




 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
  

  

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 

 

Forewords
 

Women around the world take great 
pride and satisfaction in looking 
after children, the elderly and sick 
members of their family, as well as 
their homes – what specialists call 
‘unpaid care and domestic work’. 
And well they should! Family and 
community life, our societies and our 
economies depend upon this work. 

And yet in countries rich and poor, 
women – and often girls – are unfairly 
made to shoulder an unequal and 
excessive amount of unpaid care.  
The time and energy required for care 
limits women’s opportunities to earn 
an income, develop personally and 
thrive professionally. Excessive unpaid 
care work is stubbornly holding back 
women’s and girls’ empowerment. 

Oxfam is proud to have worked 
with Unilever, local women’s rights 
organisations and partners across 
Africa, Asia and Latin America to free 
up women’s time – from building water 
sources closer to homes to challenging 
the idea that unpaid care is ‘women’s 
work’. I seize every chance to have 
influence on these issues in decision-
making spaces, from chiefs in the 
communities where Oxfam works to 
leaders at Davos to the UN and World 
Bank. I see momentum for change. 

It’s clearer than ever that businesses 
have a responsibility – and are ready – 
to Commit, Act and Advocate on  

unpaid care. Global businesses, 
across sectors, can strengthen 
their supply chain, labour and 
gender policies to include explicit 
commitments to address unpaid care. 
They can use the unparalleled power 
of their brands and advertising to 
promote new norms where men and 
boys do their equal share of unpaid 
care. They can support their suppliers 
to adopt family-friendly employment 
policies and influence governments to 
make reducing women’s unpaid care 
work a key policy objective. 

That’s why I’m excited to share this 
Business Briefing. It shows clearly 
what businesses can do to address 
this critical issue – to enable 
women to thrive. 

Winnie Byanyima 
Executive Director
 
Oxfam International
 

Gender equality is a matter of human 
rights. Many organisations are 
making commitments to policies 
and practices that empower women 
and drive progress toward this goal. 
However, there is more to be done. 

In particular, we need to move 
towards systematically tackling 
one of the most binding constraints 

women face – the disproportionate 
responsibility for family and 
household care work. This is an 
unfair burden and it is not just a 
family matter; the impact of unpaid 
care on women and girls is a business 
issue too. As the business case 
for tackling unpaid care becomes 
more compelling (or impossible 
to ignore), we see how companies 
that have taken steps to tackle it are 
benefitting from their actions. 

At Unilever, women represent 
70% of our consumers and 49% 
of our managerial workforce. We 
want our own workforce to be free 
of limiting norms and stereotypes 
in the workplace and we therefore 
implement progressive policies to 
enable equal economic participation. 
We are also championing equality 
through our brands like Dove 
Men+Care, advocating for better 
paternity leave policies. In wider 
society, we are helping to eliminate 
harmful gender stereotypes 
from advertising through the 
Unstereotype Alliance. 

Systemic change is not possible 
if we are doing this alone. 
Collaboration across sectors 
and industries is key and our 
partnership with Oxfam to 
address unpaid care work is an 
example of just that. We are already 
seeing signs of success from the 
programme in the Philippines and 
Zimbabwe. Now it is time to build  
on this and mobilise others. I urge  
my fellow business leaders to 
Commit, to Act, to Advocate on 
unpaid care and domestic work. 
Together, our actions can have a 
bigger impact in addressing the 
inequities of unpaid care work, 
enabling us to accelerate gender 
equality and the overall growth 
of the economy. 

Leena Nair 
Chief HR Officer 
Unilever 
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Section 1 

A disproportionate workload holding back women and girls’ empowerment
 

A missed opportunity 
for men and boys 

When men don’t shoulder their fair share of unpaid care 
work, they can miss out on positive and life-affirming 
experiences, such as the lifelong bonds that can come 
from spending time with children as they grow. Taking 
on unpaid care work can contribute to a man’s sense of 
self-worth and work-life balance, and to more fulfilling 
relationships with a partner and other family members. 
However, it can be difficult for men who wish to play 
more active caregiving roles to depart from outdated 
social norms that label this ‘women’s work’. 

Unequal responsibility for unpaid care work is both 
a missed opportunity for men and boys and a major 
obstacle on the path to achieving gender equality and 
empowering women and girls. Easing the load can help 
expand women’s choices, improve their quality of life and 
that of their families, and unlock the benefits of gender 
equality as a driver of economic growth and prosperity. Photo: iStock.com/Wavebreakmedia 

Photo: Aurelie Marrier d Unienville/Oxfam 

The responsibility for doing unpaid 
care work falls disproportionately 
on women and girls – and this is a 
problem. Globally, women on average 
do more than three times the unpaid 
care work done by men,5 rising to 
more than five times in poor rural 
areas.6 There is not a single country 

where men and women do equal 
amounts of unpaid care work,  
and in some regions women do as 
much as 80–90%.7 This unequal 
division of labour, combined in 
some countries with a lack of basic 
infrastructure (like electricity 
and water), a lack of time-saving 

equipment (like washing machines) 
and a lack of affordable alternative 
care services (like childcare),  
creates a significant unpaid care 
workload for women. On average, 
women spend 4.5 hours a day on 
family and household care,8 and  
this is likely to increase further  
as women are expected to do the  
lion’s share of care for an ageing 
global population. 

