. Both, 
horizontal and vertical labour market segregation 
is exacerbated, as women have to take on part-
time, precarious and even informal jobs in order to 

adapt paid work to the care needs of their relatives. 
This directly affects their short- and medium-term 
income and contributes to a high gender pay gap. In 
the long term, this means a gender-specific pension 
gap and high risks of poverty among older women. 
Hence, expanding public, high-quality childcare and 
care services can significantly boost the labour 
market participation of women. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has intensified women’s 
unpaid care work. Due to numerous lockdowns, 
school and kindergarten closures, mothers across 
Europe have reduced their employed hours. This will 
lead to an increase in the lifetime income gap for 
Austria’s working mothers by a total of EUR 1.3 billion. 
At the same time, the unpaid work done by women 
so far during this pandemic corresponds to around 
27% of Austrian economic output.

Main Findings

The pandemic has also sharpened the focus on so 
called critical professions throughout Europe. In 
Austria, studies speak of around 1 million critical 
employees. Compared to other sectors, these 
professions are characterized by underpayment and 
a relatively high proportion of women. Particularly 
precarious jobs within these already very stressful 
professions are taken on by older workers and 
migrants. A disproportionately large number of 
employees in critical professions are themselves 
confronted with the multiple burden of paid and 
unpaid work. With regard to social security, which 
depends heavily on income, it is evident that 
employees in occupations with a high proportion of 
women are under much greater financial pressure, as 
they cannot make ends meet with their salary month 
after month. Employees with a migration background 
are even more likely to be at risk of poverty than 
employees without a migration background.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/system/files/2022-european-semester-country-report-austria_en.pdf
https://www.momentum-institut.at/system/files/2020-08/momentum_policybrief_16.2020_corona-pay-gap.pdf
https://www.arbeiterkammer.at/interessenvertretung/arbeitundsoziales/arbeitsmarkt/AK_Studie_Arbeitsbedingungen_in_systemrelevanten_Berufen.pdf
https://awblog.at/beklatschte-systemrelevanz/
https://awblog.at/beklatschte-systemrelevanz/
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hour more of free time than women (56). Accord-
ing to data from previous time-use surveys, the 
gender gap in domestic work and childcare has 
remained similar to 2013 levels (about 30 min-
utes per weekday to the detriment of women) 
(Bacq, 2020). In France, a survey undertaken 
during the strictest phase of lockdown showed 
that one in three women stopped work to 
focus on childcare and housework, compared 
with one in four men (Lambert et al., 2020).

3.2. How much of their care needs 
do families externalise and what 
are the effects?

3.2.1. Use of early childhood education and 
care services

The use of childcare services for children under 
compulsory school age has increased in the EU 
over the past decade (EACEA, 2019). Between 
2010 and 2018, the enrolment rate of children 

(56) 6 hours 28 minutes for men compared with 5 hours 26 minutes for women on weekdays.
(57) EIGE calculations based on Eurostat (ilc_caindformal, ilc_caindother). For the second Barcelona target, focusing on the enrolment 

of children between the age of 3 years and compulsory school age, data are not fully comparable between countries, as compul-
sory school age varies between Member States.

under 3 years old increased by 5 p.p. and that 
of children aged between 3 years old and com-
pulsory school age increased by 9 p.p. In 2018, 
35 % of children under 3 years old and 86 % of 
children aged between 3 years and mandatory 
school age attended formal childcare services 
in the EU-28 (57). However, important differences 
in enrolment rates persist between Member 
States, especially for children under 3 years of 
age. While most Member States have achieved 
the Barcelona target of 90 % of children between 
3 years old and compulsory school age attend-
ing formal childcare services, several continue 
to fall short of the Barcelona target of 33 % of 
children under 3 years (Figure 20).

The enrolment rate by number of hours of 
childcare attendance per week is a particularly 
important indicator in the analysis of the exter-
nalisation of childcare activities. Reflecting the 
commitment made by EU countries in 2002, this 
indicator is part of the monitoring framework 
under the BPfA. Most Member States have an 
enrolment rate of children in formal care that is 

Figure 20. Shares of children enrolled in formal childcare, by age group and country (%, EU-28, 
2018)
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NB: The figures are for children in formal care as a percentage of the population of the same age group. Formal care includes education 
at pre-school or equivalent and childcare at centre-based services, daycare centres and pre-school. Provisional data: IE; UK.
Source: Eurostat (ilc_caindformal).

