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Climate change and the care economy are intrinsically linked.
Climate change and environmental degradation exacerbate women’s and girls’ disproportionate
responsibility for unpaid care, communal and domestic work.
Women and girls with scarce resources and low incomes living in the Global South are most critically
affected by the climate-care nexus. In low-income countries, women in rural areas spend up to 14 hours a
day doing unpaid care work, which is five times more than men do in such communities. [1]
Despite this, strategies for climate adaptation and mitigation pay insufficient attention to how care work is
impacted by the climate emergency. 
In order to tackle climate and care together, funders should commit resources and support to climate
initiatives that are both ‘care sensitive’ and have a ‘gender-transformative approach’. 
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It can be difficult to pin down the meaning of ‘care work’, as there is currently no consensus within
policy and practitioner circles. There are many ways to deliver care, ranging from formal paid care roles to
informal underpaid caregiving. Examples provided in this paper include collecting water for household use and
caring for sick or elderly members of the family/community. 

For the purpose of this Easy Digest, we define care work and the care economy as direct and indirect
unpaid care for people and living environments. Care work is essential for society and adds over $10.8
trillion to the world's economy each year, a figure three times larger than the care industry. Yet, it's often not
seen as 'real, productive work’ and is made largely invisible. [2] 

This invisibility comes from long-standing stereotypes that see care work as a natural part of women's
nurturing roles. As a result, society often overlooks the skills, effort, and economic value that caregivers
provide.

What is the care economy?

Written by Maya Patra
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Our previous Easy Digest on the links between climate change and gender explored how women and girls
disproportionately suffer the impacts of climate change. Similarly, care work is skewed along gender lines.
Globally, women and girls contribute more than 70% of the total global caregiving hours and perform more
than 75% of unpaid care work. [3]

This is due to deeply rooted gender norms that categorise what type of activity is socially acceptable for men
and women. In many countries, women are also given fewer chances for formal education, which can limit
their career options and reinforce expectations that they should primarily take on caregiving roles at home.

This perpetuates gender inequalities, creating a vicious cycle and reducing women’s chances to improve their
lives and finances. Research shows that girls who undertake a large amount of unpaid care work have lower
rates of school attendance than other girls. [4]

The climate crisis is not gender
blind and neither is the care crisis 
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How climate change exacerbates
the care burden

1. Increasing the difficulty of providing basic needs: 

The reduction in natural resources, such as water, due to climate events increases the time and effort women
have to spend on fulfilling basic household needs. It is estimated that by 2025, up to 2.4 billion people will be
living in areas without enough water. [5] An estimated 1.8 billion people worldwide rely on drinking water
from supplies off-premises, with women and girls primarily responsible for collecting water in seven out of ten
households. [6] Climate induced water scarcity forces women and girls in rural areas to walk longer and more
dangerous distances to collect water, with some spending up to six hours per day on this task alone. 
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2. Making care work more challenging and dangerous: 

Fragile food systems, environmental degradation, malnutrition and climate-related disease outbreaks increase
unpaid care work through causing greater demands and medical care needs, while also exposing caregivers to
greater risks. For example, caring for the sick increases the risk of human-to-human transmission of infectious
disease. In regions like Bangladesh that are highly vulnerable to climate-related cyclones, floods and rising sea
levels, there is a commensurate increase in the spread of water and mosquito-borne diseases, such as dengue,
malaria and cholera. [7] In addition, extreme weather events can lead to displacement, forcing caregivers to
provide care in makeshift shelters or temporary housing with limited access to basic resources. 

After the 2010 floods in Pakistan, many caregivers faced the challenge of tending to the injured and sick in
overcrowded camps with scarce clean water, sanitation facilities, and medical supplies, significantly
complicating their ability to deliver effective care. The stress of such situations can also lead to burnout among
caregivers, who are often already stretched thin.

3. Increasing unpaid care needs jeopardise education and employment: 

Climate impacts such as drought, deforestation, floods, heat waves and related resource scarcity are expected to
significantly increase the amount of unpaid care work required. This is particularly severe in contexts where
multiple crises (e.g. political conflict and pandemics) take place at the same time. [8] The increased amount of
time spent on care work pushes girls to drop out of school, ultimately increasing gender disparities in the
workforce. In 46 countries worldwide, 63% of girls reported an increase in household chores during the Covid-
19 pandemic, and one-in-five girls reported having too many chores to be able to learn. [9] Globally, an
estimated 606 million working-age women consider themselves unavailable for employment or are not seeking
a job because of unpaid care work, compared to only 41 million men. 
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Reconfiguring care can bring positive
impact for people and planet

Building community resilience to climate impacts

Effective care systems can build resilience to climate impacts by ensuring that vulnerable populations, such as
the elderly, children, and those with disabilities, are prioritised during extreme weather events. Well designed
care infrastructures help communities adapt to and withstand climate shocks. Additionally, good care systems
improve overall public health, which is crucial for coping with the physical and mental health challenges posed
by climate change, such as increased heat stress or the spread of climate-sensitive diseases. Cuba’s healthcare
model has been cited as an example of a care system that is universally accessible, focused on prevention with
one of the highest doctor-to-population ratios in the world, with approximately 8.4 doctors per 1,000 people.
[10,11]

