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Foreword

Moez Doraid, PhD 

Regional Director, a.i., 

UN Women Regional Office for Arab States

The year 2020 was to be one of transformation, 

a year of ‘Generation Equality’, calling for the 

realization of women’s rights for an equal future.

The importance of this year for gender equality 

around the world is accentuated by the 25th 

anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and 

Platform for Action, the 20th anniversary of 

United Nations Security Council resolution 1325, 

on women, peace and security, the five–year 
milestone of the 2030 Agenda and Sustainable 

Development Goal 5 on gender equality, as well 

as the decennial of UN Women itself.

Yet, as we embarked into the year, the 

COVID–19 pandemic unfolded and, without 
a deliberately gender–sensitive response, the 
COVID–19 crisis has put gains achieved over 
the last decades at risk. The pandemic found 

the Arab States facing persistent gender gaps 

and has further deepened the pre–existing 
and compounded inequalities, exposing 
vulnerabilities in social, political and economic 

spheres.

Many outlooks anticipate the worst economic 

crisis since the Great Depression, projecting 

that over 170 countries will experience negative 
per capita economic growth in 2020, losses 

of millions of jobs in the Arab region alone, 

and decades worth of reversals in human 

development. Critically, women’s employment 

and income generation are gravely affected, as 
women are overrepresented in high–risk sectors, 
tend to work more in occupations which are less 

“tele–commutable”, and are more likely to work 
in the informal economy.

In the midst of the crisis, women are at the 

forefront of the response as health–care workers, 
teachers, as well as performing the majority 

of the ever–rising amount of paid and unpaid 
care work. Rising demand for care in the context 
of the pandemic has deepened the existing 
inequalities in the gender division of labour. The 

availability of affordable and quality care is 
key and an enabler for women, as well as men, 

to allocate time to the paid labour market and 

contribute to economic growth. 
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In every crisis, there is opportunity. We indeed 

have the chance to build back better by making 

sustained investments in the care economy and 

reducing long–standing gender inequalities 
by valuing, supporting and equally sharing 

care work. Investments in social protection 

and care services can drive economic recovery 

by stimulating aggregate demand, creating 

employment in people–centred sectors and 
opening up training as well as employment 

opportunities for women and men who have 

lost their jobs as a result of the crisis. Quality 

and affordable care also has effects across 
generations, developing human capital for 

the future. A major employer for women, the 

paid care sector in the Arab States constitutes 

an important part of their economies. As we 

see in this publication, the growth in the paid 

care sector has outpaced growth in non–care 
sectors, which is a clear signal of the potential 

of this economic segment, underlining the 

need for smart investments to ensure that the 

jobs created are decent and the care services 

provided are affordable, accessible and of 
high–quality in order to redistribute the burden 
of care and positively impact the labour force 

participation of women in the region.

With this in mind, it is my pleasure to introduce 

Progress of Women in the Arab States 2020: the 

role of the care economy in promoting gender 

equality, as a companion piece to UN Women’s 

Foreword

global flagship report: Progress of the World’s 

Women 2019–2020: Families in a Changing World. 

In addition to the in–depth analysis of the care 
economy in the Arab States, this publication lays 

out key evidence–based policy recommendations 
for investing in this domain in the region.

I would like to thank our partners in Egypt, 

Jordan, the State of Palestine and Tunisia for 

their engagement and cooperation, as well as 

UN Women country offices for their oversight 
of the process, including the UN Women Egypt 

Country Office which, on behalf of the Regional 
Office, led coordination of the production of 
the report. Finally, UN Women is grateful to the 

Government of Sweden and the Government 

of Switzerland for financially supporting the 
production of this important report.

Through these partnerships, we are able to 

generate such an essential and timely research 

product that reaffirms the commitment of 
UN Women to promoting and supporting 

evidence–based transformative action for 
the empowerment of women towards the 

achievement of gender equality in the Arab 

region and around the world.

