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1. Introduction 

 

Women around the world invest 2.5 times more time than men in unpaid care and domestic 

work, with large disparities in time spent in cooking, caring for others, or cleaning. This 

figure varies greatly between countries depending on public services coverage and infra-

structures relating to care work such as access to water, sanitation, energy, health, and 

childcare
1
. Disparities in the amount of unpaid care and domestic work occur not only be-

cause of gender, but also because of each woman’s age, location, income status, and num-

ber of children in the household. There continue to be pronounced imbalances between 

men and women in time allocation to care work and in the degree of freedom available to 

make choices in this respect. This unequal distribution of caring activities is linked to dis-

criminatory social institutions and inequality based mainly on gender stereotyping. These 

gender disparities in unpaid care and domestic work represent a great risk to achieving the 

right to equality and non-discrimination between women and men. The recent report by the 

UN Special Rapporteur on the Elimination of Extreme Poverty identifies unpaid care work 

as a major human rights issue and highlights the relationship between unpaid care, poverty, 

inequality, and women’s human rights
2
. The disproportionate burden of unpaid care work 

allocated to women and girls represents a serious impediment to their accessing paid jobs, 

prevents girls attending school, and generates time-poverty, thus limiting women´s partici-

pation in decision making, leisure, self-care, and health.  

                                                 

1
 UN WOMEN Progress of the World’s Women 2015-2016: Transforming Economies, Realizing Rights” 

(2015:84)   
2
 UN, Magdalena Sepúlveda, Report of the Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights on un-

paid care work, August 2013 
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The principle of equality and non-discrimination is a cornerstone in international human 

rights law; however work on the relationship between gender equality and non-

discrimination with unpaid care and domestic work remains very limited in UN discourse 

and practice. The CEDAW, despite its focus on discrimination against women and substan-

tive equality
3
, has remained relatively silent on the topic

4
. In general, the principle of equal-

ity and non-discrimination in international treaties follows the formal equality model and 

prohibition of discrimination from a symmetrical perspective
5
.  

This challenges us to question whether our idea of equality and non-discrimination needs to 

be transformed in the context of women´s unpaid care and domestic work and to examine 

what type of equality (formal or substantive) can create the most suitable enabling envi-

ronment in which women can make empowered choices as regards care work.  

The recent 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda aims to transform the care-less devel-

opment agenda by introducing a revolutionary target addressing the recognition and value 

of unpaid care and domestic work. 
6
 This is the very first time mainstream development 

acknowledges in a global policy agenda the importance of tackling unpaid care and domes-

tic work
7
 as a means of combating gender inequality, and promoting non-discrimination 

and women´s empowerment.  Yet there is little direction about how this target is going to 

                                                 

3
 Fredman, S. (2003, 2008, 2013); Byrnes, A. (2012, 2013); Holtmaat, R. (2013) 

4
 Fredman, S. & Goldblatt, B. (2015) 

5
 Holtmaat, R (2013) and Byrnes, A. (2012) 

6
 See SDG No. 5.4. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/1579SDGs%20Proposal.pdf  

7
 I refer to unpaid care and domestic work as work that does not have any remuneration (is unpaid) and in-

volves tasks related to domestic duties such as cooking, cleaning, fetching water, and taking care of other 

people’s children, the old, and the sick, etc. For different terminology on unpaid care work see Esquivel, V 

(2014).  
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be achieved, about policies or programmes to be implemented, or the theoretical and legal 

framework behind women´s unpaid care work and gender equality and non-discrimination.  

Without any doubt the care work target is the result of tireless advocacy efforts by the in-

ternational feminist movement, but there is still a question mark over whether the devel-

opment sector is going to embrace feminist thinking in relation to women´s unpaid care 

work or a more instrumental understanding about care and poverty alleviation. In this 

sense, the care work target opens up opportunities to enhance the debate and understanding 

of various types of equality, from formal to substantive, in order to address discrimination 

against women and girls arising from unfair distribution of care work. In addition, it would 

challenge the CEDAW to take more radical steps in line with substantive equality and 

question socio-economic structures that maintain a male-oriented definition of work elabo-

rated mainly within the scope of formal equality between women and men.   

 

In what follows, I will first introduce a theoretical discussion about formal and substantive 

equality in the context of women´s unpaid care work. I will discuss (i) the shortcomings of 

the formal equality model in addressing unpaid care work and (ii) the relevance and poten-

tial of the substantive equality framework which is more focused on power transformation 

and empowerment of women to tackle discrimination against them based on the unfair dis-

tribution of care work. In a second chapter, I will put this discussion into the context of the 

CEDAW as a treaty which focuses on the elimination of all forms of discrimination against 

women.  I will examine how the Women´s Convention currently puts women´s unpaid care 

and domestic work into context, looking especially at its general recommendations. I will 

argue that CEDAW shows a clear evolution from a formal model of equality as regards 
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women´s unpaid care work to a more transformative approach clearly embracing substan-

tive equality in its recent General Recommendation No. 34 (on rural women). A third chap-

ter analyses how care work is raised as a development concern in the 2030 Agenda and 

then sets out some cases of excellent development practice adopted by INGOs. 
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2. Methodology 

This chapter introduces the research methods and methodological approaches. Firstly, I 

address the research problem to be discussed and the challenge this represents. Secondly, I 

refer to the background literature on, and different entry points into, the topic and how the 

present project feeds into these. Finally, I refer to the organization of the research project, 

the background material, and the methodological approach adopted. 

2.1. Research problem and aims 

This research project explores the principle of equality and non-discrimination, with special 

attention to the CEDAW as regards women´s unpaid care and domestic work in develop-

ment discourse and practice. The point of departure is a review of the formal and substan-

tive forms of equality found in international human rights treaties and question what type 

of equality can create the most suitable enabling environment in which women can make 

empowered choices as regards care work. The CEDAW, with its focus on the elimination 

of discrimination against women, has remained relatively silent on the topic. International 

development policy and practice has also been complicit in this silence. Despite the rheto-

ric of development discourse on gender equality and women´s empowerment, the intercon-

nection between women´s unpaid care work and discrimination remains unchallenged in 

current practice and when addressed, it is often in terms of women accessing paid employ-

ment. Only recently has care work been included  in the 2030 mainstream development 

Agenda, but the development community has emerging experience (at the level of policy 

and practice) in addressing the issue of women´s unpaid care work in order to achieve sub-
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stantive gender equality and women's empowerment.  Starting from the legal discussion on 

the principle of equality and non-discrimination, I enquire about the differences between 

the formal and substantive models of equality and the shortcomings and potential of the 

respective models in addressing a more redistributive care agenda. Since development dis-

course and practice should be securely based on a human rights approach, I enquire as to 

what the CEDAW, as a treaty which focuses on substantive equality for women, can offer 

in this endeavor.   

2.2. Research project’s contribution to new knowledge. 

For the purpose of this research, I identify three areas of background knowledge
8
: a) re-

search on social policy in relation to unpaid care work in less developed countries; b) the 

principle of equality and non-discrimination as a human right issue in the care work con-

text; c) care work as a developmental concern. I provide here a summary description of 

these three areas of enquiry and how this research project could contribute to new 

knowledge in each area.  

2.2.1. Research on social policy in relation to unpaid care work in less developed 

countries.  

The body of research on the care economy in less developed countries has grown during 

the last two decades
9
. Most of the research strongly criticizes the gender blindness of the 

                                                 

8
 See footnote 10. In addition, research on the Global Care Chain (GCC) is also extensive:-Yeates, N. (2009); 

Hochschild, A.R.; Barber, P.G; Duffy, M. I do not address GCC here as this is not the subject of my research.  
9
 The literature on unpaid care work in the development context is very extensive. I refer here to some of key 

scholars: Razavi, S. (2007, 2011, 2013); Jenson, J. (2009); Molyneux, M. (2006); Chant, S. (2006, 2010, 

2015); Budlender, D (2008, 2015); Chopra, D & Sweetman, C. (2014); Folbre, N. (2006), Yeates, N (2009); 

Elson, D., etc.  
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cash-transfer programs
10

, which re-enforce gender stereotyping
11

 and the role of women as 

main caregiver in the household and beyond. Another important criticism is that the entry 

point of those programs is poverty alleviation rather than promotion of human wellbeing 

and respect for the human rights of women and girls
12

. Most of the research has used Time 

User Survey
13

 (TUS) to analyse gender division of labour and recognise the imbalanced 

allocation of time between women and men spent on care and domestic work. There are 

two common issues in this literature: 1) identification of care work as a burden for women 

and something that needs to be eliminated, and 2) the treatment of care work as only a 

women`s issue and gender equality concern.  

This research project aims to stimulate the debate around the concept of care as a form of 

work which produces a well-being. This approach does not define “care” in negative terms 

or only as a “burden”, but as a positive element and central issue for individuals, society, 

and wellbeing. By redefining the meaning of care from burden to wellbeing, I am trying to 

make us think differently in terms of policy responses to care work: namely as an issue that 

concerns society as a whole and that it is not merely a “problem” /“burden” affecting a spe-

cific group (women and girls in this case). Thus, it encourages structural changes in our 

socio-economic structures and, a re-thinking of sustainability and wellbeing. Furthermore, 

there is a risk of ghettoizing care as a women´s issue, always focusing on the caregiver 

(mostly women), with rarely a reference to the person who receives and needs care. This 

                                                 

10
 Molyneux, M (2006) 

11
 Cusack, S. (2013) 

12
 Chant, S. (2006) 

13
 TUS accounts for the amount of time spent by women or men as regards division of labour. TUSs are not 

available in all countries, and especially in developing countries are hard to find. For TUS studies see 

Budlender, D (2008 and 2015) and Esquivel, V. 
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focus is mainly related to women fulfilling “care responsibilities” as mothers. Thus much 

of the work done is around this issue and ignores other aspects of “care” as a vehicle of 

inequality and social exclusion, not only for women and girls but also for other groups in 

need of care (I.e. children, older people, the sick and disabled).  

 

2.2.2. The principle of equality and non-discrimination as a human right issue in the 

unpaid care work context 

Care as a universal human right is first recognized in the Brasilia Consensus and the Report 

of the UN Special Rapporteur on the Elimination of Extreme Poverty. The Brasilia Con-

sensus first established “right to care is universal and requires solid measures to ensure its 

observance and to achieve co-responsibility of the whole of society, the State and the pri-

vate sector”
14

. In addition, the UN Special Rapporteur´s report picks out unpaid care work 

as a major human rights issue, highlighting the relationship between unpaid care and pov-

erty, inequality, and women’s human rights. Other research elaborates on the right to care 

as a major issue for the individual and society at large
15

.  

 One of my project aims is to enhance the debate and understanding of the various types of 

equality from formal to substantive in order to address women´s unpaid care work, specifi-

cally in the development context. My intention is to do this analysis within the context of 

the CEDAW as a treaty focusing on the achievement of women´s substantive equality and 

to explore how understanding of equality and non-discrimination obligations need to be 

                                                 

14
 Brasilia Consensus, Regional Conference on Women in Latin America and Caribbean, July 2010, p2 

15
 Busby, N. (2011) 
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transformed in order to properly address care work. I call upon CEDAW to elaborate fur-

ther on a general recommendation on redistribution of care and domestic work 

2.2.3. Unpaid care and domestic work as a developmental concern 

Despite the considerable body of scholarly literature on the subject as discussed in point a), 

care continues to be neglected in development debate and programme design
16

. Strategic 

ignorance and system bias in the development industry have been elements keeping care 

off the agenda
17

. Others argue that one of the reasons is the lack of knowledge of large-

scale, representative evidence about care in developing countries
18

. In addition, resistance 

to identify unpaid care as work has also contributed to the invisibility of care work. Under 

the current mantra of economic growth on the development agenda, strategies seek to sup-

            s entrepreneurship or to incorporate women into the labour market without 

considering women´s unpaid care work. 

