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Care, paid and unpaid, as a social and family responsibility –
INFORMAL CARERS

Please outline what you see as the key barriers/ obstacles and challenges to
gender equality under this them in law, policy and practice.

We know older people tend not to want formal care, they would rather stay in their
own homes for as long as possible. As a result of these factors and others, there is a
rapid increase in the demand for informal care (and indeed formal care). Informal care,
whereby a carer looks after family, partners, friends or neighbours in need of help
because they are ill, frail or have a disability without payment, is often provided instead
of formal long-term/nursing home care for the elderly. So while demands for informal
care is growing, supply is restricted. Supply of carers is restricted by social and
economic changes such as increased female labour force participation; delayed
retirements and migration, as well as changing family structures including smaller
families, decreased co-residence of elderly with their children and the decline in
traditional marriages and it is feared a shortage may arise.
Informal care may seem like a low cost solution to the increased demands on health
services but it is not. There are considerable opportunity costs associated with relying
on informal care. Informal care can exert considerable costs on the physical and
psychological health (Pinquart and Sörensen, 2003) as well as social well-being (Fast
et al., 1999) of the carer, owing to the negative relationship between informal caring
and carer’s health status (Lee et al., 2003, Mentzakis et al., 2009, Schulz and Beach,
1999). There are also social and economic opportunity costs (Carmichael and Charles,
2003), including foregone employment opportunities (Fast et al., 1999) for those
providing care. Previous research demonstrated that co-residential informal care does
compete with other activities such as employment and childcare (Mentzakis et al.,
2009). This is unsurprising given that informal carers are more likely to be women
(Carmichael and Charles, 2003), who are married and have lower levels of education
(McGee et al., 2008).
Our recent research on informal carers in Ireland investigated:
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1) relationship between employment and informal caregiving of the ederly (Walsh
& Murphy, 2018)
2) the effects of the type of care provided on informal caregivers’ well being (Walsh
& Murphy, 2019).
Using data from the 2009 Quarterly National Household Survey (QNHS) conducted by
the Irish Central Statistics Office (CSO), we investigated differences in employment
outcomes between carers and non-carers in Ireland. The results reveal that informal
carers in Ireland exhibit characteristics in line with what are traditionally seen as
informal carers: married, women aged over 40 years. Furthermore, there are
differences in employment outcomes between carers who provide more than 15 hours
care/week and non-carers. Those who provide more than 15 hours care per week are
less likely to be in employment compared to non-carers. These individuals were also
less likely to be actively seeking employment. Meanwhile, for those caring less than 15
hours per week we found there was no impact on employment outcomes.
The Quarterly National Household Survey (2009) also included a measure of cargiver
strain – The Caregiver Strain Index. We examined the association between caregiver
activities (measured using Activities of Daily Living (ADLs)) and caregiver strain. The
analysis found 60% of informal cargivers feel strained and different types of caregiving
assistance increase strain. Specifically female caregivers reported higher levels of
strain than male caregivers (there were more females in the sample). Also caregivers
who reside with those requiring care reported higher strain than those who live
seperately. Interestingly, older caregivers (over 65 years) were less likely to report
strain than those under 65. Also, caring for someone with a physical condition, a mental
condition, or both a physical and mental condition, increases caregiver strain.



Implications

The results of our research (Walsh & Murphy (2018) (2019)) suggest a worrying trend for
the future supply of informal carers. While informal care appears to be a “cheap” solution
from the health and social care budget for elder care, the supply of informal carers is limited
and unsustainable.
Obviously, the availability of supports and policies where the informal caring is taking place
matters. In Ireland appropriate policies and greater supports are needed for those who wish
to remain in full-time employment and also provide care to the elderly who wish to reside at
home. There is an opportunity now for the Irish Government and adult children in Ireland to
avoid or at least minimize the crisis associated with excess demand for informal carers, by
learning from other countries and acting on this forecasted supply issue.
The duty to act is twofold. Where possible, adult children (men and women) should start
conversations with their aging parents now to identify their expectations and desires as they
age and require help, as well as contemplating financial considerations. In addition, the
Government needs to consider practical measures to support aging members of the
population and their potential informal carers. In line with 2013 EU Regulations, initiatives
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have been implemented in the case of parental leave. Similar initiatives could be developed
to assist carers in full time employment so as discourage them from dropping out of the
labour market which would have longer term costs to the economy and society.
Policies aiming to create sustainable long-term care systems are important challenges for
most high-income countries, including Ireland. Evidence demonstrates that when social
policy and care systems are appropriate, caregiving has a less detrimental effect, as
experienced in Nordic countries (Hansen et al 2013). Given the peristence of tradition gender
roles, responsibility for this care, particularly in family settings, lies with women and so
policies/supports designed need to be fit for purpose.
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Care, paid and unpaid, as a social and family responsibility –
PARENTS

Please outline what you see as the key barriers/ obstacles and challenges to
gender equality under this them in law, policy and practice.