Studies from the United Nations,9 

Oxfam10 and others point to the 
challenges that significant unpaid 
care workloads create for women. 
These include chronic time deficits 
that exacerbate women’s time 
poverty, in turn limiting their ability 
to participate in economic, political 
and social activities including 
opportunities for education, 
employment, entrepreneurship and 
participation in political and social 
life. In some places, unpaid care  
keeps girls out of school. It prevents 
women and girls from enjoying their 
rights on an equal basis with men, 
reduces their earning power and 
influence in family decision-making, 
and leaves them overly dependent 
on the men in their families. 

7 
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Section 1 

Photo: Aurelie Marrier d Unienville/Oxfam 

Box 1. Easing the load and sharing responsibility for unpaid care and domestic work11 

Experts focused on the topic of The 4R framework 
unpaid care and domestic work 
have created a simple framework 1. Recognise that unpaid care work is mainly done by women, acknowledge 
that summarises key steps that it as work – a type of production that creates real value – and recognise  
need to be taken by governments, it as such in relevant policies. 
civil society organisations and 
businesses to redress the balance 2. Reduce the total number of hours that need to be spent on unpaid care 
and relieve women’s heavy share tasks by improving access to affordable time-saving devices and care-
of unpaid care work, freeing up supporting infrastructure such as water, electricity and public transport. 
their time for other pursuits. 

3. Redistribute unpaid care work within the household so that the total 
amount of unpaid care work is more fairly shared among family members, 
and shift some of the cost, responsibility and opportunity associated  
with unpaid care work to the state and the private sector (for example, 
through state and/or employer-sponsored childcare services and  
paid parental leave). The 4R framework is based on the work  

of Diane Elson as presented in D. Elson 
(2008) ‘The Three R’s of Unpaid Work: 4. Represent caregivers effectively in design and decision-making so  
Recognition, Reduction and Redistribution’. 
The concept of the 4th R was developed  they can voice their concerns and shape policies, budgets and plans  
by Oxfam and ActionAid. that reflect their needs and interests. 
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Section 3 

Commit 

1. Strengthen your existing 
corporate commitments to 
gender equality, women’s 
empowerment and the 
Sustainable Development 
Goals with an explicit 
ambition to help reduce 
and redistribute the 
responsibility for unpaid 
care work. 

Act 

2. Target action on unpaid 
care and domestic 
work where it can have 
the biggest impact 
for women and girls, 
and for your business. 

Advocate 

3. Collaborate with other 
companies, industry 
associations, government 
and civil society to marshal 
evidence and resources 
for policy-level change. 

A clear and specific commitment to address unpaid care work as it affects 
women and men throughout the value chain – ideally with senior executive 
buy-in – helps create legitimacy and direction for action in relevant parts of the 
business, and sends an important signal of intent both internally and externally. 

Unpaid care work continues to be an issue impacting many 
people in both our business and the communities where we operate, 
disproportionately impacting women. A multifaceted approach 
which focuses on both policies, programmes and cultural change is 
required to address this, and we’re committed to playing our part.” 

Kate Gibson, Director, Diageo in Society29 

Prioritising action based on potential impact makes the most effective use 
of corporate resources and sets the stage for demonstration effects both 
within the company and in the business community at large. Which are the 
highest-impact opportunities will depend on the size and gender mix of 
the employee base, for example, and whether products and marketing are 
connected to unpaid care work. 

In the absence of hard data, few employers understand just 
how profound an effect caregiving has on the organization’s costs 
and performance in tangible and intangible ways.” 

From ‘The Caring Company’, Harvard Business School30 

While individual companies can have meaningful impacts on their own, there 
may be beneficial shifts to be made in public policies that govern worker rights 
and conditions across industries, that shape the provision of childcare and elder 
care facilities, or that influence investment decisions in the provision of basic 
services like water, sanitation and energy. Advocating for public policy change 
and targeted public investment requires a multi-stakeholder approach to better 
understand and articulate the case from community and industry points of view. 

Women’s economic empowerment is about creating gender 
equality and removing barriers to entry into the workforce 
for women. (…) Empowerment comes from creating onramps 
for women to be able to work if they want to. It’s what happens 
when we address barriers like unpaid care work, or a lack of 
access to property and financial assets, which are just some 
of the reasons why women’s labour participation is lower.” 

Tina Fordham, Chief Global Political Analyst, Citi31 
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