The current Inequality debate, the 2030 Development Agenda, the UNDP Development 

Report 2015 on work and the shift to substantive equality by some UN agencies will surely 

open up the opportunity to explore the underpinnings between economic growth, 

(in)equality and care work from a gender perspective, and the relationship between 

paid/unpaid work. The current reality is that the development sector has very little experi-

ence in addressing unpaid care work at the policy and programme level. The Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG) 5: Achievement of gender equality could risk being a buzzword 

in the 2030 Agenda, unless a more transformative vision is included. In the last two years, 

                                                 

16
 Eyben, R. (2012, 2015), Chopra, D. & Sweetman, C. (2014), GADN (2015)  

17
 Eyben, R (2015) 

18
 Budlender, D. (2010) 
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interesting initiatives has been developed by INGOs and bilateral agencies tackling care 

work at the policy and programme level. This project aims to add knowledge to the dis-

course on care work in the development industry and how this principle of substantive 

equality can support this endeavour. The research project also explores some interesting 

programme initiatives and narrative on women´s empowerment and care work. The lessons 

learned can be incorporated into other thematic sectors such as water, economic empower-

ment, governance and participation in working towards a more redistributive care agenda.  

 

2.3. Organization of the text and methodological approaches 

This research project is organised into four main chapters. The first two chapters deal with 

the principle of equality and non-discrimination in international human rights law from a 

legal perspective. Chapter 3 provides a close analysis of the formal and substantive equality 

models and discusses the most suitable angle from which to address care work. Chapter 4 

looks at the discussion of formal and substantive equality within the context of care work 

and the CEDAW framework. This chapter also examines the evolution of understanding 

about unpaid care work in the CEDAW. Chapters 5 and 6 focus on the interconnection of 

care work, women´s inequality and development narratives.  The case study in the last 

chapter shows how players in the development sector are currently implementing stand-

alone programmes which address women´s unpaid care work and put substantive equality 

into practice as well as offer a pathway to the empowerment of women.  

This research will apply an interdisciplinary approach based on my academic and profes-

sional experience on gender, feminism, political science, and human rights law.  I do think 
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all these perspectives are key to better provide a more holistic framework within which 

women´s human rights in unpaid care work context can be more successfully achieved.  

The theoretical framework is grounded in feminist legal analysis on the principle of equali-

ty and non-discrimination and I analyse this principle in the context of care work to explore 

the shortcomings or advantages of formal and substantive equality.  For this, I review the 

work of key feminist legal scholars working on formal and substantive equality. I also in-

corporate legal textual analysis on the CEDAW provisions and general recommendations. 

As a feminist working in development, I draw on my academic and practical experience of 

gender, feminism, and development and critically analyse the current gaps in the empow-

erment of women, gender equality, and development since care continues not to be central 

to the agenda, despite progress in the 2030 Agenda. In terms of implementation, develop-

ment programmes are generally still failing women and communities to the extent that care 

is not properly addressed in programmes and government accountability for social policy.  

In addition, the methods I shall apply are: 1) intersectionality - this will be used as a cross-

cutting tool to analyse the impact of unpaid care and domestic work in as far as it is a driver 

of class/race/ethnic social exclusion and discrimination and, 2) the substantive equality 

framework to study common principles such as participation, accountability, non-

discrimination, empowerment and normativity. These theoretical approaches have specific 

added value and complement each other in the analysis of care work.  
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3. Theoretical discussion on formal and substantive equality in the 

context of unpaid care and domestic work  

 

A significant proportion of care and domestic work in many societies springs from kinship 

and friendship and it is done on an unpaid basis. Gender stereotypes, norms and beliefs 

have wrongly allocated the burden of unpaid care work to women and girls as a natural 

responsibility, bestowed by the natural role of nurture and caring for others. However, un-

paid caregivers seldom have the opportunity to exercise choice in doing this work, making 

big sacrifices, perhaps missing the opportunity to enhance skills for paid work, be educa-

ted, to participate in decision making and have a voice, to enjoy leisure and self-care. Not 

only is their economic independence compromised, their personal autonomy and human 

development are also at risk. Therefore, it is time to start thinking about the potential for 

equality and non-discrimination to achieve transformation in the area of unpaid care and 

domestic work.  

The principle of non-discrimination and equality constitutes a fundamental issue in interna-

tional human rights law. However, the interconnection of equality, non-discrimination and 

unpaid care and domestic work has been mainly limited in the CEDAW to the economic 

contribution of unpaid care work to national economies, and it is completely absent from 

the rest of the treaties. 

This chapter discusses what type of gender equality can create the most suitable enabling 

environment for women to make empowered choices in relation to care work. It will delve 

into formal and substantive understandings of equality as regards unpaid care and domestic 
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work and question whether the concepts of equality as well as care work need to be chal-

lenged in the light of a most redistributive agenda for unpaid care and domestic work.  

 

3.1. Formal Equality: transformative enough to address women´s unpaid care and 

domestic work? 

 

The principle of non-discrimination is defined in international human rights law as prohibi-

tion of direct and indirect discrimination based on sex, race, religion, sexual orientation. Its 

aim is limited to achieving formal equality, or de jure equality, by removing discriminatory 

legislation on the above-mentioned grounds. This form of discrimination aims to treat peo-

ple alike but fails to recognise historical and deep-rooted inequalities embedded in struc-

tures, institutions and people´s beliefs, norms and, attitudes
19

. 

Formal equality demands that women are treated in the same way as men. The entry point 

is equal treatment and prohibition of discrimination based on any discriminatory grounds. 

This type of equality is known by the sameness or symmetrical approach and, its funda-

mental characteristic is that it does not assume any structural disadvantage, or economic or 

social limitation for either sex in enjoying basic human rights
20

.  

All international human rights treaties, since the adoption of the UN Charter setting out the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), highlight the principle of equal rights for 

men and women and non-discrimination as a fundamental corner-stone. The UDHR begins 

by affirming “all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights” (Article 1). 

                                                 

19
 Byrnes, A (2012), Fredman, S (2003) and, Holtmaat, R. (2013) 

20
 Byrnes, A (2013) and, Holtmaat, R. (2013)  
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Both the ICCPR (article 3) and ICESCR (article 3) have specific provisions for “equal 

rights” for women and men to enjoy all the human rights in the respective Covenants
21

.  

It remains crucial to demand formal equality as a basic requirement for women´s achieve-

ment of human rights. De jure equality is the first step in dismantling discriminatory rules 

and structures that continue to oppress women and girls globally, especially in regard to 

issues related to family law, access to and control over resources, access to paid jobs, edu-

cation and so forth
22

.  Laws that directly discriminate against women on the basis of their 

sex are still in existence in national legislations, even though there are international legal 

obligations requiring States to abolish, amend or repeal these types of discriminatory 

laws
23

.  

 

Despite the need to maintain observance of formal equality for both women and men, de 

jure equality can “easily” be adopted in national legislation by removing discriminatory 

laws and policies that have hampered women in exercising their human rights, achieving 

autonomy, and participating in development. The challenge remains in the implementation 

of legislation and the potential that the law may or may not have to transform the power 

dynamics between individuals in society and thereby challenge oppression, and overcome 

the subordination of women through discrimination. This form of gender equality does not 

question how women experience different and often disadvantageous conditions and as-

sumes that women and men are situated identically in the world. To some extent, formal 

                                                 

21
 Fredman, S. & Goldblatt, B. (2015) 

22
 UN Women (2015:28) 

23
 HRC (2015) Report, Working Group on the issue of discrimination against women in law and in practice 
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equality has generated gender neutral laws and policies perpetuating sex inequality because 

it fails to treat structural disadvantages and therefore maintains the status quo
24

.  Even 

worse, gender neutral laws can generate wider inequalities by considering all individuals as 

having equal access to opportunities for change. As MacKinnon argues “under the same-

ness standard, women are measured according to our correspondence with men… Gender 

neutrality is thus simply the male standard”
25

.  

To some extent, gender neutrality ignores the discriminatory conditions that individuals 

may face and which are rooted in institutions, social norms and stereotypes. As Sen argues 

“equal consideration for all may require very unequal treatment in favour of the disadvan-

taged”
26

, in order to work on the historical inequality encounter.  

One of the main problems is that “this world” is male-oriented. This is exactly one of the 

main criticisms to formal equality: it is grounded in the standard principle of the “male 

comparator”
27

, which in a way is a highly conformist principle
28

. In a sense, formal or de 

jure equality provides for women conforming to male-oriented social, economic, and polit-

ical structures without challenging those structures. Women need to adapt themselves to 

those male-oriented structures in order to enjoy equal rights with men. This has clearly 

been the case as regards women´s access to the labour market. Constraints on women ac-

cessing this labour market have not been tackled, especially where women’s and girls´ tra-

ditional responsibilities for providing care and doing domestic work are concerned. The 

                                                 

24
 Holtmaat, R.(2013) 

25
 MacKinnon, C. (1987:34) 

26
 Sen, A (1999) 

27
 MacKinnon (1987), Charlesworth, H. and Chinkin, C. (2000:229); Charlesworth, H; Chinkin, C;  and 

Wright, S. (1991:634) 
28

 Fredman, S (2003) 
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result is that more women and girls are having to cope with work both outside and inside 

the home. 

There is huge content gap as regards women´s unpaid care and domestic work in all the 

international human rights Covenants. Even though the CEDAW refers in its Preamble to 

the “sharing of responsibility between men and women and society as a whole” there is not 

a single provision referring to unpaid care work in the body of the Convention
29

. Based on 

analysis of the text, care work in the CEDAW is very much associated with safeguarding 

the reproductive function of women
30

. The CEDAW refers mostly to care work in relation 

to workplace support for parents
31

. In this sense, the Convention was the first treaty to refer 

to the need for child care facilities to enable parents’ participation in the labour market. 

Subsequently, ILO
32

 stated that child-care and family services and facilities needed to as-

sist workers with family responsibilities to meet their employment and family responsibili-

ties
33

. Thus, care work is limited to “sharing of childcare responsibilities” which in many 

countries has led to legislation on parental leave, ignoring the fact that other forms of care 

and domestic work are needed including for people in need of care. Furthermore, parental 

leave applies only to women and men who have formal paid jobs, so this leaves aside the 

vast majority of women working in the informal sector without any type of social protec-

tion scheme. Consequently, this view reinforces the idea of work as being solely paid work 

                                                 

29
 The Convention has issued two general recommendations on the topic, proposing the establishment of 

mechanisms to “count” women´s time spent on care work and its translation into its contribution to the econ-

omy. See General Recommendation No.16 and No.17. It will now be interesting to follow the CEDAW 

Committee´s current work on General Recommendation No 34 (on rural women). See section 4. 
30

 See chapter 4 
31

 Fredman (2015) 
32

 ILO, Workers with Family Responsibilities Recommendation, 1981 (No. 165) 
33

 Raday, F. (2012:301) 
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outside of the home
34

.  To some extent, the formal model of equality in relation to the right 

to work has put a greater burden on women, as Fraser argues the critique to sexism is now 

supplying the justification for new forms of inequality and exploitation
35

.  

 

Just as the formal model of equality only requires comparison between the sexes, unpaid 

care work has been defined as reflection of paid work, unpaid care work being a burden 

and a limitation on women accessing the paid employment.  