Furthermore, a so-called wage negotiation asymmetry 
exists in the care sector: people who provide care work 
are reluctant to resort to the usual means of industrial 
action such as strikes for example to improve working 
conditions and wages. This is because a strike could 
go hand in hand with the withdrawal of care services 
for their protégés, something literature describes as 
“care penalty” 

Care as a sustainable sector for investment

Well-developed public services in care are of general 
interest and support a good life for all, especially in 
times of crises. Investments in the care sector create 
almost entirely CO2-neutral employment opportunities, 
which is key, especially in the wake of the climate crisis.

US studies show that investments in the areas of care 
generate twice as much employment as investments 
in technical infrastructure. Calculations for various 
OECD countries show that the employment effect 
of investments in the care sector is in fact 60% 
higher than in the construction sector. Additionally, 
investments in the care sector create more jobs for 
low-income households.

For Austria, an analysis by WIFO shows that in the care 
sector, economic multipliers are comparatively high 
due to the high proportion of wages and salaries and 
the associated high direct value added. For every euro 
invested publicly in long-term care, there is a return flow 
of 70% through taxes and social insurance contributions.

High need for care

On the demand side, there is a considerable need 
for formal childcare as well as long-term care across 
Europe. Large differences in enrolment rates of 
children in formal childcare persist across Member 
States, especially for children under the age of three, 
although the supply of childcare for children under 
compulsory school age has increased in recent 
decades. While most Member States have met the 
Barcelona target of 90% of children between the ages 
of three and school age being in formal childcare 
services, several Member States are falling short of 
the Barcelona target of 33% of children under the age 
of three being in formal childcare (Figure 1).

In the former EU-28 (now 27), the coverage rate of long 
term care services (the ratio between recipients of in-
stitutional and home care services and the population 
in need of care) is estimated at 35%, with considerable 
variation between countries (see Figure 2). Coverage 
rates vary from above 60% in Belgium, and the Nether-
lands to below 10% in Poland and Portugal. Coverage 
rates tend to be higher for home care services than for 
institutional care in most Member States. 

The pandemic has clearly demonstrated the need to 
increase funding and investment in the social sector 
by billions of euros across Europe – for example in 
childcare, schools and long-term care. The expansion 
of high-quality care services is a key prerequisite for 
increasing women’s participation in the workforce. In 

Figure 1:  �Shares of children enrolled in formal childcare, by age group and country (%, EU-28)� Source: EIGE 2021, p. 46

��NB: The figures are for children in formal care as a percentage of the population of the same age group. Formal care 
includes education at pre-school or equivalent and childcare at centre-based services, daycare centres and pre-school. 
Provisional data: IE; UK. 
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hour more of free time than women (56). Accord-
ing to data from previous time-use surveys, the 
gender gap in domestic work and childcare has 
remained similar to 2013 levels (about 30 min-
utes per weekday to the detriment of women) 
(Bacq, 2020). In France, a survey undertaken 
during the strictest phase of lockdown showed 
that one in three women stopped work to 
focus on childcare and housework, compared 
with one in four men (Lambert et al., 2020).

3.2. How much of their care needs 
do families externalise and what 
are the effects?

3.2.1. Use of early childhood education and 
care services

The use of childcare services for children under 
compulsory school age has increased in the EU 
over the past decade (EACEA, 2019). Between 
2010 and 2018, the enrolment rate of children 

(56) 6 hours 28 minutes for men compared with 5 hours 26 minutes for women on weekdays.
(57) EIGE calculations based on Eurostat (ilc_caindformal, ilc_caindother). For the second Barcelona target, focusing on the enrolment 

of children between the age of 3 years and compulsory school age, data are not fully comparable between countries, as compul-
sory school age varies between Member States.

under 3 years old increased by 5 p.p. and that 
of children aged between 3 years old and com-
pulsory school age increased by 9 p.p. In 2018, 
35 % of children under 3 years old and 86 % of 
children aged between 3 years and mandatory 
school age attended formal childcare services 
in the EU-28 (57). However, important differences 
in enrolment rates persist between Member 
States, especially for children under 3 years of 
age. While most Member States have achieved 
the Barcelona target of 90 % of children between 
3 years old and compulsory school age attend-
ing formal childcare services, several continue 
to fall short of the Barcelona target of 33 % of 
children under 3 years (Figure 20).

