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1.	 Introduction
The Australian Human Rights Commission’s report, Investing in care: Recognising and valuing those who care examines the current 
issues in unpaid caring in Australia. The report looks at the way in which caring responsibilities effect workforce participation and 
examines the impact of time spent out of the workforce on the retirement incomes and savings of unpaid carers. 

The report considers:

•	 the nature of unpaid caring work in Australia;
•	 the relationship between unpaid caring work and women’s unequal participation in the workforce, and women’s long-term 

economic security (in particular, retirement income);
•	 the different models/measures used in Australia and internationally which recognise and remunerate unpaid caring work, and 
•	 options for reform that will properly recognise and compensate those who undertake unpaid caring work.

The report is intended as a discussion paper to inform potential policy reforms in Australia. By researching a range of mechanisms and 
models used to value unpaid caring work, both in Australia and overseas, the report identifies possible options for reform that could be 
applicable in the Australian context.

The options for reform cover a range of mechanisms including legislative mechanisms, flexible work arrangements, carer support 
payments, leave arrangements, services for carers, workplace initiatives and mechanisms within the retirement income and savings 
system (ie taxation, superannuation and income support). 

The report comes in two parts:

	 Volume 1 – the research report
	 Volume 2 – the technical papers

In addition the Report is complemented by the Supporting Carers in the Workplace: A Toolkit. The Toolkit focuses on strategies 
workplaces can use to support unpaid carers to meet their caring responsibilities while continuing to work. The Toolkit provides 
practical suggestions and examples of different kinds of workplace mechanisms to support carers in organisations and workplaces of 
all sizes and types. These examples have been drawn from current practice both within Australia and internationally. 

Both volumes of the report and the Toolkit are available at: http://www.humanrights.gov.au/about/publications/.
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2.	Technical Paper A: 
Defining unpaid 
care

2.1	 Unpaid care
In considering policy options to recognise and value unpaid caring work it is essential to develop a definition of unpaid caring that 
clearly sets out the target population, the purpose, and how these relate to the proposed outcomes of any policy options. The aims in 
this project are to consider and identify policies and mechanisms that recognise and value unpaid care in order to improve opportunities 
for carers to participate in the workforce and to address the gender gap in retirement savings associated with unpaid caring roles.

Unpaid caring work is undertaken by two main groups in Australia:

1.	 parents (who include biological, step, adoptive, or foster parents, and grandparents or guardians with caring responsibilities for 
a dependent child); and

2.	 carers (who include people caring for a family member or friend with disabilities, chronic illness or frailty due to older age. 
‘Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in 
interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.1

This latter definition includes parents of children with disability, who have both parental roles and other unpaid care roles.

2.2	 Understanding the nature of care
The academic literature2 on the nature of care suggests that unpaid care encompasses the following elements:

•	 relationships of moral and social obligation and responsibility;
•	 labour, it is an activity with costs, both emotional and financial;
•	 a disposition of attentiveness to another’s needs; and
•	 care occurs within economic and social policy arrangements and normative social frameworks, which define entitlements, 

expectations and responsibility for care and how this is to be shared between individuals and the state.

These facets of care should be considered when defining unpaid caring for the purposes of the policies and mechanisms considered 
and proposed in this project.

2.3	 Defining parents and carers in this project
Defining parents and carers for the purposes of recognising and remunerating unpaid carers in order to enhance workforce participation 
and decreasing gender inequalities in retirement incomes requires consideration of the following elements which may affect criteria for 
eligibility for policies and access to entitlements:

1)	 Types of relationships to be recognised in a definition of unpaid care including: age of children for whom one has responsibility 
to care, types of familial or marital relationships, relationships of co-residence, and relationships to members of a broader 
community.

2)	 Types of unpaid care needs to be recognised :
a.	 Level of dependency and support for children – until what age and under what conditions should parental care be 

recognised?
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b.	 Level and duration of disability or illness – what thresholds of care needs should be considered? How should episodic illness 
or conditions be addressed?

3)	 Level of unpaid care contributions:
a.	 How should care contributions be measured? Time? Resources? Responsibility?
b.	 What contribution to parenting each child would count as sufficient?
c.	 What contribution to informal care would count as sufficient? 

4)	 Location of unpaid care:
a.	 Does care need to be co-residential to be recognised?
b.	 Is caring for a person while they are in residential care also to be recognised?

5)	 Restrictions on eligibility – should definitions of unpaid caring work:
a.	 Be subject to residence requirements, as in forms of income support?
b.	 Be subject to income and assets tests relating to self, person cared for, or partner?
c.	 Have paid employment or education or training participation restrictions?

Table 1 outlines examples of the definitions of parents and carers used in a range of current contexts in Australia in legislation, income 
support systems and statistical data collections. These definitions are all employed for different purposes and may or may not have 
relevance to the mechanisms that are proposed in this research project. In future policy development, all potential definitions should 
be scrutinised for the ways in which they define criteria to recognise unpaid carers – both carers and parents – according to the above 
elements.

2. Technical Paper A: Defining unpaid care
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(a)	 Legislation
A definition of carers (of people with disability, illness or frailty) to be used in this project should align with the definition in the Carer 
Recognition Act 2010 (Cth) and the exclusions indicated within the definition in this Act relating to paid and volunteer carers and the 
acknowledgement that co-residence or existence of a relationship in themselves, are not sufficient to be defined as a carer. For the 
purposes of this project, there are limitations in this definition as it does not define a level of care that might be considered to be a 
threshold to identify carers whose responsibilities impede workforce participation. 

A broad definition of carer also should align with the definitions of carers and associates who are carers in the Disability Discrimination 
Act 1992 (Cth) (DDA), as this definition encompasses individuals who ‘provides assistance ... to the person because of the disability’. 
However, for the purposes of this project our definition of carers is restricted to those who provide such assistance without 
remuneration for their assistance, as the aims of this project are to develop recommendations for carers who have care responsibilities 
that impede their workforce participation and capacity to accumulate retirement incomes and savings. Paid carers by definition are 
employed and thus have opportunities to contribute to superannuation. 

While the general terms of the definition of carer in the DDA are relevant to the definition of carer for this project, the purposes of 
the definition of carers in that Act are different to the purpose of the definition of carers within this project. The definition of carer in 
the DDA is used within sections of the Act which aim to prevent discrimination against the person with a disability due to the fact of 
having a carer or assistant and also to prevent discrimination against associates, who include carers (paid and unpaid), because of the 
association with a person with disability.

A preferred definition of care relationships to be used in this project is broader than the definition in the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 
(Cth), as this Act only refers to family responsibilities for immediate family members, which include a child, spouse, and also a parent, 
grandparent, or sibling of the person or the spouse of the person. This definition of recognised care relationships does not address the 
question of care responsibilities for household members or obligations to kin networks and friends beyond immediate family members. 
The Fair Work Act 2009 (Cth) goes beyond the definitions of care relationships recognised in the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 to also 
recognise care responsibilities for household members for the purposes of carer’s leave. However, with respect to the right to request 
flexible work, the types of care relationships recognised are only those to all children below school age and children with disability up to 
18 years. Neither Act recognises care relationships for family, friends or neighbours beyond immediate family and household members. 
As noted by Carers Australia in their submission to the Fair Work Act Review these definitions:

do not adequately reflect the diversity of carers...[who] may be friends or neighbours. It is particularly common in indigenous or 
culturally and linguistically diverse communities for members of the community or from the much broader extended family to 
provide care.3

Neither the Sex Discrimination Act 1984, nor the Fair Work Act 2009 specify the intensity of care responsibilities. However, in the Fair 
Work Act 2009 applicants for carer’s leave may be required to provide evidence to employers that would ‘satisfy a reasonable person’.4

(b)	 Centrelink payments
By contrast, income support for carers (Carer Payment) has no restrictions on the type of care relationships it recognises but a threshold 
of care need (in terms of both time and level of disability for the person being cared for) must be met. This payment is also income and 
asset tested and has restrictions on the amount of time that may be spent in employment, training or education. Carer Allowance also 
recognises all caring relationships, has no co-residency requirements or income test, but has a threshold of care need that must be met.

Income support for parents (Parenting Payment) is paid to the main carer of the child under six years if in a couple family and under  
8 years if in a one parent family. Income and residency tests apply. However, Family Tax Benefit A and B have a time component 
attached to the definition of parental responsibility with a threshold of responsibility for the child at least 35 per cent of the time as a 
criteria for eligibility, along with residency and income tests. Dependent children may be aged up to 25 years for Family Tax Benefit A 
and 20 years for Family Tax Benefit B.

Other Centrelink payments for families include Child Care Benefit and Child Care Rebate which are paid to the parent with financial 
responsibility for child care fees.

Under the Paid Parental Leave Scheme, parents are defined as a primary carer if she/he is meeting most of the child’s physical needs, 
with restrictions in eligibility based on income, residency and work test. Dad and Partner Pay is paid to the person who is not the birth 
mother and has eligibility criteria based on residency, income and work tests. The Baby Bonus has a similar definition of parent as the 
Paid Parental Leave Scheme, but there is no work test.
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(c)	 ABS statistical collection definitions
Examples of definitions of carers in ABS data collections include the definition of primary carer and carer in the ABS Survey of Disability 
Ageing and Carers (SDAC) 2009. These definitions encompasses all types of care relationships, but have restrictions based on the level 
of disability of the person being cared for and whether the main support for a person (ie primary carer) and also on the types of activities 
and tasks for which care is provided. Both primary carer and carer relationships are also defined on the basis of duration of care; care 
must be ongoing or likely to be ongoing for 6 months.

A limitation of the primary carer definition in the ABS SDAC is the requirement that each person cared for may have only one primary 
carer, which may overlook the intensity of care provided by other people in the networks of care and support for some people with 
disability, illness, or frailty.

An example of a common definition of parents in ABS data collections is that in the ABS Census of Population and Housing (Census) 
2011, where parents encompass the natural, adoptive, step, or foster mother or father of a child. The category of children is split into 
dependent and non-dependent children. Dependent children are defined by age, are unpartnered, not a parent themselves, and if aged 
15-24 years, are also a full-time student. The ABS data collections generally do not classify parents on the basis of intensity of care 
provided to children.

2. Technical Paper A: Defining unpaid care
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 b
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l r
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at
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 c
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at
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, c
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, f
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 C
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ra
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t p
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 d
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 p
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 p
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 re
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 p
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t d
is

tin
gu

is
h 

be
tw

ee
n 

pa
id

 a
nd

 u
np

ai
d 

ca
re

rs
 o

r a
ss

is
ta

nt
s.

De
fin

iti
on

 d
oe

s 
no

t d
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Se
ct
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r t
he

 p
ur
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se
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of
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an

 e
m

pl
oy

er
 d
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cr

im
in

at
es
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ns
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ee
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an
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at
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 o
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 c

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

 th
at
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 p
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 c
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er
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 p
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 p
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l m
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 d
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 p

re
gn

an
t 

an
d 

pe
op
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 p
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 p
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r c
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 p
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at
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 D
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 p
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 re
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at
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 d
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t p
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, m
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re
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l p
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or
k,

 a
cc

om
m

od
at

io
n,

 
ed

uc
at

io
n,

 th
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n 
of
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f c
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at
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o 

fa
r a

s 
po

ss
ib

le
, d
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f f
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at
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 p
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at
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 p
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 o
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 c
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st

fe
ed
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le
 

w
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re
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ot

 b
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 p
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w
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(1
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ct

, f
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re
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si

bi
lit

ie
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tio

n 
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 p
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 c
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 d
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f c
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 c
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 p
er

so
n:

(a
) a

n 
ad

op
te

d 
ch

ild
, 

st
ep

ch
ild

 o
r e

xn
up

tia
l c
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 c
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t c
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 d
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 m
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t c
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, p
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r o
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 p
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2.4	 Defining unpaid care for this project 
Table 2 outlines elements of the definition of carer and parent to be used in this project. Due to the range of mechanisms proposed 
there will be no precise definition of carers and parents described at this stage as the criteria for each element will have to be defined 
for each policy and mechanism.

Broadly speaking the definition of unpaid carers (parents and carers) for this project will be as follows: 

•	 Parents: any parent (adoptive, biological or step parent), grandparent, foster parent or guardian with caring responsibilities for a 
dependent child.

•	 Carers: provision of care for a family member or friend with disability, chronic illness or frailty due to older age, either co-resident 
or in a kinship or friendship network. ‘Persons with disability include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or 
sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an 
equal basis with others’.32

•	 This definition includes parents of children with disability, who have both parental roles and other unpaid caring roles.

2. Technical Paper A: Defining unpaid care
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This definition excludes the unpaid caring work of daily social reproduction, or the domestic work, undertaken by women for male 
partners. It also excludes the unpaid caring work undertaken by paid care workers who engage in work above and beyond their 
employment contract, due to personal commitments to service quality and their care relationships. In addition, the definition excludes 
unpaid caring work undertaken in a volunteer capacity. It is acknowledged that these forms of unpaid caring work are, also, along with 
the types of care involved in this investigation, essential to the functioning of the market economy, a health society and the health care 
system.

In considering mechanisms to recognise and value unpaid care, the salience of the critique of the concept of care from the 
disability rights perspective is noted. This critique proposes that focusing on the care provider, rather than the care receiver, may be 
disempowering and oppressive for people with disability.33 Any definition of unpaid caring for the purpose of fostering gender equality  
in workforce participation and retirement income also needs to take account of the reciprocity and interdependence in care relationships 
and the needs of the person requiring support for opportunities for choice, self-determination and control.34

Table 2: Potential criteria for definitions of parents and carers for the purpose of defining eligibility for mechanisms

Element Potential Eligibility Criteria

Carers

Type of relationships All care relationships

Types of care needs Criteria defining level of care need of person to be defined in specific context of each 
policy or mechanism

Level of care contributions Care responsibilities that impede workforce participation.

Location of care Co-residential or ex-residential

Restrictions on eligibility To be determined for each policy or mechanisms.

Parents

Type of relationships Care responsibilities for a dependent child – could include full-time students and adult 
children with disability

Types of care needs Needs of dependent children

Level of care contributions Minimum threshold of parental responsibilities to be defined

Location of care Co-residential and ex-residential depending on context of mechanism

Restrictions on eligibility To be determined for each policy or mechanisms
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3.	Technical Paper B:  
Prevalence of 
unpaid care in 
Australia

This paper outlines findings from a review of published data on the prevalence of unpaid care in Australia; undertakes further gender 
analysis of the unpaid caring roles taken on by men and women;, and identifies gaps in the data about unpaid care in Australia. 

3.1	 Prevalence of unpaid carers
(a)	 Carers of people with disability, chronic illness or frailty
Rates of caring for people with disability, chronic illness or frailty in Australia can be estimated from a number of sources including 
the ABS Surveys of Disability, Ageing and Carers (SDAC), the ABS Census of Population and Housing (Census) (from 2006 onwards), 
the ABS General Social Survey (2006 onwards), the ABS Time Use Surveys (TUS) and the Household Income and Labour Dynamics In 
Australia (HILDA) Survey. The surveys provide different estimates of the number of carers in Australia due to differences in scope and 
methods of identifying carers within each of the surveys.35

The most reliable figures on care for people with disability, chronic illness or frailty due to older age are found in the dedicated survey 
that seeks to identify carers, the ABS SDAC. The ABS SDAC estimates indicate that, amongst the Australian population in 2009,  
12 per cent or 2.6 million people had caring responsibilities for a family member or friend with an ongoing disability, long-term illness or 
frailty due to older age.36 In the populations aged 15 years and over, the rates of caring were higher for women (13 per cent) compared 
with men (11 per cent).37 Caring across the lifecycle increases with age and is gendered, with women having higher rates of unpaid care 
provision in all age groups between the ages of 18 and 74 years, encompassing the main period of paid employment.38 In the group 
over 74 years old, men had higher rates of care provision than women.39

The ABS SDAC also identifies a category of carer known as a ‘primary carer’. ‘A primary carer is a person who provides the most 
informal assistance, in terms of help or supervision, to a person with one or more disabilities or aged 60 years and over. The assistance 
has to be ongoing, or likely to be ongoing, for at least six months and be provided for one or more of the core activities (communication, 
mobility and self-care)’.40 This category of carer thus relies on a definition of the amount of care provided and the level and type of 
limitation of the person who is receiving care. While this category of carers clearly represents a group who are likely to provide intensive 
care and the SDAC provides extensive information on the care situation and the impact of care for primary carers, this category is also 
quite restrictive with respect to the number and type of carers it includes. For example, not all carers of partners, who, given the nature 
of obligation between partners, are likely to be the main carer, will be part of this category if their partner does not require assistance 
for a core activity. Women have higher rates of primary care-giving, with 5.5 per cent of women aged 15-64 years undertaking this role 
compared with 2.2 per cent of men.41

Overall, among the population aged 15-64 years, 13.6 per cent or 1.95 million people (1.13 million women and 0.82 million men) 
were carers. The gender gap in rates of overall care provision commences at age 25 years and is greater in older age amongst this 
population, with women (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Proportion of men and women aged 15-64 years who provide care to a person with disability, chronic illness  
or frailty by age, 2009
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Source: Generated from ABS, Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2009 (2009), Basic CURF, Version 3, CD-Rom. Findings based on SPRC’s analysis of 
ABS CURF data.

(b)	 Prevalence of parental roles
Figure 2 shows the proportion of men and women aged 15-64 years who have children aged under 15 years across the life cycle. 
Women are more likely than men to be parents of young children when they are under 45 years of age, with the largest gap occurring at 
the prime working age period of 25-34 years.
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Figure 2: Proportion of men and women aged 15-64 years with children aged under 15 years by age, 2009
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Source: Generated from ABS, Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2009 (2009), Basic CURF, Version 3, CD-Rom. Findings based on SPRC’s analysis of 
ABS CURF data.

(c)	 Prevalence of unpaid care for children 
The presence of one’s own young children, however, does not necessarily translate into the responsibility to provide care for children. 
Figure 3 outlines the proportion of men and women who provided any unpaid care to children (own or other) in the two weeks preceding 
the Census 2011. Overall, nearly one in four men (23.6 per cent) and one in three women (31.8 per cent) indicated that they provided 
care for their own or other children in the past two weeks. Women have higher rates of unpaid child care provision across all age 
groups, with the largest gender gaps in the prime working age period of 25-44 years. In the 35-44 years age group, nearly two-thirds of 
women (64.2 per cent) had provided child care. There is a significant gender gap in the provision of unpaid child care in the 55-74 years 
age group, possibly an indication of the proportion of older women who are providing unpaid care to grandchildren. Around one in five 
older women in this age group had provided care for children (woman aged 55-64 years, 23.3 per cent and 65-74 years, 19.2 per cent). 
In 2011 close to 2 million men and 2.8 million women aged 15 years and over provided unpaid child care to children under 15 years of 
age in the two weeks prior to the Census date.42
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Figure 3: Proportion of men and women who provided unpaid child care to own or other children under 15 years of age  
in the last two weeks by age, 2011
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Source: Generated from ABS 2011 Census of Population and Housing, Basic Community Profiles Catalogue no. 2001.0, (2012), Table B.22.

Care for dependent children is not only undertaken by biological, step or adopted parents; grandparents contribute significantly to the 
care of children both as primary caregivers and as the largest providers of informal child-care,43 while estimates suggest that in 2010, 
there were 8049 households with foster care placements.44

(d)	 Overall rates of unpaid care
Figure 4 considers the proportion of the population aged 15-64 years who have responsibility for either care for a person with disability, 
frailty or illness and/or is a parent with a child aged under 15 years. The ABS SDAC 2009 is used to estimate the overall figures as 
it has the most robust data on carers of people with disability, illness or frailty. Based on 2009 data, at any point in time one in three 
men (34.8 per cent), or an estimated 2.5 million men, and two in five women (41.2 per cent of women), or nearly 3 million women, have 
responsibilities for unpaid care. Rates of unpaid care responsibilities are highest for men and women in the 25-54 years age group, 
and particularly in the 35-44 years age group where 73 per cent of women and 64 per cent of men had some form of unpaid care 
responsibility.

3. Technical Paper B: Prevalence of unpaid care in Australia
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Figure 4: Overall proportion of men and women aged 15-64 years with unpaid care responsibilities by age
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Source: Generated from ABS, Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2009 (2009), Basic CURF, Version 3, CD-Rom. Findings based on SPRC’s analysis of 
ABS CURF data.

3.2	 Time spent in unpaid care
(a)	 Time spent in care for people with disability, chronic illness, or frailty
The rates of unpaid caring do not provide an indication of the gendered nature of the intensity of care provision. In the ABS SDAC the 
number of hours spent in care for people with disability, chronic illness or frailty across the lifecycle is available for primary carers only. 
Estimates from the ABS SDAC 2009 indicate that 49 per cent of men and 54 per cent of women provide 20 hours or more per week of 
care. The reported number of hours providing care is likely to be an underestimate due to carers not recognising some of the activities 
that they undertake for the person for whom they care as actual caring activities.45

Figure 5 shows the gendered nature of the intensity of care for primary carers, with women being more likely to provide more than  
40 hours of care per week at all points across the lifecycle. Nearly half of all female primary carers aged 35-44 years were providing 
more than 40 hours per week of care.
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Figure 5: Primary carers aged 15-64 years: proportion spending 40 hours per week or more in care-giving by gender and age, 2009
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Source: Generated from ABS, Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2009 (2009), Basic CURF, Version 3, CD-Rom. Findings based on SPRC’s analysis of 
ABS CURF data. Note: denominator excludes the ‘Don’t know’ responses which are 1-2 per cent of primary carers.

(b)	 Time spent caring for children 
Gender inequalities in time spent caring for children and gender differences in the type of care provided by mothers and fathers in 
Australia have been well documented.46 In Australia in 2006, overall, female parents spent 8 hours and 33 minutes per day in caring for 
children aged under 15 years, compared to 3 hours and 55 minutes for male parents.47 Care responsibilities are more intense  
when children are younger, with female parents being engaged in parental child care for an average of 11 hours and 25 minutes per day  
when a child was aged 5 years and under, compared to just over 5 hours per day when the youngest child was aged 6-14 years  
(on average).48 The comparable figures for male parents were 4 hours 59 minutes when the youngest child was aged 5 years and under 
and 2 hours and 30 minutes when the youngest child was aged between 6-14 years.49

3.3	 Caring for people with disability, chronic illness or frailty due to older age
(a)	 Relationship to person receiving care
The gendered nature of the obligation to provide care may be evident in the types of care relationships that men and women take on. 
Comprehensive data on relationships of all carers and care recipients is challenging to extract from the ABS SDAC, as some carers 
may be caring for more than one person, although the ABS SDAC does provide data on the relationship to the main recipient of care 
for primary carers. Men and women are identified in this data as taking on caring roles for different types of recipients. Existing analysis 
shows that women comprise 92 per cent of primary carers for children with disability, 70 per cent of the primary carers for parents and 
around half (52 per cent) of the primary carers of partners.50 Men constitute a significant proportion (48 per cent) of the primary carers 
for partners, particularly in older age.51
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The types of care relationships for carers aged 15-64 years among primary carers in the ABS SDAC 2009 differ by gender. Men were 
most likely to be caring for their spouse (55 per cent) or a parent (31 per cent). This contrasted with the care relationships of female 
primary carers, around one third (34 per cent) of whom were caring for a child with disability or long-term illness, while one quarter  
(27 per cent) cared for their parent, and a further one quarter cared for their spouse (26 per cent). The gender profile of caring 
relationships differed according to age: over half the younger women primary carers (under 45 years) provided care to a child with 
disability or illness, whereas the most common forms of care for female primary carers aged 45 years and over were caring for a spouse 
or parent (Figure 6). By contrast, male primary carers in both age groups, but particularly the older age group were most likely to be 
caring for a spouse. A significant proportion of male primary carers in both age groups cared for a parent.

Figure 6: Primary carers aged 15-64 years: relationship to main recipient of care by gender and age
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Source: Generated from ABS, Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2009 (2009), Basic CURF, Version 3, CD-Rom. Findings based on SPRC’s analysis of 
ABS CURF data. Note: ‘Parent’ denotes that a carer is caring for a parent and ‘Child’ denotes that a carer is caring for a child.

(b)	 Duration of care for people with disability, chronic illness or frailty
Australia lacks comprehensive data on the caring histories and trajectories of individuals. ABS SDAC provides data on the duration of 
care to the current main recipient of care, but this does not provide adequate information about how long individuals have taken on 
caring roles in the past nor how they have combined these caring roles for a person with disability with a parental caring role. Sixty-one 
per cent of female primary carers and 52 per cent of male primary carers had provided care for 5 years or more. Reflecting their age 
group, primary carers aged 45 years and over were more likely than younger carers to have provided care for very long periods:  
8 per cent of male primary carers and 14 per cent of female primary carers in this age group had provided care for over 20 years. 
Perhaps reflecting parental obligations more broadly, 71 per cent of female primary carers caring for children with disabilities had 
provided care to this child for more than 5 years and 39 per cent had provided care for over 10 years.

Age in years
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3.4	 Unpaid care amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples

(a)	 Caring for children
Data from the 2006 Census show that around one third (32.9 per cent) of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples aged 15 years 
and over had provided unpaid child care for their own or another person’s child/ren within the past two weeks. Parental care was higher 
amongst women, with 40.5 per cent providing such care, while one quarter (24.7) of males provided parental care. The rates of parental 
caring were highest in the 25-44 years age groups where between 54-58 per cent of women and 35-38 per cent of men provided 
unpaid care for children (Figure 7).

Figure 7: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples: provision of unpaid care for children aged less than 15 years in the previous two 
weeks by sex and age, Census 2006
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Source: Generated from ABS 2006 Census of Population and Housing, Catalogue no. 2068.0 ‘Unpaid child care by age by sex for Indigenous persons’. 

(b)	 Care for people with disability, illness or frailty
Existing research in Australia suggest that the concepts of disability and caring in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 
may differ from concepts used by policy makers and statistical definitions. In addition the research suggests that many Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people may not identify with the term carer as the caring role is part of family and community obligations and is 
shared amongst the community.52 National data on caring for people with disability, chronic illness or frailty due to older age amongst 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is currently limited to the 2006 and 2011 Census.53 The data from the Census 2006 and 
Census 2011 indicate that unpaid caring for people with a core activity limitation is more prevalent in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities than the non-Indigenous population. In 2006, 13.2 per cent of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population 
indicated that they provide care compared with 11.2 per cent of the non-Indigenous population.54 The explanations for the higher rates 
of caring in these communities are likely to include the higher rates and earlier onset of disability and illness among Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities.55 In the Census 2011 overall, 12.9 per cent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples aged  
15 years and over provided unpaid care. Higher rates of caring were evident for women than men in these communities, with one in  
10 men (10 per cent) and one in seven women (15.6 per cent) providing care. Rates of caring increased with age, peaking for women 
and men in the aged group 35-64 years, in which around 20 per cent of women and 13 per cent of men were carers.

3. Technical Paper B: Prevalence of unpaid care in Australia



Investing in care: Recognising and valuing those who care • Volume 2: Technical Papers • 2013 • 45 

Figure 8: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples: Provision of unpaid assistance for people with core activity limitation  
by sex and age, Census 2011
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Source: ABS 2011 Census of Population and Housing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (Indigenous) Peoples, Profile Catalogue number 2002.0 (2012), Table I09. 
SPRC’s calculations. Notes: Estimates include non-stated responses in the denominator, which assume all non-stated responses are non-carers.

3.5	 Unpaid care amongst culturally and linguistically diverse communities 
(a)	 Caring for children
In the ABS SDAC 2009, 29 per cent of men and 33 per cent of women aged 15-64 years who spoke a language other than English at 
home had a child aged under 15 years.56

(b)	 Care for people with disability, illness or frailty
The ABS SDAC 2009 indicates that 26 per cent of carers were born overseas and that 8 per cent of carers aged 15 years and over 
reported speaking a language other than English at home.57 Data from the Census 2006 indicates that just over one in ten or 11.2 per 
cent of those who spoke a language other than English at home were carers, a rate that was the same as those who spoke English only 
at home.58 Men and women who were born in Southern and Eastern Europe and North Africa and the Middle East had the highest rates 
of caring at around 13.0 per cent.59

3.6	 Data gaps
Key gaps in data on unpaid caring in Australia include:

•	 Gender analysis of all aspects of unpaid caring in regular ABS publications of data on unpaid caring across the life cycle from  
all ABS sources.

•	 Comprehensive gender analyses of the time spent in unpaid caring roles, both parental care and care for people with disability, 
chronic illness or frailty across the lifecycle.

•	 Research on the concept and impact of unpaid care, both parental care and care for people with disability, chronic illness or 
frailty, in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and culturally and linguistically diverse communities.

•	 Comprehensive data and gender analyses on care relationships and networks of care for children and people with disability, 
chronic illness or frailty.
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4.	Technical Paper C:  
The impact of 
unpaid care 
on workforce 
participation in 
Australia

This paper reviews the data on the workforce participation of parents and carers and the number of employees who have unpaid caring 
responsibilities.