International human rights treaties follow the formal equality model in regards unpaid/paid 

work. The CESCR, in two general comments on the right to work (2006) and the right to 

social security (2007), fails to recognise women’s unpaid work and its remunerative val-

ue
36

. The ILO’s Social Protection Floor Recommendation also fails to recognise women´s 

unpaid work – it sees social security as a worker’s right rather than a human right
37

. In ad-

dition, CEDAW in Article 11 concerning the right to work requires States to ensure the 

“same” right to women and men in relation to work, equal opportunities, and equal remu-

neration without tackling the constraints of unpaid care work for accessing the labour mar-

ket .  

This formal equality has left unchallenged the current social and economic structures that 

maintain the disadvantages women experience in paid/unpaid work. Furthermore, the for-

mal equality model excludes women with care responsibilities from equal treatment if they 
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are unable to “plug” the care gap at home. To “plug” the gap another woman would have 

to be taken on with low paid or under casual terms and conditions. This situation has, to 

some extent, perpetuated the belief that care is just a private matter to be resolved within 

the household and thus overlooks a broader social dialogue about the impact of care and 

policy responses to it.  

Equally important, formal equality, in respect of the right to work, reinforces patterns of 

nuclear family models, ignoring a more suitable intersectional analysis
38

 that may have to 

take into consideration other grounds of discrimination that women may face as primarily 

caregivers in the household and/or the limitations they face in “fulfilling this role” when 

accessing the labour market.  

As a positive step, the latest UN Human Development Report introduces a more revolu-

tionary concept of work which encompasses more than just paid jobs. The proposal em-

braces four dimensions of work: jobs/employment; unpaid care work; voluntary work; and 

creative work
39

.  This opens innovative opportunities to move away from male-oriented 

definitions of work and embraces a broader understanding of work within the context of the 

human cycle. This new concept will certainly contribute to challenging international human 

rights standards as regards the right to work and rights at work, but it will also improve 

discussion on recognising and making care work more visible as part of a more redistribu-

tive agenda.  
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3.2. Substantive equality and women´s unpaid care and domestic work 

 

Substantive equality allows for a deeper understanding of deep-rooted inequalities and dis-

advantages that go beyond the concept of equal rights for women and men.  The crucial 

point is that it is not so much the difference in treatment on the grounds of sex that should 

be an issue, but rather that women are subject to disadvantage on the grounds of their sex
40

.  

International human rights law has mainly concentrated on the prohibition of discrimina-

tion or direct discrimination on any grounds without looking how already existing disad-

vantages continue to be a limitation on people’s enjoyment of equal rights.  

 

The International Convention for Eradication of all forms of Racial Discrimination 

(ICERD) is the first international treaty to set out the specificities of discrimination against 

people based on racial grounds, including a conceptualization of direct and indirect dis-

crimination
41

. The CEDAW identifies discrimination against women on the basis of the 

definition of racial discrimination used in the ICERD. The CEDAW is, therefore, the first 

international sex/gender specific treaty to eliminate all forms of discrimination against 

women. Legal scholars have acknowledged the singular character of the Women´s Conven-
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tion in operating the principle of substantive equality and the potential it has to achieve real 

equality for women by transforming imbalances in power structures
42

.  

 

For the analysis of unpaid care work, the principle of substantive equality also introduces 

an interesting aspect by suggesting a difference in the way the individual and the group are 

considered. The formal model of equality deals mainly with the individual to protect 

her/him from direct and indirect discrimination. This principle ignores inequalities of a 

group-based nature, an issue raised by the ICERD and the CEDAW; it ignores the need to 

address systems and institutions that perpetuate such inequalities. Substantive equality does 

tackle group-based inequalities
43

; it focuses on structural inequalities that may affect a 

large group of individuals based on their gender, ethnicity, religious beliefs, race, age, sex-

ual orientation, etc.  

The case of unpaid care work mostly affects women and girls as a large group because of 

deep-rooted gender discrimination based on stereotyping, cultural and social beliefs and 

norms, and the system of economic production that have relegated care work to being 

mainly a responsibility for women and girls. Ultimately, the (mis)recognition
44

 of unpaid 

care work applies to this large group of women and girls because of their gender.  
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There are alternative concepts of substantive equality such as equality of results, of oppor-

tunity or, of dignity, but as Fredman highlights these remain incomplete
45

. Substantive 

equality goes beyond the principle of equal opportunities as the intention is not just to 

eliminate barriers to women in accessing opportunities equally with men, but to effect a 

profound and fundamental power transformation in institutions. Equal opportunities can 

facilitate options for women to operate in an already defined political and socio-economic 

system. However, it is not only about providing women with more opportunities to exercise 

their choices in already ill-defined structures that deliver little for women. It is about chal-

lenging the way institutions
46

 actually work. 

 

A very revolutionary piece of work in development thinking is Sen´s so called Capability 

approach
47

 which focuses on the importance for individuals to exercise their choices. 

Choice is understood to mean freedom which includes not just freedom from political op-

pression, but, equally important, socio-economic and personal circumstances that make 

options, opportunities and choices feasible for people. Despite the capability approach be-

ing fundamental in development discourse and practice, it ignores the capacity of women to 

exercise their choices as regards care and domestic work.  

To what extent is care and domestic work a matter of choice for women and girls world-

wide? The reality is that caregivers seldom have the opportunity to exercise choice in doing 
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care work, thereby putting at risk their economic independence, health, education, and lei-

sure. This also explains why care and domestic work is all too often done by those who 

have less power to negotiate alternative positions in the private or public sphere
48

.  

The main problem is that care work is not a matter of choice, it is work that needs to be 

done and someone has to do it. Everyone needs to be cared for at least once in their life 

time. Moreover, care implies interpersonal relationships which include an affective dimen-

sion with long term benefits for society at large. As argued by Fredman, other human rights 

values need to be recognized that are not only based on choice but on interpersonal rela-

tionships and interdependence
49

.  

3.2.1. The four dimensions of substantive equality in relation to unpaid care work  

 

In response to this equality discourse gap, Fredman proposes an interesting four dimen-

sional framework of substantive equality
50

 with power transformation at its heart in order to 

achieve real equality. The substantive equality framework provides an excellent starting 

point for recognising, reducing, redistributing and representing the women´s unpaid care 

work agenda
51

. Moreover, it offers items for analysis which contribute to thought on the 

urgent need to transform the current economic structures and on the role different institu-

tions may play in pushing forward a redistributive agenda for care work.  
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The four dimensions of substantive equality are summarized as: a) redressing disad-

vantages; b) addressing stigma, prejudice and stereotypes; c) accommodation and transfor-

mation, and d) agency and voice. In what follows, I analyse briefly those dimensions from 

a care lens perspective.  

 

The first dimension focuses on redressing disadvantages, rather than equalizing treatment 

between women and men. Disadvantage is understood as both material and social. The 

burden of unpaid care work has disproportionately being allocated to women and girls, 

generating clear disadvantages for accessing paid jobs and economic independence. But 

also, women´s time poverty has a negative impact in their availability for participation in 

public matters, education, self-care, and health, etc. The unequal distribution of unpaid care 

work has an impact on many human rights
52

. This disadvantage is both cause and effect of 

(mis)recognition of unpaid care work. Redressing disadvantages requires different treat-

ment, not the equal treatment proposed by the formal model of equality. In this sense, af-

firmative action in favour of women and girls does not breach the principle of equality as 

long as those measures aim to redress discriminatory disadvantages. It is the duty of the 

State to adequately regulate, fund or provide care so as to shift the burden and take into 

consideration women´s clear disadvantage as providers of care work. Legislation as well as 

policy need to incorporate the care lens in equality legislation, employment regulation and 

labour rights, public services, social protection, education, etc
53

.  
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The incorporation of the care lens in legislation and policy will definitely challenge the 

idea of the “male comparator”. There is not a male comparator in terms of care work as 

this work has been traditionally done by women and girls and largely goes unrecognised 

and is invisible to male-oriented institutions. Following the male yardstick may somehow 

normalise the traditional male life experience as the standard and marginalise women and 

non-traditional male life experience. As Raday rightly points out, the fact that the require-

ments of maternity are identified as being an exception rather than the rule creates the mar-

ginalisation of the requirements of those who are deemed to be different. So if maternity 

were redefined as a normal condition around which society needs to be constructed, then 

measures to accommodate pregnancy, childbirth or breast-feeding would not be considered 

“special” and exceptional
54

. 

However, affirmative action (conciliation policies, flexi- working time) is not about freeing 

up women’s time or fixing things so that they can take on the domestic chores and care 

work at home. Under the full time work model, it is clear that women are expected to do 

more work, or perhaps men are expecting to do less?
55.

Maybe it is time to scrutinise the 

full-time norm at the work place. As argued above, the current economic system is a hard 

reality for many women and girls globally, re-enforcing disadvantages and limiting their 

enjoyment of rights, independence, and human development. 

 

The redressing disadvantages dimension precludes a “levelling down” option, whereby 

equality is achieved by removing benefits rather than extending them as has been the case 
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with some rights in the formal equality model
56

. Affirmative action needs to promote a real 

redistributive agenda within the home and between the home, to the State, and the private 

sector. Measures should embrace recognition, visibility and value of care work, not patch 

up measure which fuel (mis)recognition. Male definitions of work and productive struc-

tures have strongly contributed to this (mis)recognition and invisibility because no econom-

ic value has been allocated to work involved with motherhood. 

 

The second dimension of substantive equality investigates stereotypes, stigma and violence 

based on recognition wrongs or (mis)recognition which re-enforces discrimination and ine-

quality. Socio-economic and political disadvantages are based in what Fraser calls recogni-

tion wrongs or (mis)recognition
57

. This concept of recognition is based in the Hegelian 

notion that our identity is constructed in terms of how others see us
58

. Stereotypes play a 

key role in shaping our identity and fighting against those stereotypes can be a difficult 

process when the construction of our identity as women and men is under scrutiny from 

any given society or community.  

Women and men’s opportunities and behaviours are determined as much by social institu-

tions, including traditional gender roles and beliefs, as by the conditions of the communi-

ties and countries in which they live. Social institutions, such as formal and informal laws, 

social norms and practices, shape or restrict the decisions, choices and behaviours of 
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groups, communities and individuals
59

. By defining which behaviours are considered ac-

ceptable or unacceptable in a society, social institutions influence gender roles: in most 

societies, working for pay is considered a masculine task, while unpaid care work is seen as 

a women’s domain
60

.   

Sex-role stereotypes
61

 focus on the roles and behaviours of women and men and typically 

assign them distinct, yet mutually reinforcing, roles and behaviours. Particular attention has 

been paid to the sex-role stereotypes of women as homemakers/caregivers and men as 

heads of households/breadwinners, which provides an indication of the pervasiveness and 

perniciousness of those particular stereotypes
62

.   

The Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery describes how “forced marriage 

combines sexual exploitation with domestic servitude.  The victims are forced to perform 

household chores in line with gender stereotypes, while submitting to their husbands’ sexu-

al demands”
63

. 

Other gender stereotypes as regards unpaid care and domestic work are found in relation to 

food and housing. For instance, a range of different UN human rights bodies have high-

lighted how gender stereotypes - especially those concerning marriage and family relation-

ships – have undermined women’s ability to enjoy an adequate standard of living, and this 

includes unequal access to food and housing as well as their increased vulnerability to pov-
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erty
64

.  Redistributing roles and challenging the associated gender stereotypes require a 

transformative approach to equality, whereby women do not only recognise their needs, but 

are also able to question existing social and cultural norms. Challenging gender stereotypes 

in regard to unpaid care work goes beyond extending parental leave rights. Some studies 

affirm that involved fatherhood is good for women
65

, but there is also a need for a more 

transformative approach that shakes the pillars of socio-economic power. Broader concep-

tualization of work, like the one recently adopted by UN agencies, supports the recognition 

of care work, putting the emphasis on a well-being approach with people at its heart in or-

der to achieve sustainable long term development
66

.  