The enrolment rate by number of hours of 
childcare attendance per week is a particularly 
important indicator in the analysis of the exter-
nalisation of childcare activities. Reflecting the 
commitment made by EU countries in 2002, this 
indicator is part of the monitoring framework 
under the BPfA. Most Member States have an 
enrolment rate of children in formal care that is 

Figure 20. Shares of children enrolled in formal childcare, by age group and country (%, EU-28, 
2018)
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https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190628963.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190628963-e-24
https://www.open.ac.uk/ikd/sites/www.open.ac.uk.ikd/files/files/working-papers/COVID%2520care-led%2520recovery_IKD_WP85_2020_06_12%2520%2528003%2529.pdf
https://www.open.ac.uk/ikd/sites/www.open.ac.uk.ikd/files/files/working-papers/COVID%20care-led%20recovery_IKD_WP85_2020_06_12%20%28003%29.pdf
https://www.open.ac.uk/ikd/sites/www.open.ac.uk.ikd/files/files/working-papers/COVID%20care-led%20recovery_IKD_WP85_2020_06_12%20%28003%29.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/332752387_The_Economic_Impact_of_Long-term_Care_Services/link/5cc7fe394585156cd7bbc807/download
https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-inequalities-care-and-consequences-labour-market
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3.2.2. Use of long-term care services

Despite independent living being a political pri-
ority (see Section 2.2), a significant number of 
older people in the EU reside in healthcare 
or LTC institutions. According to 2011 census 
data, the share of older people in the EU aged 
65–84 years living in institutions was 1.7 % 
and reached 12.6 % among those aged 85 or 
older (62) (Eurostat, 2017).

Recent OECD data shows that the share of 
older people over 65 in LTC institutions other 
than hospitals is above 4 % in seven Member 
States (Germany, Estonia, France, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, Finland and Sweden) and below 
2 % in three countries (Latvia, Poland and Por-
tugal) (63). For all countries for which data is 
available, women make up the majority of insti-
tutional LTC residents, ranging from 56 % in 
Latvia to 75 % in Czechia (64). The high num-
bers of people living in institutions are partly 

(62) Excluding Ireland and Finland, for which no information is available.
(63) OECD 2018 statistics (‘LTC recipients in institutions – Long-term care resources and utilisation: Long-term care recipients’, https://

stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?queryid=30143#). Data available for 14 Member States and extracted on 9 July 2020.
(64) OECD 2018 statistics (‘LTC recipients in institutions – Long-term care resources and utilisation: Long-term care recipients’, https://

stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?queryid=30143#). Data available for 13 Member States and extracted on 9 July 2020.

linked to a dearth of community-based services 
and support, making home-based care difficult 
to access (EIGE, 2019a, 2020d; Spasova et al., 
2018).

In the EU-28, the coverage rate of LTC services 
(the ratio between recipients of institutional 
and home care services and the population in 
need of care) is estimated at 35 % (European 
Commission, 2018), with considerable variation 
between countries (Figure 24). Coverage rates 
vary from above 60 % in Belgium, Malta and the 
Netherlands to below 10 % in Poland and Portu-
gal. Coverage rates tend to be higher for home 
care services than for institutional care in most 
Member States (with the exceptions of Czechia, 
Germany, Italy, Cyprus, Lithuania, Hungary, Por-
tugal and Romania).

Gender is a key issue in analysis of LTC ser-
vices, including barriers to access, as women 
make up the majority of both care recipients 

Figure 24. Long-term care recipients as a percentage of the population potentially in need of 
care, by type of care (%, 15 +, EU-28, 2016)
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NB: Coverage estimated as the ratio between recipients and population potentially needing LTC. Recipient data provided by Member 
States. Population in potential need is based on 2011–2015 averages of EU-SILC data on ‘self-perceived longstanding limitation in 
activities because of health problems for at least the last 6 months’. The coverage of institutional care in LU is likely to be underestimated 
due to incomplete data.
Source: EIGE calculations based on European Commission (2018a).

addition, there is a need for a social and economic 
upgrading of professions with a high proportion of 
women in employment. The two ways to improve 
working conditions for care workers include providing 
better training and better salaries in the sector. The 
need to increase salaries in the care sector has gained 
particular urgence during the pandemic. Due to the 
distribution of unpaid work and the high proportion 
of women in critical professions, investments would 
initially benefit women in particular, but ultimately 
improve the lives of most people. 