4.1	 Workforce participation of parents
(a)	 Labour force status of parents by gender
In Australia in 2011, according to estimates from the Labour Force Survey, there were an estimated 2.3 million couple families and 
632,800 lone parent families with dependants (defined as children aged under 15 years or with children aged 15-24 years who are full-
time students and living with their parents).60 In opposite-sex couple families with dependents, 90 per cent of fathers were employed, 
predominantly in full-time work, whereas 67 per cent of mothers were in paid employment, with only 28 per cent of this group in  
full-time employment.61

(b)	 Labour force status of parents by intensity of care
The rate of full-time employment of mothers varied with the age of the youngest child with only 18 per cent of mothers with children 
under the age of 5 years in full-time employment, a figure that increased to 42 per cent of mothers who had dependent children aged 
between 15-24 years.62 Women comprised 83 per cent of all lone parent families. Lone fathers had higher rates of employment than 
lone mothers, with lone parents with young children also having the lowest rates of full-time employment.63

Existing studies show that the gender gap in labour force participation rates is most evident when children are under the age of six 
years, with the labour force participation rates of female parents being 39 percentage points lower than male parents who had a 
youngest child under six years.64 When employed, female parents are more likely to work part-time than male parents: 66 per cent of 
employed females with children aged under six years worked part-time compared to seven per cent of employed males with children of 
this age.65 The reduction in hours of paid work for employed female parents continues for a long duration: for parents with a youngest 
child aged 6-14 years the rates of part-time employment were 55 per cent for female employees compared to 8 per cent for employed 
male parents.66
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The gendered responsibility for care of children and the impact of the intensity of care responsibilities on workforce participation is 
evident with the presence of young children. Estimates from the HILDA survey indicate that while fathers’ labour force participation 
remains at around 90 per cent, mothers’ labour force participation is 58 per cent with one child aged under five years and reduces to  
39 per cent if there are two or more children aged under 5 years (Figure 1). The gendered impact on rates of full-time employment is 
even more pronounced. Rates of full-time employment for fathers stay around 85 per cent whereas for mothers of one child under 5  
the rate is 21 per cent, which further reduces to 9 per cent for mothers of two children aged under 5 years (Figure 2).

Figure 1: Men and women aged 15-64 years: Employment rates by sex and age of children
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Figure 2: Men and women aged 15-64 years: Full-time employment rates by sex and age of children
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4.2	 Workforce participation of carers of people with disability, chronic illness and frailty
(a)	 Labour force status of carers by age and sex
Previous research has noted the lower rates of participation in employment of carers for people with disability, illness, or frailty 
compared with their non-carer peers.67 While some researchers have suggested that the lower rates of participation in employment by 
carers may be due to socio-demographic factors aside from caring that reduce carers’ employability, recent research from the OECD 
using Australian data has indicated that ‘carers are less likely to be in paid employment even after controlling for employment status in 
the previous year and other individual observed and unobserved characteristics’.68 Figure 3 outlines the employment rates of men and 
women by their caring status across the ‘traditional working age’ lifecycle.

Figure 3: Men and women aged 15-64 years: Employment rates by age, sex and carer status
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Female primary carers have the lowest rates of employment over the lifecycle, followed by male primary carers and then female carers. 
Less than 60 per cent of female primary carers are employed at any point across the lifecycle.
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(b)	 Full-time and part-time work
Reducing hours of work is one strategy that carers use to undertake both paid work and unpaid care commitments, although this 
imposes an earnings penalty with subsequent impacts on superannuation contributions and retirement incomes. Across most countries 
in the OECD, except northern Europe, caring leads to reduced hours of employment.69 In Australia in 2009, less than 23 per cent of 
female primary carers were in full-time employment at any point across the lifecycle, compared with between 25-45 per cent of women 
who were not carers, 30-52 per cent of men who were primary carers and 57-85 per cent of men who were not carers (Figure 4). The 
gap in full-time employment rates will translate into a large gender gap in earnings.

Figure 4: Men and women aged 15-64 years: Proportion working full-time by age, sex and carer status
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(c)	 Employment status of carers by intensity of care
Analysis for the OECD suggests that ‘increasing hours of care by 1% results in carers being more likely to stop working by 10%’.70 
Caring for more than 20 hours per week is associated with a decrease in the employment rates of primary carers, particularly for men 
(Figure 5). A further decrease in employment rates is noted for all groups of primary carers who are caring for 40 hours a week or 
more: less than 30 per cent of primary carers aged 45 years and over who provided 40 hours per week or more of care were in paid 
employment.

Figure 5: Primary carers aged 15-64 years: Employment rates by age, sex and numbers of hours caring per week
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(d)	 Employment status of carers by relationship to care recipients
The nature of the caring relationship may affect the sense of obligation and the social expectation around caring roles and thus impact 
on the capacity to undertake employment alongside the caring role. Female primary carers providing care to a partner had the lowest 
employment rates with less than 45 per cent of these groups in paid employment (Figure 6).

Figure 6: Primary carers aged 15-64 years: Employment rates by age, sex and relationship to main care recipient
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4.3	 Number of employees with caring responsibilities 
The gendered rates of employment for parents and carers will be reflected in the statistics on the number and proportion of 
employees who have unpaid care responsibilities. Tables 1 outlines the number and proportion of employees who have unpaid caring 
responsibilities as either parents or unpaid carers.

(a)	 Parental care responsibilities
In SDAC 2009, an estimated 3.21 million or 29.9 per cent of employees aged 15-64 years were parents of children aged under 15 years. 
This included 1.76 million men and 1.45 million women in employment (30.3 per cent and 29.3 per cent of male and female employees 
respectively).

(b)	 Care responsibilities
In ABS SDAC 2009, nearly 1.3 million (comprising 695 thousand women and 602 thousand men) or 12 per cent of all employees aged 
between 15 and 64 years had care responsibilities for people with disability, illness or frailty due to older age. Overall 14 per cent of 
female employees and 10 per cent of male employees provided care. Rates of caring among employees increased with age for both 
men and women. Just seven per cent of young employees aged 15-24 years had care responsibilities while around one in five female 
employees and 15 per cent of male employees aged 45 years and over provided care.
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(c)	 All unpaid care responsibilities – parents and carers
Overall, 4.1 million employees or 38.2 per cent of employees had unpaid caring responsibilities. Nearly 2.2 million male employees and 
1.9 million female employees were either parents or carers.

Table 1: Employees with unpaid care responsibilities sex and type of care, 2009

Parents of children  
under 15 years 

Carers of people with 
disability, chronic illness 
or frailty

Total unpaid care:  
parents and carers 

‘000s

Male employees 1,760 602 2,176

Female employees 1,452 695 1,931

All employees 3,212 1,297 4,106

%

Male employees 30.3 10.4 37.5

Female employees 29.3 14.1 39.0

All employees 29.9 12.1 38.2

Source: Generated from ABS, Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2009 (2009), Basic CURF, Version 3, CD-Rom. Findings based on SPRC’s analysis of 
ABS CURF data.
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5.	Technical Paper D:  
The impact of 
unpaid care on 
retirement incomes 
in Australia

5.1	 Current retirement income architecture
(a)	 Introduction
The Australian retirement income system is made up of three pillars or tiers: a publicly funded social assistance-style age pension that 
was introduced in 1908 and has formed the bedrock of Australia’s retirement income system; a mandated occupational superannuation 
scheme that was introduced in 1992 that also has wide coverage (but great disparities in value); and additional voluntary contributions 
or savings, which only a small proportion of wealthier individuals have access to.

(b)	 Age pension
The central pillar of Australia’s retirement income system is the social assistance-style public age pension. The age pension has been 
the cornerstone of Australia’s retirement income architecture throughout the twentieth and twenty first centuries. Coverage of the 
age pension is high at around 85 per cent and Treasury projections suggest that in 2050 up to 70 per cent of individuals will still be in 
receipt of a full or part pension.71 The public age pension is non-contributory and is funded from general taxation revenue. Individuals 
are entitled once they reach the age of 65 for men and 64.5 for women (rising to 67 between 2017 and 2024) and provided they meet a 
means test.

The means test includes both an income and an assets test and pension entitlement is based on whichever of the tests results in the 
lower level of payment. The family home is exempt from the assets test. Individuals may have income and assets up to a minimum 
threshold before it begins to affect their pension entitlement. Between the minimum threshold and a maximum threshold, the individual 
is entitled to a part pension which decreases as the value of their income or assets increases. The maximum thresholds are high, 
with pension eligibility cutting out at an income of $1,663 per fortnight for a single and $2,546 per fortnight for a couple or assets of 
$696,250 in excess of the family home for an individual homeowner and $1 032 500 for a couple (for non-homeowners, these thresholds 
are $835,750 and $1,172,000 respectively).72 Under a scheme called the Work Bonus, individuals in receipt of an age pension can have 
the first $250 of their fortnightly income earned from paid work disregarded for the purposes of the income test. This is designed to 
provide an incentive for individuals to remain in the workforce after reaching pension age.73
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The value of the pension is flat rate, currently set at a fortnightly rate of $695.30 for a single and $524.10 per person for members of a 
couple. The value of the pension is reduced as individuals have income or assets in excess of the minimum threshold. Recipients of 
the age pension who are in rental accommodation may also be eligible for Rent Assistance, an additional fortnightly payment based 
on the cost of their rent and on their living circumstances. The value of the pension includes a ‘pension supplement’ that incorporates 
previously separate supplements for: the Pharmaceutical Allowance, the Utilities Allowance, the Telephone Allowance, and the GST 
Supplement. People of age pension age whose incomes preclude them from access to the age pension but that fall below $50,000 for 
a single or $80,000 for a couple are entitled to a Commonwealth Seniors Health Card. A Commonwealth Seniors Health Card provides 
subsidies for pharmaceuticals and some health costs (such as GP visits) and transport. Commonwealth Seniors Health Card holders are 
also entitled to the Seniors Supplement, a quarterly payment to provide assistance with bills such as energy and telephone bills and car 
registration. The payment is $842.40 per annum for an individual and $643.40 per annum for a member of a couple.74

There is also an incentive scheme set up to encourage individuals to delay claiming the age pension. Under the scheme – labelled the 
Pension Bonus Scheme – for each year that an individual decides to continue working and defer claiming the age pension, they accrue 
a bonus that they can claim in the form of a lump sum when they leave the workforce and claim the age pension. The value of the 
bonus increases significantly for each year that the individual defers claiming the age pension, up to a maximum of five years.

The family home, which is exempt from the assets test on the age pension, provides a great deal of security for a large number of those 
who have retired from the workforce (particularly women) and for this reason it has been described by some as an additional pillar of 
Australia’s retirement income system.75

(c)	 Compulsory occupational superannuation
Since 1992, Australia has had a second major pillar in its retirement income system in the form of a fully-funded, mandated 
occupational superannuation scheme – the Superannuation Guarantee (SG).76 The SG mandates employers to pay a proportion of their 
employees’ wages into an approved superannuation fund. The employer contribution is set at nine per cent of an employee’s salary, 
rising to twelve per cent by 2020. A charge is placed on employers who do not contribute and the government uses the charge to fund 
a contribution made on behalf of the individual employee.77

(d)	 Contributing to superannuation
The scheme covers all employers and most employees: individuals between 18 and 69 years old and earning $450 or more (before tax) 
in a month are entitled to SG contributions from their employer. The employer pays nine per cent of the employee’s ordinary earnings up 
to a maximum threshold into an approved superannuation fund. The employer is not obliged to make superannuation contributions on 
the proportion of an employee’s earnings that falls above the earnings threshold, which is currently $45,750 per quarter.78

Low and middle income earners may also be eligible for the superannuation co-contribution. This measure is designed to augment the 
superannuation savings of low and middle income earners and to act as an incentive to save. The co-contribution involves the payment 
by the government of 50 cents into an individual’s superannuation savings for every dollar voluntarily contributed by the individual to 
their account in a given year, up to a limit of $500. In order to be eligible, the individual must be earning less than $ 46,920 per annum.79 
The rate of co-contribution is calculated according to a scale based on an individual’s annual income. Individuals who have a total 
income of less than or equal to $31,920 are eligible for the full $500. For those earning between $31,920 and $46,920, the rate of  
co-contribution decreases until no co-contribution is payable.80 Superannuation contributions can also be made on behalf of a  
non-working spouse and a rebate is available for contributions made on behalf of a low income spouse.

(e)	 Taxation of superannuation
Superannuation is treated concessionally for taxation purposes in three ways. Superannuation contributions are subject to a flat rate tax 
of 15 per cent. This includes the mandatory nine per cent contribution and additional contributions made by individuals up to an annual 
cap. The annual cap on contributions that can receive concessional taxation treatment is $25,000 per annum for people under 50 and 
$50,000 per annum for those 50 and over. The rationale for this is that it provides older individuals with an opportunity to put larger 
amounts into their super as they get nearer to retirement and as their responsibilities for child-related expenses or mortgage repayments 
become lighter. The flat rate tax means that those in the higher tax brackets receive a considerable concession compared with the tax 
they would pay if this proportion of their wages were not contributed to super. Those in the lowest tax bracket (15 cents in the dollar), 
however, effectively receive no tax concession. Those earning below the tax free threshold (many of whom may not be entitled to have 
their employer pay the SG because they are unlikely to be earning about the minimum of $450 per month) but who choose to make 
contributions receive a tax penalty of 15 cents in the dollar for each dollar that they contribute to superannuation.81 In 2012, a change 
was introduced in an attempt to compensate for this, called the low income superannuation contribution. Here, those earning less 
than $37,000 per annum can receive a (government) contribution to their superannuation account at the rate of 15 per cent of their 
concessional superannuation contributions, up to the value of $500 per annum.82 Those exceeding the annual cap on concessional 
contributions pay 46.5 per cent tax on the sum in excess of the $25,000/$50,000 limit.
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The income earned on the investment is also treated concessionally for tax purposes. The rate of tax on the annual interest or return on 
the investment is a flat rate 15 per cent. This is lower than what most individuals would be paying on their wages or on interest earned 
from other sources.83 Finally, an individual may pay tax when withdrawing their superannuation savings. If the super is drawn as a lump 
sum, the individual pays no tax up to a cap (on the first $165,000) and pays a flat rate 15 per cent tax on the balance in excess of the 
cap limit. If the super is drawn as an income stream it is treated as assessable income and taxed according to marginal tax rates but the 
individual receives a 15 per cent tax offset.84 However, if the individual defers drawing their super from the preservation age of 55 to the 
age of 60, the withdrawal – whether it is in the form of a lump sum or an income stream – will be tax free.

(f)	 Drawing down superannuation
Individuals are able to access their superannuation savings upon reaching a ‘preservation age’ of 55 (rising to 60 between 2015 and 
2025) if they have retired. If the individual is still working, they must wait until the age of 65 to access their super but may continue to 
work and access their super simultaneously once they reach the age of 65. There are also ‘transition to retirement’ rules whereby an 
individual, once reaching the preservation age, may reduce their working hours and begin to draw a certain type of income stream from 
their superannuation to supplement their earnings from paid work.85

Upon withdrawal, superannuation savings can be claimed as an income stream (or pension) paid by the superannuation fund or as a 
lump sum payment which may be used to purchase an annuity from a life insurance office or other financial institution.86

(g)	 Voluntary superannuation contributions and savings
The third tier of the Australian retirement income system is voluntary private superannuation and savings. Voluntary superannuation 
refers to those contributions made to superannuation that take place in addition to mandatory contributions through the SG. These 
contributions, like those of the SG, are unable to be accessed until on or after preservation age. They are also encouraged through the 
provision of tax concessions. Other forms of voluntary savings, such as shares and investments, may also attract concessions for tax 
purposes.

5.2	 Gender gap in retirement incomes and savings
The gender gap in retirement incomes and savings is caused by differences in lifetime earnings for men and women, and opportunities 
to contribute to occupational superannuation, which in turn depends on participation in employment, qualifications, hours worked, 
occupational and career trajectories and the gender wage gap.

Australian and international research has identified women’s unequal rates of unpaid caring responsibilities, and the impact these 
responsibilities have on workforce participation and career progression, as a fundamental contributor to the gap between women 
and men in retirement savings.87 Unequal workforce participation is not the only factor, as it has been estimated that even if women’s 
workforce participation rates were the same as men’s, gender gaps in superannuation would still exist due to lower lifetime earnings.88

Previous research has highlighted the time and role commitments of care as a barrier to educational and workforce participation.89 
Young people (particularly young women) who have caring responsibilities are less likely to be participating in either study or 
employment, than those who do not. This has implications for transitions into independent living and initial transitions into the workforce 
that may affect their future careers.90

Caring roles may restrict both the time available to work and potential job choice due to constraints on travel time and inflexible 
workplace conditions and workplace cultures.91 The timing and length of years spent in part-time work and accumulated time out the 
workforce to provide care may lead to interrupted careers and to reduced earnings upon return to the workforce.92 Long-hours work 
cultures and lack of family friendly workplace arrangements in some occupations impede attempts to meet employment and caring 
roles. Individuals with caring responsibilities may be less well rewarded when they do undertake paid work, with evidence of  
a motherhood pay penalty93 and carer pay penalty.94

Australia’s retirement income system is built on three pillars: the age pension subject to income and assets test; superannuation, 
the value of which is directly linked to lifetime earnings; and private savings.95 Australia’s superannuation system has been designed 
around male patterns of workforce participation and does not reflect the diversity and complexity of women’s dual unpaid caring 
and paid employment roles. Individuals who leave the labour force to provide child care or care have less opportunity to accumulate 
superannuation.
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(a)	 Age pension
In 2009-10 only 10.3 per cent of women aged 65 years and over and 17.4 per cent of men had the main source of income at retirement 
as superannuation or annuity.96

In 2011, women comprised 56.5 per cent of the 2.23 million recipients of the age pension.97 Just over half (53.6 per cent) of female age 
pension recipients were single and 71.8 per cent of single age pension recipients are women.98

Sixty-one per cent of female age pensioners received the maximum rate, and 27.3 per cent of female age pension recipients were not 
home owners.99 In 2008, 28.9 per cent of older women (aged 65 years and over) were in poverty compared to 24.6 per cent of men in 
this age group.100 In 2006, women comprised just over one third (36 per cent) of homeless older people (aged 65 and over).101

Data from the ABS 2007 Survey of Employment Arrangements, Retirement and Superannuation indicates that carers and non-carers 
have similar rates of reliance on the government pension as their main source of income (around 50 per cent). A similar percentage of 
currently employed carers and non-carers aged over 45 expect that their primary source of income in retirement will be superannuation 
or an annuity, while around one quarter expected their main source of income to be a government pension.102

(b)	 Lifetime earnings of women
It has been estimated that men aged 25 years would, over the next 40 years, earn between one and a half to double the earnings of 
women over their working lifetime.103

Factors contributing to differences in the lifetime earnings and retirement incomes for women include:

•	 The timing of periods of withdrawal from the labour market. The gender gap in employment rates over the lifecycle is still 
prominent during the key career development years of age 25-44 years.104

•	 The persistence of, and the reasons for, the gender wage gap in Australia. For the last 20 years the size of the gender wage gap 
in Australia has fluctuated between 15-17 per cent and, in 2009, discrimination accounted for approximately 60 per cent of this 
gap, with another 25 per cent of the gap being accounted for by industrial segregation.105
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(c)	 Lifetime earnings of unpaid carers
While Australia lacks comprehensive data on the histories of care and employment for women or men, models calculating the forgone 
earnings for mothers,106 and lifetime earnings capacity of carers,107 indicate that the lifetime earnings loss due to caring roles is very 
substantial. In both cases these studies of lifetime earnings losses were compared to women without children and women who were not 
carers, not men as the comparator. Thus they represent a lifetime earnings penalty based on comparing women who provide one type 
of care – mothering or caring – with women who do not. The lifetime earnings penalties described thus do not encapsulate all aspects 
of the gender gap in lifetime earnings.

Lifetime earnings penalties for women with children compared to childless women are estimated to vary according to the educational 
qualification levels and small difference for age at first birth.108 The impact of having two children on life time earnings forgone is less 
than 40 per cent if highly educated, and nearly 60 per cent for women with lower levels of education.109

Nepal et al, estimated that a women caring for a child with a disability would earn between one quarter and one half of income as 
women without the primary carer role, depending on the education level.110

Statistics from the OECD suggest that carers in Australia are ‘more likely to hold a temporary job’ and have ‘on average nearly three 
years shorter working career than non-carers’.111

The estimate of lifetime earnings outlined above do not take into account of the additional costs of care for children or persons with 
disability, illness or frailty and the impact of these costs on private savings. A more comprehensive approach to assessing the impact of 
unpaid care on lifetime earnings would require:

•	 considering all aspects of unpaid care women undertake – both as parents and carers – and the combined impact of this care 
on lifetime earnings prospects;

•	 estimating the additional financial costs of caring for children and people with disability, illness or frailty due to older age and the 
impact of these additional costs on private savings.

(d)	 Superannuation balances
A wide range of studies have estimated gender differences in projected superannuation outcomes for women and men.112 Estimates for 
baby boomers suggest that women spend about 35 per cent less time in the labour market than men, with a similar proportional cost to 
their superannuation accumulation.113 The average value of women’s superannuation in 2006 was half that held by men.114

Analysis of the ABS Survey of Income and Housing 2009-10 shows that the average (mean) superannuation balance for all men aged 
15 years and over was $71,645, whereas the comparable figure for women was $40,475.115 A gender gap in average superannuation 
balances was evident at all ages.116 The median superannuation balance was considerably lower for men at $10,000 and women at 
$3,000 due to the large proportion of individuals who have no or very little superannuation.117 Women were more likely to report having 
no superannuation than men, with an estimated 38.5 per cent of all women and 31.6 per cent of men having none.118 Amongst women 
aged 65-69 in 2009-10, 60 per cent had no superannuation.119 It is estimated that 50 per cent of women approaching retirement (aged 
55-59 years) have superannuation balances of $25,000 or less.120

Clare reports that the average retirement payout in 2009-10 was likely to be about $198,000 for men and $112,600 for women, which 
means that the current cohort of retirees will need to rely on the age pension for their retirement.121 In 2010-11 just under half of retired 
women in Australia had made no contributions to a superannuation scheme compared to 25 per cent of men.122

Recent analysis of the HILDA survey for 2010, examining superannuation balances for non-retirees, shows that the average 
superannuation balances for men and women increase with age, with the gender gap in superannuation balances starting after age 
30.123 In this study, the average balance for men aged 58-62 was just over $200,000, while for women in this age group, the average 
balance was less than $100,000.124

Data from the ABS 2007 Survey of Employment Arrangements, Retirement and Superannuation indicate that only 79 per cent of carers 
aged 35-44 years had superannuation coverage compared with 88 per cent of non-carers in this age group. In addition, carers in the 
age group 35-54 years had lower median superannuation balances than non-carers in this age group.125

(e)	 Future data collection and research
The research to date provides clear evidence of gender differences in superannuation balances. Future research could consider more 
information on the historical experiences of caring for men and women to understand the impact of unpaid care on the gender gap 
in retirement incomes. There are also few estimates of the costs of caring for episodic and transitional periods of care for people with 
disability, frailty or illness.
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Currently, Australia lacks comprehensive historical data on the paid work and unpaid care trajectories of men and women:

•	 The HILDA data collects histories of family formation and dissolution, but not comprehensive data on histories of annual work 
hours, nor histories of the supply of care for people with disability, illness or frailty.

•	 The SDAC data identifies the duration of care for the current main recipient but not the history of all caring roles.

Future data collections could consider how best to collect more comprehensive work and care histories to enable analysis of the 
gendered impact of the full spectrum of unpaid care on retirement incomes and savings.

(f)	 Possible models for Australia
There is not enough existing evidence in Australia in order to be able to recommend a particular approach to ameliorating the 
inequalities generated by the superannuation system. The most common method of doing so internationally is through credits to a 
person’s pension account during periods spent caring (see Technical Paper G). It is suggested that the Productivity Commission, or a 
similar independent body, undertake research into the most appropriate method of introducing a system of carer credits in Australia’s 
superannuation system, into the impacts of such a model in the Australian context, and into the way in which it would interact with 
Australia’s existing institutional contexts.

In particular, two possible approaches to introducing carer credits in Australia should be considered:

1.	 Reforming the taxation treatment of superannuation before introducing a system of carer credits;
2.	 Introducing a system of carer credits into the superannuation system as it is currently organised.

Option 1 will have greater equalising effects for carers, women, and more generally. As part of the inequality in the superannuation 
system derives from the current taxation treatment of superannuation, which disproportionately benefits higher income earners will full 
working lives,126 reforming these taxation arrangements would create more equal outcomes for carers and indeed other groups with low 
superannuation contributions over the lifecourse. This would create a fairer foundation on which to build in carer credits that specifically 
recognise periods spent caring.

The taxation treatment of superannuation could be reformed in a number of ways. One model is presented in the Commonwealth 
Government’s 2010 Review of Australia’s Future Tax System (‘The Henry Review’).127 This model proposes that the current system of 
taxing superannuation be replaced by a system of tax offsets. This model would create more equitable outcomes for all Australians 
with lower superannuation contributions, including carers. However currently, it does not address the specific needs of those outside 
of the workforce providing care. This is one model that should be inquired into: implementing the system of tax offsets suggested by 
the Henry Review and then building in a system of carer credits. The proposed system of tax offsets may provide the administrative 
structure into which carer credits could more easily be accommodated.

This Technical Paper presents two examples of how carer credits might operate under Examples 1 and 2. However, these are examples 
only and the full range of options and their projected outcomes that should be explored.

(g)	 Example 1
In this example, the Australian Government replaces the existing system of taxing superannuation with a new system of tax offsets 
(ie as recommended by the Henry Review 2010). Here, rather than treating superannuation concessionally at the time of contribution, 
superannuation contributions would be treated as employee income, taxed at an individual’s marginal tax rate. The individual then 
receives a tax offset on their superannuation contributions each year to ensure that superannuation still receives preferential treatment 
over other types of saving.128 This is a more equitable approach to taxing superannuation.

The scheme recommended by the Henry Review applies only to those in the workforce. There are no provisions for those who are 
outside of work providing care. In response, this example extends the Henry Review (and ACOSS129) proposals to include a system of 
‘carer credits’ in the form of direct credits to the superannuation accounts of those who are out of the workforce providing care that 
would be paid annually at the end of the tax year by the government into the individual’s superannuation account through adult life.

(i)	 For parents

For parents out of the workforce providing care, the government would contribute the equivalent of 12 per cent of the minimum wage 
into their superannuation accounts.

•	 Eligibility: recipients of government PPL scheme and baby bonus.
•	 This could also be extended to grandparents providing a minimum number of hours of care to their grandchildren.
•	 Duration: maximum 12 months.
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•	 On return to part-time employment while providing care, their superannuation contributions would reduce the tax credit until it is 
reduced to zero. This effectively means that the government tops up the parent’s superannuation contributions so that the value 
equals that of contributions of 12 per cent of the full-time minimum wage.

(ii)	 For carers

For carers out of the workforce providing care, the government would contribute the equivalent of 12 per cent of the minimum wage 
into their superannuation accounts.

•	 Eligibility: Holders of a Carer card130 (or, in the first instance, recipients of Carer Payment).
•	 Duration: Duration of caring status or capped at a certain number of years.

On return to part-time employment while providing care, their superannuation contributions would reduce the tax credit until it is 
zero. This effectively means that the government tops up the carer’s superannuation contributions so that the value equals that of 
contributions of 12 per cent of the full-time minimum wage.

This change would be a complex one and the details are in the section below:

(iii)	 Details of Example 1

This example involves the replacement of the existing system of taxing superannuation with a new system of tax offsets. This is based 
on the model proposed in the Henry Report on Australia’s Future Tax System131 and developed by ACOSS.132 The model proposes that, 
rather than treating superannuation concessionally at the time of contribution, superannuation contributions are treated as employee 
income, taxed at an individual’s marginal tax rate.133 The individual then receives a tax offset on their superannuation contributions each 
year to ensure that superannuation still receives preferential treatment over other types of saving.134

The flat rate, refundable tax offset would be 20 per cent of the total annual superannuation contribution (ie employer and employee 
contributions including the compulsory contribution) up to a cap. This means that for those on the standard marginal tax rate, the 
effective tax rate on their superannuation contributions (ie marginal tax rate minus the offset) would be 15 per cent (up to a cap).135 
The offset would be paid by the ATO into the individual’s superannuation account. The offset would be calculated at the time of the 
individual’s tax return and the individual would nominate a preferred superannuation fund on the form.
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The tax offset would be more progressive than the existing system of taxation concessions. For example, an individual on the 
average wage would make a 12 per cent compulsory superannuation contribution of approximately $8,400 on which they would pay 
approximately 35 per cent tax (approximately $2,940). They would then receive a 20 per cent tax offset (approximately $1,680) paid as 
a lump sum into their superannuation account at the end of the year. The tax offset is refundable which means that individuals with very 
low contributions could receive a tax credit. For example, an individual on the minimum wage would make a 12 per cent compulsory 
superannuation contribution of approximately $3,600 on which they would pay approximately 15 per cent tax (approximately $540). 
They would then receive a 20 per cent tax offset (approximately $720) paid as a lump sum into their superannuation account at the end 
of the year. Above the cap, which could be set at $21,500 per annum,136 individuals would pay their marginal tax rates.