Moez Doraid, PhD 

Regional Director, a.i., 

UN Women Regional Office for Arab States
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Foreword

Ibrahim Elbadawi, PhD 

Managing Director, 

Economic Research Forum (ERF)

This joint report by the Economic Research 

Forum (ERF) builds on our partnership with UN 

Women to conduct research and provide policy 

recommendations on the care economy in the 

Arab States. Policymakers in the region have 

become increasingly aware of the tremendous 

growth of the care economy, as the demand for 

childcare and elder care grows in many countries 

of the region. The ongoing COVID–19 pandemic 
has also highlighted critical gaps in current 

systems of care provision around the world. 

Making up for these gaps overwhelmingly falls 

on women and girls in the form of unpaid care 

work, contributing to global gender inequality. 

This report takes a broad view of the state of 

the care economy, bringing together research, 

evidence and policy recommendations on the 

spectrum of paid and unpaid care work in the 

Arab States. The opening chapter reflects on 
the context of care across the Arab States, while 
the following four chapters present detailed 

case studies of the distribution of unpaid care 

work and the characteristics and growth of the 

paid care economy in each of Egypt, Jordan, 

Palestine and Tunisia. The case study analyses 

build on original microdata analysis of paid 

and unpaid care work, in many cases using data 

from ERF’s Open Access Micro Data Initiative 

(OAMDI). This collaboration with UN Women 

thus builds on ERF’s focus on strengthening 

data availability and evidence–based policy 
recommendations in the region.  

The report demonstrates that the ratio of 

women’s to men’s time spent in unpaid care 

reaches as high as 19:1 in some countries 
of the region. This level of inequality in the 

performance of unpaid care work contributes 

to the region’s substantial levels of gender 

inequality in labour force participation, among 

other economic and social domains. Women are 

also overrepresented in the paid care sector 

across the region. Investments in this sector 

could thus contribute to growth in women’s 

employment, as well as expand the availability 
of quality early childhood care and education 

and elder–care services. Yet employment in 
the private, paid care sector is vulnerable to 

informality, gender wage gaps and low worker 

qualifications. It is essential to find solutions 
to these challenges for workers in the care 

economy, particularly to provide more equal 

opportunities for women in the workforce and to 

tackle the emerging health and economic issues 

associated with the global pandemic. Overall, 
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Foreword

concerted policy efforts are needed in countries 
across the region to develop comprehensive 

national care strategies that address the needs 

of care receivers and of caregivers, both paid 

and unpaid. 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank 

everyone who has contributed to the production 

of this report. I am grateful to all contributors, 

reviewers and discussants for patiently working 

through a number of revisions of the chapters to 

bring them to their current form. This research 

offers important insights that expand the scope 
and depth of data and research on the care 

economy and will, I hope, ultimately contribute 

to shaping better and more informed policies 

and solutions across the region. Finally, I am 

grateful to the Government of Sweden and the 

Government of Switzerland for their financial 
support for the production of this important 

report.

Ibrahim Elbadawi, PhD 

Managing Director, 

Economic Research Forum (ERF)
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Glossary 

Care sectors: Encompass the major sectors of 

economic activity, as defined by the International 

Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC), that 

produce care. These are: education, health, social 

care and domestic work. 

Care policies: Care policies allocate resources 

towards the recognition, redistribution or reduction 

of unpaid care work. 

Care services: Encompass paid services that 

provide care for children, disabled persons, the 

elderly or the ill. Care services can be provided 

through the public, private and nonprofit sectors. 

Care workers: All of the professions that engage 

in indirect or direct paid care activities, regardless 

of whether the employment is based in the public, 

private or non–profit sector.

Care workers in care sectors: Persons who 

engage in paid jobs that provide care, (such as 

teachers, nurses and helpers for the elderly), that 

work in establishments in care sectors. 

Care workers in non–care sectors: Persons 

who engage in paid jobs that provide care, but 

who work in an establishment outside the care 

sector. For example, a nurse who works in a private 

construction company. 

Direct care work: The personal, relational 

activities of taking care of another person, such as 

nursing a baby, reading to a child or helping an 

elderly person to dress or take a bath.

