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Women’s unpaid care work makes a huge contribution to the economy and the wellbeing of families and 
communities. Despite our society’s reliance on it, women’s unpaid care work is often taken for granted 
because of the expectation that unpaid care is naturally or traditionally women’s responsibility, and not 
really ‘work’. 
 
‘Unpaid carer’ is a legislated term under State and Commonwealth law that is applied to a person who is in 
a care relationship with another person who has a disability, care needs from advanced aged, a mental 
illness, or an ongoing medical condition.1 The exclusion of unpaid child care and other domestic care work 
from this definition (both of which women spend considerably more time on than men) can obscure the 
gendered nature of unpaid care as a whole. The Australian Human Rights Commission includes child 
care, but not domestic care work, in its definition of unpaid care,2 whereas the Workplace Gender Equality 
Agency’s definition includes both child care and domestic care work (such as cooking, cleaning and 
washing).3  

 
In Australia, it is more common for women to provide care in all age groups between the ages of 18-74.2 
Women are also more likely than men to have care responsibilities involving greater time and intensity.2 In 
Victoria, 71% of all primary carers (defined as carers who provide the majority of the ongoing informal 
assistance to a person with a disability) are women. Half of all Victorian carers take on a caring role 
because they believe they can provide better care than available services, and 35% of primary carers 
spend on average 40 hours or more per week providing care.4 
 
The undervaluing of women’s unpaid care work is linked to poorer health and wellbeing outcomes for 
carers and limits women’s participation in the paid workforce. It is also related to the undervaluing of paid 
work in care-related or ‘feminised’ industries, such as child care and community services. Carers are likely 
to accrue little or no superannuation because of lowered participation in paid work and reliance on income 
support. This impacts the ability of carers to fund their own retirement or future care needs. 
 
The dynamics of unpaid care vary widely depending on cultural expectations, family resources, whether 
the carer and care recipient live in the same place, whether or not the carer is also in paid employment, 
whether the carer is able to access income support or other financial assistance for their care work, and 
the types of care provided. Single mothers are impacted by child support arrangements and pressure to 
return to the workforce. People with disabilities who are themselves carers require services which 
understand and enable their responsibilities as carers and parents. Carer support payments are often 
dependent on citizenship and visa status, further disadvantaging carers from migrant and refugee 
backgrounds.5 Kinship carers are most often grandmothers who take on the care of a vulnerable child, 
often with limited support for the complex challenges that lie ahead of them.6 For these reasons, supports 
and services must be responsive to the different needs and priorities of carers. 
 

Improving the suitability of, and confidence in, social supports and services for people who require care 
would improve the circumstances, health and wellbeing of women in unpaid care roles. For example, 
creating more suitable transport, employment and residential accommodation options for people with 
disabilities would increase their economic security, social connections and safety and in turn reduce the 
need for women to provide unpaid support.7 Also important is the need to transform gendered norms so 
that unpaid care work is shared more equitably between women and men. 
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Overview 
 
Unpaid care work and the labour market: insight paper Workplace Gender Equality Agency, 2016 
 
Carers in Victoria: the facts Carers Victoria, 2020 – updated 09/20 

 
Informal carers [Snapshot] Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2019 – updated 09/20 
 

Replacing all our unpaid work would cost the Victorian economy $205 billion, report finds  
ABC Online, 2019 – added 09/20 
 
Carers and social inclusion: summary report and [Full report] UNSW. Social Policy Research Centre, 
2016 
 
 

 

Unpaid care and gender inequality 
 
The value of informal care in 2020 Carers Australia, 2020 – updated 09/20 
 
Recognising and valuing unpaid care Australian Human Rights Commission, 2014 
 
Unpaid care work: the missing link in the analysis of gender gaps in labour outcomes OECD 
Development Centre, 2014 
 
Understanding the unpaid economy PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2017 
 
Gender, migration and care: report to the Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia Academy of 
the Social Sciences in Australia, 2016 
 
 
 

Carers’ health and wellbeing  
 
Health and wellbeing of unpaid carers a growing concern Aged Care Guide, 2017 
 
Self-reported physical and mental health of Australian carers: a cross-sectional study BMJ Open, 
2016 
 