This would be accompanied by the following measures, as suggested in the Henry Review:

•	 The halving of the tax on income earned on the investment, from 15 to 7.5 per cent
•	 The abolition of the superannuation co-contribution and the low income spouse rebate (these would be replaced with the tax 

offset)

The new system would also provide a carer credit in the form of direct credits to the superannuation accounts of those who are 
out of the workforce providing care that would be paid annually at the end of the tax year by the government into the individual’s 
superannuation account through adult life.137 For those out of the workforce providing care, the government contributes the equivalent 
of 12 per cent of the minimum wage into their superannuation accounts. The contribution is not taxed and does not attract the tax 
offset.

For parents, the government would make contributions at the value of 12 per cent of the minimum wage for a period of 12 months from 
the birth or adoption of a child ($3,600). Parents on parental leave and parents out of the workforce would have the same entitlement.138 
The rebate is provided by the ATO at the end of the year to those who have claimed either the statutory Parental Leave Payment or the 
Baby Bonus.

If parents return to work within the 12 month period and work a minimum number of hours per month,139 their superannuation 
contributions reduce the tax credit dollar for dollar until the credit cuts out when they contribute more than $3,600. This effectively 
means that the government tops up the parent’s superannuation contributions so that the value equals that of contributions of 12 per 
cent of the full-time minimum wage. Entitlement to the carer credit will therefore cut out when parents begin to earn more than the 
equivalent of the full-time minimum wage. This ensures that parents returning to work part-time within 12 months are no worse off. The 
total contribution (i.e. the combined individual and state contributions) attracts the tax offset, so that those returning to work are in fact 
slightly better off (by at least $180) than those who remain outside of the workforce, so there is no disincentive to return to work.140

The full-time credit is only available for the first 12 months after the birth or adoption of a child. However, the partial credit operates 
as a top up to superannuation contributions until the child turns eight. Until the youngest child turns eight, the parent providing the 
greater proportion of the care, if they are earning less than the full-time minimum wage, has their contributions topped up the value of 
12 per cent of the minimum wage. This operates to ameliorate the impact of care on the lowest income earners. It also operates as an 
incentive to return to work part-time, as the credits cease at 12 months otherwise.

For full-time carers,141 the government will also provide a carer credit in the form of a tax credit to the value of 12 per cent of the 
minimum wage into their individual superannuation account. Provided they meet certain conditions, the credit is paid for each year that 
they are a full-time carer (or up to a capped number of years).142 The carer’s eligibility for the credit would be determined through a Carer 
assessment.

People who provide care for at least 35 hours per week for a person with a certain level of care need would be entitled to a full tax credit 
for each year that they are in the caring role. The credit is not taxed and is not subject to the tax offset. If the carer chooses to work 
simultaneously, the contributions they make to superannuation would reduce the tax credit (of $3,600) dollar for dollar until it reaches 
zero and they become eligible for the tax offset.

Part-time carers, or people who provide care for between 20 hours per week and 35 hours per week,143 and who work a minimum 
number of hours per month are entitled to the partial credits. Each dollar that they contribute to superannuation reduces the value of the 
credit by one dollar. Like parents, the total contribution (i.e. the combined individual and state contributions) attracts the tax offset, so 
that those returning to work are in fact slightly better off (by at least $180) than those who remain outside of the workforce, so there is 
no disincentive to return to work. Eligibility would be determined through a Carer Assessment.

5. Technical Paper D: The impact of unpaid care on retirement incomes in Australia



Investing in care: Recognising and valuing those who care • Volume 2: Technical Papers • 2013 • 65 

(h)	 Example 2
The second example is a system of government-funded credits to individual superannuation accounts made during periods outside 
of the workforce due to caring responsibilities. The government would provide a credit to an individual’s superannuation account 
equivalent to 12 per cent of the minimum wage while they are outside of the workforce under the following conditions: 

(i)	 For parents

•	 If they are on parental leave (and are entitled to the government’s paid parental leave payment) and out of the workforce for a 
period of up to 12 months. This is the statutory job-protected leave period. 

•	 If an individual has received the baby bonus and has been out of the workforce for 12 months.
•	 The full credit is only available for the first 12 months.
•	 If a parent returns to work within the 12 month period (for a minimum of 32 hours per month), the government credit is reduced 

by 85 cents for each dollar that is contributed to superannuation in that 12 month period until the credit reaches zero (at $4,500).
•	 A parent who returns to work after the 12 month period (for a minimum of 32 hours per month) is also entitled to the partial 

credit. The full government credit is reduced by 85 cents for each dollar that is contributed to superannuation each year, until the 
credit reaches zero (at $4,500). This credit is available until the youngest child turns eight.

•	 These credits are paid by the ATO into an individual’s superannuation account when they submit their tax return. 

(ii)	 For carers

•	 If an individual has undergone a Carer Assessment and provides care to a person with a disability or long term illness for at 
least 35 hours per week, and is outside of the workforce, the government will provide a credit to an individual’s superannuation 
account equivalent to 12 per cent of the minimum wage. This credit is paid into their superannuation account for every year that 
they are a full-time carer (or up to a capped number of years).

•	 For carers who work part-time, the government credit is reduced by 85 cents for each dollar that is contributed to 
superannuation each year until the annual credit reaches zero.

•	 Carers who combine fewer hours of care with part-time work are also entitled to the partial credit (but not the full credit). For 
carers who provide care for between 20 hours per week and 35 hours per week144 and who work a minimum number of hours 
per month (32 hours), the full government credit is reduced by 85 cents for each dollar that is contributed to superannuation 
each year, until the credit reaches zero.

As any changes to the superannuation system will not benefit those transitioning out of paid work now, it is also suggested that the 
possibility of an immediate change to the age pension system, such as a care bonus scheme, also be considered.

It must be noted once again that the purpose of this material is to provide two concrete examples of what carer credits might look like 
should they be introduced in Australia. It also provides a suggestion for reform of the age pension that needs considerable exploration. 
The examples and suggestion have not been assessed on the basis of their feasibility or potential outcomes. They are among many 
options that should be considered in detail.



66



Investing in care: Recognising and valuing those who care • Volume 2: Technical Papers • 2013 • 67 

6.	Technical Paper E: 
Laws and policies 
on caring in 
Australia

This technical paper draws on government and administrative policy documents and information, reports and peer reviewed articles 
to document the legislative and policy context for recognising and valuing unpaid carers in Australia. The paper is set out in two parts: 
recognising and valuing parental care in Australia’s institutional context; and recognising and valuing care for people with disability, 
chronic illness and frailty in Australia’s institutional context. It focuses on key legislation in which unpaid care is recognised and 
mechanisms, in the employment and workplace relations system, tax and benefit system and the service infrastructure that support 
parents and carers, provide income support, and facilitate combining paid work and unpaid care responsibilities.

6.1	 Parents or guardians
In Australia parental care is recognised in the policy and legislative framework through provisions that enable those with parental 
responsibilities access to entitlements in paid employment and various income support payments and some protection against 
discrimination in relation to employment.

(a)	 Legal recognition of parental care
(i)	 Fair Work Act and the National Employment Standards

The Fair Work Act 2009 (Cth) established a new national workplace relations system. The National Employment Standards (NES) 
contained in the Act consist of ten minimum entitlements for employees with respect to: maximum work hours; requests for flexible 
working arrangements; parental leave; annual leave; personal/carer’s leave and compassionate leave; community service leave; long 
service leave; public holidays; termination and redundancy; and the Fair Work Information Statement.145 The terms and conditions of 
employment for employees are usually set out in Modern awards, enterprise agreements and employment contracts but they cannot 
provide entitlements less than those set out in the NES.146 Recognition of parental care is encompassed in at least four of the NES: 
parental leave, personal/carer’s leave and compassionate leave, requests for flexible working arrangements and maximum hours 
worked.

Parental leave

Under the NES, at a minimum, employees are entitled to up to 12 months unpaid parental leave. Biological and adoptive parents are 
eligible for this leave. They can also request an extension of another 12 months of unpaid leave, although this can be refused by the 
employer due to ‘reasonable business grounds’. To be eligible an employee must have been continuously employed for at least  
12 months with that employer. Casual employees are also entitled to unpaid parental leave if they have been employed regularly and 
systematically by the same employer for over 12 months. Couples can take three weeks leave at the same time immediately after the 
birth or adoption, but the remainder has to be taken separately.147
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Personal/carer’s leave

Personal/carer’s leave refers to both sick leave and carer’s leave. All employees except for casual employees are entitled to at least 
10 days of personal/carer’s leave. This leave accrues over the year and can be accumulated if it is not taken. Personal/carer’s leave 
can be taken ‘to provide care or support to a member of their immediate family or household, because of a personal illness, injury or 
unexpected emergency affecting the member’.148 At a minimum an employee must be paid at their base rate when taking personal/
carer’s leave.149

Employees, including those causally employed, can access two days of unpaid carer’s leave each time a member of their immediate 
family or household needs care or support due to an injury, illness or an emergency. This leave must only be taken when all paid leave 
has been used, except for casuals, who are not entitled to paid leave.150 In some instances parents may have to use all of their personal/
carer’s leave to look after a sick child resulting in no leave for themselves if they become ill.

Requests for flexible working arrangements

An employed parent, who is responsible for the care of a child under school age, or aged under 18 years with disability, can request 
a change in their working arrangements. These changes include reduced work hours or changes to start and finishing time, changes 
in patterns of work or work location. Only employees who have worked continuously for 12 months or more with their employer are 
eligible to request changes. However, casual employees can make requests if they have been employed regularly for 12 months and 
there is a reasonable expectation that they will continued to be employed on a regular basis.151 Casual employees may be eligible if they 
have been employed for 12 months or more on a continuous or systematic basis, and with a reasonable expectation of the continuation 
of employment. Therefore many women are not eligible for these minimum entitlements as they work casually or have been in their jobs 
for less than 12 months.152

The requests for flexible working arrangement have to be made in writing and a written response has to be received within 21 days.  
Requests can be refused due to ‘reasonable business grounds’.153 Fair Work Australia has the power, through the Act, to handle 
disputes as to whether the employer has reasonable business grounds.154 However, there is no right of appeal and a review of 
the decision is only possible if an employer consents. The ‘right to request’ does not place obligations on employers,155 it is not 
enforceable156 and no definition of what constitutes ‘reasonable business grounds’ is provided.

Despite the introduction of this legislation in January 2010, a survey in March 2012, found that 66 per cent male employees and  
77 per cent of female employees with preschool aged children were not aware of the new right to request flexible work.157 Women 
employees are more likely to request flexible work (24.2 per cent) than men (17.3 per cent) and gender differences in requesting 
changes to working arrangements are particularly stark among parents of pre-school aged children (43 per cent of women compared 
to 19.8 per cent of men).158 However, the rate of requesting a change in working arrangements had declined slightly for women overall 
between 2009 and 2012, possibly suggesting that legislative change may not be sufficient to encourage behavioural change in some 
workplaces.159 Overall, the majority (61.9 per cent) of requests for flexible work in Australia are fully approved, although the approval  
rate differs for men and women. In 2012, 9.8 per cent of requests for flexible work arrangements by women and 17.4 per cent of 
requests by men were declined.160 Lack of access to reduced hours of work may lead to women changing occupations and to more 
insecure work.161

State and Territory laws still apply to employees if they provide better entitlements than the NES with respect to flexible working 
arrangements.162

Submissions by the ACTU and the Australian Human Rights Commission to the Post Implementation of the Review of the Fair Work Act 
2009 have noted several limitations of the Act that impact adversely on employed parents including: the restrictive eligibility conditions 
attached to the right to request,163 a lack of an employer’s duty to consider requests for changes in work arrangements and to 
reasonably accommodate these requests;164 and lack of a right to review an employer’s decision if an employee’s request is refused.165

Recent developments have indicated greater recognition for unpaid carers and support for expanding the availability of the right to 
request flexible working arrangements to a range of caring responsibilities. The final report of the Fair Work Act Review, released in 
August 2012, recommended amending s.65 of the Act ‘to extend the right to request flexible working arrangements to a wider range of 
caring and other circumstances, and to require that the employee and the employer hold a meeting to discuss the request, unless the 
employer has agreed to the request’.166 However, the Review did not make recommendations to establish an appeals mechanism nor to 
define ‘reasonable business grounds’ in legislation.

Maximum weekly hours

The maximum hours a full-time employee can be required to work under the NES is 38 hours per week, ‘unless the additional hours 
are reasonable’.167 If the additional hours are deemed unreasonable an employee can refuse to work. Family responsibilities are one of 
the factors that can be taken into account in deciding whether additional hours are reasonable.168 Sharp et al. note that with respect to 
maximum hours of work the Fair Work Act 2009 provides some protection to workers in contrast to Work Choices. However, there is no 
clearly defined limit to the maximum number of hours an employee could be required to work and there is no definition of ‘reasonable’ 
additional hours.169 The culture of long hours of work and poor quality jobs exacerbate the difficulties faced by parent and carers 
attempting to do both paid work and care.170
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Modern Awards

Under the Fair Work Act 2009 existing state and federal awards are to be replaced with 122 Modern Awards in which terms that 
discriminate against due to sex, pregnancy or family or carer’s responsibilities cannot be included. ‘Transitional provisions are provided 
for and are designed to address differences in conditions of employment, rates of pay that may occur as a consequence of the award 
modernisation process. Specifically, transitional provisions provide for a five year period in order to phase in any changes, while 
employers and employees gradually move from their old state and federal awards to a modern award’.171 Sharp et al. state that:

Under the Fair Work Act, employees and their unions are still not free to negotiate and argue for any industrial matter to be 
included in an award. Award content remains severely restricted to provisions relating to the National Employment Standards, 
minimum pay and classification scales and 10 additional matters.172

However, some aspects of the Act such as the protection from losing provisions in the bargaining process offer employees some 
income security and assist them to undertake paid work and carer responsibilities.173

Unlawful workplace discrimination

Family and carer responsibilities are also recognised in section 351 of the Fair Work Act 2009 with respect to unlawful workplace 
discrimination. The Fair Work Ombudsman can investigate ‘allegations of unlawful workplace discrimination and may initiate litigation 
against a national system employer for contravening the Fair Work Act 2009’174 for instances that occurred after 1 July 2009. Unlawful 
workplace discrimination relates to an employer taking:

adverse action against a person who is an employee, or prospective employee, of the employer because of the person’s race, 
colour, sex, sexual preference, age, physical or mental disability, marital status, family or carer’s responsibilities, pregnancy, 
religion, political opinion and national extraction or social origin.175

Adverse actions by employers include: dismissing an employee, altering an employee’s position to their disadvantage and refusing to 
employ a prospective employee.176 Chapman notes that these provisions ‘are linked to, and potentially draw on, anti-discrimination 
law in complex, and as yet unexplored, ways... In addition, the FW [Fair Work] Act provides an exception to ‘adverse action’ where the 
action is ‘not unlawful under’ applicable anti-discrimination law including the SDA [Sex Discrimination Act] and State and Territory anti-
discrimination law (s 351(2), (3)). The grounds in the FW Act, including ‘family or carer’s responsibilities’, are not defined in the Act’.177

Overall, Sharp et al. conclude that the Fair Work Act 2009 contains some employee rights and entitlements such as safety net 
provisions, increased flexibility to manage family responsibilities and the ability to bargain for pay equity by sector which have the 
potential to assist women better manage paid work and caring responsibilities, address gender pay inequity and maintain attachment 
to the labour market but the strict eligibility criteria undermines their potential benefits. In addition, if a more equitable integration of 
work and care is to be achieved, the issue of job quality and design with enforceable minimum employment standards, including leave 
entitlements and work hours, for both men and women are required.178

Part-time work

Part-time work is an important mechanism for women and men to use to facilitate between unpaid care and paid work responsibilities. 
In 2010-11, mothers were much more likely to be in part-time employment than fathers: 66 per cent of mothers with child aged 0-5 
years worked part-time compared with seven per cent of fathers, 55 per cent of mothers with a child aged 6-14 years worked part-time 
compared with 8 per cent of fathers.179 While the promotion of opportunities to combine part-time work and care is important, it can 
lead to inequitable outcomes for women both in their labour market attachment and in their retirement incomes. Women in part-time 
work can experience significant disadvantage in pay and opportunities for professional development and progression.180 Australia has 
ratified the International Labour Organisation (ILO) Part-time Work Convention, 1994 (No.175) which requires that part-time workers 
receive pro-rata equal remuneration and the same protection as full-time workers.

According to Charlesworth many women with caring responsibilities work part-time. ‘The gender disparity of work time is also overlaid 
with a shift to causal or contingent contracts, one of the major barriers to job quality in Australia’.181 Casual employees have no security 
around hours of work or continuing employment and have no entitlements to paid leave, although they receive a ‘casual loading’ 
instead.182

Pay equity

Enhancing provisions to improve pay equity may assist in reducing the gender gap in life-time earnings. The Fair Work Act 2009 
contains several provisions that contribute to advancing pay equity, including strengthening provisions to make equal remuneration 
orders for work of equal or comparable value.183 A recent example of the potential of this Act is the successful application made by the 
Australian Services Union regarding employees in the Social and Community Services (SACS) industry resulting in pay increases in the 
SACS Modern Award which benefited a largely feminised workforce.184 In its submission to the Post Implementation Review of the Fair 
Work Act 2009, the Commission recommended ‘that there is no requirement for a male comparator to be identified in order to make an 
equal remuneration order’.185 The report of the evaluation of the Fair Work legislation, Towards more productive and equitable workplace, 
noted this submission but made no recommendation to amend the existing provisions.186
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(ii)	 Anti-discrimination legislation

Provisions aiming to prohibit discrimination against persons with unpaid caring roles may be found within the terms of anti-
discrimination legislation, such as the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) (DDA) and the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth) (SDA).187

The DDA provides for protection against discrimination in relation to a person who has an associate with a disability.188 The definition of 
associate includes: ‘a spouse, another person living with the person on a genuine domestic basis, a relative, a carer or another person 
who is in a business sporting or recreational relationship with the person’.189 This definition of carer does not distinguish between 
paid and unpaid carers, but encompasses unpaid carers as defined within this report. The definitions are broad enough to capture 
discrimination against people who are caring for relatives with a disability, as ‘relative’ in this sense includes a person related ‘by blood, 
marriage, affinity or adoption’.190 The Act also provides for protection against discrimination in relation to a person with disability ‘to 
having a carer, assistant, assistance animal or disability aid in the same way as it applies in relation to having a disability’.191

Since the 1970s and the mid 1980s the category of sex was enacted into discrimination legislation at both the State and Federal levels 
respectively.192 More recently provisions have been passed relating to discrimination with respect to employees who are pregnant or 
may become pregnant and those with family responsibilities.193

The SDA was amended to included ‘family responsibilities’ in 1992 to give effect to Australia’s ratification in 1990 of the ILO Workers 
with Family Responsibilities Convention, 1981 (No.156). However, this amendment provided only limited protection from discrimination 
with respect to family responsibilities, in terms of dismissal from employment (direct discrimination).194 In 1995 the SDA was amended 
to provide for protection against discrimination relating to potential pregnancy.195 In 2011 the Sex and Age Discrimination Legislation 
Amendment Act 2011 (Cth) established breastfeeding as a separate ground of discrimination.196 Also direct discrimination of employees, 
both male and female due to family responsibilities was extended to include all facets of employment.197 The bill introduced in 2010 
included direct and indirect discrimination but only direct discrimination was passed.198 In the Australian Human Rights Commission 
Report, It’s About time, it is noted that few men and women make use of the provision of family responsibilities, however, women can 
utilise:

the indirect sex discrimination provisions of the Act as an alternative form of redress for disadvantage arising from their family/
carer responsibilities. This is because as women continue to carry out the bulk of unpaid caring work, acts of discrimination 
which disproportionately impact on people with family responsibilities, disproportionately impact on women as a group.199

Chapman argues that the concepts of work, care and family within Australian anti-discrimination law impede the reconciliation of work 
and care. The domains of employment and work are located within the public sphere and care and family in the private sphere.200 The 
use of comparators in direct discrimination produces a normative worker in the labour market who has no care responsibilities and 
thereby separates the normative worker from care responsibilities. For example with respect to direct discrimination the:
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standard methodology of drawing the comparator distorts the very real connection between the attributes of pregnancy, 
motherhood, care and family responsibilities, and the employment manifestations of them in terms of taking an extended period 
of leave. It potentially renders invisible mothers’ difference from the benchmark norm, a difference that arises through the 
experience of giving birth.201

In addition, the manner in which equality is interpreted by tribunals and courts does not take account of ‘new forms of leave and 
working hour arrangements’.202 Charlesworth notes ‘...part-time work has become the norm for mothers and other women with caring 
responsibilities’.203

All States and Territories have amended their anti-discrimination legislation to either include family responsibilities, parental status and/
or carer responsibilities or status. Queensland, Western Australia and Tasmania have included the attribute of ‘family responsibilities’204 
and the attribute of carer responsibilities or status has been included in anti-discrimination laws in Victoria, New South Wales, South 
Australia and the Australian Capital Territory.205 Parental status or parenthood have been included in anti-discrimination laws in Victoria, 
Tasmania, the Northern Territory, Queensland and ACT.206

Overall the scope of protection for State and Territory and also Commonwealth sex discrimination legislation varies with respect to care 
responsibilities and contain different wording of attributes and concepts of discrimination that is unlawful. Smith207 notes that variations 
in anti-discrimination laws at the Commonwealth and State and Territory levels mean that the level of protection a worker has depends 
on where he or she lives,208 or whether they are employed by federal or State/territory governments.

The Commission’s submission to the inquiry into the Sex and Age Discrimination Legislation Amendment Bill 2010 recommended 
including: making direct and indirect family and carer responsibilities discrimination unlawful, extending the definition of family 
responsibilities to include family and carer responsibilities which is more inclusive; a positive duty to reasonably accommodate the 
needs of workers with care and family responsibilities, introduce a positive obligation, which is enforceable, on employers to reasonably 
accommodate the needs of workers with care and family responsibilities.209 These recommendations reiterated recommendations made 
by the Commission in their submission to the Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs Committee on the inquiry into the effectiveness of 
the SDA in eliminating discrimination and promoting gender equality in 2008.210

Similar recommendations for change have been made by relevant Senate committees. In 2011 the report by the Legal and 
Constitutional Affairs Legislation Committee on the provision of the Sex and Age Discrimination Legislation Amendment Bill 
2010 (Bill) ‘suggested that amendments be made to the Bill to implement some or most of the recommendations of the Senate 
Report211 including... imposing a positive duty on employers to reasonably accommodate requests by employees for flexible 
working arrangements, such as family or carer responsibilities, modelled on section 14A of the Equal Opportunity Act 1995 (Vic) 
(Recommendation 14)’.212 Since the publication of this report the Victorian legislation has been replaced with the Equal Opportunity Act 
2010 (Vic).

The Exposure Draft Human Rights and Anti-Discrimination Discrimination Bill 2012 makes discrimination on the ground of family 
responsibilities unlawful only in connection with work and work related areas and does not expressly cover discrimination on the 
grounds of caring responsibilities. The Commission has recommended that the Bill cover discrimination on the basis of family 
responsibilities in all areas of public life and that discrimination on the basis of carer responsibilities be expressly covered.213

Despite legislated anti-discrimination provisions in place, discrimination against women for being pregnant and their caring 
responsibilities is still an issue. For example, in 2011-2012, 15 per cent of all complaints related to the Sex Discrimination Act received 
by the Australian Human Rights Commission were on the grounds of pregnancy and 6 per cent were on the grounds of family 
responsibilities.214 Based on the area of the complaint, 85 per cent of all complaints were in relation to employment.215

Women continue to face discrimination at the time of returning to the workforce after the end of their parental leave. It is often difficult 
for women to find part-time work and work that is at a similar level to that they were doing before going on parental leave.216 Many 
women settle for paid work that is below their skill level or is or an insecure nature, such as a casual work, as this is the only type of 
work that provides them with the flexibility to attend to their parental responsibilities.217

In December 1998 the Australian Human Rights Commission commenced the Pregnancy and Work Inquiry. The terms of reference 
included examining, regarding pregnancy at work, the policies and practices of employers in relation to recruitment, the rights and 
responsibilities of employers and employees, and developing guidelines for employers and employees.

The final report of the Inquiry entitled Pregnant and Productive: it’s a right not a privilege to work while pregnant found that there was a 
need for clear practical and educative guidelines to assist employers and employees. The report recommended the immediate need for 
education, guidance and awareness raising programs around pregnancy and work.218 The guidelines were published by the Commission 
in 2001.219 It may be timely for the Commission to conduct a new inquiry to assess the contemporary issues regarding pregnancy and 
returning to work after parental leave.

Strengthening anti-discrimination laws to encompass all family and carer responsibilities may lead to broader social benefits. The 
benefit to society is greater gender equality; greater equity for unpaid carers and enhanced protection from discrimination.
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(iii)	 Other relevant legislation recognising caring

Caring responsibilities are recognised in the Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012 (Cth) (which replaced the Equal Opportunity for 
Women in the Workplace Act 1999 (Cth)).220

The ‘objects of this Act are:

(a) to promote and improve gender equality (including equal remuneration between women and men) in employment and  
in the workplace; and
(b) to support employers to remove barriers to the full and equal participation of women in the workforce, in recognition of  
the disadvantaged position of women in relation to employment matters; and
(c) to promote, amongst employers, the elimination of discrimination on the basis of gender in relation to employment matters 
(including in relation to family and caring responsibilities); and
(d) to foster workplace consultation between employers and employees on issues concerning gender equality in employment 
and in the workplace; and
(e) to improve the productivity and competitiveness of Australian business through the advancement of gender equality in 
employment and in the workplace.221

(b)	 Income support and tax benefit support
(i)	 Parenting Payment

Parenting Payment is to assist low income families with the cost of caring for children. It is paid to the person who is the main carer of 
the child. A parent or guardian is eligible if they are in one of two situations after which they are required to transfer to Newstart and look 
for part-time work: single and caring for at least one child under eight; partnered and caring for at least one child under 6; provided that 
their single or combined income falls below a certain amount. Parenting Payment is therefore means tested on the couple income. At 
March 2012, the maximum rate of payment for a single person was $648.50 per fortnight and for a partnered person was $442.00 (for a 
partnered person who is separated from their partner due to illness, respite care or prison, the payment was $529.80).222

Recipients of Parenting Payment have access to a range of training programs through the Commonwealth Government’s Job Services 
Australia. There are a number of national training programs available to all jobseekers, including to parents as they transition from 
Parenting Payment to Newstart Allowance. There are also several programs targeted specifically at parents, including Training Places 
for Single and Teenage Parents, a program providing concessional access for single and teenage parents on Parenting Payment to 
access vocational training at the Certificate II level and above (DEEWR website), and the Jobs, Education and Training Child Care 
Fee Assistance (JETCCFA) provides assistance with child care fees for parents on income support (including Parenting Payment and 
Newstart while they are studying or training to get the skills they need to find a job (the funding for this program was increased in the 
last Federal Government budget).223

(ii)	 Family Tax Benefit Part A

Family Tax Benefit Part A aims to assist with the costs of raising children. It is paid to one parent in a household who cares for at least 
35 per cent of the time for: a dependent child under 16; or a dependent child aged 16-20 who has completed year twelve or who is 
undertaking full-time study leading to a Year 12 or equivalent qualification (or be exempt from this requirement); or a dependent  
full-time student aged 21, provided the household income (including the income of the child) falls below a certain threshold.224 The 
income tests are complex and depend on the number, age and educational status of the children but the limits are reasonably high, but 
do not apply if the person is in receipt of a pension or benefit. At July 2012, the maximum rate of payment was $169.68 per fortnight 
for each child between 0 and 12 years, $220.64 for per fortnight for each child aged 13-15, and for each child aged 16-19 who are in 
secondary education, $54.32 for each child aged 16-17 who has completed secondary education, and $72.80 for each child aged  
18-21 who has completed secondary education. Parents or guardians of children and young people up to 21 years old in approved care 
facilities (residential care for children young people with disability, who are homeless, or who are refugees) receive a maximum payment 
of $54.32 per fortnight.225 Parents may not claim Family Tax Benefit Part A while on the government’s paid parental leave, but may begin 
claiming at the time that the paid parental leave period ends.

(iii)	 Family Tax Benefit Part B

Family Tax Benefit Part B is an additional payment for single parents and families in which there is only one parent earning and the other 
is outside of the workforce caring for the child/children. Eligibility depends on having care of the child for at least 35 per cent of the time 
and having: a dependent child under 16 or a ‘qualifying’ dependent child up to the age of 18 who is in full-time secondary education, 
(provided that the child does not receive Youth Allowance or any other pension or benefit), and providing the parent or guardian meets 
an income test. The payment is limited to families (single or couple) in which the primary earner earns $150,000 per year or less. The 
secondary earner may only earn up to $4891 per year before he payment is affected.226 At July 2012, the maximum rate of the payment 
was $144.34 per fortnight if the youngest child is under five, or $100.66 per fortnight if the youngest child is aged 5-18 years old.227

There are supplements that may be paid on Family Tax Benefits A and B at the end of the financial year when the family members 
submit their tax returns. The amount varies depending on income.

