
Unpaid and Undervalued Care Work Keeps Women on 
the Brink 

from the 2014 Shriver Report  (01.22.2014) 

By Riane Eisler and Kimberly Otis, Center for Partnership Studies[1] 
 
Women do most of the care work in families; they care for children, the elderly, the sick, and the disabled. 
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, women devote more than 110 million hours a year to unpaid 
interactive childcare, more than double men’s less than 55 million hours.[2] 
This care work is socially and economically essential. But unless we change our current national and state 
policies, the fact that women do far more of this work than men will continue to be a major reason for 
women’s disproportionate poverty. 
 
According to the U.S. Government Accountability Office, or GAO, women over the age of 65 are twice as 
likely to live in poverty as men of the same age.[3] This is not only because women tend to live longer, nor 
is it only because of job discrimination. A major reason is that most of these women were, or are, full- or 
part-time caregivers. 
 
The failure of U.S. policies to give visibility, value, and support to care work is also one of the reasons why 
children in female-headed families are so disproportionately poor. This is also a major reason why the 
United States has the highest child poverty rate of all developed nations except for Romania.[4] 
 
Here are several steps we can take to change these statistics—and the suffering they reflect. 
 
SHOW THE ENORMOUS ECONOMIC VALUE OF UNPAID CARE WORK 
 
A Swiss government survey showed that if the unpaid work performed in households—primarily caring for 
people—were counted, it would constitute 40 percent of Swiss GDP.[5] A Massachusetts study estimates 
that adding unpaid care to traditional measures would increase the state’s GDP from $352 billion to $504 
billion—and that if unpaid care were counted in GDP, it would amount to nearly 30 percent of goods and 
services produced in the state.[6] 
 
Furthermore, a 2012 report from the Bureau of Economic Analysis at the U.S. Department of Commerce 
found that household production would have increased U.S. GDP in 2010 by 26 percent.[7] And a recent 
Australian study—using not only replacement value (which is low because care work is so poorly paid in 
the workplace) but also opportunity cost (what caregivers could earn on average if they were earning their 
potential in the paid economy)—places the value of this work at a whopping 50 percent of that country’s 
GDP.[8] 
 
Mainstream statistical data—the data policymakers use to make decisions—must include the value of this 
unpaid work, showing the large economic contribution of women through, for example, the new Social 
Wealth indicators.[9] These indicators identify the attributes of a society that support development of the 
full capacities of every individual throughout their lifespan, with special focus on the economic value of 
caring for and educating children, and hence on the contributions of women. This is essential to reduce 
women’s poverty and economic insecurity, especially in communities of color. In addition, until care work 
is adequately valued, men may not do more of it, which is critical to enabling women to seek and retain 
jobs outside of their homes. 
 
SHOW HOW QUALITY EARLY CHILD CARE AND EDUCATION CAN IMPACT ECONOMIC 
COMPETITIVENESS 
 
Findings from neuroscience show that human capacity development throughout the lifespan largely hinges 
on the quality of care children receive early on.[10] This obviously has enormous implications for 



individuals, but it also has enormous implications for national economic competitiveness. Good education 
and support for care work in families is essential, especially as we move into the postindustrial, service and 
knowledge economy; economists tell us that the most important capital for a nation’s economic success in 
the global economy is “high-quality human capital.[11]” 
 
SHOW HOW OTHER NATIONS ARE SUPPORTING CARE WORK AND THE EMPOWERMENT OF 
WOMEN, LEADING TO BOTH ECONOMIC SUCCESS AND A HIGHER GENERAL QUALITY OF 
LIFE 
 
Nations such as Sweden, Finland, and Norway have the lowest gender gaps in the world.[12] These nations 
were so poor at the beginning of the 20th century that there were famines, but today they are regularly in 
the highest ranks of the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Reports.[13] 
 
A major factor in this dramatic shift was that these nations invested in developing their “human capital” by 
empowering women. They provided stipends for child care, generous paid parental leave, high-quality 
early childhood education, and even social security credit for the first years of caring for a child at home. In 
addition, most EU countries have adopted caregiver credit programs as part of their social security 
systems.[14] 
 
We must help U.S. policymakers understand the economic benefits of these policies—for families 
(especially women and children) and for U.S. economic success. Caregiver credits, not just child tax 
credits, for example, would help reduce elderly women’s unconscionable poverty rates and improve 
benefits for caregivers. 
 
These kinds of measures are also essential to give more visibility to the work of unpaid care, thereby 
changing beliefs and attitudes about what is, or is not, economically valuable. And about the best 
investments a nation can make. 
 
(See Riane Eisler, The Real Wealth of Nations: Creating a Caring Economics (Berrett-Koehler, 2007), for 
a detailed analysis and further proposals.) 
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