 

https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/australian-unpaid-care-work-and-the-labour-market.pdf
https://www.carersvictoria.org.au/media/2260/2058-carers-in-victoria-the-facts-flyer_jun2020.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/informal-carers
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-07-08/value-of-unpaid-work-to-the-economy/11282840
https://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/media/SPRCFile/Carers_and_Social_Inclusion__Summary_report.pdf
https://www.arts.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/documents/Carers_and_Social_Inclusion__Final_report.pdf
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2020-07/apo-nid307225.pdf
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/news/speeches/recognising-and-valuing-unpaid-care
https://www.oecd.org/dev/development-gender/Unpaid_care_work.pdf
https://www.pwc.com.au/australia-in-transition/publications/understanding-the-unpaid-economy-mar17.pdf
http://www.assa.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Gender-Migration-and-Care.pdf
https://www.agedcareguide.com.au/talking-aged-care/health-and-wellbeing-of-unpaid-carers-a-growing-concern
http://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/6/9/e011417
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Dynamics of unpaid care: an intersectional lens 

Carers In: 4430.0 - Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia: Summary of Findings, 2018 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019 – updated 09/20 

LGBTI carer facts Carers Australia Victoria, 2017 

Caregiving, employment and social isolation: challenges for rural carers in Australia 
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 2018 – added 09/20 

Single parent support and the feminisation of poverty [Podcast] Power To Persuade, 2017 

Submission on a draft service delivery model for a proposed new carer support service system 
Multicultural Centre for Women’s Health, 2016 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander carers [Webpage] Carers Australia, 2018 

Submission to ACT Carers Charter discussion paper and proposed charter Women With Disabilities 
ACT, 2011 

Working together to care for kids: a survey of foster and relative/kinship carers Australian Institute of 
Family Studies, 2018 

Carers in regional Australia 2016: Regional Wellbeing Survey report University of Canberra, 2017 

The aged care system In: Elder abuse: a national legal response: Chapter 4: Aged care Australian 
Law Reform Commission, 2017 

Achieving gender equity in unpaid care 

Recognising and supporting Victoria’s carers: Victorian carer strategy 2018-22 Victoria. 

Department of Health and Human Services 2018 – added 09/20 

Beyond breadwinners, caregivers, martyrs and burdens: a new framework for managing competing 
claims in care and support policy [Thesis] University of Melbourne, 2017 

Submission to the Victorian State Disability Plan 2021–2024 Carers Victoria, 2020 – updated 09/20 

Push for women with disabilities to have right to choose female carers for intimate duties [WA] 
ABC Online, 2017 

Support for carers is diminishing under the NDIS, peak warns  Community Care Review, 2017 

Investing in care: recognising and valuing those who care Australian Human Rights Commission, 
2013 

Flexible child care and Australian parents’ work and care decision making Australian Institute of 
Family Studies, 2016 

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/4430.0Main%20Features72018
https://www.carersvictoria.org.au/media/1107/lgbti-carer-facts-infographic.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6210659/
http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/single-parent-support-and-the-feminisation-of-poverty/14/3/2017
https://engage.dss.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/MCWH-Submission-DSS.pdf
https://www.carersaustralia.com.au/about-carers/aboriginal-torres-strait-islander-carers/
https://wwdact.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/WWDACT-submission-to-the-ACT-carer-charter.pdf
https://aifs.gov.au/publications/working-together-care-kids
https://www.canberra.edu.au/research/faculty-research-centres/ceraph/regional-wellbeing/survey-results/2016-survey-results/Carers-report-ONLINE-10-July-2017.pdf
https://www.alrc.gov.au/publications/aged-care-system-0
https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/victorian-carer-strategy
https://minerva-access.unimelb.edu.au/handle/11343/191869
https://minerva-access.unimelb.edu.au/handle/11343/191869
https://www.carersvictoria.org.au/media/2221/carers-victoria-submission-state-disability-plan-2021-24-final-may-2020.pdf
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-01-20/call-for-people-with-disabilities-to-choose-gender-carers/8198272
https://www.australianageingagenda.com.au/2017/04/27/support-for-carers-is-diminishing-under-the-ndis-peak-warns/
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/our-work/sex-discrimination/publications/investing-care-recognising-and-valuing-those-who-care
https://aifs.gov.au/sites/default/files/publication-documents/rr37-flexible-child-care.pdf
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Information and support services 
 
Australia. Department of Social Services. Supporting carers [Webpage] 
Australia. Department of Social Services. Integrated Carer Support Service Model [Webpage]  
 
Carers Australia. Culturally and linguistically diverse carers 
 
Carers Australia. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander carers 

 
Council of Single Mothers and their Children 

 
Carers Victoria 
 
Multicultural Centre for Women’s Health 
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