 

Accommodation and transformation is the third dimension of Fredman´s substantive equal-

ity framework. This transformative dimension looks at how to “accommodate” difference 

by removing the detrimental element but not the difference itself. Instead of women adapt-

ing and coping with male-defined structures, there is an urgent need to look more closely at 

the public-private divide and probe as to why the imbalance of the power relationship in the 

household when responding to care needs can have an impact or be replicated imbalance in 

the public sphere. This dimension recognizes that change needs to be structural and not 

dependent solely on putting right the actions of individual perpetrators
67

. The dimension 
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also recognizes accommodation and difference between women themselves, avoiding the 

treatment of women as a homogenous group. 

Finally, the participative dimension embraces the issue of agency and voice to highlight 

that those without a voice can hardly redress their recognition wrongs. This dimension of-

fers women a voice and it operates on many occasions as a route to the empowerment of 

women. 

Women themselves need to fight their own recognition wrongs as regards unpaid care work 

and, fight back against the belief that taking care of others is part of a woman’s natural 

role. As illustrated in AAI´s case study below, not imposing top-down decisions is crucial 

as a powerful tool for women to articulate their strategic interests. This dimension also 

echoes the issue of representation and the urgent need to reclaim political space concerning 

the case of unpaid care work using powerful evidence about its impact on discrimination 

against women. Imposing positive duties on the State to treat women differently provides 

opportunities for participation and the restructuring of institutions appropriately.
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4. CEDAW: Towards a more redistributive agenda for unpaid care and 

domestic work? 

 

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW) was the first international treaty concerned with the protection and promotion of 

women´s human rights following its adoption in 1979 by the United Nations General As-

sembly. Its object and purpose as described by the Committee on the Elimination of Dis-

crimination against Women (the CEDAW Committee) is “to eliminate all forms of discrim-

ination against women with a view to achieve women´s de jure and de facto equality with 

men in the enjoyment of their human rights and fundamental freedoms”68
. In its Preamble, 

the Women´s Convention offers a holistic definition of discrimination against women as a 

violation of “ the principles of equality of rights and respect for human dignity,[it] is an 

obstacle to the participation of women, on equal terms with men, in the political, social, 

economic and cultural life of their countries (…)”.  

In the context of care work, the Convention has given little attention to the interconnec-

tions between all forms of discrimination against women, unpaid care work, and equality. 

In fact, the CEDAW has not drafted any provision on women´s unpaid care work and it has 
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a very limited analysis about what underpins women´s unpaid care and domestic work as a 

form of discrimination against women
69

.   

This chapter aims to analyse the evolution that the Women´s Convention has undergone as 

regards care work and whether this evolution responds to the needs of a more redistributive 

agenda on care work. In doing this, I will firstly introduce a theoretical discussion about the 

principle of equality and non-discrimination in the Women´s Convention from a care lens 

perspective which allows me to better understand the form of equality the CEDAW advo-

cates in order to challenge discriminatory practice as regards women´s unpaid care work. 

Secondly, I will examine how and if gender stereotypes as regards care are properly treated 

by the Committee as a means of effectively fighting discrimination against women. Finally, 

based on the analysis of the CEDAW´s general recommendations, I will show the progres-

sive shift the CEDAW has undergone in relation to care work and the challenges ahead for 

the Women´s Convention.  

4.1. What form of gender equality does CEDAW advocate in order to challenge 

women´s unpaid care and domestic work?  

 

The CEDAW Committee has the responsibility to provide an interpretation of the rights of 

non-discrimination and equality and it is mandated to define adequate measures ensuring 

women´s de jure and de facto equality with men. The focus on women-specific human 

rights’ violations did not receive much attention in any other treaty literature until the mid-
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1990s
70

. Despite the fact that the Women´s Convention has been broadly ratified by a large 

number of States
71

, discriminatory national legislation against women is only too frequent-

ly be found. The greatest proportion of substantive reservations
72

 to the CEDAW has been 

entered by States parties with issues concerning private matters. For instance, Article 16 is 

the one with the greatest number of reservations (34), either to the entire article or to indi-

vidual subsections
73

. 

The rights of equality and non-discrimination are the backbone of the Convention, guiding 

the overarching object and purpose and informing each of the obligations enumerated in the 

CEDAW. Articles 1-5 and 24 enumerate the general obligations of States parties to elimi-

nate all forms of discrimination against women. Articles 6-16 of CEDAW outline the 

States obligations in specific areas of discrimination against women.  

 

The right to non-discrimination is protected in the ICCPRs and the ICESCRs based on pro-

hibition of direct sex discrimination
74

. International human rights treaties recognise protec-

tion against discrimination of the basis of sex, rather than discrimination against women on 

the basis of sex
75

.  
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The CEDAW Article 1 defines discrimination against women based on differences in 

treatment because of the sex/gender of women and men. This represents an important shift 

in international human rights treaties as regards the treatment of non-discrimination. This 

form of discrimination imposes restrictions upon and/or impediments to the full realization 

of women´s human rights and fundamental freedoms. In this sense, the Women´s Conven-

tion clearly states that unequal treatment because of the sex/gender of women is discrimina-

tion which aims to nullify or impair women´s rights. The Convention calls upon States ob-

ligation to correct any direct and indirect discrimination
76

 that may exist in legal texts and 

policy which directly discriminate against women because of the fact of being a woman. 

The CEDAW aims to achieve formal equality or de jure equality by removing any discrim-

inatory legislation that inhibits women´s realization of their human rights. Nevertheless, the 

Committee argues that a purely formal legal approach is not sufficient to achieve the de 

facto equality of women with men
77

.   

Byrnes provides a close examination of the wording used by the Women´s Convention 

where in Art. 1 it says that discrimination “(…) shall mean any distinction, exclusion or 

restriction made on the basis of sex…”, “distinction” referring to sex-based differential 

treatment; “exclusion” implying practices and beliefs which deny women opportunities and 

rights and, “restriction” relating to the limitation of women’s enjoyment of  human rights 

as compared with men´s enjoyment of those rights
78

. According to Holtmaat, this broader 

approach to discrimination against women aims to go further than the principle of formal 
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equality. It highlights discrimination as an instance of oppression against women
79

. This 

concept of oppression implies hidden or indirect sex discrimination and also structural and 

systemic gender stereotypes embedded in society.  

 

The CEDAW´s very comprehensive analysis of discrimination has not been extended to the 

sphere of women´s unpaid care work, despite the fact that distinction as regards unpaid care 

work operates against women and girls because of gender stereotyping which continues to 

link care work to women as a natural responsibility or to those within the household with 

less negotiating power (normally girls). These practices and beliefs also exclude women 

and girls from taking up opportunities that can be crucial for their human development and 

independence such as education, participation in matters affecting their interests, accessing 

paid jobs, enjoy free time for leisure, self-care, and health. Undoubtedly, all these things 

place serious restrictions upon women in the exercise of their rights. In this respect, there is 

still a huge gap in the CEDAW as regards the application of a more robust gender analysis 

which should adopt a care lens perspective as regards the multiple forms of discrimination 

against women. 

The concept of equality is not defined in the Women´s Convention. However, the Commit-

tee
80

 appreciates that the elimination of all forms of discrimination against women is a 

foundational requirement for women’s de jure and de facto equality
81

. Legal scholars argue 
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the CEDAW´s understanding of the right to equality is strongly linked to the drafting of the 

principle of substantive equality
82

.  

So far, the CEDAW has been more successful in removing discriminatory legislation as 

regards women´s civil and political rights, but still has a long way to go as regards econom-

ic and social rights
83

. This may explain why the CEDAW has not been very articulate in 

condemning unpaid care and domestic work as a form of discrimination against women.  

For instance, the CEDAW in Art. 11 concerning the right to work requires States to ensure 

the “same” right to women and men in relation to work, equal opportunities, and equal re-

muneration. This formal equality has left unchallenged the current social and economic 

structures that keep women disadvantaged in paid/unpaid work. In particular, the CEDAW 

has not provided a more robust gender analysis on the constraints women may face in ac-

cessing paid employment because of care responsibilities at home.  

Moreover, the CEDAW´s Article 16 and, General Recommendation No. 21 (equality in 

marriage and family relations) refer to several issues regarding women and men sharing 

responsibilities for care, protection and maintenance of their children or, the right of wom-

en to decide the number and spacing their children because their responsibility to bear and 

raise children may affect enjoyment of other rights (education, participation, accessing 

paid work). Some of those articles reinforce the reproductive functions of women in society 

as mothers.  
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This shows that formal equality before the law is still a huge challenge, but also shows that 

issues related to private matters in the home such as care and domestic work are still at the 

heart of gender stereotyping when it comes to family member roles, family relationships in 

the home, and also in the broader community. Moreover, it also tells us about the difficul-

ties in challenging ways of organizing care and domestic work in the home and in society 

at large. This is why tackling care and domestic work can be very revolutionary because it 

challenges stereotypes and transforms power relationships into positive ones for women 

and men.   

The CEDAW’s statements on equality have been criticized as regards their understanding 

of equal access to rights by both women and men. These critics rightly highlight the male-

yardstick
84

 character of the Women´s Convention as it equalises women to a standard set 

by men without challenging the structural power imbalance that perpetuates women´s ine-

quality and discrimination. According to Chinkin, the Women´s Convention sees discrimi-

nation against women as a legal issue and it believes that advancing gender equality will 

happen through education and changing attitudes. However, this does not promise any form 

of structural, social, or economic change for women
85

.  

In addition, equal access to rights for both women and men implies the levelling up option 

where equality is achieved by extending rights to women following the male comparator, 

but not necessarily transforming power structures. There is no levelling up option for care 

work because (a) the impact of care work has been invisible in the process towards 

achievement of women´s human rights and, (b) there is no “comparator” model available 
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along the lines of the “male comparator” for the right to vote, education, etc. Against this, 

Fredman proposes the levelling down option, whereby equality is achieved by removing 

benefits. This could be perceived as more transformative as individuals will have to deal 

with situations where their position of power has been challenged
86

.  

The CEDAW Committee argues for a de facto substantive equality which means address-

ing the root causes of inequality embedded in society, including gender stereotyping, 

norms, and attitudes that perpetuate discrimination against women.   The Committee urges 

States parties to redress the underlying causes and structures of gender inequality as a 

means of transformation and to achieve equality of results for women. This is very well 

acknowledged in the CEDAW Art. 5 addressing gender stereotypes which perpetuate gen-

der inequalities. There are alternative concepts of substantive equality such as equality of 

results or, equality of opportunity but as Fredman highlights, these are incomplete
87

. For 

instance, in the Women´s Convention, equality of opportunity aims to remove unjustifiable 

barriers at the point of selection for employment, education or other benefits. However, it 

does not guarantee that women and girls with imposed care responsibilities will be in a po-

sition to take advantage of such opportunities. In the case of equality of results the aim lies 

in monitoring the final results. For instance, if parity is achieved (in terms of job, political 

participation, etc) equality has been realized. However, the focus on monitoring the results 

does not imply any revision as to how imbalances in power relationships within institutions 

perpetuate discrimination.  
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The CEDAW, Art. 2 clearly mandates States parties to provide and protect equal rights for 

women under the law. Furthermore, Articles 3, 4 and, 24 calls for the implementation and 

promotion of all appropriate measures for women to achieve de facto equality. Article 4 

supports this idea through the inclusion of temporary special measures to correct any 

asymmetry in terms of historical inequalities experienced by women. Any remedial 

measures which are gender based must be “temporary” or “special” so as not to breach the 

prohibition on discrimination
88

. 

