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SUMMARY
This report is part of a series of knowledge products 
developed to strengthen social protection for the pan-
demic response.1 It is focused on rethinking the care 
economy and empowering women.   

This report presents a thematic regional analysis 
of unpaid work in Eastern Europe and Central Asia 
(EECA) and the resulting empowerment women gain 
when their responsibility for such work is reduced. 
The report focuses on Albania, Azerbaijan, Bosnia 
& Herzegovina, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Kosovo,2 Montenegro, North Macedonia, Republic 
of Moldova, Serbia, Turkey, Ukraine and Uzbekistan. 
Apart from three country case studies (on Kyrgyzstan, 
Republic of Moldova and Serbia) the other reports in 
the series cover the 56 UNECE member States, inclu-
ding the countries of Europe and countries in North 
America (Canada and United States), Central Asia 
(Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan) and Western Asia (Israel). 

A key feature of the EECA region is its demographic 
transition from population growth to population age-
ing. In the 20 years between 1995-2000 and 2015-2020, 
the total fertility rate remained below replacement 
level, increasing marginally from 1.7 to 1.8 live births 
per woman aged 15 to 49. Over the same time period, 
the share of persons aged 65 years or older increased 
from 13 to 17 per cent. These demographic changes 
have significant implications for care work.

Countries in the region are very diverse, ranging from 
energy-exporting economies to landlocked countries. 
The region’s variety of social welfare systems tend to 
have weak universal social protection systems and 
social benefit schemes. Notwithstanding significant 
commonalities, women’s experiences also vary signi-
ficantly among and within these countries and across 
age, class, ethnicity and other dimensions of inequa-
lity. Historically, some countries have had high rates of 

1	 The UNECE - UN Women series: Rethinking Care Economy and Empowering Women for Building back Better forms part of a col-
laboration by wider UN Development Account tranche 13 project: Strengthening Social Protection for Pandemic Response. The 
project aims at strengthening national capacities to design and implement social policies for rapid recovery from COVID-19 and for 
increased resilience to future exogenous shocks. The UN Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) and the UN Women Regional 
Office for Europe and Central Asia collaborated to implement the project for the region.

2	 All references to Kosovo shall be understood to be in the context of UN Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999).
3	 A time use survey is a specialized type of household survey that collects information on how people allocate their time to different 

tasks and activities.

female labour force participation and investment in 
universal, public childcare. However, these shrunk in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s during the transition 
to market economies and the dismantling of public 
services and public employment. Further, even in the 
context of full female labour market participation, 
women remained responsible for unpaid work, with 
housework and childcare seen as ‘women’s work’. 

Unpaid work is recognized as a critical barrier to 
gender equality and women’s economic and social 
empowerment. Formally categorized as non-market 
work, unpaid work is not included in gross domestic 
product (GDP) calculations and remains invisible to 
decision- and policymakers. Social and cultural gen-
dered norms related to unpaid care work remain 
stubbornly entrenched. 

While the ‘men as breadwinners’ and ‘women as 
caregivers’ model may not be universal, it is still the 
normative construct for gender relations in the EECA 
region. Similar to other regions across the world, 
women in the EECA region undertake the majority 
of unpaid work; in no country is unpaid work equally 
shared by women and men. 

Nine countries in the EECA region have conducted at 
least one time use survey between 2008 and 2015.3 
The surveys have shown that, on average across the 
region, women devote five hours per day to unpaid 
work. In contrast, men devote an average of two hours 
per day on unpaid work. This gender gap in unpaid 
work varies widely among countries; depending on 
the country, women spend from 1.5 to 4 times as much 
time as men do on unpaid work. Moreover, while men 
work longer hours in paid employment, women con-
tinue to work longer total hours than men do overall, 
bearing a ‘double burden’ or ‘second shift’. 
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This report examines four pathways that influence 
and shape women’s disproportionate responsibility for 
unpaid work and that affect women’s empowerment. 
These pathways are: access to, and opportunities in, 
the labour market; social and cultural norms; social 
care infrastructure; and the legal and institutional 
environment (including social protection and emp-
loyment rights). These pathways intersect with the 
social, political and economic context of the EECA, 
which shapes — and is shaped by — country-specific 
characteristics of countries within the region. Such 
characteristics include the importance of urban-ru-
ral differences, the extent of migration, the informal 
economy, youth unemployment, the heterogeneity of 
women’s experiences, ethnicity and socioeconomic 
group.