The austerity budgets and public sector reforms in recent years did reduce the deficit
and debt but at a significant cost; public services shrank and lack of investment has
resulted in social problems, including rising poverty levels, economic stress,
homelessness and persistent excess budgets in key areas such as health and welfare
(MacCarthaigh, 2017, Williams et al., 2017). Furthermore, these measures hindered
progress in creating family enhancing policies; the effects of which are not yet known
but we suspect could have long term consequences on dependency and replacement
rates. Also, commentators suspect many of the austerity policies perused may have an
unacknowledged, yet a significantly negative impact from a gender equality
perspective (Barry and Conroy, 2013).
While female labour force participation in Ireland has increased substantially since
removal of the Marriage Bar in 1973 it is still below the EU average (80.1%) (Eurostat,
2019b, Martyn, 2019). One reason for this may be from ambiguous policy principles as
to whether women are encouraged to be in the labour market or stay at home (Barry
and Conroy, 2013); and a welfare system that is a mixed hybrid model of private market
action and women (largely) providing unpaid care and support in the family. Even
during the Celtic Tiger decent and affordable childcare, after school facilities, and elder
care supports were scarce and the situation worsened post-recession with severe
austerity measures that placed pressure on primary carers (mainly women)
transferring paid work to unpaid (Barry and Conroy, 2013).
We recently conducted research examining the factors affecting parents’ wellbeing
using data from the European Social Survey (2006/07; 2010/11 and 2016/17) (Walsh
& Murphy, 2019). Specifically, we examined the effect of parenthood on life satisfaction
and investigate if the effect is experienced differently by mothers and fathers, for those
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with children of various ages, and for parents that are working. Results of our study
suggest working parents of children aged between 5 and 12 are more dissatisfied with
life thus suggesting the beneficial impact on life satisfaction of having children is
eroded for working parents. Also results indicate that individual parent derive
satisfaction with life when their partner is working, however, when both parents are
employed significant negative effects on individual life satisfaction are evident.
When we examine results by gender interesting differences emerge. In particular, the
children’s age matters; both mothers and fathers with children under the age of 12 are
significantly more satisfied with life; although this positive effect on life satisfaction of
mothers with children under the age of 4 is weaker than for fathers. The analysis finds
only fathers derive some life satisfaction from having children between the ages of 13
and 18. Gender differences emerge again when we consider working parents. Working
mothers with child(ren) aged between 5 and 12-years old report significantly reduced
life satisfaction. So, it appears the beneficial impact on life satisfaction of having
children of primary school going age is eroded for working parents and persists for
mothers when we separate by gender. Interestingly, the results suggest that when both
parents are working it is only the life satisfaction of mothers that is negatively affected.


Implications

We realise a complex relationship between employment and parenthood exists given
the demands on working parents in terms of their time and financial resources. Our
study (Walsh & Murphy, 2019) finds that any benefits parents derive in the form of
higher life satisfaction from having young children appear to be eroded for working
parents and children’s age matters. In particular one group stands out, parents of 5 to
12-year olds. This may be linked to lack of afterschool facilities and childcare options.
As the Irish economy recovers and heads towards full employment, the results of this
study suggest working parents, and specifically working mothers, may experience
negative effects on their life satisfaction. Moreover, as our results suggest when both
parents are working it is mothers’ life satisfaction that is most negatively affected.
It appears from our study that gender differences exist, and trade-offs are made in dualearner households with the burden being felt by mothers more than fathers. These
trade-offs force parents essentially to choose to be either “poor and happy” in a single
income household or “rich and miserable” as part of a dual-income unit (Pollmann‐
Schult, 2014). If the current barriers to decent and affordable childcare and after school
care (Barry and Conroy, 2013) persist, the problem is likely to worsen and have greater
effects for working women.
This has worrying personal implications for parents who participate in the labour
force. While in the longer-term concerns arise with respect to dependency ratios and
replacement rates if individuals decide to opt-out of having children due to the negative
effects on their life satisfaction.
These issues could be prevented, or their effects lessened, through effective family
policies, that would should not make nonparents worse off. We acknowledge Ireland
has some good and decent long-established child related policies. Traditional these
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were in terms of universal financial supports for parents (the child benefit allowance),
however progress is being made in terms of paternity leave and early childhood
education, albeit progress on the latter is particularly slow. However, these are mainly
focused on the pre-school years. As the results of our study show a greater focus on
policies for working parents of school going children is warranted to mitigate future
issues and promote female labour force participation and tackle declining fertility
issues.

This research was previously presented at the following conferences:
1. Walsh, E., Murphy, A., (2019) Investigating Life Satisfaction amongst Irish Parents.
Oral Presentation at 14th Workshop on Costs and Assessment in Psychiatry ‘The
Value of Mental Health Services’, Venice, March 2019.
2. Walsh, E., Murphy, A., (2019) Investigating Life Satisfaction in Ireland PostRecession: Are Working Parents Worse Off? Oral Presentation at Irish Economic
Association Annual Conference, Cork, May 2019
3. Walsh, E., Murphy, A., (2018) An analysis of parents’ life satisfaction in Ireland –
evidence from the European Social Survey 2016. Oral Presentation at ERSA. Cork.
Aug 2018.
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