Here the idea of “improving the de facto position” reminds us again of the “levelling up” 

option for the extension of rights to achieve equality. In addition, this provides arguments 

for an understanding of the CEDAW´s substantive equality as being closer to equality of 

opportunities and equality of results (mainly through special or temporary measures) which 

do not necessarily embrace the transformational dimension proposed by Fredman´s four 

dimensional substantive equality framework where transformation is a key element. On the 

other hand, “improving the position of women in society” falls short of what is needed is to 

transform society.  

Another important feature is that CEDAW condemns any type of discrimination against 

women in the public and private sphere which reinforces the broader approach to discrimi-

nation. The CEDAW is the only international treaty to elaborate upon discrimination 

against women and recognise that it also occurs in the private sphere, that this form of dis-

crimination is very severe, and that it has repercussions for women in the enjoyment of 

rights and fundamental freedoms in the public political, civil, social, economic, and cultural 
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sphere. The issues concerning the private sphere are substantially addressed in General 

Recommendation No. 19 on violence against women
89

. To some extent, the Committee 

offers a broader and integrated interpretation of discrimination against women, bringing the 

specifics of women’s experience into the context of discrimination. 

Thus far, the CEDAW has lost an opportunity to offer a more robust gender analysis as 

regards care work in the private and public sphere. Women´s unpaid care work is done 

mostly in the private sphere where imbalances in power relationships are found and resisted 

not only by men but also by other female members of the household. Kandiyoti argues how 

women enter into a patriarchal bargain in order to maintain their power position within the 

household, even if this means the oppression of other women or even their own daugh-

ters
90

. Care work is a clear example, where women with less power are left behind to do the 

most arduous care and domestic work. Care as burden can be a transmission chain of ine-

quality and discrimination not only between women and men, but between women them-

selves and all these forms of discrimination take place mainly within the household. 

 

Thus the Convention has been criticized as regards treating women as a homogenous group 

and for its interpretation of discrimination as only between women and men, based on 

sex/gender discrimination and without taking into consideration other grounds of discrimi-

nation such as race, ethnicity, age, etc. As part of the dynamic interpretation of the 

CEDAW, the Committee has elaborated on intersectional discrimination in General Rec-
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ommendation No. 28, and recognises multiple grounds on which women may experience 

discrimination because of their gender, race, ethnicity, age, etc and which deny them the 

enjoyment of fundamental rights and freedoms.  Despite this attempt in General Recom-

mendation No. 28, and specific general recommendations on rural women, migrant women 

and refugees, the Women´s Convention has not further integrated intersectionality as a tool 

for analysing the many grounds where discrimination operates and their impact on women 

more generally throughout the treaty.  

4.2. CEDAW: Reinforcing gender stereotypes in care work? 

 

The CEDAW establishes in its Article 5 the obligation of State parties to combat gender 

stereotyping by modifying the social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and women in 

order to achieve substantive equality and challenge structural inequalities embedded in in-

stitutions and society at large. Article 5 provides a robust framework to combat all forms of 

discrimination against women based on gender stereotypes. A close analysis of this article 

implies that gender roles affect women not only through individual acts by individuals but 

also in law, and legal and societal structures and institutions
91. This is especially relevant 

for care work as the (mis)recognition of this type of work is closely linked with gender 

stereotypes of women’s and men’s roles in society and the division of labour.  

According to Cusack, gender stereotypes can be positive or negative and they constitute a 

general view or preconception about attributes, characteristics, or roles that should be per-
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formed by women or men
92

. Roles associated with maternity such as breast-feeding, preg-

nancy or childbirth are protected in the Women´s Convention as an exception rather than as 

the norm. This has created the marginalisation of the requirements of those who are 

deemed to be different 
93

 and, has also re-enforced gender stereotypes of motherhood, nur-

ture and care for others. Even though we could agree that this can be rewarding and emo-

tionally positive, it has damaged women by cataloguing their care responsibilities as moth-

ers. However, if maternity were defined as a normal condition around which society must 

be built, stereotyping about the natural responsibilities of women in the care of children 

could be more easily challenged. The reading of the Committee´s work shows a clear ten-

dency to identify care with women´s reproductive role and with childcare responsibilities.  

Discriminatory social norms can explain gender inequalities in women´s unpaid care work. 

While gender disparities in time-use can be explained by socio-demographic and economic 

factors, such as levels of education and wealth
94

, half to two-thirds of the difference still 

remains unexplained and is considered as discrimination
95

. Even among the wealthier and 

more educated households, inequalities in caring responsibilities persist: women devote 

more than 60% of their time to housework and care, irrespective of their employment sta-

tus, income or education levels
96

.  
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The CEDAW Committee has not provided a broader interpretation of gender stereotyping 

as regards women´s unpaid care work
97

. For instance, the CEDAW´s right to work (Article 

11) does not include any specific reference to limitations on women accessing paid jobs 

because of their “responsibilities” for unpaid care work within the home. This shows the 

CEDAW´s poor gender analysis as regards paid/unpaid work. It re-enforces the 

(mis)recognition of care as work and an understanding of work purely as paid/productive 

work. Some of the special measures are only in relation to early childcare responsibilities 

(breast-feeding, maternity leave, etc) and this re-enforces the invisibility of sex-related ste-

reotypes in the belief that care work is part of women´s roles and responsibilities.  

In General Recommendation No. 21 (equality in marriage and family relations) and, rela-

ting back to Art. 16 (1) (e), the CEDAW Committee affirms “the responsibilities that wom-

en have to bear and raise children affect their right of access to education, employment 

and other activities related to their personal development. They also impose inequitable 

burdens of work on women. The number and spacing of their children have a similar im-

pact on women’s lives (…). For these reasons, women are entitled to decide on the number 

and spacing of their children”
98

. Again, this thinking reinforces women´s childcare respon-

sibilities as a basic reason why women should take the decision as to when to become a 

mother. Perhaps this is unintended, but the CEDAW, with its focus on women´s rights, 
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should justify the number or spacing of children based on a woman´s autonomous decision 

about her body.  

In comparison with this, the CEDAW´s Article 5(b) requires States Parties to take “all ap-

propriate measures” to ensure that maternity is recognized as a social function in family 

education; and care for children is recognized as a common responsibility of women and 

men.  The reading of this article appears to suggest that article 5(b) seeks to modify and 

transform the stereotypical view that women (and not men) are caregivers
99

. However, it is 

still important to highlight that care is understood within the scope of childcare.  

The CEDAW Committee has applied a broader interpretation of the principle of equality 

and non-discrimination in issues such as women´s political and civil rights and a more re-

strictive interpretation in reference to women´s economic rights
100

. According to Cusack 

and Pusey, the Committee has shown greater consistency between interpretation and appli-

cation of the principle of non-discrimination when a robust gender analysis is in place and 

the facts are available but adopted a weaker position where gender analysis is less rigor-

ous
101

.  For instance, in the CEDAW´s general recommendation on women´s political par-

ticipation, the Committee incorporates the care lens perspective when explaining the con-

straints that caregiving and domestic work pose for women´s political participation at dif-

ferent levels. It recognizes the gender stereotypes associated with women´s caregiving and 

domestic work “(…) women have been assigned to the private or domestic sphere, associat-

ed with reproduction and the raising of children, and in all societies these activities have 
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been treated as inferior. (..) compared with men in the public sphere”102
. Even though there 

is an acknowledgement of the constraints for women´s participation in public life because 

of the burden of care work, the Committee does not provide any recommendation to State 

parties in order to address a more redistributive agenda in relation to unpaid care work so 

that women can enjoy equal rights with men in political participation.  

 

4.3. Contextualizing care in the CEDAW 

 

The CEDAW shows a remarkable content gap when addressing gender equality in the area 

of women´s unpaid care work, although care remains “woman specific”
103

. As mentioned 

above, the most constant reference to care in the Women´s Convention refers to childcare 

responsibilities which are anticipated in its Preamble “(…) upbringing of children requires 

sharing of responsibilities of men and women and society as a whole”. Even so, this is not 

very transformative and it has not been translated into the CEDAW committee’s general 

recommendations. In what follows, I will provide a brief analysis about how the under-

standing of care work in the CEDAW has evolved to include the most recent general re-

commendation on rural women. 
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4.3.1. The (mis)recognition of unpaid care work  

 

The CEDAW Committee has tried to tackle the content gap by introducing one general 

recommendation directly aiming to measure and put a value on women´s unremunerated 

domestic activities
104

, along with other general recommendations
105

 that touch upon or refer 

to care work. In my view, these general recommendations shine a light on the understand-

ing, or lack of understanding, of the Women´s Convention as regards care work as well as 

the approach the Convention has followed so far. 

The General Recommendation 17 refers to care as “unremunerated domestic activities of 

women” and, recommends States parties to measure and quantify the unremunerated do-

mestic activities of women in the gross national product. This conceptualization of care is 

similar that the one put forward by the Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA) back in 1995
106

.  

At that time, the emphasis was placed on the contribution of “unremunerated domestic 

work of women” to the national economy in order to recognise that economic contribution 

and provide greater visibility of the unequal distribution of remunerated and unremunerated 

work between men and women.  
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The general recommendation is drafted taking into account the CEDAW Article 11 - right 

to work- and, with the aim to reveal the de facto economic role of women
107

. Critics argue 

that the focus on the “remuneration of work” was intended to make visible the unequal dis-

tribution of remunerated or unremunerated work between women and men, without em-

bracing a broader understanding of reproductive work based on the functions it serves in 

the economic system as a whole, which was the main argument feminist economists put 

forward for the recognition and value of unpaid care work
108

. 

At that time, this was a controversial issue linked to the international initiative Wages for 

Housework Campaign
109

 (WFH) which was the main political force behind demands for 

measuring and valuing unpaid work in Beijing. The WFH Campaign connected the issue of 

recognition and valuation of unremunerated work to its remuneration
110

. However, the 

WFH proposal does not take the form of redistribution of unpaid work but of compensa-

tion
111

: women´s unpaid contribution to production is in the form of money, the work does 

not get redistributed
112

. 

As Fraser argues, recognition and redistribution of unpaid care work have clashed here.   

According to Fraser the “recognition dimension corresponds to (…) institutional patterns of 

cultural value” - what a society finds “valuable”. The distributive dimension  “corresponds 

to the economic structure of society (…) property regimes and labour market, of economi-
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cally defined categories of actors, or classes, distinguished by their differential endowment 

of resources.’
113

  

To some extent, the CEDAW Committee has, with this general recommendation, put for-

ward into the cultural realm a profound economic theme, namely the measurement and 

valuation of unpaid work and its inclusion in the gross national product. It has, however, 

done so without an in-depth reflection of distributive justice considerations. According to 

Esquivel this omission has been very contra-productive as there are continuous calls for 

measuring and valuing unpaid care work in some UN documents and, it is used by femi-

nists who are not economists to introduce the language of recognition and visibility without 

a clear view of the purpose of the endeavour
114

. Of course, the measurement and value of 

unpaid care work remains important in order to inform policy development but the focus 

should be on a more redistributive agenda that highlights the role of caregivers’ contribu-

tions to well-being and the costs of caregiving.  

 

Unfortunately, the CEDAW Committee has made but a small contribution in framing a 

more redistributive agenda for women´s unpaid care work. More recently, in the General 

Recommendation No. 33 (women´s access to justice), the Committee recommends States 

parties to take into account unremunerated work and caregiving activities of women in de-

termining “appropriate compensation” for harm in all civil, criminal, administrative or 
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other proceedings
115

 . The Committee defines “compensation” as money, goods or ser-

vices
116

. This view clashes again with the recognition dimension, as framed by Fraser, 

which depends on the cultural value that a given society puts on domestic and caregiving 

work. So far, the cultural value for care work has proved to be low, especially taking into 

consideration the lack of attention paid by States to the development of care work policies 

and legislation, including the precarious working conditions of domestic care workers in 

national legislation.  