6. Technical Paper E: Laws and policies on caring in Australia



Investing in care: Recognising and valuing those who care • Volume 2: Technical Papers • 2013 • 73 

(iv)	 Child Care Benefit

Child Care Benefit aims to provide support with the cost of child care in approved or registered care including long day care, family 
day care, outside of school hours care, occasional care, vacation care and registered care. The payment can be paid directly to the 
child care provider to reduce the fees or can be paid as a lump sum at the end of the financial year.228 To be eligible, the applicant 
must be responsible for paying the child care fees of the child, must be using approved or registered child care and must have their 
child immunised (or exempt from the immunisation requirements). The payment is income tested. The maximum payment is payable to 
families with an income under $41,026 per annum or families on income support. Families earning above this amount have the payment 
reduced until it reaches zero at the family income of $142,426 for families with one child, $147,594 for families with two children and 
$166,656 for families with three children plus $31,656 for each additional child.229

For approved child care, the payment for a non-school age child in up to 50 hours of care per week is $3.90 per hour or $195 per week. 
Payments for non-school age children are 85 per cent of this rate. However, the payment is limited to 24 hours of care (rather than 50) 
per child per week unless the parent (in single parent families) or both parents are engaged in work, training or study for at least  
15 hours per week.230

Families with their children in registered care (ie care provided by nannies or by grandparents or other relatives who are registered as 
carers with the Government, alongside some forms of centre-based care such as care provided by individuals in pre-schools) receive 
considerably less. The payment is $0.652 per hour or $32.60 per week for up to 50 hours of care. This payment, in contrast to the one 
for approved care, can be claimed as a direct payment into your account upon lodging a claim and providing receipts of child care 
expenditure. Child Care Benefit for registered care can only be claimed if the person claiming is working, training or studying.231

(v)	 Child Care Rebate

The Child Care Rebate aims to support parents with out-of-pocket expenses on approved child care when they are working, training 
or studying. The Rebate covers 50 per cent of out-of pocket child care expenses up to a maximum of $7,500 per child per year from 
July 2011. Out-of-pocket expenses are the cost of child care fees less the Child Care Benefit. To be eligible, the parent/s must have 
used approved child care in the year before claiming, must meet the residency requirements, and must have worked, studied or trained 
at some time during the week in which they used child care.232 The parent/s must also be eligible for the Child Care Benefit (ie the 
applicant must be responsible for paying the child care fees of the child, must be using approved or registered child care and must have 
their child immunised (or exempt from the immunisation requirements), even if they are excluded from entitlement to the Child Care 
Benefit because of their income.233 The Child Care Rebate is not means tested. Moreover, if the claimant’s income is the only factor 
precluding them from access to the Child Care Benefit, then they may still be entitled to the Child Care Rebate.

Grandparents who are primary carers of their grandchildren and foster parents are also entitled to Family Tax Benefit payments, Child 
Care Benefit, and the Child Care Rebate. They are also entitled to receive Parenting Payment.
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(vi)	 Baby Bonus

The Baby Bonus is an income tested payment that aims to help with the costs of a new baby or adopted child and is paid following 
the birth or adoption of a child. Effective from September 2012, the value of the bonus is $5,000 in total, paid in thirteen fortnightly 
instalments ($846.20) in the first fortnight and $346.15 every subsequent fortnight). As of July 2013, the baby bonus for a second child 
will be reduced from $5,000 to $3,000.234 It can be claimed within 52 weeks of the birth of the baby. The payment is available to those 
who: have care of the child for at least 35 per cent of the time; are eligible for Family Tax Benefit for the child within 26 weeks of the 
child’s birth or of the time that an adopted child was entrusted to their care (they do not need to meet the FTB income test); and those 
who meet the income test. Eligibility for the baby bonus cuts out when the family’s estimated combined income in the six months after 
the birth or adoption exceeds $75,000.235 A person receiving Parental Leave pay will not be eligible for the Baby Bonus.

(vii)	 Paid Parental Leave scheme

Prior to the introduction of the Paid Parental Leave (PPL) scheme the main forms of parental leave were unpaid parental leave through 
the Fair Work Act 2009 (as outlined above) and employer provided paid parental leave.236 Paid parental leave was available to certain 
employees, some government employees through legislation and in the private sector through a number of enterprise agreements and 
company provisions for varying periods.237 Over half of the organisations reporting to the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace 
Agency in 2010 provided some form of paid maternity leave for their employees.238

Since January 2011, in Australia the PPL scheme provides 18 weeks of government funded pay for parental leave at the rate of the 
National Minimum Wage which at 1 July 2012 was $606.50 per week before tax.239 It is available to men or women who are primary 
carers of a newborn or recently adopted child and who meet the work test, whereby the individual must have worked for at least  
10 of the 13 months prior to the birth or adoption of the child and worked for at least 330 hours in that 10 months period). The type of 
position (ie full-time/part-time etc) has no bearing on the entitlement. To be eligible, the individual claimant (not the household) must 
also have earned less than $150,000 in the financial year preceding the birth. The scheme is conditional on leaving the workforce, as the 
claimant must be on leave or outside of the workforce. The individual is entitled to up to ten ‘keeping in touch’ days of work during their 
period of paid parental leave but these days are not added to the end of the parental leave period.240

6. Technical Paper E: Laws and policies on caring in Australia



Investing in care: Recognising and valuing those who care • Volume 2: Technical Papers • 2013 • 75 

The primary carer must apply for the payment, which at the beginning is most likely to be the mother. However, if the birth mother or 
initial primary carer would like to return to work before the paid parental leave period is complete, the remaining pay period can be 
transferred to their partner, the other legal parent of the child, or the other legal parent’s partner.241 If an individual is eligible both for 
Baby Bonus and paid parental leave, they may choose which payment to receive. The government paid parental leave scheme does not 
affect any existing leave entitlements.

The Paid Parental Leave and Other Legislation Amendment (Dad and Partner Pay and Other Measures) Bill 2012 was passed by the 
Senate and House of Representatives.242 This legislation expands the existing PPL scheme to include Dad and Partner Pay. From 
January 2013, it will provide eligible working fathers or partners with two weeks Dad and Partner Pay at the rate of the National 
Minimum Wage. This government-funded payment will be able to be taken at any time during the first year from the birth or adoption 
and can be taken at the same time as the Baby Bonus, Family Tax Benefit, or while the mother is on paid parental leave. The eligibility 
criteria will be largely the same as those for paid parental leave: it is subject to the same work test and income test. Like the PPL 
scheme, Dad and Partner Pay will also be dependent on leaving work and can only be paid if the individual is on unpaid leave or is not 
working.243

During the debates about the introduction of PPL, a number of parties recommended a period of 26 weeks. For example, a number of 
submissions in response to Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s interim paper, Valuing Parenthood: Options for paid 
maternity leave, supported this recommendation on the grounds that it enhanced mothers’ and babies’ health and wellbeing.244 In 
addition the 2009 Productivity Commission report on Paid Parental Leave stated that: ‘The evidence is most compelling that there are 
child health and wellbeing benefits from exclusive parental care in the first six months of life’.245 Key findings from a recent Australian 
study by Whitehouse et al. show that there was an association between the duration of mothers’ leave after childbirth in two-parent 
families and reductions in levels of maternal distress. The researchers suggest that ‘an optimal leave duration for mothers of more than 
6 months (although not necessarily more than 12 months), with more than 3 months being paid leave’.246

Other submissions noted the possibility of continuing superannuation benefit during paid parental leave period.247 The current PPL 
Scheme has no provisions for superannuation payments, although some employees may have access to this benefit through their 
employer.248

Some of the other issues surrounding the introduction of the PPL scheme include: the lack of a job guarantee so that the scheme 
provides pay for parental leave but does encompass access to leave entitlements.249 Baird and Williamson note ‘as the work test to 
receive parental leave pay is broader than the NES entitlement to unpaid parental leave (which arises only after 12 months’ continuous 
service with the same or a related employer), there will be workers who can receive parental leave pay, but are not guaranteed job 
protection’.250 In addition, extending women’s time out of the labour market without addressing men’s take up of parental leave has 
implications for women’s career and retirement savings and may further entrench gender roles.251

Some employers have developed entitlements beyond the PPL scheme. For example, in Australia in 2012, Insurance Australia Group 
Limited (IAG) introduced a ‘welcome back payment’ for employees returning from parental leave of six week of double pay, once they 
return to work, with the stated aim of retaining employees and reinstating women’s pre-leave salaries.252

(c)	 Services
In Australia, access to early education and care services assists parents to combine paid work and unpaid care. The difficulties 
associated with attempting to combine employment and care responsibilities can be exacerbated by a lack of quality, accessible and 
affordable services which are flexible and designed to meet the needs of working parents, particularly those working in non-standard 
hours and in non-metropolitan areas.

(i)	 Early childhood education and care services

Unlike some other countries that have a legal right to public early childhood education and care services, such as Denmark and Norway, 
Australia has no formal right to an early childhood education and care place. Centre-based early childhood education and care is 
provided by a collection of private for-profit and not-for-profit providers and the government is not a provider.

Access to high quality, affordable and flexible early childhood education and care services is vital for parents to combine paid work and 
care responsibilities. Working parents, who satisfy the Government’s work, training, study test are eligible for priority of access to early 
childhood education and care places. This is only for approved early childhood education and care services when there is a waiting 
list.253

In Australia the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education and Care established in 2012 by the Australian Government 
aims to improve quality standards in early childhood and care services including most long day care, family day care, preschool and 
outside of school hours care. It establishes: a national legislative framework; a National Quality Standard, a national quality rating 
and assessment process; and the Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority. It establishes a national approach 
to ‘the regulation and quality assessment of education and care services’. The National Quality Standard establishes new national 
benchmarks for quality across seven areas: educational program and practice; children’s health and safety, physical environment, 
staffing arrangements, relationships with children, collaborative partnership with families and communities; and leadership and service 
management.254 This information may potentially help parents to identify high quality early childhood education and care services.
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Research has shown that parents experience a number of difficulties accessing early childhood education and care. Data from the 
ABS Childhood Education and Care Survey 2008, shows that in 2005 the main reasons for not accessing or organising additional 
early childhood education and care services was due to lack of available places for around a third of parents and, for around 16 per 
cent cost was the main barrier. In 2008, although the data is not comparable, costs were again one of the main reasons parents did 
not access or organise additional early childhood education and care for just over one in five parents.255 Difficulties associated with 
the costs of early childhood education and care were also found in the analysis of HILDA data over time. In addition, in 2009 over 
half the couple households, and just over 60 per cent of lone-parent households, experienced difficulties with the availability of early 
childhood education and care. Although couple households experienced difficulties with the quality of early childhood education 
and care, this was more common in lone-parent households.256 Local difficulties with early childhood education and care, in terms of 
availability, quality and cost, have been found to be associated with lower hours and reduced participation of women in employment.257 
The difficulties associated with attempting to combine employment and care for parents can be exacerbated by a lack of high quality, 
accessible and affordable services, which are flexible and designed to meet the needs of working parents, particularly those working in 
non-standard hours and in non-metropolitan areas.

A number of subsidies to reduce the costs of child are available in Australia such as the Child Care Benefit and the Child Care Rebate, 
as outlined previously. The Government provides the Child Care Benefit and Child Care Rebate to individuals and families (in the case 
of Child Care Benefit, individuals can elect to have the government pay the benefit directly to the child care provider) and they are 
expected to purchase their child care from the private market. Government funding can be used to pay for approved centre-based 
care or family day care, and Child Care Benefit can be used to pay for home based care provided by registered carers (ie nannies, 
grandparents or other relatives who are registered as carers with the Government).258

According to ACOSS the Child Care Benefit is an example of a ‘well-designed’ subsidy for a vital service that covers the costs of 
targeted service for households on low and middle incomes, particularly if they are capped at an appropriate level.259 In contrast ACOSS 
refers to ‘top up’ subsidies such as the Child Care [Tax] Rebate as upside down welfare as they ‘disproportionately benefit people on 
higher incomes and inflate the cost of the services for everyone else’.260 To remedy this ACOSS proposes

that the Child Care Tax Rebate, which reduces gap fees for child care after Child Care Benefit entitlements have been paid, be 
integrated with the Child Care Benefit into a single payment, as proposed in the Henry report. This would not be a cost cutting 
measure – the goals would be to increase support for low and middle income families with child care costs and reduce inflation 
in child care fees.261

ACOSS notes that high early childhood education and care costs are more likely to deter lower and middle income parents from 
participating in paid employment compared to high income parents.262 ‘So redistributing child care subsidies to low and middle income 
families would boost employment participation as well as improving the system’s fairness’.263 Research shows that women who live in 
areas where access to high quality, accessible and affordable early childhood education care services is limited are more likely to work 
part-time than full-time.264 Further research on whether the interaction of the cost of early childhood education and care with the benefit 
system for early childhood education and care and women’s incomes is a disincentive to women’s workforce participation is required.

6.2	 Carers
(a)	 Legal recognition of carers
(i)	 Carer recognition legislation

National legislation pertaining to carers was introduced in 2010. The Carer Recognition Act 2010 (Cth) and the National Carer Strategy 
and its Implementation Plan form part of the National Carer Recognition Framework. A carer is defined in the Act as:

an individual who provides personal care, support and assistance to another individual who needs it because that other 
individual (a) has a disability; or (b) has a medical condition (including a terminal or chronic illness); or (c) has a mental illness; or 
(d) is frail and aged.265

The Act aims to ‘increase recognition and awareness of carers and to acknowledge the valuable contribution they make to society’266 
and includes a set of principles in the Statement for Australia’s Carers that acknowledges that:

all carers should have the same rights, choices and opportunities as other Australians, regardless of age, race, sex, disability, 
sexuality, religious or political beliefs, Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander heritage, cultural or linguistic differences, socioeconomic 
status or locality.267

In addition the Act recognises that: children and young people who provide care should also have the same rights as all children and 
young people; the valuable economic and social contribution of carers; that they should be supported to enhance their health and 
social wellbeing and to participate in family and community activities; the relationship between carers and those they support should 
be respected; they should be accorded dignity and respect and acknowledged as partners in providing support; they should be helped 
to attain economic wellbeing and where appropriate assisted to participate in employment and education; and that ‘support for carers 
should be timely, responsive, appropriate and accessible’.268 The Act does not create any legally enforceable obligations. Policy to 
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support carers has been outlined in the National Carers Strategy and the National Carers Strategy Implementation Plan and Action Plan 
(2011-2014).

As Phillips and Magarey (2010) note the Act does not set up carers’ rights or obligations for public services to provide support that 
are legally enforceable. The Australian legislation differs in this respect to legislation in the UK.269 In the UK the role of carers was first 
recognised in the Carers (Recognition and Services) Act 1995. The Carers and Disabled Children Act 2000 gave carers the right to 
request an assessment of their capacity to provide support. The Carers (Equal Opportunities) Act 2004, extended the rights of carers 
and gave them the right to receive an assessment and mandatory obligations for councils to provide services and to take a carer’s wish 
to continue in, or re-enter, paid work into account.270

Most Australian States and Territories except for Tasmania and the ACT have also introduced specific legislation recognising the 
contribution and role of carers: Carers Recognition Act 2004 (WA), Carers Recognition Act 2005 (SA), Carers Recognition Act 2006 
(NT), Carers (Recognition) Act 2008 (QLD),Carers (Recognition) Act 2010 (NSW) and Carers Recognition Act 2012 (Vic).271 The definition 
of carers in the legislation is consistent at the national and state and territory levels. The Commonwealth legislation is not intended to 
exclude similar State and Territory laws.272 These acts, similar to the national legislation, do not contain enforceable obligations.

Recognition for carers may be supported through other mechanisms linked to the National Carer Recognition Framework. The report of 
the Inquiry into Better Support for Carers recommended that the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 
Affairs (FaHCSIA) ‘investigate the benefits of introducing a national carer card for recipients of Carer Payment and carer allowance in 
order to verify the relationship between a primary carer and care receiver’.273 The card was for use with government agencies, health 
professionals or other service providers, and provides concessions or discounts to holders.274 The Government response to this inquiry 
indicated that it would undertake this action.275 Recognition of carers may be enhanced with the introduction of a national carer card. It 
may be timely to consider whether a carer card could be used for a range of other purposes and extended to carers who do not qualify 
for the Carer Payment or Carer Allowance.

(ii)	 Anti-discrimination legislation

As outlined above in the section in relation to anti-discrimination legislation with regard to parents, amendments to anti-discrimination 
legislation at the state and territory level have made it unlawful to treat someone unfairly due to their caring, family or parental status or 
responsibilities. In some states and territories, for example, New South Wales, Victoria and the Australian Capital Territory discrimination 
against carer responsibilities or carer status is specifically referred to within the legislation.276 In other states discrimination against 
carers falls within definitions of family responsibilities and or parental status or parenthood.277

However, the definition of recognised carer relationships varies within the different pieces of legislation in the States and Territories. For 
example in Victoria under the Equal Opportunity Act 2010 it is against the law to discriminate against someone due to their parental 
status or carer status.278

A carer means:
a person on whom another person is wholly or substantially dependent for ongoing care and attention, other than a person who 
provides that care and attention wholly or substantially on a commercial basis.279

In contrast in South Australia in the Equal Opportunity Act 1984, a person with caring responsibilities is defined as:

(a)  a person has caring responsibilities if the person has responsibilities to care for or support:

(i)  a dependent child of the person; or 
(ii) any other immediate family member of the person who is in need of care and support; and 

(b)  an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person also has caring responsibilities if the person has responsibilities to care for 
or support any person to whom that person is held to be related according to Aboriginal kinship rules or Torres Strait Islander 
kinship rules, as the case may require.280

As outlined previously, the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 offers carers only limited protection. Carers Australia note that ‘some carers 
may be theoretically protected from discrimination in employment under the Commonwealth Sex Discrimination Act 1984 as a result of 
their ‘family responsibilities’ this is restrictively defined’281 and it is only based on the concept of an ‘immediate family member’. Carers 
Australia argues that this definition is too narrow and does not take account of care provided by extended family networks particularly 
evident in Indigenous Communities and carers from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Carers Australia suggests that 
the legislation should ‘recognise individuals with caring responsibilities’282 as does the Carer Recognition Act 2010 (Cth). ‘Carers 
Australia believes that carers should be protected against both direct and indirect discrimination over a range of areas of public life...
All carers should be protected from discrimination in their own right’.283 They suggest that all anti-discrimination legislation should offer 
carers the same protection contained in some state legislation. For example, in Victoria, carers are provided with additional protection 
with respect to employment as there is a positive obligation for employers to reasonably accommodate requests for flexible working 
arrangements.284
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Overall the current legislative context acknowledges the social and economic contribution of carers and the vital role they play in 
sustaining those in need of support through carer recognition and amendments to anti-discrimination legislation at the Commonwealth 
and State and Territory level. However, variations in the definitions used and provisions mean that the level of protection provided by 
these laws varies.

(iii)	 Fair Work Act and the National Employment Standards

Carers are also recognised in the Fair Work Act 2009. Of the ten NES outlined previously currently only two are of direct relevance to 
recognising carers: personal/carer’s leave and compassionate leave, the right to request flexible working arrangements, but only with 
respect to carers of a child with a disability aged under 18 years.

Personal/carer’s leave and compassionate leave

All employees including carers are entitled to a minimum of 10 personal/carer’s leave and two days of unpaid carer’s leave. The 
eligibility criteria is the same as for parents as outlined previously.285 In order to be eligible, the carer must be providing care for a 
member of their ‘immediate family or household’ (ie a spouse, de facto partner, child, parent, grandparent, grandchild or sibling of an 
employee; or a child, parent, grandparent, grandchild or sibling of the employee’s spouse or de facto partner).286 As a result, a number 
of care relationships in wider kinship networks are not recognised in carer’s leave provisions.

Many working carers may not be eligible for carer’s leave due to the requirement that they must be employed continuously for  
12 months with the same employer. As discussed previously, due to their caring responsibilities, a high proportion of women occupy 
casual and precarious employment287 and are therefore not entitled to access leave provisions. In addition, it has been argued that, ‘the 
consolidation of personal and carers’ leave has resulted in a depletion of personal leave for employees with caring responsibilities’.288 
International studies report that carers use their annual and sick leave to provide support.289 Employees supporting people with high 
levels of need may use all their personal/carer leave entitlement to care for others.290 An additional period of dedicated paid carer’s 
leave would reduce the pressure on carers’ overall leave entitlement.291 Carers can also access 2 days of unpaid carer’s leave if a family 
member or a member of their household becomes ill.292 The adequacy of these leave entitlements in assisting carers to remain attached 
to the labour market may be problematic given the number who leave employment due to caring responsibilities.293

An employee, including casuals, can take two days of compassionate leave for an immediate family member or a member of their 
household who has life-threatening illness or injury or who has died. The employer must pay the employee (except for a casual 
employee) at his/her base rate of pay.294 Although access to unpaid leave during this period no doubt assists carers in Australia at 
this emotionally difficult time, carers in other countries such Belgium and Sweden have access to paid palliative care leave over a 
considerably longer period of time.295 Australian employees do not have legislated access to longer leave periods for palliative care.

Access to, and use of, carer’s leave is important to support gender equality in unpaid caring responsibilities. In 2007, paid carer’s leave 
was available to both parents in around one-third of couple families, while neither parent had access in around 12 per cent of couples.296 
Just over one-third of mothers and nearly one quarter of fathers had used unpaid leave to provide care.297

Request for flexible working arrangements

The right to request flexible work arrangements is only available to those caring for a child who is under school age and those caring for 
a child with a disability under the age of 18 years.298 Therefore a substantial group of carers are not entitled to request flexible working 
arrangements. The ACTU and Australian Human Rights Commission submissions to the Post Implementation of the Review of the 
Fair Work Act 2009 recommended extending the right to request flexible working arrangements to employees caring for someone with 
disability, chronic illness and frailty.299 As outlined above with respect to parents, the request for flexible working arrangements can be 
refused by an employer due to reasonable business grounds, which is not defined in the Act, nor is there a formal appeals process if 
requests are refused.

In countries such as the UK and New Zealand the right to request flexible working arrangements has been extended to include the care 
of adults.300 Evidence from the UK suggests that many workers have access to some form of flexible working arrangements, including 
those not covered by the legislation. Evidence suggests that most requests for flexible working arrangements have been accepted by 
the employer. However, there is limited data available specifically examining the impact of the right to request on carers, but anecdotal 
evidence points to employers having a positive attitude to flexible working practices and that this assists carers to combine care and 
paid work and remain attached to the labour market. In addition employers also benefit from flexible working arrangements in terms of 
reduced staff turnover, higher retention rates and increased productivity.301

(b)	 Income support and tax benefit support
There are three income support payments specifically for carers in Australia: Carer Payment, Carer Allowance, and Carer Supplement. 
However, carers may also receive other forms of income support such as the age pension or Disability Support Pension.

(i)	 Carer Payment

Carer Payment is divided into two categories: Carer Payment (adult) and Carer Payment (child under 16). Carer Payment (adult) is an 
income support payment for those who are precluded from supporting themselves in paid work because they are caring for someone 
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with a disability, severe medical condition or who is frail or aged. In order to be eligible, the carer must be providing constant care in the 
home of the person they care for (and the care recipient must also be over the age of 16. The payment is means-tested on the income 
and assets of both the carer and the recipient of care. Carer Payment (child under 16) is an income support payment for people who 
are unable to support themselves in paid work because they are caring for a child with a profound disability or medical condition who 
has extremely high care needs. The payment is income and asset tested and paid at the same rate as Carer Payment (adult).302 The 
Government’s Pension Review recommended that eligibility for Carer Payment be linked more closely with the level of care provision 
rather than the use of a cap on the number of hours worked.303

At March 2012, the maximum rate of payment for a single person was $695.30 per fortnight and for a couple was $524.10 each. 
Recipients of Carer Payment are only permitted to undertake up to 25 hours of education, training or employment per week.304 The strict 
eligibility criteria of providing constant care and the limited number of hours recipients can participate in paid employment may act as 
a disincentive to combining paid work and care responsibilities, especially if alternative care arrangements are not available or are too 
costly.305 Research reveals that carers in receipt of Carer Payment frequently work irregular or varying hours that may vary across weeks 
and fortnights, often determined by the changing nature of their caring responsibilities.306 Currently the work test on the Carer Payment 
does not allow for flexibility in the limits on hours worked.

Carer Payment can only be received by the primary carer. However, in some circumstances care may be provided by more than one 
carer.307 This is particularly the case in Indigenous communities.308 Thus the restrictive eligibility criterion does not recognise care 
provided by an extended network of support.

After the cessation of care provision due to the death of the person in receipt of support, a carer may receive an income support 
payment for a further 14 weeks.309 Although this provides carers with a transition period it is possible that they may find it difficult to 
re-enter the labour market if they have been out of the workforce for a considerable period of time. Research shows that the negative 
impact of caring on employment does not cease once caring ends.310

Carers are eligible for assistance with training and skills development through Job Services Australia, although the effectiveness of 
these types of support for assisting carers to re-enter the workforce remains unknown.

(ii)	 Carer Allowance

Carer Allowance is divided into two categories: Carer Allowance (adult) and Carer Allowance (child under 16). Carer Allowance (adult) 
is a supplementary payment for carers who provide daily care and attention to an adult with a severe disability or medical condition or 
who is frail or aged. The payment may be paid on top of other government income support payments, including Carer Payment. To be 
eligible, the carer must be providing care in their own home or in the home of the care recipient. The payment is not means-tested, and 
at September 2012 was currently paid at the rate of $114.00 per fortnight.311

Carer Allowance (child under 16) is a supplementary allowance paid to parents or carers who provide care for a child with a severe 
disability or medical condition who needs a lot of care and attention in the home. A parent or carer’s entitlement varies depending on 
the severity of the child’s disability. They may be entitled either to a Carers Allowance plus Health Care Card or to a Health Care Card on 
its own. The allowance is paid at the same rate as Carer Allowance (adult) and is also not means-tested.

However, in spite of the absence of a means test, eligibility hinges on the strict requirements concerning the recipient’s level of care 
need, with the carer providing a health professional’s report on the condition of the person receiving care and consequent level of care 
required. In 2007, the Allowance was accessed by less than 15 per cent of the total carer population.312 Recipients of Carer Allowance 
provide care for people with a wide range of medical conditions for adults the four largest of which include the following types of 
conditions: 28 per cent mental/behavioural, 23 per cent circulation, 23 per cent musculo-skeletal and 18 per cent nervous system 
conditions,313 which suggests a range of costs associated with the condition of the person receiving care. However, there is no flexibility 
in the amount of the Carer Allowance to accommodate those carers for whom the care expenses are considerably higher. Research has 
suggested that approximately a third of recipients of Carer Allowance were experiencing financial difficulty314 and some have suggested 
that the Allowance is too low, and should be increased.315

(iii)	 Carer Supplement

Carer Supplement is an annual lump sum payment to assist carers with the costs of caring for a person with a disability or medical 
condition. It is paid on 1 July each year to people in receipt of Carer Allowance or Carer Payment. For those on Carer Payment, the 
supplement is $600. Those on Carer Allowance receive up to $600 for each person for whom they provide care. Those in receipt of part 
rate Carer Allowance may receive less than $600.316

(iv)	 Carer Adjustment Payment

Carer Adjustment Payment is a one-off non-taxable payment to assist families with additional care needs for children aged between  
0 to 6 years old who have had a sudden or severe illness of accident.317
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(c)	 Services
There are a number of government-funded services that are available to provide temporary or ongoing support for carers and people 
with disability, people with a long term illness or older frail people, however research shows that overall carers’ service use is low.318 The 
service system is complex and fragmented and many carers have to undergo multiple assessments.319 Services predominantly provide 
temporary or short-term relief from the demands of caring than support carers to participate in employment.320 Access to services is 
predicated on being identified as a carer and being assessed as requiring support. Often carers do not self-identify as a carer because 
they perceive the support they provide as an extension of an existing relationship.321 Many services within the health system often do 
not have effective strategies to identify carers, particularly young carers.322 One of the primary sources of support for carers in Australia 
is through the National Respite for Carers Program.

(i)	 National Respite for Carers Program

The National Respite for Carers Program (NRCP) aims to provide support to people who care for a friend or relative in the home. 
It provides carers with access to short term and emergency respite support in the community. The respite can be provided in the 
home, in day care centres, community cottage respite for overnight stays or in community activities. The program is funded by the 
Commonwealth Government but individuals using respite may be asked to pay a fee depending on the type of respite. It also provides 
information and support such as carer information and counselling services. Carers can access the program through their local 
Commonwealth Respite Carelink Centre.323

(ii)	 Home and Community Care Program

The Commonwealth HACC program provides a number of care services to frail aged people and people with disability and their carers 
in the community. The Program provides services such as personal care, nursing care and allied health services, domestic assistance 
and home modification and maintenance, meal preparation, transport, and respite care. The Program was previously jointly funded 
by the Commonwealth and State governments. From July 2012 the Commonwealth Government assumed responsibility for the 
administration and funding of the program for people aged 65 years and over and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 
50 years and over except in Victoria and Western Australia. State and territory governments will be responsible for the funding and 
administration of the services for people under 65 years or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people under 50 years.324

(iii)	 Community Aged Care Packages

Community Aged Care Packages (CACPs) are individually tailored care packages providing care to older people with low level care 
needs living in the community. They are provided for the most part by private not-for-profit providers and can provide a combination or 
personal care, social support, transport, help with meal preparation and help with the home and garden tailored to meet the needs of 
the recipient. In order to be eligible, an individual has to undergo an assessment by an Aged Care Assessment Team and be assessed 
as being in need of low level care. The Commonwealth Government provides a daily subsidy towards the cost of a CACP and the 
individual may be asked to pay a co-contribution depending on their means. The co-contribution is capped for full aged pensioners.325 
The Commonwealth also funds packages to support people with high care needs to remain in the community. These are called 
Extended Aged Care at Home (EACH) packages.