Participation in the labour market is a key source of 
economic empowerment. Male labour force partici-
pation rates in the EECA region are similar to global 
rates. In contrast, there is considerable variation for 
women, even though historically their participation in 
paid employment has been high in some EECA count-
ries. Central Asia had a subregional average women’s 
labour force participation rate of 70 per cent. Eastern 
Europe had an average of 84 per cent, with the lowest 
level in the Republic of Moldova at 54 percent. 

Industrial and occupational segregation by gender is a 
typical feature of labour markets, and the EECA labour 
markets are no exception. Despite increases in wo-
men’s workforce participation, women are more likely 
to be employed in casual, poorly paid/undervalued 
and insecure work. Part-time employment among 
women in the EECA region remains low (with the 
exception of Azerbaijan and Armenia), which leads to 
many women turning to the informal sector to seek 
shorter employment hours. 

Since the mid-1990s, all EECA countries have made 
progress in adopting gender equality mechanisms, 
including legislation and policies aimed at advancing 
women’s empowerment and achieving greater gender 
equality in different spheres of social life. Particular 
attention has been paid to legislation and the elimi-
nation of discriminatory practices to address specific 
problems, such as gender-based violence and sexual 
harassment in the workplace. Despite this progress, 
some women in the EECA region continue to face high 
levels of discrimination in social norms, and there re-
mains a substantial gap between changing attitudes 
and gender roles in practice. In 2018, survey research 

from Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and Georgia found that a majority of participants 
agreed that it “is a mother’s responsibility to change 
diapers, feed and bathe children.”

The gendered impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is 
clear both in terms of women’s employment as well 
as in the intensification of unpaid care. Women have 
been affected more than men by pandemic-related 
unemployment, reduced working hours and the loss 
of wages. These effects have been more pronounced 
among women living in Southern and Eastern Europe 
than among their Western European counterparts. 
Similarly, the incomes of women working in the in-
formal sector having declined dramatically. Analysis 
by UN Women on COVID-19 and informal workers’ 
lost income estimates that they lost an average of 70 
per cent of their income in Europe and Central Asia. 
Further, as the crisis unfolded in the EECA region, 
millions of people left cities and returned to rural 
areas. This had two consequences: it intensified rural 
women’s unpaid care and domestic work burden and 
it exposed the reliance of wealthier countries and fa-
milies on migrant women workers for social and care 
services.

In relation to the intensification of unpaid care work, 
much greater numbers of women than men have 
reported doing more household chores and spending 
more time on unpaid care work since the start of the 
pandemic. In the EECA region, 70 per cent of women 
spent more time on at least one unpaid domestic 
work activity, compared to 59 per cent of men, althou-
gh this varies across subregions. The increase in time 
spent on domestic work for women has been particu-
larly high in Kyrgyzstan and North Macedonia.

The report concludes with policy recommendations 
that prioritize the importance of unpaid work as a bar-
rier to women’s economic empowerment. Removing 
or ameliorating this barrier will require specific inter-
ventions in three key areas: the labour market, the 
social care infrastructure and gender-specific social 
norms. While significant progress is required across 
all these fronts, the most effective policy intervention 
to empower women through reducing unpaid work 
is the provision of institutionalized, high-quality, af-
fordable childcare, especially for young children. This 
reduction in women’s unpaid care work responsibili-
ties will facilitate their labour force participation and 
will help create job opportunities. 
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In the labour market, greater flexibility in work patter-
ns (e.g. part-time/reduced hours, flexible scheduling, 
shorter work weeks) is necessary to encourage a more 
equal distribution of unpaid work at the family level 
and to help women and men find a better work-life ba-
lance. This can be supported with paid parental leave 
for both women and men accompanied by non-trans-
ferable paternity leave. 

There also needs to be wider investment to address 
labour-intensive aspects of unpaid work that thwart 
women’s empowerment and impact on their time. 
For example, investing in sustainable agriculture and 
rural development will reduce rural-urban inequali-
ties, rural poverty, food insecurity and will reduce the 
ongoing depopulation of rural areas. 

Although deep-seated social and cultural norms rela-
ted to gender roles are slow to change, they are not 
intractable. Progress towards gender equality through 
the redistribution of unpaid work would allow men to 
benefit from new employment and family responsi-
bility arrangements. Essential to this is revaluing and 
destigmatizing unpaid work, which will disrupt the 
current gender, racialized and class underpinnings 
of household and care work. Achieving these long-o-
verdue changes will unlock the potential of women’s 
economic empowerment. 
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