General Recommendation No.29 (economic consequences of marriage and family rela-

tions) gives economic value to care and domestic work during the marriage and calls upon 

State parties to consider the economic contribution of care work as regards access to prop-

erty rights after the dissolution of a marriage
117

.  To be noted is the progress in the under-

standing of care from unremunerated domestic activities to the notion of household and 

family care including the constraints that unpaid care work may have on women’s 

achievement of economic opportunities and career development.  

Most recently, the understanding of care has evolved in global political discourse with an 

emphasis on care as work generating well-being for society at large, rather than on wom-

en´s economic cost of providing it. The concept has progressed, displaying a more positive 

approach to care in terms of well-being for society, including the benefits to those who 
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receive care and the inter-relational character of care
118

. The negative aspects of care as 

defined so far in much of the literature - the stress, burden, and restrictions it imposes on 

those who provide care - are only an acknowledgement for an urgent demand to redistrib-

ute the burden of care between different stakeholders.  

So far, the CEDAW Committee has provided little insight into this progressive well-being 

approach to care and it still mainly conceptualizes care as an economic contribution or as a 

woman´s responsibility that hampers her development and interaction with others. Recent 

General Recommendation No. 34(on rural women) provides a more comprehensive analy-

sis about care work, but this is done only in relation to rural women.  

 

4.3.2. The shift to social recognition 

 

An initial shift towards the social recognition of care work is introduced in the general rec-

ommendation on migrant workers. Here, the CEDAW Committee calls upon the States 

obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the human rights of women throughout the migra-

tion cycle. Furthermore, those obligations must be undertaken “in recognition of the social 

and economic contributions of women migrant workers to their own countries and coun-

tries of destination, including through caregiving and domestic work”
119

 . For the first time, 

the Committee introduces the social dimension of recognition to care work and it widens 

the scope of women´s care work to caregiving and domestic work. While this shift is wel-
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come, the Committee still displays poor gender analysis as it does not spell out the care 

gap that migrant women leave behind in their home countries and the care supply women 

provide in their destination countries. Somehow in this situation, care and domestic work 

are still undertaken mostly by women without there being any proper response to a more 

redistributive agenda as regards care work. 

This evolution is also demonstrated by the latest general recommendation on rural women 

in which there is full recognition of rural women´s unpaid care work in terms of their eco-

nomic contribution to local/national economies, food production, and to the wellbeing of 

the family and communities
120

. This general recommendation is the most comprehensive so 

far in terms of women and girls unpaid care work. For the first time, the Committee recog-

nizes rural girls´ unpaid care work such as cooking, childcare, farm work, fetching water, 

firewood, etc. and, the barriers this represents for rural girls attending school. The Commit-

tee calls upon the States obligations to put in place programmes reducing the engagement 

of rural girls in unpaid care work
121

.  

The Committee acknowledges the barriers rural women have in accessing paid jobs be-

cause of childcare responsibilities. As a result, the Committee calls for the provision of 

childcare services, including through solidarity and community services
122

. This thinking 

strengthens the redistribute agenda by incorporating other stakeholders as responsible for 

the delivery of care in line with Ravazi´s Care Diamond explained in Chapter 3. 
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The Committee calls for arrangements to be put in place to ensure that rural women en-

gaged in unpaid work and/or the informal sector have access to non-contributory social 

protection in line with GR 16 on unpaid women workers in rural and family enterprises. 

However, the Committee does not clarify whether care and domestic activities are recog-

nized as part of unpaid work thereby allowing women access to non-contributory social 

protection floors. This issue is sensitive and has echoes of the Wages for Household Cam-

paign, where the focus was not on the redistribution of unpaid care work, but on the com-

pensation itself. More clarity in defining women´s unpaid work needs to be sought taking 

into account the recent definition of work in its four dimensional perspective as described 

in the latest UNDP Human Development report.   

This general recommendation also highlights the interrelation of rural women´s human 

rights with an acknowledgement of the indivisibility of human rights. Thus, the Committee 

provides a robust gender analysis about the impact that unpaid care work has in rural wom-

en´s political participation, access to paid jobs, health, and girl`s attendance at school 

among other human rights.  As mentioned above, this comprehensive approach to care 

work is just in reference to rural women. The Committee still has the challenge of incorpo-

rating a similar holistic approach to care for all women, independently of their geographical 

setting, as a means of combating discrimination against women globally. Care needs to be 

understood as a category that discriminates women independently of their economic, edu-

cational, and social status, and it is more harmful for women living in poverty in rural and 

urban settings.  
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5. Transforming the Care-less Development Agenda 

 

The literature on women´s unpaid care and domestic work is rich and extensive in address-

ing a variety of issues in government policy responses to the provision of care services, 

care work and gender stereotyping, diverse models of the family and the household struc-

ture, care work and migration, and, more recently, unpaid care work as a development con-

cern
123

. Despite the broadening body of research, women´s unpaid care and domestic work 

have been largely absent from the mainstream development agenda. The invisibility of 

women´s unpaid care work is explained by some scholars as a continuous association of 

this type of work with the private sphere of the household and directly related to women
124

. 

This gap ignores the impact of women´s unpaid care work on social wellbeing, economic 

growth, and long term sustainable development in general
125

. 

The recently adopted 2030 Development Agenda opens up opportunities to address wom-

en´s unpaid care work as a means to achieve the four dimensions of substantive gender 

equality
126

. It is time to dismantle the impact unpaid care work has on achieving a substan-
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tive model of gender equality, in line with the rhetoric of 2030 Agenda on sustainable de-

velopment, human rights based and, Leave no-one behind
127

. 

This chapter examines the progressive acceptance of women´s unpaid care and domestic 

work as a development concern and as a key element to achieve substantive equality within 

the context of the 2030 Agenda. Despite the ambitious “leave no one behind” narrative, 

which implies a more substantive equality model, the reality is that gender equality is set 

out using a very conformist model. This puts at risk real achievements in power transfor-

mation.  

5.1. Women´s unpaid care and domestic work as a development concern: Meaning 

and interpretations 

 

According to Kabeer development policy has touched on economic inequalities and social 

discrimination in an intermittent way but has remained largely focused on economic 

growth and the eradication of absolute poverty
128

. It remains focuses on vertical or class-

based inequalities related to income and not necessarily on horizontal inequalities based on 

social identities such as gender, race, caste, etc
129

. Feminists in development have drawn 

attention to how the intersection between vertical inequality with the multiple and overlap-

ping horizontal inequalities of gender, caste, race, and ethnicity helps to explain the persis-

tence of poverty, discrimination, and social exclusion
130

.  This way of seeing discrimination 
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against women and persistent inequality aims at transforming imbalances in power struc-

tures as does substantive equality in the four dimensions mentioned in chapter 3. 

The persistent gap in addressing women´s unpaid care work as a broader issue associated 

with discrimination against women and inequality is also explained by care being broadly 

labeled as of no “value”, not producing material wealth, and therefore identified as a “bur-

den” or “drudgery” because it demands time and energy without any monetary value
131

. 

As Eyben argues, the inclusion of women´s unpaid care work in the development agenda 

would have shaped the way we think in a broader sense about economic growth, develop-

ment, and gender equality. Yet, the linkage in the thinking between development and eco-

nomic growth has prioritised a very narrow concept of how the economy operates, only 

taking into consideration paid and visible forms of women´s economic activities in the 

achievement of gender equality and economic growth more generally. The interpretation is 

that policies and procedures addressing equality and women´s economic empowerment 

have been largely instrumental in the achievement of other developmental goals
132

. The 

most often used measure of economic empowerment has been the level of income earned 

by women primarily through their participation in the labour market. This ignores the dis-

proportionate levels of women´s unpaid care work, and the effect this has on them as part 

of the labour force
133

. 
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The 2030 Agenda has been heavily influenced by the global debate on inequality
134

. Femi-

nists in development have brought to the debate the pervasive forms of women and girls´ 

inequality, especially in the intersection of vertical and horizontal inequalities, and the ur-

gent need to tackle these in order to achieve substantive gender equality. The title given to 

the latest UN Women Report “Transforming the economy: Realising rights” is not by 

chance; it is to highlight how the women´s paid/unpaid work division still perpetuates and 

exacerbates gender inequality more widely. 

Care work is recognized a priori as a good thing that brings wellbeing to the individual as 

well as the community and generally contributes to human development
135

. This apprecia-

tion is very innovative and differs drastically from the conceptualization of care as a bur-

den, non-rewarding, and drudgery. Under this wellbeing approach the unequal distribution 

of unpaid care work among women and girls still needs to be altered substantially and re-

distributed accordingly among different stakeholders
136

.  

The report of the Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty was fundamental to unsettling the 

international community about the impact of unpaid care work as a major human rights 

issue. Focusing on women caregivers, the report exposes how unequal care responsibilities 

are still a major barrier to gender equality and women´s equal enjoyment of human rights. 

Therefore, the failure of States to provide, fund, support and regulate care contradicts their 
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human rights obligation by creating and exacerbating inequalities and limiting women´s 

human rights
137

. 

During the 2030 Agenda
138

negotiations, women´s rights activists were advocating strongly 

for the incorporation of a care work target, which included the elements of the Triple Rs 

framework. This framework offers a comprehensive model for tackling women´s unpaid 

care work by recognizing care as work and the need to reduce the burden of unpaid care on 

women and girls by introducing a more redistributive agenda across several stakeholders. 

In the end, only recognise and value are acknowledged in the Sustainable Development 

Goals despite strong criticism from the women´s rights movement
139

. Nevertheless, the 

target does mention ways in which unpaid care and domestic work can be redistributed 

(through public services
140

 and social protection policies
141

) or reduced (via infrastructure 

or shared responsibilities within the household). This conceptualization of women´s unpaid 

care work matches better the distributive justice agenda in which fairness/justice is 

achieved through equal distribution of resources as against previous proposals focusing on 

compensation for unpaid care work. Although we can celebrate some success, close moni-

toring of this target will require that the idea of reducing women´s unpaid care work focu-

ses on reducing the burden, not necessarily reducing care work. As some scholars rightly 
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argue, care work of necessity needs to be increased
142

. It is equally important to avoid ways 

of addressing the unpaid care work issue which merely make it easier for women to access 

paid employment
143

.  

 

On this point, feminists in development have a lot to offer
144

. Our experience and the evi-

dence we have collected over decades provide arguments as to how women´s unpaid care 

work should be tackled in order to achieve substantive equality. The literature shows that 

when unpaid care and domestic work are recognized, they are normally defined as a “bur-

den” or “drudgery”, as something that needs to be eliminated
145

 because this burden puts 

limitations in women and girls´ lives as regards human development and exercising of their 

human rights. Half of this definition is true: the disproportionate burden on women and 

girls´ of unpaid care work seriously limits their enjoyment of rights. But, by defining care 

as a burden we are contributing to conceptualize care as negative, a waste of time and en-

ergy. Hence, care is an activity that none would like to do. This definition ignores the well-

being attached to care in relation to the individual, households and society at large. In addi-

tion, it aims for the impossible because care work cannot be fully eliminated or reduced.  

Hence, there is a clear need to reduce the burden put- on women and girls through an agen-

da which better redistributes between the household, government, community, and private 
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sector. For instance, the International Labour Organization (ILO) as part of its decent work 

agenda for domestic workers has elaborated on the differentiation between care as a “bur-

den” and drudgery without value and care as bringing wellbeing because all individuals are 

interdependent as least once in their life time. 