(iv)	 Consumer Directed Care

A more recent development in support for people with disability, chronic illness and frailty and their carers is Consumer Directed Care 
(CDC). CDC is funded by the Australian Government to provide care recipients and carers with more control over the way in which 
the services they receive are provided. CDC is delivered through community aged care packages and through respite care (Consumer 
Directed Respite Care (CDRC)).326

CDRC are specifically designed to support carers of frail older people and people with dementia. Commonwealth Respite and Carelink 
Centres are funded to provide CDRC packages. The aim of the CDRC packages is to give carers more control over choosing which 
service they receive and when they are provided, although the Centres administer the budget and coordinate the provision of support.327 
The evaluation of the program found qualitative and survey evidence that carers benefited from receipt of the packages, particularly in 
terms of satisfaction. However, it was noted that ‘CDRC participants had an annual CDRC package allocation to spend over a period 
of six months or less, and it is likely that the benefits and outcomes realised were to some extent due to the level of resources available 
during this initial period.328

(v)	 Residential Aged Care

If an older person in need of care is assessed by an Aged Care Assessment team as requiring low or high level care, they can enter 
into a residential aged care facility. The Commonwealth Government pays a daily subsidy to the aged care facility – most of which are 
privately run by for profit and not-for profit organisations- for each resident based on the resident’s care needs. Residents will pay one 
or more fees based on their income and assets.329
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(vi)	 Living Longer, Living Better – Aged Care Reform Package

The Living longer, Living Better –Aged Care Reform Package was released by the Commonwealth Government in April 2012. It aims to 
‘build a responsive, integrated, consumer-centred and sustainable aged care system, designed to meet the challenges of population 
ageing and ensure ongoing innovation and improvement’.330 Support to assist people to remain living at home includes: an integrated 
Home Support program, increasing the number of Home Care Packages with new levels of support and increased choice through CDC. 
A single entry point to the aged care service system will be developed to access information and services through measures such as 
the My Aged Care website and a national call centre. Support to carers will be increase through greater access to respite services, 
increased access to counselling services and increased choice and flexibility in decisions about the type and frequency of service 
delivery. Also a network of Carer Support Centres will be established to facilitate access emergency respite, information and support 
and referral to other types of services.331 Initiatives to improve assessment processes in the aged care system are included in the 
package. However, unless assessment processes recognise and identify carers and focus on their specific needs as partners-in-care 
within all areas of the health system, i.e. primary health care, hospitals, health services, these reforms will not address barriers to carers’ 
participation in employment and access to future retirement income.

(vii)	 Employment conditions of paid care workers

The availability of quality, appropriate, accessible and affordable formal care services is vital to assist people to remain at home and to 
support carers in their caring role. Working conditions within the care sector are characterised by part-time and casual positions, shift 
work, low wages and with little or no vocational training.332 Women are predominately employed in this sector and this exposes them to 
an increased risk of poverty over the lifecourse.333 Moves towards consumer directed care within the Australian context should not be to 
the detriment of care workers and their employment conditions. Reforms within the aged and health care sectors should aim to enhance 
and protect the employment conditions and pay of paid care workers in order to supply high quality support.

(viii)	 National Disability Insurance Scheme

Following the Productivity Commission Report (2011), the Commonwealth Government made a commitment to the development of a 
National Disability Insurance Scheme. While the details of the NDIS are not yet clear the Government has committed $1 billion in this 
year’s budget to the NDIS. The NDIS will focus on providing long term high quality support to those with a ‘permanent disability that 
significantly affects their communication, mobility, self-care or self-management’.334 The needs of each individual and their carer would 
be assessed by a NDIS appointed assessor and an individualised support package developed accordingly. The services required in 
each case would be provided by a range of not-for profit and for-profit private and state and territory government service providers.335 
One of the core aims of the NDIS is to provide better support to families providing care.336 If this aim is to be realised, carers’ needs, 
their capacity to provide support and their ability to undertake their other responsibilities, such as paid employment must be assessed, 
and accessible and appropriate services provided. It is vital that carers’ needs are taken into account at all stages of the development 
and implementation of the NDIS.

6.3	 Conclusion
The current policy and legislative context in Australia acknowledges the social and economic contribution of unpaid carers and the 
vital role parents and carers play in sustaining those in need of support. A number of aspects of employment and anti-discrimination 
legislation provide recognition of employees’ caring responsibilities, by both parents and carers. This legislation provides some 
protection to employees with family and carer responsibilities with respect to access to paid and unpaid leave and the right to request 
changes in working arrangements for certain employees. However, variations in the definitions used and provisions mean that the level 
of protection provided by these laws is governed by where a carer resides. Access to many workplace entitlements does not take 
account of the working conditions of many women who are employed casually and in non-traditional employment. Therefore, these 
frameworks often reinforce, rather than positively address, the gendered nature of the distribution of care responsibilities, perceptions of 
the ideal worker and the types of jobs available to parents and carers. If parents and carers are to have a real choice about participation 
in paid work and providing care in order to ameliorate the inequalities embedded in women’s retirement income, the current and future 
legislative frameworks and policy development must also address the following issues: more equitable sharing of care responsibilities 
across gender and over time, pay equity, decent working condition that recognise workers’ multiple responsibilities which vary over the 
lifecourse and the provision of accessible and appropriate services to support combining these responsibilities.



82



Investing in care: Recognising and valuing those who care • Volume 2: Technical Papers • 2013 • 83 

7.	Technical Paper F:  
Workplace 
initiatives and 
workplace culture

‘The public ‘crisis of care’ is not that no one is providing care but rather that this care is costly for those who provide it’.337

Demographic and policy changes have resulted in increasing numbers of women, and men, who have caring responsibilities while 
employed. However, the provision of care has a negative impact on unpaid carers’ participation in employment338 and work hours.339  
In addition, carers are more likely to leave employment than reduce their work hours when taking on caring roles.340 This has a 
significant impact of carers’ income over the lifecourse putting them at risk of poverty in later life341 and poor mental health.342 Trying to 
juggle paid work and care responsibilities can adversely impact on carers’ career progression and work performance.343 The provision 
of support also has a long-term negative impact on participation in employment and income. When caring stops or the level of need 
decreases, carers often find it difficult to re-enter the paid workforce.344

This paper first provides an overview of current entitlements in the Fair Work Act that value and recognises unpaid carers (parents and 
carers). Policies and initiatives designed to facilitate combining work and care, such as flexible work hours, together with workplace 
cultures and barriers to reconciling paid work with are then discussed. Next case studies of Australian and international innovative 
practices in businesses and corporations based on flexible work policies, return to work programs and initiatives to support carers 
which are designed to enhance their capacity to undertake both working and caring roles, while also assisting carers to remain in or  
re-enter paid work when the level of support required decreases, are outlined. The final section reviews some evaluative research on  
the effectiveness of these practices and policies.

7.1	 Current workplace mechanisms
(a)	 Overview of entitlements available to parents and carers in the Australian context
Carers require time to undertake their caring responsibilities. Access to paid and unpaid leave entitlements are crucial for parents and 
carers if they are to have a choice about the nature and extent of their caring activities, while providing job protection to maintain their 
attachment to the labour market and facilitate workforce re-entry. Access to paid leave lessens the impact of time spent caring on both 
current and future income and retirement savings.

In Australia parents and carers are recognised within employment legislation through their entitlement to various leave provisions in the 
Fair Work Act 2009. These provisions, outlined in more detail in Technical Paper E, include: parental leave, personal/carer’s leave and 
compassionate leave and requests for flexible working arrangements. Under the National Employment Standards (NES) at a minimum 
each parent can access a separate period of up to 12 months unpaid parental leave after the adoption or birth of their child. Parents 
have to option to begin their unpaid parental leave six weeks prior to the birth or adoption, on the date of birth or adoption or within  
12 months of the birth or adoption. The parents have to take most of the leave at separate times, and the leave has to be taken in a 
single continuous period, except for ‘concurrent leave’ which is a maximum of three weeks of unpaid parental leave which can be taken 
at the same time starting after the birth or adoption of the child. All employees including parents and carers, who have been employed 
continuously for 12 months or more with the same employer, are also entitled to up to 10 days personal/carer’s leave to support a 
member of their immediate family or household if they are ill or if an emergency arises. In addition all employees including parents and 
carers are entitled to two days of unpaid leave per occasion, once their paid leave entitlement have been exhausted.
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Parents of children under school age and carers of children with disability under 18 years of age also have a right to request flexible 
working arrangements under the NES. This provision assists parents and carers to meet both their paid work and care responsibilities 
by providing flexible options in terms of work hours, varying start and finishing time and the location of work. As noted in Technical 
Paper E the right to request legislation has been introduced in response to the needs of parents returning from parental leave and has 
only recently been extended to some carers. As a result, to date the needs of a significant number of carers of adults with disability, 
chronic illness and frailty due to ageing to work flexibility have been overlooked. However, in August 2012 the final report of the Fair 
Work Act Review, recommended amending s.65 of the Act ‘to extend the right to request flexible working arrangements to a wider 
range of caring and other circumstances, and to require that the employee and the employer hold a meeting to discuss the request, 
unless the employer has agreed to the request.’345

(b)	 Part-time work
Part-time work is an important mechanism for women and men to undertake unpaid care and paid work responsibilities. Nearly half  
(46 per cent) of female employees worked part-time compared with 16 per cent of employed men.346 Australia has ratified the ILO  
Part-Time Work Convention, 1994 which requires that part-time workers receive pro-rata equal remuneration and the same protections 
as full-time workers.

Many parents and carers work part-time to better manage their care responsibilities. However, many work in casual positions and are 
precariously attached to the labour market due to their caring responsibilities. This has a negative impact on their income levels over  
the lifecourse347 and therefore retirement income and savings.

While the promotion of opportunities to combine part-time paid work and care responsibilities through part-time employment is 
important, the inequitable outcomes for carers with respect to retirement incomes and savings must be considered.

7.2	 Barriers
(a)	 Workplace culture
Workplaces that promote a culture of long hours of work and a perception that workers should be unencumbered by responsibilities 
outside of their job make it difficult for carers to ask for assistance to undertake their work and care responsibilities.348 Research has 
found that carers are dedicated employees but excessive work pressure and a lack of flexibility are barriers to combining paid work  
and responsibilities.349

Research shows that access to flexibility in the workplace assists carers to remain in and re-enter employment.350 Research has found 
that carers tended to use policies which were available to all employees so as not to highlight their caring responsibilities at work.351 
Workplace flexibility can also be beneficial for employers in terms of reducing staff turnover and increased employee satisfaction and 
productivity.352 Supportive management and human resources departments are vital and influence the take up of workplace flexibility 
options by carers.353

If employed carers are to have real choices about participation in paid work they require decent work conditions.354 The organisation 
of work and the structure of job design based on the notion of an ideal worker who is male and works full-time without other 
responsibilities fail to take account of the lived experience of many workers, both women and men.355 To better accommodate care 
and work responsibilities changes to workplace cultures are required including: realistic work hours; reasonable workloads; increased 
options for flexibility; and support for employed parents and informal carers.356

7.3	 Case studies of Australian and international workplace initiatives to support unpaid carers
A number of innovative mechanisms have been implemented in a range of businesses and corporations in Australia and internationally. 
These include integrated carer strategies operating at all levels within the organisations; time to care through access to flexible work 
schedules, reduced work hours, changes in work location; access to support, such as information and referral to services, and direct 
services provision to support employed carers; and financial assistance such as cash payments for services and subsidies.
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There are three main types of support for employed carers in the workplace. These can be categorised as provisions that provide time, 
support and financial assistance. Carers need time to provide care and entitlements to paid and unpaid leave provisions, the ability to 
vary work hours and access to flexible working arrangements, such as flex-time and job-sharing, that enables them to juggle both work 
and care responsibilities as needs change over time. In some instances employers also provide services to support employed carers, 
including training programs to increase awareness of the needs of carers and the provision of information about services through 
toolkits. Direct services can also be provided by employers to assist carers, such as on-site day care and eldercare facilities. Some 
employers offer financial assistance to carers in the form of cash subsidies to assist them with the costs of caring. Financial assistance 
can also include dependent care tax credits.

A number of companies have a strategic and integrated approach to supporting carers that encompasses leadership and a commitment 
from senior managers to raise awareness of the importance of supporting carers within the workplace. Table 2 contains examples of 
companies that provide such support. For example RailCorp in Australia has a Carer’s Register designed to assist employees who 
support an immediate family member or member of their household who have a permanent or long term illness or disability. The aim 
of the register is to reduce the level of bureaucracy attached to approval processes for carer’s leave, provide relevant information to 
carers and opportunities for carers on the register to network. In addition RailCorp holds an annual forum for employees with carer’s 
responsibilities with speakers from organisations such as Carers NSW, Alzheimer’s Australia, Working Carers Gateway, Life Institute and 
the Employee Assistance Program to provide relevant information.

A number of companies, particularly overseas companies, such as Johnson and Johnson (US), offer services to employees free of 
charge in order to retain employees. The services provided include:

•	 an assessment of the care recipients’;
•	 help with planning and coordinating services;
•	 respite care -fixed number of hours annually; and
•	 referrals to services.

Another form of support available to employed carers from employers is financial assistance. For example, Novartis France in France 
provides staff with material and financial support for care costs, to a maximum amount of €900.
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(a)	 Programs and initiatives that support flexible work
Workplace flexibility is promoted in a number of companies. For example at T-Mobile Austria flexible work time is embedded in the 
workplace culture and flexibility is actively encouraged through their policy to make as many positions as possible available on a  
part-time basis. Further details are provided in Table 3.

In Australia a number of companies have a range of policies promoting flexibility such as IBM. IBM offers flexible work options which 
allow employees to make changes to the way they work and manage their work and personal needs. These include: individualised work 
schedules, compressed or flexible work weeks, part-time work, job sharing, working from home and leave entitlements, such as paid 
parental leave, self-funded leave, personal work/life leave, study leave, leave of absence, religious observance and floating cultural 
holiday.

(b)	 Programs and initiatives that support return to work
Research shows that carers often find it difficult return to paid work when caring demands are reduced or cease. Table 4 provides 
examples of companies that have developed return to work programs, although the availability of these types of programs are limited 
and they are not specially designed to support carers. One company, Goldman Sachs in the US, has a ‘Returnship program’ which was 
launched in 2008. It involves a ten-week program aimed at preparing the employee to transition back into the workforce. Returning 
employees are able to up-date their skills or develop new skills.

In the UK Towry Law also has a ‘Return to work program’ which recruits and train people who have either taken a career break due 
to having children or those who are seeking to change their career. The program offers flexible working hours, choice of location, 
structured training programs and an opportunity to gain professional qualifications if the program is completed. 
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(a)	 Evaluation
Access to flexibility within the workplace and leave entitlements has been shown to assists carers to remain attached to the labour 
market.358 However the research tends to focus on whether employees have access to these benefits and fails to examine whether they 
use these benefits or if the workplace promotes their use.359

A study by Cullen and Gareis360 examined 50 case studies of company initiatives designed to support employed carers from  
11 countries: Austria, Belgium, Germany, Finland, France, Ireland, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia and the UK. The key 
themes that emerged from the study included: providing both universal and targeted programs for carers were beneficial; the need to 
increase managers’ awareness of the issues facing employed carers; and promoting the issue of caring as relevant to both men and 
women. The authors concluded that a multi-faceted approach was required to address the issue of supporting carers to remain in 
employment which included:

•	 ‘suitably organised long-term (community and homecare) care services to support dependent persons and their working carers;
•	 income support and other ‘flexicurity’ measures (flexicurity meaning flexibility combined with employment and social security);
•	 rights and regulations in the employment field; and
•	 practical measures that can be implemented by employers at company level’.361

7.5	 Summary and conclusion
Increasing numbers of employees, predominantly women, have care responsibilities. A number of workplace mechanisms have been 
developed and implemented to assist unpaid carers to combine care and paid work such as flexible working arrangements and leave 
entitlements. Initially these policies predominantly focused on reconciling parental care and employment, and did not focus on the 
care of people with disability, illness and frailty due to ageing. Although these workplace mechanisms assist carers, the unpredictable 
and episodic nature of the support provided to those with disability, chronic illness and frailty require different types of initiatives to be 
developed. In response to this a number of innovative initiatives have been implemented in a range of businesses and corporations in 
Australia and internationally. These include: integrated carer strategies operating at all levels within the organisations; the provision of 
information and support to carers; access to flexible work schedules, reduced work hours, changes in work location; referral to services 
and direct services provision to support employed carers; and financial assistance, such as cash payments for services and subsidies. 
These initiatives together with flexible work arrangements and access to leave entitlements support carers to remain in employment.

However barriers to maintaining attachment to the labour market for carers include workplace cultures underpinned by a full-time male 
worker model encumbered by care responsibilities that promotes long working hours and assign a lower status to part-time and casual 
employees compared to full-time employees. Tackling these issues and promoting the benefits both for employers and employees 
of recognising and valuing care within the workplace is imperative if carers are to better undertake paid work and care and maintain 
their attachment to the labour market. Remaining in employment is one of the key means of addressing income inequality in carers’ 
retirement income. However, workplace reform, alongside a more equitable distribution of care responsibilities and access to quality, 
adequate, appropriate, accessible and affordable services are required to address the gap in carers’ retirement income. In addition for 
those who cannot remain in employment adequate income support is also required.
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8.	Technical Paper G:  
International 
models for 
recognising and 
valuing unpaid care

This technical paper reviews the international literature to understand the range of international models for recognising and valuing care. 
This has included a comprehensive review of scholarly articles about care in retirement income systems and about policies concerning 
paid work and family in a range of countries. It has also included a review of other scholarly literature such as books and reports, and 
of a range of ‘grey’ material from government departments, the OECD and international bodies such as the European Commission. The 
focus is on 18 countries in the OECD. Countries were selected based on a range of factors, including our knowledge of the extent to 
which their systems are particularly innovative or have well developed mechanisms for valuing care. They were also selected to include 
a range of models of welfare state provision and pension provision in order to provide us with a broad spectrum of reform options. 
Some countries have been added to the original list of countries as research has found that they have mechanisms in place for valuing 
care in their retirement income systems. The 24 countries are: the United Kingdom, New Zealand, Canada, the United States, Sweden, 
Finland, Denmark, Norway, Iceland, France, Germany, Austria, The Netherlands, Luxembourg, Switzerland, Belgium, Spain and Italy. 
The paper also includes where useful a discussion of mechanisms in Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Chile and Japan.

The paper focuses on international models that recognise and/or value both parental care and care for a friend or family member with 
a disability, long term illness or frailty due to old age. It has concentrated on several areas: retirement incomes policies such as carer 
credits in public and private pension schemes; statutory leave arrangements such as parental leave, carer leave and other family leave; 
statutory workplace mechanisms such as legislation covering right to request flexible employment arrangements, the protection of  
part-time work, and regulating working hours; and the provision of early childhood education and care services and formal care 
services. It also describes several other measures where relevant, such as anti-discrimination legislation, gender pay equity and other 
income support measures. For each type of mechanism, the paper sets out the aims of the mechanism and their characteristics 
including their value, duration and coverage. Based on the evaluative literature, it also provides a discussion of the ‘ideal-types’ of each 
mechanism.

The mechanisms in the paper contribute to one or more of several goals of this project: some mechanisms directly ameliorate 
inequalities in retirement incomes; other mechanisms improve the opportunities for women (and men) with caring responsibilities to 
enter, re-enter, or remain attached to the workforce, promoting greater equality in workforce participation; other legislation contributes 
to the more equitable sharing of care responsibilities between women and men. This paper discusses the extent to which the 
mechanisms surveyed contribute to one or more of the above goals.

Finally, these goals are not achieved or achievable through one mechanism alone. The goals are achieved through complex 
combinations of different mechanisms. The mechanisms in each of the countries in focus interact in complex ways. For example, 
evidence reveals that female labour market participation is influenced by a combination of policy areas, including early childhood 
education and care (and other formal care) services, leave provisions, flexible working time options, and financial allowances.362
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As a result, in the area of parental care, many countries have some combination of longer leave periods, publicly subsidised early 
childhood education and care available after the leave period ends, and flexible work options.363 For other forms of unpaid care, 
countries combine appropriate formal care services, flexible work arrangements, and access to care leave. This paper will therefore 
discuss the ways in which international mechanisms can interact to reach the goals discussed above.

While policies in the area of parental care are now well developed in many countries and the evidence base is building on their 
effectiveness, policies concerning other carers and evaluations of their effectiveness in meeting the goals listed above are in their early 
stages.364 As a result, the policies for carers will be placed in the broader context of the much better developed policies for parents, 
pointing to gaps in the supports for carers and revealing possibilities for extending the principles and objectives of parental care policies 
to other carers.

8.1	 Retirement incomes arrangements
Retirement incomes arrangements include public pension schemes, occupational and private pension schemes, and other forms 
of voluntary retirement savings. There are two main forms of public pension schemes: contributory, social insurance-based pension 
schemes that may be flat rate or earnings-related; and non-contributory social assistance schemes that are in most cases means-
tested (Australia has a means-tested social assistance scheme – see Technical Paper D). In public social insurance-based schemes, 
a person’s pension in old age is calculated according to the contributions they have made to social insurance throughout their lives. 
Public pension schemes are most frequently funded on a pay-as-you-go basis, where the pensions of the older generation at any one 
time are being paid for by the tax and social security contributions of the working generations.

Occupational or private pensions are contributory savings mechanisms that are (generally) fully funded, that is, individuals contribute 
throughout their lives to an individual savings account and when they reach an age at which they can claim their pension, it is paid for 
from their own contributions and employer contributions over their working lifecourse (often heavily subsidised by the state through 
tax concessional treatment of private pension savings). Contributions to occupational or private pensions may be voluntary or may be 
mandated by the state (Australia has a compulsory system of contributions to occupational pension accounts – see Technical Paper D). 

Most countries have what is described as a ‘multi-pillar’ system of retirement incomes arrangements. Most have either a public social 
assistance-style scheme or a public social insurance-style pension scheme (often social insurance schemes are supplemented by 
a social assistance style payment as well) and this public scheme is complemented by a system of contributions to occupational or 
private pension accounts. Public social assistance schemes which are not based on workforce participation and contributions from 
earnings, and have flat rate benefits, produce fairly equitable gender outcomes. The most significant source of gender inequality in 
retirement incomes arrangements is the link between pension entitlement and workforce participation that exists in most public social 
insurance-based schemes and occupational or private pensions. In these schemes, the effects of periods outside the workforce 
providing care have a significant impact on income in old age. In response, most countries with social insurance-based public pension 
schemes have introduced a mechanism of crediting a person’s public pension scheme while they are out of the workforce providing 
care. In addition, as occupational and private pensions have become a more central part of many countries’ retirement incomes 
arrangements, several countries are beginning to introduce measures for crediting a person’s occupational or private pension while they 
are out of the workforce providing care.

(a)	 Public pensions: carer credits
‘Carer credits’ or ‘pension credits’ are a method of explicitly recognising in a country’s pension system years spent providing unpaid 
care for a child or a family member with a disability or long term illness. They are built into a number of contributory public pension 
schemes in the OECD and in most cases are in the form of state contributions towards an individual’s pension account. Carer credits 
are most commonly paid for through general taxation revenue365 however in a few countries they are shared by the individual, the state, 
and/or the employer. The main issues in the design of pension credits are: the value (ie how the credits will be calculated); the duration 
(ie the number of years that an individual will be entitled to credits); the coverage (ie who is entitled to receive the credits).

(i)	 Aims

There are several goals of carer credits. The primary objective is to improve the retirement incomes of those who provide care, 
particularly women. The ‘secondary objectives’ have included improving fertility, encouraging labour market re-entry after childbirth, and 
recognising unpaid care.366 Variations in the emphasis placed on each of these objectives367 alongside differing institutional structures 
have meant that there are a range of differences in how carer credits are designed.

(ii)	 Value

There are several different types of carer credits and the value of the credits varies a great deal across countries and depending on 
the structure of the public pension scheme/s. The credits may be in the form of time, points, or imputed earnings. In flat-rate social 
insurance schemes, the credits are usually in the form of years towards a contributions history. In these schemes, a person’s pension 
entitlement is based on the number of years that they have contributed to the social insurance scheme. In order to receive the full 
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pension, they must have contributed to social insurance (and therefore participated in paid work whether full-time, part-time, or casual) 
for a certain number of years. In Britain’s flat-rate contributory scheme, for example, this is called having a full contributions record and 
is currently 30 years of contributions over the lifecourse.368 Those who have made fewer years of social insurance contributions receive 
a lower rate of pension. Women face a disadvantage in these schemes because they are more likely to take time out of paid work to 
care for children and/or family members with disability, long term illness or frailty due to old age, have fewer than 30 years contributions 
and therefore receive a lower rate of pension in their old age. To ameliorate some of this disadvantage, in these carer credit schemes, 
individuals who leave the workforce to provide care for a child or, in fewer countries, a family member with a disability or long term 
illness, have years ‘credited’ to their contribution records while they are out of the workforce providing care. This increases their pension 
entitlement. In some countries, rather than having years ‘credited’ to their contributions record, individuals have the number of years 
required for a full contribution record reduced.

Some pension schemes, such as Canada and the Czech Republic, are based not only on the number of years of contributions but also 
an individual’s earnings throughout the lifecourse. For example, in Canada, a person’s earnings-related pension is based on 25 per 
cent of their average lifetime salary less the 15 per cent of years with the lowest earnings.369 Women who take time out to provide care, 
therefore, have lower average lifetime earnings and therefore lower pensions. As a result, in some of these countries, years spent caring 
are excluded from the calculation of the pension. In Canada, for example, years spent caring for a child under the age of seven are 
excluded from the calculation of lifetime earnings.370 Excluding the years spent caring increases average lifetime earnings and therefore 
increases the value of the earnings-related pension.

Some countries provide credits in the form of ‘points’ rather than years. In Germany, for example, the calculation of pension entitlement 
is based on the number of pension ‘points’ an individual has, where one ‘point’ is based on a year’s contribution at the rate of average 
earnings (those contributing below average receive less than one point for a year’s contributions and those contributing above average 
receive greater than a point up to a maximum).371 In Germany and other countries with a ‘points’ system, credits are in the form of 
‘points’ towards their pension balance. In social insurance schemes therefore, where pension entitlement is linked to the number of 
years of contributions, time-based carer credits (ie years or points credited to a contributions record) are an important mechanism for 
ameliorating differences in pensions due to time spent out of work providing care.

In addition to being in the form of time, carer credit schemes can also be based on earnings or imputed earnings while out of the 
workforce providing care. These credits take the form of a financial credit to the parent or carer’s (notional) pension account while they 
are providing care. In earnings-related social insurance schemes, ‘the value of a carer’s credit depends on the notional contribution 
rate applied for the period covered, which may be a fraction of national average earnings or of the individual’s recent earnings’.372 
There is great variation in the value of the financial credit but the calculation is generally based on one of three methods: a proportion 
of earnings prior to leaving the workforce; a percentage of national average earnings; or the national minimum wage. In a few cases, 
credits are based on a proportion of the value of the social security payment that the individual receives while providing care. Because 
of these different methods, some systems provide credits of different value based on the person’s prior earnings and others provide a 
flat rate credit to each person’s pension balance. For example, in Luxembourg, credits are made based on the value of their earnings 
before they left the workforce373 whereas in France, credits are flat-rate: provided to all parents at the rate associated with the minimum 
wage.374

Some schemes combine an earnings-related credit with a flat-rate one. These schemes offer a credit that is based on earnings prior to 
leaving the workforce for the first shorter period outside of the workforce and a flat-rate credit based on some proportion of the average 
wage or minimum wage if the individual opts to take a longer period. These schemes differentiate between paid and unpaid periods of 
leave. For example, in Finland, the earnings-related credit is provided to individuals receiving maternity, paternity or parent’s allowance 
for the duration of the paid parental leave period based on the individual’s prior salary. During unpaid periods of leave, once the paid 
parental leave period has ceased, the credit becomes flat rate. In this case, an individual’s pension accrues as if they were earning 
about one fifth of national earnings. This is linked to receipt of home care allowance and can accrue until the child turns three.375

Evidence suggests that there are greater benefits to earnings-related rather than flat rate credits schemes. Flat-rate schemes are less 
effective at boosting retirement savings as the contribution rates are low. In addition, evaluations have found that flat rate credits are 
more likely to encourage women to leave the workforce rather than men because women have lower average earnings than men so the 
loss in household income is smaller if the female leaves the workforce.376 However, this needs to be balanced against a concern that an 
earnings-related payment may create less equitable outcomes across different groups of carers.