Key points for the European Care Strategy

The new working program of the European 
Commission aims for a European Care Strategy to 
support the best care and work-life balance. It will be 
tackling the situation of caregivers as well as the needs 
of care receivers from elementary education and 
childcare to long-term care. 

The European Care Strategy needs a strong gender 
dimension, which pursues a holistic and lifelong 
approach to care and care work. At the same time, it 
has to provide for specific measures to improve the 
working conditions of employees in care and education 
professions as well as to improve the quality of services 
for those in need of care and support. Care work in its 
most diverse forms ensures the quality of life as well as 
our psychological and physical well-being.

The European Care Strategy needs to understand the 
financing of public care services as an investment in 
the future and not as a mere cost factor. High-quality 
working conditions, appropriate remuneration, training 
and professional development opportunities as well as 
healthy and secure jobs can bind employees in the long 
term and increase the interest in and attractiveness 
of care professions. It is essential to find new ways for 
financing additional care spending, nationally and at 
the European level, for example by some kind of new 
RRF. Accessible, affordable and sustainable high-
quality care and support work is of high importance in 
the long term and throughout Europe.

Furthermore, a holistic understanding of the provision 
of care, support, education and upbringing is needed. 
The coordination and interaction of all measures has to 
be improved so that funds and resources really benefit 
care receivers and care givers. This requires long-term 
strategic investments as well as the setting of specific 
objectives at EU level. Quality standards in care and 
support are essential. In particular, high minimum 
standards are necessary with regard to the care and 
nursing ratio. Similar to the Barcelona goals of 2002, 
new goals are needed – both in elementary education 
and in long-term care. Ideally, the fulfilment of these 
targets should be financed to some extent by EU funds 
to incentivise countries like Austria, which still fail to 
meet the Barcelona target of a childcare rate of 33% for 
children under the age of three.

Figure 2:  �Long-term care recipients as a percentage of the population potentially  
in need of care, by type of care (%, age group 15 +, EU-28) � Source: EIGE 2021, p. 50
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* EU-28 countries unweighted average.
NB: Coverage estimated as the ratio between recipients and population potentially needing LTC. Recipient data provided 
by Member States. Population in potential need is based on 2011–2015 averages of EU-SILC data on ‘self-perceived 
longstanding limitation in activities because of health problems for at least the last 6 months’. The coverage of 
institutional care in LU is likely to be underestimated due to incomplete data.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/system/files/2022-european-semester-country-report-austria_en.pdf
https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-inequalities-care-and-consequences-labour-market
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Demands

A European Care Strategy that helps all people in 
Europe to develop and regenerate their intellectual, 
physical and emotional abilities in the best possible way 
is necessary. It also needs to fundamentally reassess, 
recognize and redefine the value of the care profession.  

It is crucial to improve working conditions for care 
workers concerning better training and better salaries 
in the sector. There is an urgent need for an expansion 
of professional care services, more staff, better pay 
and better care quality. 

Therefore, there is the need for 

•	 an investment offensive together with a new, 
transparent and sustainable system of care financing 
to significantly increase quantity and quality

•	 a societal rethink and the recognition of the 
opportunities offered by quality care in terms 
of the high relevance of early childhood 
education as well as long-term care

•	 ensuring elementary pedagogical care 
quality in addition to the quantitative 
expansion of childcare places

•	 high quality childcare places being affordable 
and available all day and all year round  

•	 significant improvements for people in need of 
care, their relatives and for professional caregivers

•	 an EU framework directive to define the basic rights 
and obligations for the employment of caregivers 
at home (so-called live-in-carers), which defines the 
basic rights and obligations of all actors involved

•	 a proposal for guidelines to improve the employment 
conditions of health professionals, since the 
different conditions exacerbate the Europe-wide 
shortage of staff in these professional groups
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