Harnessing women’s contributions to climate action 

Women’s presence and leadership in climate decision making is associated with better outcomes. [12] For
example, countries with a larger share of women in Parliament are more prone to ratify environmental treaties
and adopt policies that address climate change. [13] In the workplace, a global study of 11,000 companies
found that women-led firms make more effort to curb emissions, are more likely to invest in renewable energy
and reduce the firm’s overall environmental impact. Alleviating the disproportionate burden of unpaid care
work on women frees up their time and energy, and they will be more able to engage in local, national and
global climate initiatives and climate-related decision making.

The climate-care nexus is a global issue 

Though climate change affects every part of the world, it disproportionately impacts low-income communities
in the Global South, especially those pursuing subsistence livelihoods. These communities can often experience
overlapping layers of exclusion and disadvantage due to factors such as caste, class, ethnicity, education level,
sexual orientation, disability, gender, nationality and poverty. Similarly, the care crisis is more pronounced in
rural, low-income areas of the Global South due to resource scarcity, weak social infrastructure and safety nets,
economic insecurity, agricultural labour demands, rigid cultural norms and marginalised communities' distinct
vulnerability to the impacts of climate change. 

Keeping this in mind, it is also important to remember that the climate-care nexus is transnational and that the
issues we are seeing in the Global South are also mirrored in the Global North. For example, in the UK, the
extreme weather events caused by climate change (with 9 out of the 10 hottest years on record occurring in the
last decade) [14]  have increased heat-related illnesses, mental health impacts, injuries and death. [15]
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Organisations that bridge climate and care

Climate Resilience for All, a gender-focused, global NGO dedicated to protecting people and
livelihoods from the multiple impacts of extreme heat. It has launched the Women’s Climate Shock
Insurance and Livelihoods Initiative (WCS) which is the first of its kind, designed in partnership with
SEWA and Swiss Re. WCS (India) combines insurance and cash to make up for lost income when
extreme heat makes it unsafe for women to work in the informal sector. 

FUNDAECO (Guatemala): Assists Mayan and Qʼeqchiʼ communities in conserving forests and
enhancing reproductive health, while empowering girls through leadership programmes

Enda Graf Sahel (Senegal): Supports women fishers in restoring mangroves and promotes gender equity
by reducing caregiving burdens and training women in leadership.

Mahila Housing Trust (India, Bangladesh, Nepal): Empowers women in flood-prone areas to lead
climate solutions, improve water access, and reduce caregiving burdens, fostering resilience.

Conclusion

The links between climate change and care demonstrate that transforming care is essential to build the
socially equitable and environmentally sustainable future we want. Addressing climate change and
supporting the care economy are interconnected goals that strengthen each other.
Climate change interventions should be designed to benefit unpaid and paid carers by valuing their work
and reducing (or at least not adding to) the responsibilities carried by caregivers, such as by investing in
social infrastructure and public services that provide and collectivise care work, particularly health care,
water, sanitation, and childcare. 
Above all, deep systemic change and a fundamental shift of what is considered ‘women’s work’ is
required. It’s time for us to care about care.
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https://www.climateresilience.org/
https://www.climateresilience.org/
https://www.climateresilience.org/wcs-50000women
https://www.climateresilience.org/wcs-50000women
https://www.climateresilience.org/wcs-50000women
https://fundaeco.org.gt/
https://ndcpartnership.org/knowledge-portal/good-practice-database/enda-graf-sahel
https://mahilahousingtrust.org/
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Climate philanthropy should integrate funding for both climate action and the care economy,
acknowledging their direct correlation as well as the gendered nature of care work. This
means supporting initiatives that address climate resilience while also enhancing the capacity
and resilience of the care sector. 
Funders should consider bringing the ‘5 Rs of unpaid care work’ into their climate funding:
recognise, reduce, redistribute, reward and represent. 
A large portion of care work, especially in domestic settings, is informal and unregulated, so
these care workers are excluded from labour protections and government assistance that
might be provided when climate related disasters strike. By working with organisations that
support these people, funders can fill a gap in support.  
Despite being essential for the wellbeing of society, the care economy is extremely
underappreciated, understudied and underinvested, especially in resource constrained
countries. As philanthropy is relatively risk tolerant, it can shift considerable resources
towards improving research and data, amplifying discussions and progress around the care-
climate nexus.

What does this mean for climate philanthropy?

Written by 
Impatience Earth 
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https://equalmeasures2030.org/blogs/recognising-the-unpaid-care-economy-for-a-gender-equal-future/#:~:text=The%205Rs%3A%20'recognize%2C%20reduce,for%20valuing%20unpaid%20care%20work.
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