In most carer credit schemes where a credit of financial value (rather than time) is made to an individual’s pension balance, credits 
are made to notional accounts. That is, the credit is not a real contribution made to an individual pension account but rather a credit 
towards an individual’s notional pension balance in an unfunded pay-as-you-go scheme. This means that when an individual reaches 
pension eligibility age, the government pays their pension from the contributions of current working generations rather than from money 
that has been put aside in an account for that individual. For example, the credits system in Britain’s earnings-related social insurance 
pension (the State Second Pension) operates in this way. People outside of work providing care are deemed to have earnings at a low 
threshold level and have credits made to notional accounts accordingly.377 Systems of contributions towards notional accounts could be 
more adaptable to the Australian context than systems in which contributions are measured in time, because credits of a financial value 
are made to individual accounts. However, Australia’s superannuation system differs from these systems in that it is fully funded, that 
is, based on accumulated employee and employer contributions in an actual individual account from which the individuals’ retirement 
income is paid in old age.
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Denmark has a public contributory system of notional accounts that is fully funded. However, the scheme is not earnings-related. 
Contributions are made on a flat rate basis linked to the number of hours worked rather than to an individual’s salary. The employer 
pays two thirds of the contribution and the individual pays the remaining third. The benefits paid in old age are also flat rate. During 
periods outside of the workforce on maternity/paternal/parental leave benefits, the individual must continue to contribute one third 
of the pension contribution and the state takes over responsibility for paying the remaining two thirds of the contribution.378 Denmark 
also has a system of quasi-mandatory contributions to private occupational pension accounts, but this system does not include carer 
credits. In recognition of the fact that individuals miss out on contributions to their occupational pension accounts while they are outside 
work providing care, the credits to the public contributory scheme are provided at double the normal rate of contributions.379 Like 
Finland, Denmark provides a second scheme of carer credits paid at a lower rate if an individual remains out of the workforce to care 
for children beyond the parental leave period. In these cases, they typically move onto another benefit that also carries a contribution 
credit.380

Sweden combines an unfunded notional account with a funded account that more closely resembles Australia’s superannuation 
scheme. It has a public earnings-related pension scheme that has two components: a notional defined contribution and a small funded 
component (the premium pension). The scheme involves a contribution of 18.5 per cent of earnings or ‘pensionable pay’ (which is 
slightly less than gross earnings), 16 per cent of which is ‘contributed’ into a notional account and 2.5 per cent of which is contributed 
into a self-directed individual account.381 The employer pays the larger part of the 18.5 per cent contribution although there is seven per 
cent employee contribution.382 Upon retirement, the state provides a pension based on the value of contributions over the lifetime up to 
a ceiling, with a rate of return calculated according to average wage growth.383 The individual also receives their premium pension.

In Sweden, during periods when individuals are outside of the workforce for child rearing, individuals have their notional accounts 
‘credited’ by the state. The value of the credits is based one of three ‘fictive incomes’ from which the parent or guardian of the child 
may choose the most advantageous.384 In addition to the above system of carer credits, for an individual in receipt of paid parental 
leave benefits (or any other form of social transfer payment) while they are outside the workforce, the benefits count as ‘pensionable 
pay’ on which pension contributions must be paid. The individual is required to pay the employee pension contribution of seven per 
cent from their benefit income. The government, like in Denmark, takes over the ‘employer contribution’ as a proportion of the parental 
leave benefit for the duration of the leave (up to 480 days).385 The combined employee/state contribution is divided as it would be 
under normal contribution conditions between the unfunded pension and the small fully funded premium pension. This is one example 
in which the state pays a credit that contributes to a fully funded private pension scheme that more closely resembles Australia’s 
superannuation schemes (to be discussed in more detail in section on Private Pensions).

In France, an interesting additional measure is a pension bonus associated with child bearing. Both parents can receive a 10 per cent 
increase in the value of their final public pensions if they have raised three or more children.386 While France has a social insurance 
scheme, a pension bonus based on caring (but not tied to number of children) has the potential to be explored in the context of a social 
assistance scheme like Australia’s public age pension.

(iii)	 Duration

There is wide variation in the duration of carer credits across countries. The duration is the number of weeks, months or years that a 
parent/parents/carers may be entitled to have credits made to their retirement savings. A large proportion of carer credit systems are 
based on the age of the child, providing credits to the retirement savings of the parent from the birth (or adoption) of the child until the 
child reaches a certain age. This length of time is usually provided per child. In these instances, the parent’s entitlement to carer credits 
cuts out when each child reaches a certain age and this age is significantly higher in some schemes than in others. The duration often 
depends on the type of credit that is provided. For example, if the credit is in the form of time, such as a year towards the individual’s 
contribution record or, in some countries, a year that is excluded from their contributions record, then the duration of the credits tends 
to be longer. If the credits are in the form of notional contributions to an individual’s pension balance in an earnings-related scheme, 
the duration of credits tends to be shorter. Some schemes combine a shorter duration of financial credits with a longer duration of time 
credits and others, such as Austria,387 do the reverse. For example, in France and Germany the parent is entitled to credits until the 
child turns three388 and in Sweden until the child turns four.389 While longer periods recognise the provision of care to young children 
and compensates pension incomes for time out the workforce during these three years, it is criticised as a ‘disemployment strategy’ 
because after three years many women have difficulty re-entering the workforce and as a consequence their pension balance suffers.390

In a number of countries, the credits are linked to the duration of the parental leave scheme. In Sweden, for example, an individual 
is entitled to benefits for the duration that they are on paid parental leave. Other countries such as Canada, Finland and the UK 
‘piggyback’ entitlement to carer credits to receipt of a family payment or tax credit.391

(iv)	 Coverage

There is some variation in who is entitled to receive the credits. Some credits are means-tested, some are dependent on exit from the 
workforce whereas others can continue being paid once the individual returns to the workforce. They can also be based on the age 
of the child, the condition of the person they are caring for, their relationship to the person they care for, or the amount of care they 
provide. In most cases, a complex mix of these factors determines eligibility for the credits.
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Parents

In some countries, credits are available for each child and in others there is a cap on the number of children one can receive credits 
for. There is also great variation in how old the child can be before eligibility ceases, which is also linked to whether the credit is in the 
form of time or financial contribution. In Sweden, the credits are paid until the child is 4 years old.392 A parent who leaves the workforce 
to care for a disabled child is eligible for credits for up to 15 years.393 In the UK, parents of children under 12 are entitled to have 
contributions years (ie in the form of time) ‘credited’ to their flat rate retirement pension. In Germany, parents with children under 10 are 
entitled to credits. In France, two years is credited to the individuals’ (either mother or father) pension record per child (ie towards a full 
lifetime contribution record of 40 years).394 In some countries, such as the UK, foster parents are included in eligibility for the credits.

Carers

While a large number of countries have mechanisms for crediting pensions during periods providing care for small children, there are far 
fewer countries that have provisions in their pensions systems that recognise other types of care. Countries that provide credits for care 
include the UK, Germany, Italy, Finland395 Luxembourg, the Czech Republic, Poland, Slovakia, Italy396 and Norway.397 Notably, the most 
recent OECD Report Pensions at a Glance (2011) sets out pension provisions in OECD countries for people in situations that it calls 
‘variant careers’ and it includes people caring for children, unemployed people and people taking early retirement, but not people caring 
for a family member or friend with a disability or long term illness. Caregivers should be recognised through their inclusion as a ‘variant 
career’ in the next OECD Report Pensions at a Glance.

Among the small number of countries with credits for other forms of care, entitlement generally depends on the level of care need or the 
amount of care provided by the carer. In Germany, for example, the calculation of the pension credit is based on the number of hours 
that the person provides care per week and the ‘level of nursing care dependency’.398 The carer must be providing at least 14 hours per 
week of care and the person receiving care must be co-residing with the carer and receiving carer benefits from the social insurance 
scheme. The value of the credit is fairly low (between about 25 and 80 per cent of the average wage) and increases with the number 
of hours of care provided. The carer may work part-time up to 30 hours per week.399 In Germany, credits paid to carers of people with 
disability or frail older people are paid for by the national long-term insurance program.400 In the UK, carers of people with disability who 
provide care for 20 hours or more are also entitled to have contributions ‘credited’ to their flat rate retirement pension for each year that 
they are providing care. They are also entitled to have credits towards their earnings-related state pension, calculated according to a 
complex formula based on a low fictional income.401 In quite a different approach, Italy has a time limited credit of one month per year 
while out of the workforce to provide care for a family member with a disability or long term illness.402 The requirement that the carer 
provide a certain number of hours of care is important to take into consideration, as the higher the number of hours the less likely the 
policy is to provide the opportunity for carers to combine care with paid work.

More recently in the UK, the system of carer credits was extended to include grandparents who provide care for a grandchild under 12. 
These are colloquially known as ‘granny credits’. The measure was introduced in recognition of the fact that many grandparents were 
leaving the workforce earlier than they would otherwise to care for their grandchildren. The emphasis was not on ‘grandparent carers’ 
but on grandparents (and other relatives such as aunts and uncles) who provide care for their grandchildren so that the parents can 
participate in paid work.

In addition to parental status or the nature of care provision, credits can also be linked to workforce status. Some schemes, such as 
the scheme in Finland, are dependent on exit from the workforce.403 However, flexible carer credit arrangements in which individuals 
who engage in part-time work can retain their entitlement to the credits provide women with opportunities to transition back into the 
workforce and are more likely to improve women’s workforce participation. Some countries, such as Canada, permit part-time work and 
other countries, such as Japan, provide credits to the value of full-time work if an individual returns to work part-time.404 In Germany, 
individuals are actively encouraged to return to work part-time. In Germany, parents with children under ten who return to work part-
time can have their account credited up to a full point if they are earning less than the average wage (and are therefore not earning a full 
point per year), up to the value of 0.33 per cent of a point.405 Here, women in part-time work with young children who earn less than the 
average income are treated as if they earn the average income for the purposes of the earnings related state pension.406

Finally, some schemes target credits towards low income families on the presumption that high income families can afford to take the 
time out of the workforce.407 For example, linking the credits to family assistance payments or tax credits that are means tested as some 
countries (such as Canada) do, functions to target credits to those with low incomes. Placing restrictions on paid work can also ensure 
that high income women returning to secure jobs are not eligible for the payment.408 In France, for example, credits are targeted towards 
parents on income support or with very low incomes.409 However, while these measures may target credits to those in need and reduce 
state expenditure, they may be less effective at meeting the goal of valuing (all) care.

(v)	 Summary of ideal models

There have been few evaluations of the effectiveness of carer credits and those that have been conducted have found it difficult to 
draw definitive results, particularly because it is difficult to separate the effects of carer credits from the effects of other elements 
of the retirement income system design on women’s retirement incomes.410 Several studies have found that carer credits do have a 
modest but positive impact on women’s retirement incomes but that the extent of the impact varies between countries depending on 
the other structural features of the pension system.411 In Britain, Evandrou and Glaser found that the time credits in the basic state 
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pension scheme do to some extent improve women’s pension entitlement but that women’s entitlement was still significantly lower 
than men’s.412 Studies have suggested that time credits are less effective in improving women’s pension incomes than credits based on 
a fictional or actual salary.413 Credits based on fictional or actual salaries (ie based on a percentage of average earnings, the minimum 
wage, or a proportion of actual earnings) have a greater positive impact on pension outcomes. Within these two options, credits based 
on actual earnings create greater equity in two senses: they provide greater equity between women with caring responsibilities and 
women without caring responsibilities by making higher contributions to the pension balances of women with caring responsibilities; 
they are also (but to a much lesser extent) more likely to reduce the effects of women’s lower average incomes on household decision-
making. Research reveals that flat rate credits are less effective at reducing old age poverty among low income women.414 Research 
shows that women are more likely to take advantage of carer credits than men415 and as a result it is important to consider measures 
that are likely to increase men’s take up of the credits.

However, while credits based on actual salaries can improve equality in retirement incomes, this needs to be weighed against the 
unequal outcomes of an earnings-related scheme for different groups of carers, such as higher and lower income carers or parents 
taking short breaks from the workforce and people caring for a family member with high care needs who are out of the workforce on 
an ongoing basis. Notably, some countries provide a credit based on actual salary for the first period of care and this switches to a 
flat rate credit after a specified period, sometimes in the case of parents, aligning with paid and unpaid periods of leave. Evidence 
shows that the effects of credits vary between different groups of women. Both types of credits – time credits and earnings-related 
credits – are more likely to benefit higher income women.416 Research suggests that the overall effectiveness of carer credits could be 
improved by targeting credits to low income women.417 The design features of a scheme of carer credits that meets the needs of low 
income earners as well as higher income earners is an area in need of further exploration. While credits during periods of leave are an 
important potential method of ameliorating inequalities in retirement incomes, and some countries link their credits to their paid parental 
leave schemes, a scheme of carer credits that is not linked to leave or workforce participation is also necessary to meet the needs of 
carers with little or no attachment to the workforce, like in those countries where the scheme is linked to receipt of an income support 
payment or tax credit. In those countries in which carer credits are targeted towards low income earners only, the mechanism is one of 
redistribution from higher to lower income earners rather than valuing all care.

With respect to duration, evidence reveals that, like in the case of paid parental leave schemes (see Section on Parental leave), carer 
credit schemes that are too long in duration can have a ‘disemployment’ effect.418 Evaluations of the carer credit mechanisms are not 
specific about an appropriate duration. However, the evaluative literature does reveal that the continued provision of carer credits when 
an individual returns to work part-time is a measure in carer credit schemes that operates to promote workforce attachment. Some 
carer credit schemes permit and indeed encourage return to part-time work by continuing to provide carer credits when individuals 
return to work part-time. These are an effective mechanism for encouraging women’s attachment to the workforce while providing care 
and helps to alleviate poverty in the present (through additional income) and in the future (through improving retirement income).419 
These measures address the important issue that it is not only periods out of the workforce that damage women’s retirement incomes 
but also periods of working part-time while caring, as they accumulate less in their contributory public and private pensions as a result. 
The measure whereby individuals returning to work part-time have their pensions topped up as if they were working full-time while 
they undertake caring responsibilities could prove a very effective measure here. Importantly, to take advantage of pension credits for 
returning to work part-time, individuals must have access to appropriate part-time work so an effective system of carer credits would 
need to be combined with flexible workplace policies such as ‘right to request’ policies (see Section on Right to Request legislation).

A further area in need of development is credits during periods of other forms of care for people with disability, long term illness or 
frailty due to old age. The mechanisms for crediting time spent providing care are in their fairly early stages and as a result there are no 
clear ‘best practice’ models. While earnings-related schemes are likely to provide some carers with higher pension balances than flat 
rate pensions, earnings-related schemes work well for carers with secure incomes, particularly high incomes. Some groups of carers, 
particularly those with intensive and ongoing caring responsibilities, have been precluded from participation in full-time work on an 
ongoing basis.

In some countries, carer credits are linked to carer payments, whereby recipients of carer payments are entitled to credits for the 
duration of the time that they are on the payment. The result in these instances is that the credits are only available to carers that are 
in receipt of carer payment which may exclude large groups of carers; in many carer payments, eligibility is dependent on a carer 
performing a high number of hours of care or on carers having a very low income, or both (see Section on Other income support 
policies, Carer Payment). In the UK, the carer credits have until recently been available to recipients of carer payment. However, in 
recognition of the problems listed above, in 2010, the credits were extended to people caring for a person with a disability, long term 
illness or frailty due to old age for at least 20 hours per week. The carer must apply for the credits and entitlement can be established by 
a ‘care certificate’, certifying the carer’s entitlement and signed by the care recipient and a GP or one of several other service providers. 
The extent to which the means test and high hours of care limit eligibility to the Carer Payment420 are discussed in the section on Other 
income support policies, Carer Payment.

Finally, research shows that credits need to be combined with other policies that support employees with caring commitments, such as 
parental leave, leave to care for dependents, and ‘long-term career breaks’, in order to be most effective.421
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(b)	 Private and occupational pensions: carer credits
In a large number of countries in the OECD, occupational or private pensions are becoming an increasingly important pillar of their 
retirement incomes arrangements. These are voluntary, mandated or quasi-mandated. These schemes widen inequities in pension 
outcomes (see Technical Paper D). No country has a comprehensive state mandated system for recognising care in the private pension 
system. However, some countries are developing mechanisms for crediting a person’s occupational or private pension while they are 
out of the workforce providing care. These mechanisms are in their very early stages and there is no consistent approach across the few 
countries that are developing these mechanisms, but they show encouraging signs in the area of parental leave, while not yet extended 
to include other forms of care.

(i)	 Aims

The primary mechanism for valuing care in the private pension scheme is to make contributions to an individual’s pension account while 
they are out of the workforce due to caring responsibilities. The aim is to ensure that the private pension balances of those who take 
time out of work to provide care are compensated to some extent during this time.

(ii)	 Characteristics

Very few countries have state-funded or employer-mandated systems of credits to occupational or private pensions while a parent is 
out of the workforce providing care. In the few examples that do exist, the credit is for child care, not other forms of care. In Sweden, 
the pension scheme involves a contribution of 18.5 per cent of earnings, 16 per cent of which is contributed into a notional account 
and 2.5 per cent of which is contributed into a self-directed individual account.422 The employee pays seven per cent and the employer 
pays the rest.423 When the individual is out of work providing care, the individual is required to pay the employee pension contribution 
of seven per cent from their benefit income and the state takes over the employer contribution. Hence the state pays a credit that 
contributes to both the notional public pension account and the fully funded private pension scheme that more closely resembles 
Australia’s superannuation scheme. Also in Sweden, employers are encouraged but not required to continue paying contributions to 
occupational schemes while their employees are on parental leave for periods of up to 11 months and most do.424

France has an earnings-related public pension scheme and a system of mandatory contributions to occupational pension schemes. The 
mandatory occupational schemes are different from Australia’s in that they are defined benefit schemes that are not fully funded, and 
the contributions are managed by the state. The public earnings-related and mandatory occupational schemes are credited in the same 
way. Individuals that are out of work or working part-time due to child care responsibilities are awarded credits as if they had earned the 
minimum wage for a period of up to three years.425 Credits are available to both parents if they fulfill the criteria (although they are taken 
up more often by women than by men).426 The credits are means-tested – the parents need to be entitled to family benefits or parental 
leave and be earning below a threshold.427 While the credits do contribute to women’s (and men’s) retirement incomes while they are out 
of the workforce providing child care, their means-tested nature results in a system of credits that penalise return to the labour market. 
Scholars have suggested that this be taken into consideration in the design of the credits scheme.428 Like the pension credits in the 
public schemes, the provision of a credit based on the minimum wage rather than previous earnings is less effective at reducing the 
gender wage gap.429

Germany has an earnings-related contributory public pension and a voluntary system of contributions to private pensions known as 
Riester pensions. The state offers incentives to invest in Riester pensions by offering allowances and tax deductions to individuals 
who contribute at least 4 per cent of their income to a Riester account (and a minimum of 60 euros per year).430 The subsidies and 
allowances attached to Riester pensions are funded from general revenue.431 The first subsidy is provided to all individuals who 
contribute 4 per cent of their income. It is a flat rate subsidy provided regardless of earnings claimed as a tax reduction or a lump sum 
payment once a year. In this sense, lower income earners receive a higher subsidy proportionate to their contributions.432 Individuals 
with children are paid a higher annual subsidy depending on the number of children they have. A subsidy of 300 euros per child is paid 
to an individual’s pension account each year. The subsidy is only paid to one parent; usually the mothers account unless the mother 
does not have a supplementary scheme or waives her entitlement to the subsidy, in which case it is paid to the father.433 These are 
in addition to the carer credits paid in the public scheme.434 However, research shows that the flat-rate child allowance in the private 
schemes is more likely to benefit higher income earners because a high proportion of the poorest households do not have Riester 
pension accounts so are unable to benefit from the subsidy.435 Research also suggests that the allowance does little to compensate for 
the loss in pension entitlements associated with child bearing and rearing. Private pensions in Germany therefore continue to be better 
for higher income earners and create poor outcomes for women.436

Hungary and Poland both have systems of mandatory contributions to commercially managed individual savings accounts. Under both 
systems, part of an individual’s contributions to the public PAYG earnings-related scheme now goes towards a fully funded individual 
account.437 The private pension component therefore operates as a fully funded supplement to the contributory public schemes. In 
Hungary, employers and employees share the contributions to the public earnings-related scheme and 9.5 per cent of an individual’s 
earnings are diverted into their fully funded individual account.438 Parents who are outside of the workforce to care for children may 
receive a parental leave benefit based on a proportion of prior earnings up to a cap for the first 24 months, or a child care allowance 
(at the value of an income support payment) that is available until the child’s third birthday. After the child’s first birthday, grandparents 
providing child care to their grandchildren are also entitled to claim the child care allowance. Parents (and grandparents) on one of these 
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two payments are required to pay 9.5 per cent of their parental leave or child care allowance into their individual savings account. This 
is not supplemented by any state or employer contribution. The sum is therefore very low, particularly for women with low previous 
earnings levels or women on child care allowance, and as a result it has very little impact in compensating for periods outside of the 
paid workforce.439

In Poland, individuals must contribute 12.22 per cent of their earnings to the public earnings-related scheme and 7.3 per cent to a 
fully funded individual account. During periods outside of the workforce on maternity leave, the government credits both accounts 
(the notional unfunded account and the funded individual account) in the same way: based on a fictional salary of the minimum wage 
(currently 60 per cent of average earnings).440 The government therefore provides a credit to the individual’s private savings account at 
7.3 per cent of the equivalent of 60 per cent of average earnings. However, research suggests that the provision of credits based on the 
minimum wage does not compensate adequately for time spent caring and provides poorer outcomes for middle and higher income 
women and no incentives for men to take parental leave.441

In Chile’s system of mandatory defined contributions, individuals are required to contribute 10 per cent of their earnings into a fully 
funded individual savings account. The accounts are managed by private pension funds.442 The compensation for periods outside of 
work due to child rearing is paid to women at the time they retire.443 Upon reaching the age of 65, women receive a voucher towards 
their pension balance for each child they have had, funded from general taxation revenue. Each voucher is equivalent to contributions 
made to the individual savings account over 18 months at the fictional income of minimum wage plus interest accrued from the time 
the child is born until retirement.444 Moreover, the individual receives a voucher worth 10 per cent of the minimum wage over 18 months, 
plus interest, for each child.

Denmark has a fully funded, defined contribution public pension scheme and a system of mandatory occupational superannuation.445 
There are no credits in the mandatory occupational scheme but the loss on savings in occupational pensions is compensated for by 
additional credits in the public defined contribution scheme in recognition that occupational schemes will undergo a period without 
contributions.446

(iii)	 Summary of ideal models

There is very little evaluative literature on credits to private pension schemes during periods providing care and therefore inadequate 
evidence to point to ideal models. However, the small amount of literature suggests some emerging findings. Credits to private pension 
schemes can be made by employers, by the state, or in some instances individuals are compelled to make contributions from their 
parental leave or income support payments. At this stage, there are no compulsory systems of employer contributions to private 
pensions but in Sweden these are encouraged and a high proportion of employers comply. In several cases, the individual is required to 
contribute a proportion of their income support or parental leave payment and the result is contributions that are very low and do little to 
compensate for the period outside work. In several countries the state takes over the employer component of the contribution while the 
individual is outside of the workforce providing care. This model has varied across countries. In Sweden, the state pays the employer 
contribution which is earnings-related. In France and Poland, the state pays contributions to the individual’s private pension account 
based on a proportion of a notional salary (the minimum wage). The consequent low rate of credits is criticised for producing less 
effective outcomes in compensating for periods outside of work. The small amount of literature there is suggests that earnings-related 
credits could be more effective in reducing the gendered impacts of care on retirement incomes and may also improve incentives for 
men to leave the workforce to provide care447). While an earnings-related system may be more effective than credits based on the 
minimum wage, state-based credits of all forms (i.e. including credits based on the minimum wage) are more likely to compensate 
for time spent out of work than credits made by individuals from their (often low) income support or parental leave payments. Finally, 
the scheme in Germany provides higher state subsidies for contributions made by those with caring responsibilities. However, this is 
criticised for only being accessible to higher income earners – those with the means to contribute in the first instance in order to attract 
the subsidy. This raises an important issue in the area of credits to private pension schemes – a system of credits to private pension 
schemes must be accessible to lower income earners and those with precarious attachment to the workforce in order to compensate 
for the gender gap in retirement incomes.

8.2	 Statutory leave arrangements
(a)	 Parental leave
Parental leave arrangements provide a combination of two entitlements: a period of paid leave; and a period of statutory unpaid leave 
which is often longer than the period of paid leave. There are a wide range of parental leave schemes internationally.

(i)	 Aims

Parental leave arrangements have several goals: to provide time for parents to care for young children, to improve women’s labour 
market attachment, and in some countries, to increase fertility. In some countries such as France, Germany and Denmark, parental 
leave schemes were introduced as an ‘anti-unemployment’ strategy’, contributing to the redistribution of scarce jobs.448 Leave schemes 
can also contribute to improved lifetime earnings by improving workforce attachment and creating opportunities for career progression 
by allowing women to remain with the same employer at the same level.449 By improving lifetime earnings, parental leave schemes 

8. Technical Paper G: International models for recognising and valuing unpaid care



Investing in care: Recognising and valuing those who care • Volume 2: Technical Papers • 2013 • 111 

also contribute to a secondary goal of improving the adequacy of earnings-related retirement pension balances. Most parental leave 
schemes are funded by the state which, according to Gornick and Meyers, distributes the cost more evenly, makes it easier for 
employers, and minimises the likelihood of discrimination against those who may be more likely to take leave.450 The schemes vary in 
value, duration and coverage.

(ii)	 Value

There is great variation in the value of the paid component of parental leave schemes. Some schemes are flat rate based on a 
percentage of the average wage or minimum wage, others are earnings-related and some are paid as a social assistance payment. For 
example, Sweden provides paid leave at 80 per cent wage replacement up to a cap which is set quite high451 and Canada provides paid 
leave at the lower replacement rate of 55 per cent of previous earnings.452 In New Zealand, in contrast, parental leave is calculated and 
paid according to previous earnings but is capped at average weekly earnings.453 In Austria, the payment is in the form of a Child Care 
Benefit that is means tested on the individual parent’s income and is designed to provide either for the cost of being out of work or the 
cost of formal child care if the individual returns to work.454

Many parental leave schemes in Europe provide earnings-related paid parental leave based on a proportion of wage replacement 
up to an earnings cap. In social democratic countries like Norway and Sweden, wage replacement is between 80 and 100 per cent, 
up to a cap. Denmark and Finland provide about a two thirds wage replacement rate.455 In Denmark, enterprise agreements compel 
many employers to top up the leave payment to the rate of full pay.456 The caps on wage replacement rates operate to provide a more 
progressive scheme and to limit cost, but at the same time, high caps operate to minimise the economic impact on a larger group of 
women. In Norway and Sweden, for example, the caps are set at about 2 times average earnings.457

In some countries, the value of the parental leave payment changes some way into the leave period, providing an earnings-related 
payment for the first period of time and a lower subsequent payment. In Hungary, for example, the first two years of leave are paid at  
70 per cent of wage replacement and individuals who do not return to work at this time are then entitled to a low flat rate payment for 
the final year.458 In the UK, the Statutory Maternity Pay period of 39 weeks is comprised of the first six weeks paid at the higher of 90 per 
cent of earnings or the prevailing flat rate and the remaining period is paid at the lower of 90 per cent of earnings or the prevailing flat 
rate (set at approximately 20 per cent of average weekly earnings).459

Evidence reveals that where periods of leave are paid, take up rates are higher. Paid periods are also more likely to encourage men to 
take up parental leave460 (this research has led some to argue that unpaid parental leave actually reinforces the male breadwinner model 
rather than replacing it).461 In addition to the leave period being paid, research shows that higher wage replacement rates also increase 
total take up of parental leave and the take up by men. Outcomes for women’s labour market participation are also improved if the 
period of leave is paid rather than unpaid.462 As a result, Gornick and Meyers suggest that paid parental leave should be paid at a  
100 per cent wage replacement rate up to an earnings cap.463 High wage replacement rates (of at least 80 per cent) have been shown to 
increase gender equity in leave take up-rates, because a flat rate payment often results in a household decision that the lower income 
earner takes the leave.464 However, evidence from countries with a high replacement rate reveals that this must be accompanied by 
other measures to successfully increase equity in take up between women and men,465 because men are still more likely to exceed the 
earnings cap and by a greater amount.466 This is why father quotas began to be introduced (see Coverage section).