By acknowledging a wellbeing approach to care work, we will be able to promote policies 

and legislation targeting a transformation in gender power structures and relationships. If 

unpaid care work were solely seen as a burden, we would promote patch up policies to re-

duce the burden without challenging economic and social structures.  

Development practice shows that some programmes have reduced drudgery by decreasing 

the hours spent in carrying or queuing for water
146

 or by making cash-transfers to the moth-

er for taking care of her children and making sure they attend school, are well nourished 

and healthy so that they in their turn can look after the old and the young in the house-

hold
147

. This type of approach reinforces gender stereotypes and presumes a woman´s natu-

ral role is to take care of others or carry out domestic duties. Furthermore, the issue of care 

is not resolved as it is still in the hands of women and girls.  
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5.2. The Meaning of Gender Equality and Empowerment of all women and girls in the 

2030 Agenda 

 

The 2030 Agenda
148

 will inform policy, financing for development, and global partnership 

in international development and cooperation for the next 15 years. The 2030 Agenda rep-

resents a shift in the development paradigm, by building its foundations on the idea of sus-

tainable development and Leave no-one behind
149

. The new Post-development Agenda is 

not about emerging or developing economies achieving targets like the previous Millenni-

um Development Goals (MDGs), but about putting sustainable development at the centre in 

a way that it is universal, long-term, sustainable development inclusive for all
150

.  

For the first time, the mainstream international development community recognizes that no 

country in the world is sustainably developed enough and therefore the SDGs are universal-

ly valid for all countries in the world, not only developing countries
151

 .  

This is an ambitious development Agenda with 17 goals and 169 targets. It applies to all 

countries and integrates the economic, social, and environmental dimensions of sustainable 

development. It is also grounded in the respect for, and protection and promotion of human 

rights and fundamental freedoms
152

. It also encompasses a wider consultation with civil 

society players contrary to the previous MDGs which were heavily criticized for failure to 

consult and for their highly technocratic drivers.   
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A closer analysis of the SDGs reveals that gender equality is defined in many of its targets 

on the basis of the formal equality model between women and men. The wording in the 

targets calls for “equal rights between men and women” as set out in the principle of formal 

equality.  The equal access narrative remains with the levelling up option, whereby rights 

are extended, in this case to women.  

Some targets, especially those related to access to education, economic resources, express 

the idea of access to equal rights between men and women. This is especially visible in the 

SDG related to education and its target No. 4.3 “ensure equal access for all women and 

men (…) to tertiary education”; or the wording related to equal opportunity for women to 

participate in the decision-making processes of political, economic and public life.  

The equal access between men and women formula is very explicit in almost all the targets 

related to the economic sphere (access to economic resources, employment, or the broader 

decent work agenda). Target No 1.4 calls for “(…) all men and women [to] have equal ac-

cess to economic resources (…)” and, “equal pay for equal value”; or target No. 5.7 “(.…) 

women´s equal access to economic resources and, (…) ownership and control of re-

sources(..) in accordance with national laws”.  Women´s economic empowerment is so 

framed as to allow women to participate in the market economy on a par with men
153

. In 

SDG 8, “equal opportunities for employment” is framed as if barriers to entry were the 

only problem women face in accessing the labour market. This ignores women´s over-

representation among informal workers, gender wage gaps, and occupational segrega-
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tion
154

. In addition, target 5.7 on women´s economic empowerment emphasises equality of 

opportunity over equality of outcome. It is also strange to read in SGD No 5 “in accord-

ance to national laws” alongside the proposition to “undertake reforms”, as it is under-

stood that the purpose of reform is to remove discriminatory national legislation.  

The equal access between men and women formula follows similar patterns as some of the 

CEDAW provisions. Furthermore, there is no mention to any other type of equality, only 

some references to equal opportunities as a means to reduce inequality of outcomes.  It is 

hard to believe how something as ambitious as the 2030 Agenda, the main aim of which is 

transformation of society, is not more explicitly grounded in the principle of substantive 

equality.  

In this sense, the Leave no-one behind agenda assumes special relevance as it recognises 

that people face forms of inequality other than those related to their income. However, it is 

not enough to know who is being left behind, we also need to understand why and, what to 

do about it
155

. The target on unpaid care work is very revolutionary in that sense because it 

allows us to think about and recognise other types of work fundamental to the sustainability 

of life and development and the need to address them in order to Leave no-one Behind. 

In addition, the 2030 Agenda is grounded in the principles of international human rights 

standards and treaties. A commitment to human rights is found in the preamble to the 

Agenda. It states clearly that the Agenda is guided by the purposes and principles of the 

Charter of the United Nations, grounded in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and 

international human rights treaties (para.10). However, as Esquivel argues, the Agenda has 
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formulated its goals and targets without taking into account the attainment of rights: for 

instance, by linking these to the right to education, the right to food, water and sanitation, 

education, sexual and reproductive rights and also women´s rights
156

.  

The fact that the achievement of some targets is bound by national context and legislation, 

places limitations on how the universal human rights standards are to be understood. The 

targets in question are No. 5.4 on unpaid care and domestic work in which responsibility 

for care is shared between household and family as nationally appropriate and No. 5.7 re-

lated to women´s access to economic resources and ownership. This is also limited by na-

tional legislation. This puts at risk the universality of human rights and it does not offer any 

opportunity to challenge national structures and institutions that may be restricted in their 

mandate to protect and promote human rights.
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6. Women´s unpaid care work: What and How in development practice  

 

In the last five years, women´s unpaid care and domestic work has assumed more relevance 

as a development concern among agencies, academic institutions, and INGOs, especially 

because of the 2030 Agenda. There are several development players who are working in 

cutting edge action-research on women´s unpaid care work
157

 as a means to achieve sub-

stantive equality and women´s empowerment. This work has been influenced by the open-

ness and increasing interest on care work policy and practice in the development sector. 

Currently, several players are taking very exciting steps in opening up the dialogue, and in 

shaping the direction of policy, strategies, and practice to tackle women´s unpaid care work 

within the development sector.  

This final chapter enquires about the what and how of unpaid care work in the development 

policy and practice of one selected development player. In doing this, I will bring together 

the three perspectives discussed in this research: the theoretical part on equality; the 

CEDAW understanding of care work, and the current discourse on care in the development 

agenda in order to assess the specific case study of the INGO - Action Aid International 

(AAI). AAI has piloted a stand-alone women´s unpaid care programme in four countries 

with very interesting results and with a strong focus on women´s empowerment and social 
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transformation. I will conclude that the INGO is fuelling the discussion on substantive 

equality with important practical perspectives that show how substantive equality can work 

in practice in the context of women´s unpaid care work and offer a more redistributive 

agenda for care work.  

6.1. Action Aid International 

 

Action Aid International (AAI) affirms its commitment to addressing unpaid care and do-

mestic work in its International Strategy 2012-17, seeing it as one of the drivers to promote 

women and girls´ human rights. As argued in the strategy, AAI supports strengthening the 

capacity of women to advocate gender-responsive economic alternatives, from coopera-

tives through to global policies, of a kind that recognise unpaid care and guarantee social 

protection as a means of breaking the poverty cycle
158

. AAI supports efforts to make wom-

en´s unpaid care work more visible and central to demands for affordable, quality public 

services financed through public taxation
159

.  

As with other INGOs, the entry point for addressing care work is women´s economic em-

powerment. The aim is to build evidence that makes visible and demonstrates the value of 

women´s economic contribution through their unpaid care work and use this evidence in a 

twofold manner: 1) as a pathway to women´s empowerment and collective action so that 

oppressive economic structures can be challenged and 2) for promoting community dia-

logue around care and challenging stereotypes that (mis)recognize care work.  
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For AAI, unpaid care and domestic work include all the activities that go towards caring 

for a household such as cooking, cleaning, collecting water and firewood, and caring for 

the sick, the young, and the elderly when these activities are done by family members with 

no pay. Care involves also voluntary community work
160

. In addition, for AAI there is no 

one solution to address the disproportional burden of unpaid care work upon women, but 

tailored solutions that need to be applied depending on the context, the need for care ser-

vices, and  the community. 

6.1.1. AAI´s narrative on women´s unpaid care and domestic work 

AAI´s work on community participation and women´s empowerment provides a very inter-

esting scenario for care programming and practice. To the traditional Triple Rs framework, 

the INGO incorporates a fourth R, namely Representation, to advocate for political space 

and dialogue to provide evidence of the cost and impact of care work.  

According to AAI, recognition seeks to make visible women´s care work and conceptualize 

care as being work because it takes time and energy and produces well-being for society. 

Recognition can take several forms such as the provision of compensation for the work, 

taking it into account when determining other benefits, or measuring unpaid care work for 

inclusion in national statistics and gross domestic product. However, AAI does not mention 

the power of women themselves in the recognition of care work as a pathway to women´s 

empowerment. While this is not explicit in the narrative and policy documents, discussion 

of care in Reflect Circles is a clear outcome of AAI´s programme practice as shown in the 

case study below.  
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AAI seeks to reduce the burden, but not the amount of care. The burden needs to be re-

duced through redistribution between institutions. AAI points directly to the role of the 

State as a key player in the provision of accessible and affordable service for all.  AAI in-

corporates community dialogue on care work as a means of raising awareness about redis-

tributing care within the household and from the household to the community, the State and 

the private sector. The organization adds a fourth R to the narrative: Representation refers 

to the need to have the political space and opportunity to represent ideas, evidence, and 

political proposals for redistribution of care work and provision of services. Even so, AAI 

does not explicitly mention representation
161

 in policy and programme narratives; many of 

the programme achievements show positive outcomes as regards women´s representation 

in communities for advocacy of a redistributive agenda for care work, bringing forward the 

evidence and arguments gathered during programme implementation.  INGOs have made 

the work on representation more relevant given their focus on community and civil society 

participation.  

AAI aims to open a dialogue among women and members of the community about the 

recognition and value of care work. Community dialogue is a participative tool that allows 

people to question the nature of this work, its impact in the community and why it is done 

(mainly) by women and girls. According to AAI, community dialogue helps to engage dis-

cussion about the value of care in terms of well-being for the community
162

. The NGO in-
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corporates Reflect
163

, an Empowerment Community Technique, to work on the recognition 

and value of care with women and communities.  Reflect is a participatory learning process 

that facilitates people´s critical analysis of their environments and proposes political solu-

tions to the collective problems they face.  AAI chose Reflect as the most appropriate 

methodology for its women´s unpaid care work programme in part because of its focus on 

literacy – a skill that many of the women in the targeted communities wanted to develop
164

. 

The initial Dialogues with women about care work are done in Reflect Circles. Here a 

group of a maximum of twenty-five women discussed their understanding of care and do-

mestic work with the help of a facilitator.  The Reflect Circle becomes a space where par-

ticipants discuss their local context and the power inequalities that shape their lives. It is in 

this space where women and girls start changing their beliefs about care work, the respon-

sibility they take on and the (mis)recognition compared with men´s paid work contribu-

tion
165

.  

AAI adapts its approach to care work and institutions from Ravazi´s Care Diamond, allo-

cating responsibility for the 4Rs (Recognize, Reduce, Redistribute and Represent) to each 

of the four institutions: household, community, State, and private sector. The NGO puts 

much effort into the redistributive role that institutions play in the provision of care. The 

first steps to redistribution are within the household from women to men. Secondly, AAI 

argues for overloads in care work to be redistributed between institutions, for instance from 

household to the State in terms of public services for care provision and between the State 
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and private sector as regards flexi-time working, parental leave, and other workers´ rights 

for parents with family responsibilities.  

