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Fact sheet three: Making care work count

According to traditional economics, gross domestic product (GDP) is made up of two sectors: the private and
the public. Feminist economists argue that there is a third sector: the “care economy”- or the unpaid reproductive
and domestic work of women including caring for the aged and the sick; as well as voluntary community
services. The UNDP’s 1995 Human Development Report estimated that women’s unpaid work is equivalent to
some $11 trillion annually.

In sub-Saharan Africa an estimated 4.3 million people need AIDS home-based care, but only 12 percent receive
it. Approximately 90 percent of AIDS care takes place in the home and is mostly done by women and girls.
Because this work is unpaid, it is often taken for granted and undervalued. Caring for someone with AIDS can
increase the workload of a family caretaker by one third.

Recent experiments have shown that it is possible to incorporate gender into marco modelling. Time studies
are underway in a number of countries to obtain a clearer picture of the unpaid labour of women. Some
experiments have been conducted on incorporating women’s work into national accounts (for example in
Canada), but so far these have been placed in parallel accounts.  Very little quantitative research and information
is available in the closely related area of the “informal sector”- the survivalist activities that the poor, and
especially women, engage in, often circumventing cumbersome and costly regulations, in order to make a
living.

This field of inquiry intensified in the eighties as a result of mounting evidence that the cuts in social spending
as a result of the need to reduce budget deficits under structural adjustment were leading to disproportionately
negative effects on women, who bore the brunt of new user fees and declines in subsidies in areas such as
education and health. Retrenchments also led to an increase in the number of those making a living in the
“informal sector”- an area in which women predominate.  Such criticism prompted moves to ensure that social
spending is protected in structural adjustment programmes.

Within the formal economy, women tend to take jobs that are of a care nature- domestic work, nursing,
clerical and secretarial work, nursery school and primary school teaching. Men tend to take jobs that are of
a “control” nature- management, finance, defence and security, politics etc. Society assigns very different
values to these types of work. In general the professions in which men predominate are much more highly
paid than those in which women predominate. This explains why, in just about every part of the world,
women’s wages in the formal sector are about sixty percent those of men, not because of formal discrimination,
but because women are socialized into taking jobs that are not rewarded in the same way as the jobs that
men perform.

With the recent wide-scale trade liberalization measures being undertaken both by countries undergoing
structural adjustment and those that are not, the debate is shifting towards the gendered impact of globalisation.
Rapid export led growth, often entailing the establishment of Export Processing Zones (EPZs), has led to job
creation for women in many developing countries because of the nature of the industries (predominantly
textiles and clothing) and the fact that women’s labour is cheaper. Some 80 percent of employees in EPZs are
women.

In Latin America and Asia, this phenomenon has raised the living standards of women and is leading to shifts
in the sharing of responsibilities within the home. But it has also raised labour-related concerns including
direct and indirect wage discrimination; and the vulnerable status of women employees in EPZs. In Sub Saharan
Africa, where exports are still largely agriculturally- based, the shift towards export- led growth is placing
increasing burdens on women who shoulder major responsibilities for food production as well as providing
labour to export crops whose proceeds are typically controlled by men.

Understanding the gendered outcomes of marco-economic policy is critical to targeted policy formulation.
In the above examples, for instance, the disadvantages confronted by women relative to men can be ameliorated
by labour legislation on the one hand; and support for women farmers (including access to land tenure; credit,
labour saving devices and technical advice) on the other. Another critical policy consideration is state subventions
and support for those who provide care work.