(iii)	 Duration

There are two periods of leave that are of relevance here: paid leave and (unpaid) protected job leave. Protected job leave ranges from 
only 17 weeks in Switzerland to 300 weeks (approximately six years) in France.467 Paid leave varies in duration too. EU directive 92/85/
EEC obligates member states to provide a minimum of 14 weeks paid maternity leave on childbirth468 and most countries provide 
paid leave for between three months and one year of FTE paid leave.469 Many countries combine more than one kind of paid leave, 
whereby after a period of paid maternity/parental leave, individuals can continue to be on leave to care for children for an additional 
year or sometimes two, often paid at a lower, flat rate470 (see Value Section). The paid and unpaid periods of parental leave can interact 
in different ways. In some countries, the paid and unpaid periods are aligned whereas in others, there is no relationship between the 
two periods.471 The UK’s parental leave scheme, for example, provides 26 weeks ‘ordinary’ maternity leave and 26 weeks additional 
maternity leave. While job protection is provided for the full 52 weeks, those returning after the 26 weeks ‘ordinary’ leave may be offered 
a different job at a similar level upon their return if their employer can show just cause. For 39 weeks of this period, the individual is paid 
Statutory Maternity Pay.472

Evidence shows that leave policies increase the likelihood that women will be in work before having children, increase the proportion 
of women who return to work after having children and increase the speed with which women return to work.473 However, the duration 
of the leave period has an important influence on whether it is successful in improving women’s workforce participation and reducing 
the impact on earnings. If the leave period is too short (like the one in the US), the outcomes are weakened because many women are 
forced out of the labour market.474 However, at the same time, longer leave periods can result in a negative overall impact on women’s 
labour force participation.475 In Hungary, for example, individuals are entitled to a period of three years paid leave and the return to work 
rate is less than 45 per cent.476 Long leave periods can result in ‘reduced human capital’ with flow on impacts on career development 
and future earnings. In addition, a three year period can see considerable change in the employer organisation including unforeseen 
closure or restructuring.477
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Some have argued that longer leave periods, particularly those combined with payments such as the Home Care Allowance in Finland 
that is provided until the child turns three,478 can lead to gender segregated labour markets – with more women employed in the public 
sector and men in the private sector.479 Germany replaced its longer parental leave scheme paid at a low rate with an earnings-related 
scheme for one year and this improved labour market participation of women in the second year after birth.480 According to Gornick 
and Meyers, the evidence shows that six months paid leave per person is the period of leave that ‘is advantageous, but not harmful, to 
women’s labor-force attachment and longer-term employment trajectories’.481 Others have suggested 20-30 weeks as the ideal leave 
period.482

(iv)	 Coverage

Entitlement to leave can vary depending on an individual’s workforce participation before or during child rearing and depending on 
the parent that may take the leave. Parental leave can be based on workforce participation prior to taking leave and during leave as 
well. Prior to taking leave, countries have a range of regulations about the workforce history necessary for entitlement. In Sweden, for 
example, an individual must have been employed for eight months before the child is born and Hungary requires 180 days of work 
within the two years prior to the child being born.483 In New Zealand, to be eligible for paid parental leave, ‘employees must have 
worked continuously with the same employer for an average of at least 10 hours a week (including at least one hour in every week 
or 40 hours in every month) in the six or twelve months immediately before the baby’s expected due date or the date the employee 
has assumed the care of a child they intend to adopt’.484 In the UK, a mother is eligible if ‘at the qualifying week (15 weeks prior to 
the expected date of delivery or adoption) a woman is employed, has had the same employer for at least 26 weeks, and is earning 
above the lower earnings limit for national insurance contributions’.485 UK fathers (and partners) who have been with their employer 
for 26 weeks at the qualifying week are entitled to two weeks paternity leave and Statutory Paternity Pay paid at the lower of 90 per 
cent of earnings of the same flat rate as Statutory Maternity Pay. Again, they are only entitled if they earn above the lower earnings 
limit for national insurance.486 In some countries the workforce history requirements exclude a significant proportion of women from 
entitlement.487

Some countries have provisions for those who do not meet workforce history requirements. In New Zealand, women who are not 
working or who do not meet the work history test and are not in receipt of another government benefit are eligible for a parental tax 
credit which is a weekly payment for eight weeks. The tax credit is means-tested but the means-test limits are reasonably high.488 In the 
UK, those not qualifying for statutory maternity pay because of their workforce histories but who ‘have been in some form of paid work 
for 26 of the last 66 weeks, can apply for a Maternity Allowance (MA), which is paid at the lower of either the flat rate or 90% of previous 
earnings’.489

Leave schemes can also be conditional upon full withdrawal from the labour market. For example, in the UK, Statutory Maternity Pay is 
conditional on workforce exit with the exception of up to ten discretionary days that a woman may work, known as ‘keeping in touch’ 
days.490 Other countries have options for taking their parental leave flexibly, including taking the leave incrementally (i.e. Denmark and 
Sweden), combining it pro-rata with part-time employment (i.e. Norway and Sweden) or permitting parents to use part of it to purchase 
private child care instead (i.e. Finland and Norway).491 Evidence reveals that greater flexibility can increase options for couples and 
improve women’s workforce participation. Evidence also reveals a greater preference for flexibility among males and as a result fathers 
are more likely to take their leave incrementally while maintaining their attachment to the workforce.492 This suggests that flexible 
options concerning how parental leave may be used are more likely to encourage men to take up leave.

Flexible options in the parental leave schemes vary between countries. In Austria, for example, the scheme provides a monthly Child 
Care Benefit to one parent independent of their work status for the first 30 months. The other parent may then apply for an additional 
six months.493 This payment is designed to cover either the cost of leaving work to provide child care in the home or the cost of 
institutional early childhood education and care if returning to work. The parent in receipt of the Child Care Benefit must have a low 
income as the benefit is means-tested.494 This is designed to create choice for parents in combining work and care. However, the 
payment is means-tested which places a limit on how much a parent can work and this, combined with the lack of appropriate publicly 
funded early childhood education and care, limits that choice. In conjunction with this, parents of a child born after June 2004 may work 
part-time until the child reaches primary school (age 6) but the details of this provision (such as the nature of the part-time work) must 
be negotiated between employers and employees and is only relevant for employees working in companies with at least 21 staff who 
have worked for that company for at least three years.495 Only around a quarter of women return to their positions after the period of 
parental leave because a large number of employers will not allow for part-time hours. In addition, a short school day, school holidays 
and lack of after-school care make this difficult.496 This suggests that parental leave policies need to be coupled with right to request 
legislation to be effective (see Section on Right to request legislation).

While the international momentum has been moving towards a parental rather than maternity leave model, often the outcomes are not 
gender equitable and women take a far greater proportion of parental leave periods.497 This is particularly true in countries with longer 
leave periods, such as France and Germany.498 There are two responses to this emerging issue: schemes that ‘encourage’ fathers to 
take parental leave; and schemes that include a non-transferable period of ‘daddy leave’.499 In some countries, the ‘shareable’ period 
of leave is increased if the father takes a portion (ie Denmark, Norway and Sweden).500 In others, a period of the leave is reserved for 
the father and the right of the couple to that period of leave is lost if the father does not take it. In Austria, for example, the payment 
aims to redistribute care by making an extended six month benefit available only to the parent who has not provided care for the first 
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30 months.501 Evaluations show that these approaches create the best results for improving participation by men in parental care.502 
Countries that have introduced father or ‘daddy’ leave (such as Iceland, Norway, Sweden and Germany) have all seen increases in male 
take up of parental leave.

In Iceland, families are entitled to three months earmarked for each partner and three months that either parent can take, paid at 
80 per cent wage replacement.503 This is known as the ‘three by three model’504 and, in 2006, 88 per cent of fathers took their three 
month leave, but only 17 per cent of men took the three month shared entitlement.505 The Norwegian parental leave scheme is made 
up of a number of components that are attached to the mother, the father, and both parents. The scheme entails 9 weeks of paid 
maternity leave reserved for the mother: 3 weeks before the child is born and 6 weeks after. It also entails 12 weeks of paid leave 
reserved for the father.506 The remaining period of paid leave may be taken by either the mother or the father for 27 weeks at 100 per 
cent wage compensation or 37 weeks at 80 per cent. The payment is funded by government through national insurance up to a ceiling 
(approximately EUR 50,000 in 2008).507 There is also an additional component of 2 weeks welfare leave for the father at the time of birth 
(known as ‘daddy days’). This is not state funded but negotiated with employers.508

In Sweden, there is a father quota of two months and there are bonus parental leave payments to parents who split their parental leave 
period equally.509 The leave can be taken flexibly – full-time or part-time. Individuals can take a few days a week or stretch the leave 
over an extended period by reducing the rate of payment.510 Parental leaves are in addition to 10 days paternity leave and allowance at 
the time of childbirth. According to Hobson et al, men and women respond to the flexible arrangements in different ways. Men prefer 
flexible options because they can avoid prolonged periods in which they are completely detached from the workforce, whereas women 
prefer flexible options because it provides them with an opportunity to care for their children at home for a longer period (by accepting a 
lower payment).511 Sweden is also, however, given as an example of a scheme whose generosity creates difficulties for women’s labour 
market attachment.512

Research has suggested that father quotas increase fathers’ participation in care and also put male employees in a much stronger 
position when negotiating parental leave with their employer.513 Notably, father quotas have in most cases been introduced in what 
O’Brien and Shemilt describe as a ‘gender collaborative context’ in which the father quota is added to the existing leave arrangements 
rather than making a part of the existing arrangements dependent on father take-up.514 This is due to concerns that the latter option 
may withdraw entitlements from mothers and increase the strain they may face, and create the perception among mothers that work-
family policies are unhelpful.515 However, while fathers leave policies have generated a change in the gender balance of leave taking, 
particularly in countries like Sweden, in most cases women continue to take the majority of leave.516 In Austria, for example, research 
shows that in spite of the non-transferable period of leave, the percentage of fathers claiming the payment is low (and for women it is 
very high), probably because the payment is flat rate and because of cultural and workplace expectation.517 This suggests that daddy 
leave needs to be introduced in the context of other measures in order to be successful such as high wage replacement rates and is 
likely to take time as cultural expectations change.

(v)	 Summary of ideal models

Evidence reveals that paid parental leave schemes improve both the prevalence and stability of women’s labour market attachment, 
reduce new mothers’ risk of dropping out of the labour market, and reduce gaps in pay between women with and without children.518 
However, there are concerns about the extent to which paid leave periods, particularly longer paid leave periods, are predominantly 
taken by women and can be damaging to women’s career trajectory. As a result, design features in paid parental leave schemes can 
ameliorate some of the potential impacts on women’s labour market attachment and increase the involvement of men in the provision 
of care. Moderate lengths of paid leave (ie six to twelve months), options for taking leave periods flexibly and ‘decoupling’ eligibility for 
paid leave from labour market withdrawal are all features that can improve women’s labour market attachment. Research reveals that 
shared parental leave schemes are much more likely to be taken up by women than men. The provision of earnings-related payments 
with a relatively high level of wage replacement, quotas of ‘daddy leave’ and flexible options for taking paid leave are all features that 
are likely to increase the participation of fathers in care. Quotas for ‘daddy leave’ have been found to be the most effective mechanism 
for encouraging men to participate in child care.519 Longer non-transferable periods of leave (ie 6 months) are more likely to be 
successful in redistributing participation in care.520

The ‘daddy quotas’, unlike wage replacement for example, also provide more scope for cultural change by opening up a more 
legitimate space in which men can negotiate leave with their employers. The increasing participation of men in child care is likely to 
have positive implications for women’s workforce attachment, particularly in light of evidence that fathers who take up parental leave 
are more likely to continue to have a greater involvement in the care of their children, and report greater family engagement and greater 
likelihood of part-time work beyond the cessation of the parental leave period.521

The Scandinavian countries have been labelled ‘leaders’ in engaging fathers in child care and as a consequence, generating more 
equal outcomes in the gender distribution of care.522 According to O’Brien and Shemilt, the experience of the Nordic countries suggests 
that there are four factors that contribute to the increased involvement of fathers in care: father quotas, a high wage replacement 
rate, flexibility in the way that couples can take their parental leave, and government education and publicisation of male use of 
parental leave.523 Modelling by political leaders can also contribute to education and cultural change.524 Fathers in some industries or 
occupations, such as non-manual jobs compared with manual jobs, are more likely to take parental leave suggesting that a focus of 
publicisation could be in those sectors with lower uptake.525
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Finally, parental leave schemes, by improving women’s participation in the labour market and their consequent lifetime earnings, 
contribute to improving women’s retirement incomes in pension schemes that are linked to earnings (earnings-related schemes 
dominate in most countries). However, schemes that provide carer credits during paid and unpaid periods of parental leave will be more 
successful in meeting the goal of reducing the effects of parental care on incomes in old age (see Sections on Public pensions: carer 
credits and Private Pensions: carer credits).

(b)	 Carer leave (and leave for family responsibilities)
Leave provisions provide the opportunity for parents and carers to take time out of work to meet planned and unexpected needs for 
care of their children or other family members with a disability or long term illness.526 It supports and recognises the ‘ongoing’ nature 
of family responsibilities.527 The EU Directive on Parental leave requires all EU countries to provide provisions for parents to take urgent 
leave for reasons of sickness or accident.528 Leave to care for another dependent family member is not currently regulated at the EU 
level.529 However, the EU is currently engaged in consultations on the possibility of EU measures in the area. As a result, at present, 
all EU countries have some form of leave provision for parents of children who are sick or who have a disability. However, significantly 
fewer have leave provisions to care for a family member with a disability or long term illness.530 Internationally, there is a wide range of 
carer leave arrangements in place. Carer leave may be paid or unpaid the duration of the leave varies considerably from two days to 
two years. In many cases, the leave arrangements in a country differ depending on whether the care is for a child or whether it is for 
another dependent family member. The leave is funded in a range of ways, from employers, to the state, to individual savings (as in  
The Netherlands).

(i)	 Aims

Carer’s leave and leave for other family responsibilities aims to improve the capacity of parents and carers to undertake their caring and 
labour market responsibilities. In so doing, it aims to improve labour market attachment of parents and carers and reduce the likelihood 
that parents and carers are forced to drop out of the labour market.531 Depending on the nature of the leave, it may also reduce the 
impact of time spent caring on an individual’s earnings. The schemes vary in value, duration and coverage.

(ii)	 Value

Carer’s leave may be paid or unpaid and some countries combine periods of paid and unpaid carer leave. Parental leave to care for 
children who are sick or have a disability is more likely to be paid. Leave to care for other family members is less likely to be paid.532 
Of the countries that provide paid leave periods, some are paid at a flat rate and others at a proportion of earnings. The Scandinavian 
countries provide the most generous earnings-replacement rate – at 100 per cent in Norway and 80 per cent in Sweden. Austria’s carer 
leave is also paid at 100 per cent of earnings and The Netherlands at 70 per cent. In Norway, Sweden and Austria and The Netherlands, 
the leave is paid by the employer.533 In Italy, the leave period is paid at 100 per cent of earnings but it is capped at an earnings ceiling.534 
In several countries, particularly those with longer duration leave provisions, carer leave is paid at a flat rate by the state. In Canada, for 
example, the state pays the leave benefit from the social insurance fund at 55 per cent of average earnings for a set time.535 In Finland, 
the longer leave period is paid for by the state at the rate of 70 per cent of the unemployment benefit In Denmark where, like Canada, 
the leave period is longer, employers are compelled to pay full wages for the duration of the leave and the government reimburses the 
employer a significant proportion of the cost.536

(iii)	 Duration

In about three quarters of OECD countries, paid care leave is no longer than one month per year.537 Luxembourg, for example, provides 
five days of paid leave per year, The Netherlands provides 10 days per year, Austria provides two weeks per year for a sick child and 
one week per year for a relative with a disability or illness and Norway provides 20 days of nursing care leave and an additional 10 days 
of care leave.538 Several countries have longer periods of paid leave. In Italy, individuals are entitled to take two years of paid leave to 
care for a dependent child or other relative over their lifecourse. If the care is for a child, both parents are not permitted to take the leave 
at the same time.539 In Denmark, individuals may take paid leave to care for a family member with a terminal illness and while there is no 
limit on the duration of the leave, evidence must be provided at the start of the leave period that the sick family member has two to six 
months to live.540

Belgium has the longest period of publicly paid carer leave. In Belgium, there is a system of ‘career breaks’ so that all employees 
are entitled to leave work for up to a year and receive a flat rate payment while on leave.541 The aim is to keep people with other 
responsibilities and needs in the workforce, primarily, to prevent women from dropping out of the labour market due to family 
circumstances. It also offers a ‘legitimate framework’ for men to take leave to care for children.542 In the Belgian system, this leave 
entitlement is called the ‘career break’ in the public sector and ‘time credit’ in the private sector. An employee who has been employed 
for at least a year may apply for leave under three ‘thematic’ reasons including leave to care for children, leave to provide palliative care, 
or leave for medical care, or an employee may apply for leave for general reasons.543 The leave scheme can therefore be taken for a 
range of reasons other than care for children or other family members, and is available at any stage of the lifecourse. The scheme is in 
addition to Belgium’s parental leave scheme, (which provides each parent with three months leave per child which can be taken  
full-time for three months, part-time for six months or one day a week for 15 months paid at a flat rate – individuals are encouraged 
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to take it full-time by the offer of an extra premium if they do so).544 The leave can be taken flexibly, either full-time for a year or as a 
reduction in working time to one-fifth, one quarter, one third or half in the public sector career break scheme, or full-time, half time or 
one fifth time in the time credit scheme in the private sector.545 It is paid at a flat rate at a lower rate than the parental leave scheme,  
but again the government offers an additional premium to encourage people to take the leave period full-time.546

However, as yet, the Belgian system has done little to increase gender equality in care provision, with women taking up the 
scheme significantly more often than men. For women, the main reason for taking a full-time or part-time career break was family 
responsibilities. For men, among the small proportion who use the scheme, the main reason for taking a full-time break is to try out a 
new job, however those men taking the break part-time were more likely to do so for family responsibilities.547 These men were much 
more likely during the time of the career break to be heavily involved in domestic work and child care, suggesting that presenting fathers 
with options to reduce hours to undertake family responsibilities can be an effective way of increasing some men’s participation in 
caring tasks.548

A large number of countries combine periods of paid leave with longer periods of unpaid care leave. France, for example, provides 
three months of ‘family solidarity leave’, of which 21 days is paid. The Netherlands combines 10 days of paid leave with 6 weeks unpaid 
leave,549 Austria combines a maximum of two weeks paid leave with up to six months unpaid leave, and Spain combines several days 
paid leave with two years unpaid leave (and three years in extreme circumstances).550 In The Netherlands, the Dutch Work and Care 
Act provides partially paid short-term care leave, two days paid urgent leave, and a right to 6 weeks unpaid long-term care leave.551 
However, long term care leave is only available through the Dutch Life Course Savings Scheme (LCSS). The LCSS, introduced in 2006, 
allows all employees to save 12 per cent of their wages per year up to a threshold. The savings can then be used to fund periods of 
unpaid leave, such as parental leave. The system is voluntary and take up is low,552 and the result is that low paid workers are largely 
excluded from periods of unpaid care leave. In addition, women in higher paid positions are not likely to have accumulated adequate 
savings to fund a period out of the workforce to care for a child, as this is likely to occur earlier on in the lifecourse.553

Some countries provide no paid carer leave, but provide only unpaid leave. In the UK, for example, ‘Time off for Dependants’ provides 
employees with the right to take a ‘reasonable’ amount of unpaid leave to deal with emergencies involving a dependent child or adult.554

(iv)	 Coverage

Entitlement to carer leave can be linked to an individual’s workforce participation before taking leave or, in countries with social 
insurance style scheme, on individuals’ contributions to national insurance. In Finland, for example, the individual needs to have been 
working for at least 12 months prior to applying for paid care leave.555 In Canada, entitlement is dependent upon an individual’s national 
insurance contributions in the 52 weeks prior to applying for paid care leave. In Ireland, the period of unpaid care leave is dependent 
upon the individual being in continuous employment for at least 12 months.556

There are also a number of eligibility requirements based on the individual’s relationship to the person they are providing care for or the 
condition of the person who requires care.

Parents

In most countries, leave to care for a child is available to parents, adoptive parents and foster parents. In a number of countries, there 
is a limit on how old the child can be for their parent to qualify for care leave. For example, in Italy, leave is available until their child 
reaches eight years old and in Hungary, care leave entitlement ceases when the child is 12 years old.557 For parents in some countries, 
there are two leave types: short periods of leave to care for a child who is sick, injured, or for some other reason, and longer periods 
of leave to care for children with a disability or serious illness. In France and Portugal, for example, parents of children with a disability 
or chronic illness are entitled to long periods of unpaid leave and Austria and The Netherlands provide long periods of unpaid leave to 
parents of a child with a terminal or life threatening illness.558

Carers

In some countries, entitlement to care leave depends on the relationship of the carer to the person they care for or the condition of 
the person in need of care. In some countries, the possible relationships of the carer to the person receiving care are specified by the 
state. For example, in Slovenia, eligibility for paid leave is confined to care for a spouse.559 In France, unpaid leave is dependent on the 
care recipient being a family member within a ‘fourth degree’ and in Germany, unpaid leave is only granted to carers of family members 
within a ‘second degree’. The UK specifies that a ‘dependant’ is defined as ‘the worker’s spouse, child, partner ‘or a person who lives in 
the same household’ (other than tenants, borders or lodgers). It also includes ‘any person who reasonably relies on the employee (a) for 
assistance on an occasion when the person falls ill or is injured or assaulted, or (b) to make arrangements for the provision of care in the 
event of illness or injury’.560 In other countries, such as Belgium, the leave can be to care for anyone who requires care, such as family, 
friends or neighbours.561 In a number of countries, such as France and Denmark, the carer and care recipient must be co-resident.

There are also a number of requirements about the condition of the care recipient. In France, only individuals who provide care for a 
relative with an ’80 per cent autonomy loss’ are entitled to carer leave.562 Several countries provide leave only to carers of people who 
are terminally ill. In Canada, for example, the person requiring care must be ‘gravely ill and at risk of dying’, in Sweden, leave must be 
for a relative who is terminally ill, and in Denmark the carer must provide evidence that the care recipient has two to six months to live.563 
In Ireland, in order to be eligible for leave, the carer must provide evidence that they provide full-time care.564
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(v)	 Summary of ideal models

Research reveals that women are much less likely to use carer leave if it is unpaid, sometimes opting to take their paid recreation/
holiday leave instead during periods where care is required.565 Paid leave is therefore more likely to provide opportunities to more 
adequately manage work and care responsibilities. It is difficult to define the appropriate level of paid care leave. If the paid leave  
period is too short, it may not successfully prevent labour market drop out. However, if the leave period is too long, the carer may find  
it difficult to return to the labour market, particularly at the level at which they left. Long paid care periods like the one in Belgium  
(12 months) can create a risk of early retirement566 and so could benefit from being attached to return to work incentives. While 
Belgium’s system provides a particularly long system, there are also a number of countries have longer paid periods than Australia 
and in some cases other countries provide considerably longer periods of unpaid carer leave (ie 12 months in Spain). While a number 
of challenges have been identified in Belgium’s system of ‘career breaks’, it is unique in the extent to which it recognises the extent to 
which periods of intensive care provision may arise over the lifecourse.

There are a number of conditions on which entitlement to care leave may be attached. Several countries provide palliative care leave. 
While several countries provide only this type of leave and have been criticised for failing to recognise the many forms of care that may 
result in the need for leave,567 the systems of palliative care leave recognise an important form of care need that is not accommodated 
in shorter periods of leave (i.e. 10 days a year). Some systems place conditions on entitlement to leave based on the relationship of 
the carer to the person receiving care (i.e. in some countries these two parties must be co-resident)568 which can create considerable 
difficulties for those who, for example, provide care for frail older people in residential aged care facilities or living in their own homes in 
the community.

According to the literature, care leave that provides options to take the leave flexibly, such as options to ‘fraction’ the leave over 
several periods or to take leave periods part-time – would more adequately address the often episodic or unpredictable nature of care 
provision,569 and provide more flexibility in combining work and care. This has the potential to work more effectively alongside a system 
in which carers have the right to request flexible working hours (see next section on Right to Request legislation). Finally, in several 
countries, such as Austria, Norway and Spain, individuals on unpaid carer leave have their pensions credited by the state,570 which to 
some extent compensates for the effect of the carer’s workforce absence on their retirement income.

Some have argued that generous leave periods and right to request legislation may result in the reluctance of employers to place 
women in positions that cannot be easily refilled or temporarily filled (for a discussion of this argument, which is contested, see 
Hegewisch and Gornick571). As a result, these policies need to be accompanied by robust anti-discrimination legislation (see section 
Anti-discrimination legislation).

8.3	 Statutory workplace mechanisms
Flexible workplace policies that provide opportunities for parents to reduce or reallocate working hours provide an important tool 
for creating a more equitable distribution of household labour.572 Policies ‘that raise the availability and quality of reduced-hour and 
part-time work’ may include limiting full-time weekly working hours, providing equivalent pay and benefits to part-time workers to full-
time workers doing equivalent work, and the right to request flexible working arrangements.573 According to some, flexible workplace 
arrangements, while creating greater options for parents in balancing work and care, have also been promoted as measures that boost 
the labour market by increasing flexibility and ‘spreading jobs across more people’ and improving the efficiency and productivity of the 
labour market.574

(a)	 Right to request legislation
To recognise the ongoing nature of caring responsibilities and the pressure they place on participation in paid work, some countries 
have introduced the right to request flexible or reduced working hours. Right to request legislation means that employees have the 
right to request from their employer flexible working and leave arrangements because of caring responsibilities, and employers must 
seriously consider the request. Some systems are broader than others, providing more extensive options from which individuals may 
request and there is also variation in the scope for employers to refuse the request.

(i)	 Aims

Right to request legislation provides parents and carers with options to flexibly manage employment and caring responsibilities. It 
therefore has the potential to improve workforce attachment of carers and reduce the risk of workforce drop out among new parents 
or at the onset of caring responsibilities. For the most part, right to request legislation has been introduced in response to the needs 
of parents returning from periods of parental leave. As a result, the legislation has been considerably slower to recognise the needs 
of other forms of carers. However, some countries are beginning to extend the right to request provisions to carers of people with a 
disability or long term illness.
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(ii)	 Characteristics

A number of countries have legislation providing the right to request flexible working arrangements. The EU Directive on Part-time Work 
(1997) encouraged (but did not require) employers to consider requests for part-time work and subsequently a number of European 
countries introduced rights to part-time or flexible work, although employers have the right to refuse.575 Right to request legislation 
exists in Sweden, the UK, New Zealand, Norway, Finland, Austria, Belgium, the Netherlands, Poland, the Czech Republic, Greece, 
Slovenia and Germany.576 However, in a number of them, the right is restricted to parents with respect to their children. In Italy the 
Government pays a subsidy to employers who provide options for part-time work to parents returning from parental leave.577

Some right to request legislation is broader or more robust than others, providing more extensive options from which individuals may 
request and providing fewer grounds on which employers may refuse the request. In the Netherlands, for example, employees have the 
right to request a decrease or an increase in their working hours and a redistribution of those hours after one year with their employer.578 
They are not required to provide a reason, ‘mainstreaming’ the needs of carers with those who have other reasons for requesting 
a change in hours. In Germany, a similar scheme exists whereby an individual can request an increase or decrease of hours and a 
redistribution of hours can only be considered in conjunction with a reduction in hours.579 Some countries (ie the Netherlands, Sweden 
and Germany) include the right to request to return to full-time work after a time of working part-time.580 This approach can respond 
to concerns that women can become ‘trapped’ in long-term part-time work by offering the option of part-time work as a ‘short-term 
solution, allowing individuals to transition into and out of part-time work as necessitated by their care needs across the lifecourse’581  
(for further details on appropriate part-time work, see Section on Protecting part-time work). In addition to flexible hours of work 
(‘flexitime’), flexibility in the location of work (‘flexiplace’) is also an important mechanism for developing opportunities to undertake work 
and care.582 However, some have argued that ‘flexiplace’ can result in inequitable gender outcomes. Evidence shows that women who 
work at home are more likely to be faced with the pressures of work and care simultaneously and to reorganise their work hours so that 
they are available for care tasks whereas men working from home are more likely to ‘reproduce a standard working day at home’.583

In the Netherlands, the employer must consider the request and may refuse the request if there are reasons based on the ‘serious 
interests of the enterprise or service’ such as, in the case of reduced hours, if the request would create serious problems in safety, in 
scheduling, or if the hours are not re-staffed and in the case of extra hours, if this creates serious financial problems for the organisation, 
if the work does not exist, or if the financial or physical capacity is not there.584 An employer must provide a decision within a month 
of the request or the employee’s wishes are granted. An employer can agree to the increase or decrease of the hours but not to their 
distribution if the interests of the business outweigh the reasons for the request being made.585 In Germany, employers must accept 
the request unless there are ‘business reasons’ and not adhering to the appropriate process results in the granting of the employee’s 
request.586 In The Netherlands and Germany, the case may be examined by a court if the outcome is considered by one party to be 
unsatisfactory.587

In the UK, the current right to request legislation has narrower criteria under which individuals may request a change in working hours, 
and fewer options for changes. In the UK, the Flexible Working Regulations stipulate that parents of children under six, or children 
under 18 if the child is disabled, or carers of adults have the right to request flexible working.588 There is no obligation on employers to 
agree, and no recourse to the courts if there is an unsatisfactory outcome.589 In November 2012, the UK Government announced that 
it planned to extend the right to request flexible work to all employees, to be implemented in 2014. The stated aim of the proposal is 
‘to give greater choice and freedom to workers and businesses. This will remove the cultural expectation that flexible working only has 
benefits for parents and carers, allowing individuals to manage their work alongside other commitments and improving the UK labour 
market by providing more diverse working patterns. For example, grandparents could apply for flexible working to help care for their 
grandchildren’.590

New Zealand has a similar system, in which employees with caring responsibilities for children or other family members have the right 
to request flexible working arrangements and employers have an obligation to ‘consider requests seriously and accommodate them 
accordingly’.591

Some argue that over time, even the ‘softer’ right to request legislation in the UK is generating cultural change by encouraging 
employers to ‘consider the possibilities of change in the workplace’, and to begin to focus on the task of workplace adaptation. The 
British Government has suggested that even with the softer approach, the proportion of requests being granted since the law was 
introduced doubled to almost 90 per cent.592 In fact, the more generous entitlements of countries like Germany have not necessarily 
meant higher take-up: the take-up of the less generous UK scheme was higher than that in Germany’s more generous scheme.593

However, preliminary evaluative research has shown successful outcomes may be unevenly distributed, and that rights to request may 
be more successful in medium level jobs than in challenging the long-hours culture of managerial positions and the inflexible hours of 
many low skilled positions.594 Research in the UK reveals that flexible work options are likely to increase men’s participation in child 
care, with men having made more use of the UK Right to Request provision with respect to flexitime and compressed hours. Men 
are less likely to take a reduction in hours if it means a reduction in pay, but are likely to accept more flexible ways of organising their 
existing hours.595 However, research has also suggested that fathers’ use of flexible work arrangements is higher in the public sector, 
and in certain industries such as community services and transport and distribution. They also had higher usage in workforces that were 
female dominated.596 Evidence from the UK suggests that, while a high proportion of requests are granted by employers, many people 
are not aware of their right to request.597 Research suggests that where the organisation provides written communication to its staff 
about their flexible work entitlements, rather than relying on word of mouth, awareness among employees’ of their rights is likely to be 
higher.598
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Finally, while flexible work possibilities may improve carers’ incomes in the present by improving their attachment to the workforce,  
it may not necessarily improve their pension incomes. In some countries, governments provide credits to those who return to work  
part-time after a period of caring.