AAI is committed to the human rights based approach (HRBA) in programming and policy 

in respect of empowerment, solidarity, and campaigning
166

. AAI asserts the indivisibility 

and interconnectedness of human rights, recognizing that for people to enjoy their rights 

there is an urgent need to change not only policy, legislation, and practice, but also atti-

tudes and behaviours
167

. AAI interprets care as central to people´s lives. Our livelihoods, 

well-being, and health depend very much on the care we are able to receive and provide. Its 

narrative provides examples of the violation of human rights if care is not provided or fully 

addressed. For instance, AAI discusses how the right to work, to free time and leisure, to a 

dignified standard of living are violated, etc
168

. AAI speaks not only about the violation of 

rights suffered by those who mainly provide care (women and girls), but also about the 

rights of the elderly, children, and the sick who are unable to receive care adequate for their 

needs.  

6.1.2. AAI programming on women´s unpaid care and domestic work.  

This section analyses AAI´s multi-country programme in Nigeria, Nepal, Kenya, and 

Uganda focusing on women´s unpaid care work
169

. The main objective was to support 
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women, their families, and communities in recognising and redistributing women´s unpaid 

care work
170

. 

The programme is inspired by efforts to measure time use and make more visible women´s 

unpaid care work. AAI sought to transform the Time Survey User (TSU), a statistical tool, 

into a more participatory time diary tool adapted to women´s needs and capacity for com-

pleting the survey.   

In what follows, I will look more closely at how AAI translates Fredman´s dimensions of 

substantive equality into active and participatory methodologies as a means to challenge 

attitudes and beliefs on care work.  

AAI works on addressing disadvantage through strong participation and representation by 

women in the selected communities. Through women´s participation
171

 in the Reflect Cir-

cles, they were able to articulate how they are oppressed and how they are disadvantaged 

in relation to the unfair distribution of care work. Working with the time diary tool, women 

started to recognise unpaid care as work that requires time and energy. In addition, they 

were questioning why care was mainly done by women and girls. The women realized also 

that their care work was not only (mis)recognized by the State, but also by the community 

itself.  

Addressing disadvantages was key in adapting the participatory methodologies in line with 

the women´s abilities. For instance the participants had difficulties in filling in the time 
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diary grid
172

 because they were not able to read the words under each activity. Therefore, 

one of the first activities was to develop agreed symbols for each of the activities. This 

practice fosters the principle of non-discrimination by enhancing women´s agency, self-

esteem, voice and collective action.  

Addressing stigma and stereotyping, a second dimension of substantive equality, is closely 

related to pathways to empowerment and power transformation. Addressing the stigma and 

stereotyping women suffer is a process through which to achieve women´s empowerment. 

To recognise women´s unpaid care work is a long term process, where women themselves 

also need to do the exercise as a pathway to women´s empowerment. Women´s understand-

ing of care work was heavily influenced by gender stereotypes. For instance, at the start of 

the programme women in Nigeria spoke of their “God-Given role”
173

 to provide care so 

there was, therefore, no way of changing this role and little reason for discussion in a 

group.  Other women started realizing the time and energy invested in care, “Oh my! I did 

not know that I do 25 activities every day”
174

. The use of the time diary provided women 

with important evidence to quantify and visualize their own unpaid care work. By the se-

cond time the diary had been completed, women had started to identify patterns. A very 

revealing one was the division of labour and spaces. This division says that women´s main 

area of operation is the home, whilst that of men is outside the home. This allows women to 

understand and discuss men´s domination of public spaces. Hence, this type of dialogue 

helps women to reflect on gender inequality and injustice in their own lives and, at the 
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same time, encourages mobilization and action around the unequal distribution of unpaid 

care work.  

 

In this program, AAI first implemented the Reflection-Action methodology in women-only 

spaces and led by female facilitators familiar to the community. The main purpose was 

women´s empowerment by raising their awareness of the value of unpaid care work and 

acting collectively to demand a more equitable share of the care work within the household 

and in their communities. In addition, the dialogues created a critical mass of people able 

to articulate their demands better. In Bamburi, Kenya, one woman explained how the time 

diaries have improved her literacy and also helped her to speak to her husband about care 

work, “(…) I usually sit with my husband to discuss how I have filled in the diary. He cor-

rects me and in the process realizes that he also contributes to my burden and therefore 

decides to help me.” 
175

 

The accommodation and transformation dimension comes into play when the participation 

of people, in issues that affect their lives, enables empowerment and collective action, 

thereby translating into the process of duty bearers claiming their rights. Participation in 

the Reflect Circles raised women’s awareness about the impact of unpaid care work in their 

lives and personal development and as a result to look for ways of challenging this situation 

and claiming rights as rights holders. This process towards transformation goes hand with 

hand with recognition, representation and, especially redistribution of care - not only as a 

demand upon States but also upon the community at large.  
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The redistributive agenda takes the shape of demands for accountability by various institu-

tions. Since care is needed for the wellbeing of everyone, institutions need to be accounta-

ble in order to provide it and take responsibility for caring. Furthermore, accountability 

implies a first step towards recognition of care work.  

In addition, AAI places heavy emphasis on promoting accountability for care work within 

the community.  However, as AAI points out, community-led initiatives should not perpet-

uate the gender division of labour but rather help to challenge and redistribute unpaid care 

work and care for the environment
176

. 

The AAI´s programme provides successful examples of women´s collective action to de-

mand accountability for care work. For instance, in Patharkot, Nepal, women used their 

time diary to show evidence about the hours they spend daily on fetching water. In the Re-

flect Circle women first agreed to collect initial funds for the building of a water tank. The 

women introduced the idea at a community meeting and the community agreed to build the 

tank. It also sought the financial support of local government to finish the water tank with 

government funds. 

Similarly in Bamburi, Kenya, women started to draw a care service map in the Reflect Cir-

cles and identified that the early childhood centre was too far away for them to use. Here, 

again women advocated the construction of two classrooms to be used as an early child-

hood centre and they eventually received local government funds for the construction of the 

childhood centre
177

. 
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The achievements are not only related to care services or infrastructures. Changes were 

happening to a deeper level, changing attitudes and social norms in communities to better 

organize the redistribution of care. The dialogue within the community contributes to trans-

form social norms and attitudes that continue to associate care as the main role of women 

and girls. While men were very reluctant to show their involvement in care work in the 

public sphere, women acknowledged that it was better to negotiate the sharing of care work 

within the household after the dialogue process. This power transformation inside the 

household is crucial for promoting change and long term development in relation to care 

work. 

AAI´s women´s unpaid care programme has proved to be very successful, especially in 

promoting women´s empowerment, through agency, voice and participation, to condemn 

unfair distribution of care work. In particular, AAI sets out the principles of equality and 

non-discrimination in terms of rights and States obligations to protect, respect and fulfil 

human rights. Care work is considered within the context of rights and here AAI highlights 

some arguments such as rights being inalienable, universal, non-negotiable, indivisible and, 

inter-dependent. This precise and realistic language can be an advantage in demanding 

rights and carrying out negotiations
178

.  In the programme document, there is an explicit 

reference to the CEDAW and the ICESR as guiding human rights treaties as regards unpaid 

care work.  

AAI makes explicit the States obligation as regards these four countries since all of them 
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have ratified the CEDAW and other key international treaties. Governments are therefore 

responsible for ensuring that the responsibility for care goes hand with hand with fulfilling 

women’s rights, while also guaranteeing that those in need of care can access good quality 

care provision.  

AAI shows an excellent practical perspective on how to provide meaning to and address 

women´s unpaid care work at the community level. AAI also introduces the topic of care as 

a revolutionary issue through which women can be supported on the pathway to empower-

ment and at the same time as one which helps to challenge social norms and attitudes that 

still perpetuate inequality and discrimination against women. This programme has excellent 

aspects enabling the principle of substantive equality to be translated into practical, live 

action for change. 
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7. Conclusion 

 

The unfair allocation of unpaid care and domestic work to women and girls continues to be 

a dramatic driver of inequality and discrimination against them in terms of accessing paid 

jobs, preventing girls from attending school, and generating women´s time poverty so that 

they cannot invest it in other issues such as participation, leisure, self-care, or even health. 

As argued in this research, women´s unpaid care and domestic work provide an interesting 

scenario to probe more deeply what the different models of equality (formal or substantive) 

offer and the best model to be adopted in order to achieve real transformation in the lives of 

women and girls. The invisibility and (mis)recognition of care work overlooks the structur-

al character of the change needed in order to achieve real and transformative equality for 

women and girls worldwide.  Care is now on track. The newly adopted 2030 Agenda with 

its specific target addressing the recognition and value of unpaid care and domestic work 

and also the endorsement, by several UN agencies, of more transformative forms of equali-

ty as well as the recognition of care as work, opens up opportunities for taking a close look 

at the interconnections between care and women´s and girls’ inequality. 

As affirmed in this research, the discussion of the principle of equality and non-

discrimination as regards care work shows a clear gap in international human rights law. 

Now only recently has the CEDAW drafted a general recommendation on rural women in 

which care and domestic work are addressed in a more holistic way as a means of achiev-

ing de facto equality for rural women.  
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This research has argued that equality between women and men has often adopted the for-

mal equality model, where equal treatment and prohibition of discrimination is the key 

principle. This has clearly been the case for women and men as regards the equal right to 

work, but the paid/unpaid divide has not been properly addressed. This has resulted in more 

women having to cope with work both outside and inside the home. I conclude from this 

that this form of equality does not question how women experience different, and often 

disadvantageous, conditions, and assumes that women and men are situated identically in 

the world. To some extent, formal equality has generated gender neutral laws and policies 

perpetuating sex inequality because they fail to deal with structural disadvantages and 

therefore maintain the status quo.  

As discussed in this research, substantive equality provides better tools with which to chal-

lenge the unfair allocation of unpaid care work to women and girls. Substantive equality 

puts power transformation at the centre in order to achieve gender equality. I conclude here 

that Fredman´s substantive equality framework provides a very good starting point to rec-

ognise, reduce, redistribute and represent the unpaid care work done by women and the 

associated constraints. Moreover, it offers elements for analysis that contribute to thinking 

about both the urgent need to transform current economic structures and the role various 

institutions may play in pushing forward a redistributive agenda on care and domestic 

work. This theoretical perspective is currently well illustrated in some NGOs practice. I 

conclude that existing case studies show that the recognition and value of care work sup-

port efforts to achieve a more redistributed care agenda in the home and within communi-

ties. In addition, they represent an excellent pathway towards the empowerment of women 

and girls.  
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In this respect, I call upon the CEDAW, as a women´s focus Covenant, to take steps that 

more clearly put forward the connections between substantive equality and women´s un-

paid care and domestic work. A good point of departure could be the recent general re-

commendation on rural women in which the CEDAW Committee incorporates a progres-

sive understanding of care together with a robust gender analysis about the impact of care 

work on the lives of rural women and girls. However, the scope cannot remain limited to 

“rural women” because unpaid care work impacts on the lives of all women independently 

of their economic status, education, and geographical setting. It would be very much wel-

comed if CEDAW drafted a general recommendation on women´s and girls’ unpaid care 

and domestic work. This general recommendation should incorporate a substantive equality 

framework clearly redressing women´s socio-economic disadvantages arising from care 

and domestic work. The framework should challenge stereotypes and stigma associated 

with women´s unpaid care work, and strengthen women´s own recognition of care as work 

which produces wellbeing and as such acts as a pathway to women´s empowerment, agen-

cy, voice and participation. Hence, the CEDAW can support the efforts of the 2030 Agenda 

in its target on unpaid care work by providing a clear normative human rights framework 

for redressing the inequality and discrimination associated with women´s and girls’ unpaid 

care work.  
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