Early Childhood Care and Education 
(ECCE): All programmes supporting the 

development and learning of children from their 

birth until their entry into primary school, including 

early childhood development programmes for 

children under 3 years of age and preprimary 

education for children aged 3 until the enrolment 

age for primary school. 

Elderly population: The population aged 65 

years or older. 

Employer–liability system: An employer–

liability system is a system of financing paid leaves 

in which the cost of the income provided to workers 

during their leave is borne by the employer. 

Income replacement level: The share of monthly 

earnings (cash benefits) that is paid during a paid 

leave.

Indirect care work: Consists of tasks that do 

not involve face–to–face interaction, but that are 

needed to sustain direct care, including cleaning, 

cooking, shopping for household items and 

maintenance work within the home.

International Classification of Activities 
for Time Use Statistics (ICATUS): A standard 

international classification of all the activities 

that an individual may perform within a day. It is 

developed and maintained by the United Nations 

Statistics Division and is a primary reference for 

time–use data. The ICATUS classification includes 

nine major categories of activity, each of which is 

further divided into subcategories. In this report, 

ICATUS is used to identify activities related to direct 

and indirect care work. 
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This report posits that care is a public good that 

is fundamental to our societies and economies, 

with benefits that extend beyond those who 

receive it.1 Yet although care is a public good, 

in most societies the responsibility for providing 

care falls overwhelmingly on families. Within 

families, it falls predominantly on women and 

girls, restricting their opportunities to engage in 

paid employment, education, leisure and self–

care. The availability of care services and public 

policies that could redistribute some of the care 

burden remain underdeveloped in many countries, 

including in the Arab States.2 At the same time, 

changing demographic trends, including declining 

fertility rates, population aging and the increasing 

nuclearization of families, are challenging care–

provision systems that rely on women’s unpaid 

labour.3 Perhaps more than any other event in 

recent history, the ongoing COVID–19 pandemic has 

exposed the wide gaps in care policies and services 

that leave women and their families vulnerable to 

negative social, economic and health outcomes.4 

Addressing these gaps will require concerted policy 

efforts across the region.

Women play an outsized role in the care economy 

in the Arab States, performing 4.7 times more 

unpaid care work than men – the highest female–

to–male ratio anywhere in the world.5 Furthermore, 

while fewer than a quarter (22 per cent) of women 

in the region are in the paid labour force,6 over half 

(53 per cent) of employed women work in care–

related jobs, also the highest of any world region.7 

Tapping into the potential of the paid care economy 

– a sector that has received relatively little policy 

focus in the region – could thus be an important 

way to support women’s economic empowerment. 

This report is the Arab States regional companion 

to UN Women’s global report Progress of the World’s 

Women 2019–2020: Families in a changing world. 

Building on unique analysis of the care economy 

in the region, it produces evidence–based policy 

recommendations for investing in the care economy 

in the Arab States. It details the demographic and 

social context of care provision in the Arab States, 

the status of key care policies and services related 

to paid leave, Early Childhood Care and Education 

(ECCE) and elder care, and includes four country 

case studies – from Egypt, Jordan, the State of 

Palestine and Tunisia – that provide in–depth data 

analysis on both unpaid and paid care work and 

make national policy recommendations.

Report methodology and analytical 
approach
 

This report takes a comprehensive view of the 

care economy, which is the total of all unpaid 

and paid care work. Case studies rely on multiple 

data sources – including time–use data and 

national labour force surveys – to present a 

comprehensive analysis of both unpaid and paid 

care work. Statistical definitions and analyses 

were standardized to the degree possible to 

allow for cross–national comparisons of the care 

economy in the region. The analyses are linked 

conceptually through the “5R” framework – which 

aims to recognize, reduce and redistribute unpaid 

care work while rewarding paid care work and 

increasing the representation of care workers in the 

determination of their working conditions.8 

The context of care in the Arab States 

Demographic, economic and social characteristics 

play an important role in shaping care needs and 

the distribution of the unpaid and paid care work 

that meets those needs. Although dependency 

ratios in the Arab States region are projected to 
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