(iii)	 Summary of ideal models

Right to request legislation provides opportunities for parents and carers to flexibly combine their employment with their caring 
responsibilities. Some countries provide a wider range of options that employees may request, providing greater flexibility in 
accommodating their needs. For example, several countries provide the right to request a ‘reversal’ of the request – back to full-time 
work when their caring responsibilities change. This is in response to concerns that parents and carers can become trapped in part-
time work upon the commencement of their caring responsibilities. In addition, while ‘softer’ systems of right to request, such as the 
UK, have revealed widespread success in changing the practices of employers, some countries provide more robust systems in which 
employers have a greater obligation to consider the request and there is a system of appeals for situations in which either party is not 
satisfied with the outcome. These can strengthen right to request provisions, although greater employer obligation and a system of 
appeals can only have an impact if individuals are making requests of their employers, so ensuring that employees are cognizant of 
their rights is central to a successful right to request policy. Finally, right to request policies are in some countries being extended from 
parents to other forms of care which is important in providing equal opportunities across different groups of carers to manage their 
caring and employment responsibilities.

Finally, evidence suggests that right to request legislation operates most effectively when coupled with other mechanisms. Indeed, 
some countries have combined these mechanisms in legislation. In The Netherlands legislation requiring that individuals have the right 
to request a reduction in work hours is combined with legislation for the equal treatment of full-time and part-time workers (see section 
on Protecting part-time work).599 The Netherlands also combines a strong flexible working time policy with a short period of parental 
leave (four months).600

(b)	 Protecting part-time work
While the promotion of opportunities to combine part-time work and care is important, it can lead to inequitable outcomes for 
women both in their labour market attachment and in their retirement incomes. Women in part-time work can experience significant 
disadvantage in pay and opportunities for professional development and progression.601 In addition, women in part-time work can be 
excluded from adequate retirement incomes provisions creating inequalities in incomes in old age.

Research has shown that increased part-time work, unless properly protected and valued, may increase flexibility for parents while 
also resulting in ‘occupational downgrading’ where many women are forced to change employers and work in part-time work with poor 
conditions.602 Flexible workplace arrangements need to be accompanied by protection of part-time workers, because the increase in 
part-time work without associated improvements to the remuneration and benefits of part-time work may create worse conditions for 
women not better ones.603

(i)	 Aims

In response, in many countries, additional measures for ensuring that conditions under which part-time work is engaged in are 
protected. Ensuring that women and men engaged in part-time work are provided with equal pay for equal work, equal opportunities 
for promotion and equal access to occupational pensions is likely to improve both women’s labour market attachment and progression, 
and their retirement incomes.

(ii)	 Characteristics

In many countries, additional measures for ensuring that part-time work is a real option have included legislation that treats part-time 
workers equally to ‘comparable full-time workers’ by providing pay parity and equal access to ‘occupational benefits, training and 
promotion opportunities, and bargaining rights’.604 To this end the EU has ‘created a regime of equal treatment of part-time workers 
vis-a-vis comparable fulltime workers through the Directive on Part-time Work. This Directive prohibits less favourable treatment of part-
time workers, when compared with appropriate full-time workers, solely on the grounds that they work part-time. All EU Member States 
have now implemented the Directive’.605 In the UK, this was done via the Part-time Workers (Prevention of Less Favourable Treatment) 
Regulations 2000. In its Regulatory Impact Statement, the Government estimated that the introduction of the equal treatment regime 
would benefit 400,000 part-time workers by increasing their pay and conditions’.606 Some countries have stronger protection of part-
time work than others and the result is that these countries, such as The Netherlands, have considerably better outcomes for women 
than countries like the UK where people in part-time work – more likely to be women – experience significant penalties in pay, training 
opportunities, and opportunities for career progression.607
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The protection of the conditions of part-time work, while important, is not adequate for promoting gender equitable outcomes because, 
as the Dutch experience shows (and the Netherlands is a world leader in protection of part-time work conditions), the result can be 
heavily gendered, where women can become trapped in long-term part-time work. As a result, there need to be opportunities for 
women to transition to full-time work (like provisions in right to request legislation that allow employees to request a reversal of their 
flexible hours back to full-time hours, see Section on Characteristics of Right to Request legislation) and adequate child care provisions 
for them to be able to do so (see Section 4 early childhood education and care).

(c)	 Regulating working hours
Some countries have measures that regulate weekly employment hours which can include setting standards for normal weekly working 
hours (above which overtime must be paid) and setting limits on maximum allowable hours above which individuals cannot be made to 
work.608 In France, regulation of working hours means that average working hours are low609 which makes it easier for women and men 
to transition back into the workforce after periods of leave or to reduce working hours to care for children. Normal weekly hours have 
been set between 35 (i.e. France) and 39 hours in many European countries (i.e. Sweden, Denmark, Norway). Some countries have also 
capped maximum allowable hours at 48 hours per week.

8.4	 Services
(a)	 Early childhood education and care
There are three different models of early childhood education and care provision and different countries frequently focus on different 
models: policies that promote publicly provided and funded child care; policies that promote home care by parents using leave 
measures and income protection; and policies that encourage the purchase of child care privately through financial support to families 
to help them purchase that care.610

(i)	 Aims

Early childhood education and care that is of a high quality is central to more equitable workforce participation because parents are not 
able to enter the workforce unless they have alternative care arrangements for their children.611 Evidence clearly shows that lack of child 
care facilities has a negative impact on female labour market participation.612 Publicly subsidised child care makes it easier for parents 
to return to work by reducing out-of-pocket costs and ameliorates inequalities in accessing child care across families at different socio-
economic levels.613

(ii)	 Characteristics

There are three different models of child care provision and different countries frequently focus on different models: policies that 
promote publicly provided and funded child care; policies that promote home care by parents using leave measures and income 
protection; and policies that encourage the purchase of child care privately through financial support to families to help them purchase 
that care.614

Denmark, Finland and Sweden have public child care systems under the authority of ‘national social-welfare or educational authorities’ 
that provide care for children from the end of parental care periods (this is disputed by Craig and Mullan615) until the child enters primary 
school. The access is universal with a modest co-payment for parents. Parents have a right to a place in a public child care facility.616 
Full private care is uncommon although has become more common since the introduction of home care allowance. In the Nordic 
countries, comprehensive child care policies are particularly important in facilitating women’s labour market participation. Denmark, 
Iceland, Norway and Sweden have high levels of coverage of one and two year olds (between 70 and 90 per cent) and provide 
extremely high coverage (approximately 95 per cent) of day care for three to five year olds.617 All Nordic countries also have home care 
allowances – or cash for care – some of which have been introduced more recently.618 The details of the cash for care systems vary, 
with some being contingent on workforce participation and others not.619 In Norway, there is a dual system of child care that combines 
publicly funded day care with a home care allowance or cash benefit for parents who provide care at home. In Denmark, parents have 
access to publicly-funded and provided child care for children aged one year and older, although the parental leave scheme only 
provides 32 weeks leave (18 of which is paid)620 which leaves a 20 week period in which parents returning from parental leave do not 
have access to the public sector child care guarantee. While the Scandinavian countries have very generous child care schemes, they 
are often only when the parental leave period is over and since many have longer parental leave schemes, it can be difficult for women 
to find a space in a public child care centre for children under the age of one or two. In Sweden and Denmark, parents have access to 
full-time places and in Sweden, working parents have priority access to child care places.621 Evidence reveals that the effect of child 
bearing on ‘female labour supply is less negative in countries with more generous provision of public child care’.622

In contrast, Belgium and France do not have well developed publicly provided or funded child care for young children with publicly 
supported care targeted to the needy and therefore accessible to only about 20-40 per cent of under threes. In other countries, such as 
The Netherlands and New Zealand, individuals are provided with a government subsidy towards child care costs.623 In New Zealand in 
2007, child care subsidies were increased from 30 to 50 hours per week and free child care for 20 hours per week was introduced for 
3-4 year olds in educational care.624
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While some European countries, such as France, do not have child care systems that are universal like the Scandinavian countries, they 
have extensive pre-school programs for when the child reaches two and a half or three.625 France, for example, has universal access to 
pre-school for children aged about 2 and a half or 3 but access to child care for younger children is difficult.626 According to Morgan, 
leave schemes are increasingly being extended to fill the gap before parents become entitled to child care.627 However, providing access 
to child care for children at a younger age would be more positive for women’s workforce participation than extending leave periods. In 
Australia’s child care system, the child care payments are available for children of all ages.

Some countries are placing greater responsibilities on employers in the funding or provision of child care for their employees. In The 
Netherlands since 2007, for example, employers have been compelled to contribute to the child care costs of their employees.628 
Individuals pay the child care costs upfront and the government reimburses them with a third of the cost and their employer compelled 
to reimburse them another third.629 In France, the Government provides tax relief for employers who provide internal child care facilities 
for their staff.630 Enterprises have ‘participated in the extremely rapid development of facilities for the care of young children. Subsidies 
have been provided to enable the private sector to create and operate such facilities. Enterprises can apply for tax rebates on measures 
to help those of their employees with family responsibilities. Since 2004, the public authorities can finance up to 80 per cent of the 
investment needed to enable a company to create its own nursery’.631

In Germany, credits are provided for three years per child but mothers who return to work during this time do not accrue additional 
insurance balances so there is no recognition of this dual role or incentive to return to work.632 Child Care Credits are provided from the 
time the child turns three. It therefore interacts quite well with the time limits on pension credits.633

(iii)	 Summary of ideal models

Evidence reveals that the provision of formal child care increases the ‘the prevalence and stability of mothers’ employment’.634 The 
countries with the most affordable and accessible child care are the Nordic countries that favour direct provision of care funded by 
government but with a parental co-payment of approximately 20 per cent which can be reduced according to means.635 Parental fees 
in countries like Belgium and France are about the same set on a sliding scale for those on lower incomes but parents incur costs for 
younger children for whom there is no publicly subsidised care and for out of hours care.636 The Nordic countries, which favour the 
publicly provided care option, have been found to provide the greatest support for female labour market participation.637 However, the 
recent move towards the provision of funding to the consumer (ie parent) has changed the traditional model of child care provision in 
the Nordic countries. Cash for care results in the ‘re-familialisation of care’, predominantly by women and results in longer absences 
for women from the labour market which has an impact on their pension balances.638 In Norway, for example, ‘cash for care’ has been 
found to create gender inequity in the provision of child care, as women are more likely to reduce their working hours accordingly and 
fathers are likely to continue working as before the family claimed the payment.639 This has been found in many Nordic countries.640

For Gornick and Meyers, the more effective arrangement is one in which the government subsidises 80 per cent of child care costs 
(which is the European average) and the parent pays the other 20 per cent, adjusted according to family income.641 This, they argue, 
should cover care for infants (although the demand is lower because many parents prefer to care for their child in its first year), toddler 
and day care for 2-3 year olds, pre-school for four years olds and before and after school care for 5 and 6 year olds. The provision of 
outside of school hours care and vacation care is important to enable parents to combine work and care responsibilities.642

The interaction between child care and parental leave is very important in promoting opportunities to combine work and care. Parents 
must have access to publicly subsidised child care when they decide to return to work after child bearing and the gap in some countries 
between the time at which parents are ready to return to work and the age that their child needs to be before they are entitled to 
publicly subsidised care creates significant problems.

(b)	 Formal care
There are a range of formal services that support carers in their caring role, reduce the intensity of their caring responsibilities, and 
ameliorate some of the effects of their care provision on different areas of their lives such as their health and wellbeing. Services are 
often funded by the state and provided by a mix of government and non-government organisations. They can include a range of 
services provided to the carer and the care recipient,643 such as respite care; support with caring tasks (ie home care or domestic 
assistance); and information and counselling services.

(i)	 Aims

By providing accessible, affordable and high quality formal support services to carers and the people they provide care for, the state has 
the potential to shape the extent to which care is provided by carers.644 The provision of formal services can reduce both the character 
and the intensity of the caring tasks provided by carers.645 Through supporting carers in their caring role, formal services aim to reduce 
the impact of caring on carers including their health, wellbeing, social relationships and other domains of their lives. Formal services can 
also make it easier for carers to participate in education or employment.646 Many carers are forced to drop out of the labour market due 
to their caring responsibilities647 and the aim of formal services, while they will not alleviate the caring responsibilities completely, will 
enable carers to remain in the workforce.
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(ii)	 Characteristics

Formal support services can include services that provide caring tasks in the home such as nursing care or domestic assistance, respite 
care, and other support such as information and counselling. Some services, such as counselling or information provision, indirectly 
support carers to participate in the workforce by improving their health and wellbeing or providing information about available services. 
Carers report that counselling is useful for helping them to manage the pressures associated with their caring responsibilities648 and 
information services in the form of a one-stop-shop, such as the one in France, have been identified as the most effective form of 
information provision for carers.649 Research has revealed that the most important services in alleviating the responsibilities of carers 
are home/domiciliary care, specialist nursing (often palliative care), mental health services, day centres and respite care.650 These are 
also the types of formal services that are likely to have the greatest impact on reducing the intensity of the carers’ responsibilities and 
providing greater opportunities for them to participate in paid work.

Respite care is formal care provided on a temporary basis to the person with a disability or long term illness. Respite is designed to 
provide the carer with a break from their caring responsibilities or to provide them with time to undertake different activities. It can take 
several forms: day care services whereby the person receiving care has a short stay in a respite facility; institutional respite whereby the 
person receiving care may stay in a facility for a longer period of time providing carers with ‘vacation breaks, and in-home respite which 
is respite provided in the home of the person receiving care.651 Respite can be provided on a planned basis or in emergencies. Most 
countries in the OECD have some form of respite arrangements for carers but a smaller number of countries provide respite to carers as 
a right. For example, Ireland provides a yearly respite grant that can be used throughout the year and Austria provides an allowance to 
pay for up to four weeks of respite care. Germany’s social insurance scheme includes provisions for funding up to four weeks of respite 
care and Finland provides people with ongoing caring responsibilities with at least three days of respite care per month.652 In contrast, 
‘[i]n many other countries, respite care is seen as a service but there is no specific right to carers to receive such services, or no direct 
reference to the number of days carers are entitled to’.653 Some countries that provide a ‘right’ to respite care, such as Finland, do not 
subsidise the respite care which makes it difficult for families to afford the full cost. In other countries, such as Denmark, respite care is 
fully funded by the state which provides a more genuine ‘right’ to respite care. In Canada, the state provides tax credits to families who 
pay for respite care.654

Research reveals that respite care is most effective at meeting carers’ needs when it is flexible, available at short notice and in 
emergencies655 and offers a range of respite options (such as short and long breaks and in-home care and institutional care.656 This 
flexibility is particularly useful for carers who are balancing care and employment.657 Research also suggests that day care based respite 
can be the most effective option for carers in paid work,658 although research from the UK and The Netherlands found that many day 
care centres were open shorter hours than the full working day which was creating difficulties for working carers.659 Evidence pointing 
to flexible respite rather than fixed hours suggests that a more tailored approach to respite is of greater use to carers although this does 
not necessarily mean greater devolution of responsibility for providing respite, as evidence from countries in which respite is organised 
at the municipal level, such as the UK, Spain and the Northern European countries reveals disparities in access.660 Community transport 
has also been identified as an important service,661 and the way in which this interacts with respite services and other needs for 
transporting dependents also relieves the pressure on carers662 and is likely to make it easier for working carers.

The provision of care and assistance in the home also provide considerable support to carers that may reduce the intensity of their 
caring responsibilities and improve their opportunities to combine work and care.663 Scotland provides free personal care for older 
people.664 Women are more likely to be paid out of a personal budget.665

Several countries have developed more comprehensive systems for assisting carers with their caring responsibilities and understanding 
their support needs. One effective mechanism has been through a carer assessment. The UK has introduced a right for all carers to 
undergo an assessment of their needs after which time they are referred to appropriate support services. The legislation states that 
during the assessment, the carer’s wishes and needs regarding education, training and employment must be taken into consideration 
in the assessing their support needs.666 However, research has found that many people are not receiving proper access to an 
assessment667 and that some were reported as not having their employment needs taken into account.668 Sweden also has a system 
of assessing carers’ needs and referring them to appropriate services in an integrated system of respite and counselling support.669 
In Austria, there is a system of local support centres and carers who enrol have their needs assessed and are directed to appropriate 
services. The carer receives a ‘case (or care) manager’ who acts as a kind of broker, helping the carer to access the appropriate 
services and helping to bridge the gap between the health and social care services.670 The Netherlands also has a system of ‘care 
brokers’ targeted at working carers, in which carers are provided with a case manager to help them navigate the service infrastructure 
and co-ordinate the range of health and social care services. This saves working carers some of the time they would spend on ‘care 
management activities’. These care brokers may even, if requested, negotiate on behalf of the carer with their employer.671
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(iii)	 Summary of ideal models

Formal support services, in order to be effective, must be affordable, appropriate to a diverse range of needs and flexible to 
accommodate changing needs over time.672 Evidence shows that some carers are not familiar with what is available to them673 which 
suggests that effort needs to be invested in ensuring that carers are aware of the services that are available to support them in their 
caring needs. One method that has been successful in making services available to carers that are appropriate to their needs has been 
a process of carer assessments. Carer assessments are an important method of identifying carers needs and ensuring that they have 
access to services that meet their specific needs. They also have the potential, if they are structured to take account of the carer’s 
wishes and needs regarding education, training and employment, to provide support that best allows carers to combine care and 
workforce participation or training.

8.5	 Other policies
(a)	 Anti-discrimination legislation
Research suggests that policies that promote the rights of parents and carers are likely to be most effective if underpinned by anti-
discrimination legislation. Anti-discrimination legislation ensures that the provision of rights to parents and carers in the workplace 
(such as access to leave provisions and flexible working arrangements) is not accompanied by discrimination against individuals on 
the basis of their parental or carer status.674 The EU has provisions requiring that a parent will not be discriminated against because of 
their child care responsibilities and the EU Employment Equality Directive states that a woman must not be discriminated against for 
leaving the workforce to have a child. As a result a number of EU countries have legislation prohibiting discrimination based on family 
responsibilities understood to mean child bearing or rearing. However, the prohibition of discrimination on the basis of caring is not 
explicitly addressed in any country’s anti-discrimination legislation. Ireland is the only partial exception, prohibiting discrimination on the 
grounds of ‘family status’ which includes carers but only ‘primary carers’.675 Protection against ‘associative discrimination’ is potentially 
available for individuals in EU member states through disability discrimination provisions, in that a carer cannot be discriminated against 
because they care for an individual with disability, but this provision is underexplored and tested.676 In 2010, the UK introduced the 
Equality Act (2010) to protect working carers from discrimination in the workplace.677

Legislation prohibiting discrimination on the basis of caring responsibilities is a method of protecting the rights of carers and normalising 
atypical working patterns associated with caring responsibilities.678 Busby suggests that legislation of this sort could be consistent 
with the existing frameworks of the EU and could resemble the UK’s Disability Discrimination Act (DDA). The DDA places an obligation 
on employers to take special measures to accommodate the needs of an employee with a disability where a ‘provision, criterion, or 
practice’ operates to place that person at a disadvantage to those without a disability.679 This legislation provides the flexibility to 
account for differences in the needs of people with disability and could do the same for people with caring responsibilities, prompting 
employers to remove barriers to participation faced by employees with caring responsibilities.680 Busby suggests that legislation could 
be based on the grounds of ‘reasonable accommodation on the grounds of recognised carer status’.681 She argues that the DDA has 
had several issues in its enforcement largely resulting from the interpretation of ‘disability’ and what it is ‘reasonable’ to expect of an 
employer but is nonetheless an extremely important instrument in reducing barriers to equal participation of people with disability.682

(b)	 Gender pay equity
The principle of equal pay was set out in a European Directive on Equal Pay in 1975 (75/117/EEC), replaced by the European Directive 
on Equal Treatment in 2006 (76/207/EEC) focussing on gender in ‘matters of employment and occupation’.683 All EU countries have 
responded by developing equal pay legislation and some have equal pay provisions enshrined in their constitutions.684 There are a 
number of measures that EU member nations have introduced in an attempt to reduce the gender wage gap. Smith suggests that these 
fall into five categories:

•	 Creating a positive duty on organisations to achieve gender equality through information campaigns and monitoring and 
compliance to the use of public procurement policies to encourage employer behaviours.685 The UK, for example, introduced 
a ‘Gender Duty’ obligation on public authorities to demonstrate that they are treating men and women fairly, and they can be 
issued with compliance notices for a breach on the Gender Duty.686

•	 The second is promoting transparency, as lack of transparency in wages contributes to ongoing wage inequality and in 
some countries employees may be contractually obliged not to discuss their pay with colleagues. Several countries have 
developed compulsory reporting of salaries paid to men and women to a central monitoring body and in some cases, workers 
representatives.687
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•	 Addressing low pay is also an important method of ameliorating the gender pay gap. Many countries have introduced a national 
minimum wage.688

•	 Another strategy can be to reduce gender segregation. Finland, for example, has an ‘equality pot’, an annual sum of money that 
is earmarked for pay rises for municipal low paid highly educated positions that are gender segregated.689 Raising awareness or 
‘developing local champions’ have also been identified (such as the development of the ‘Day of Equal Pay’ in The Netherlands) 
and the setting of national targets such as in Finland, which has developed a target to reduce the gender wage-gap from 20 to 
15 per cent by 2015.690

•	 Several countries, such as Denmark, France, Greece and Latvia, have developed national equality bodies or ombudsmen to 
promote and monitor the gender wage gap and targets to reduce it.691

(c)	 Other income support policies
(i)	 Tax credits

Several countries provide tax credits to carers to compensate them for the costs associated with their caregiving. This form of 
support for carers has been described as a useful strategy because, as opposed to tax deductions for example, they provide ‘greater 
relative tax savings’ to individuals in lower income brackets and can be of particular benefit in low income families in which family 
members are attempting to combine work and care.692 Canada and the United States have a tax credit program as well as a variety 
of tax credit arrangements in the provinces (Canada) and states (the US).693 In Canada, some caregivers are eligible for one of several 
non-refundable tax credits (the Caregiver Tax Credit, the Eligible Dependent Tax Credit, the Infirm Dependent Tax Credit, the Spousal 
or Common-Law Partner Tax Credit, the transfer of the unused amount of the Disability Tax Credit, and the Medical Expenses Tax 
Credit).694 Several of the credits provide a flat rate reduction in the carers’ tax liability (one of which is dependent on co-residence with 
the person receiving care) and the Medical Expenses Tax Credit provides a considerably larger credit to compensate for up to USD 
10,000 in medical expenses for the person receiving care.695 In the US, the Dependent Care Tax Credit provides a tax credit to low 
income working carers who co-reside with the person receiving care and provide at least 50 per cent of the care.696

However, there have been several issues raised with tax credits of this nature. As tax credits are only for those who pay tax, they are not 
available to caregivers with caring responsibilities that are precluding their participation in the workforce.697 In addition, the above tax 
credits are non-refundable which means that carers with very low incomes and who consequently pay small amounts of tax are likely to 
receive a very small level of compensation for the costs of care.

(ii)	 Carer Payment

Some countries provide direct payments to carers as a form of income support. The payments are designed to compensate to some 
extent for the reduced working hours associated with their caring roles and for the additional costs associated with caring.698 A number 
of countries provide direct payments to carers and across those countries, there are two approaches to providing carer payments: 
one in the Nordic countries, and one used predominantly in English-speaking countries or liberal welfare regimes. In the Nordic 
countries, such as Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden, the payment is remuneration for the work that carers perform. Carers are 
effectively employed by the state to provide care and the value of the carer payment can be close to the hourly rate earned by paid care 
workers.699 However, the literature suggests that while this is an important method of ensuring that carers have an adequate income, 
this approach can be costly and a case may be made that paying formal carers may be more appropriate.700 In addition, the payments 
tend to be directed to those with intensive caring responsibilities and do not provide for other carers with less demanding caring 
responsibilities.701

In English-speaking countries such as Australia, Ireland, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom, payments are provided on a means-
tested basis to people with intensive caring responsibilities. Hinging eligibility on a strict means test and intensive eligibility requirements 
means that the payments presuppose that the carer is participating in care full-time and is not in or only very marginally attached to the 
workforce.702 For example, in the UK, in order to be eligible, individuals must be providing care to a person with a severe disability for at 
least 35 hours per week and weekly earnings from paid work must stay below a low ceiling. This effectively limits the payment to those 
with very low earnings or those who have left the workforce.703 The payment is at an extremely low rate. Recipients are much more 
likely to be women. As a result, these payments have been criticised for only covering a small proportion of carers and for creating a 
disincentive to participate in the workforce.704 Research also reveals that the strict limits on earnings can push carers into ‘downgrading’ 
from their professional employment into low paid or menial work.705 The inflexible earnings limits can create difficulties and can 
create difficulty for carers in juggling casual hours to ensure that they are below the limit and make them fearful of accepting offers of 
additional shifts, even if they would like and are able to do them.706

In some countries, recipients of Carer Payment are entitled to carer credits. However, in recognition that Carer Payment is only available 
to those with very intensive care responsibilities and low incomes, the credits in the UK have been extended to carers who provide care 
for 20 hours per week or more for someone in receipt of a disability-based income support payment (see Section on Public pensions: 
carer credits).
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8.6	 Summary of how models interact in positive ways
The mechanisms in the paper contribute to one or more of the goals of this project: some mechanisms directly ameliorate inequalities 
in retirement incomes, such as carer credits in retirement income systems; other mechanisms, such as parental leave and right to 
request legislation, improve the opportunities for women (and men) with caring responsibilities to enter, re-enter, or remain attached 
to the workforce, promoting greater equality in workforce participation and improving opportunities to undertake both work and care; 
other legislation, such as ‘daddy quotas’ (or ‘partner quotas’) in parental leave schemes, contribute to the more equitable sharing of 
care responsibilities between women and men. Mechanisms in each of the countries interact in complex ways to meet the goals. Carer 
credits in pension schemes to some extent ameliorate gender inequalities in retirement incomes. However, research shows that carer 
credits need to be combined with other policies that support employees with caring commitments, such as parental leave, leave to 
care for dependents, and ‘long-term career breaks’, in order to be most effective.707 Moreover, measures that create greater equality 
in workforce participation and participation in care will also play a central role in creating greater equalities in retirement incomes. In 
particular, policies that promote labour market participation and create greater opportunities to combine work and care can improve 
incomes in the present and, as a consequence, incomes in old age.

In parental care, countries combine leave periods, publicly subsidised early childhood education and care, and flexible work options. 
In other forms of care, countries combine appropriate formal care services, flexible work arrangements, and access to care leave. The 
success of each of the mechanisms depends on the existence of a range of other mechanisms. For example, parental leave policies 
work most effectively in promoting workforce attachment if individuals have access to right to request legislation. Right to request 
legislation can improve workforce attachment of carers but it depends on access to part-time work with appropriate conditions and 
opportunities for career progression. Finally, participation of women in part-time work depends on access to appropriate, affordable and 
accessible early childhood education and care and other formal care options. As a result, governments need to focus on a combination 
of mechanisms in order to meet the goals of creating greater equity in work and care and valuing care in the retirement income system.
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