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The European Care Strategy was launched by 

the European Commission in 2022. It is the first 

Strategy developed by the EU on the topic of 

care and it aims to strengthen the resilience of 

European care systems and improve the 

conditions of care givers and care receivers. 

Key areas of action include working conditions 

and work-life balance, quality and accessible 

services, upskilling and reskilling and gender 

equality.  

 

The core of the Strategy consists of two 

proposals for Council Recommendations on 

two key areas: early childhood education and 

care and access to affordable high-quality long-

term care. These proposals provide the policy 

frameworks to deliver reforms and increase 

investment in the sector. 

 

This briefing outlines the most relevant 

initiatives of the Strategy for organisations and 

associations working with persons with 

disabilities and on long-term care. EPR 

monitors the development of these initiatives 

and keeps members updated and engaged on 

them. 

 

Care is a pressing issue 
The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the 

European care systems strongly influenced the 

efforts for this new Strategy. The pandemic has 

exposed and worsened the structural 

weaknesses of care systems, highlighting the 

need to strengthen them and make them more 

resilient.    

 

However, the Strategy takes into account and 

aims to tackle also other important challenges 

faced in Europe. Strong demographic change is 

taking place, leading to an overall ageing of the 

European population. This is increasing the 

demand for care and stressing the need for 

active ageing policies that better integrate older 

people in society. At the same time, there is a 

chronic lack of workforce which makes it 

increasingly difficult to meet such demand. 

Poor working conditions, low wages and the 

pressures caused by the pandemic are the 

main reasons why many care workers are 

leaving their jobs. 

 

A key challenge specific to the care sector is 

the gender issue (see box 1), as women make 

up for the majority of professionals and informal 

carers and homecare often prevent them from 

participating in the labour market.  

 

All these challenges call for a re-resourcing and 

re-planning of the European care systems. 

Despite the great diversity of contexts in 

Europe, long-term care is a pressing fiscal and 

policy issue for many national governments, 

which risks becoming financially unsustainable 

due to the shrinking labour force in the face of 

higher demand.  

 

The policy framework 
The Care Strategy is linked to broader 

European and international policy frameworks. 

At European level, the Strategy strongly 

supports the implementation of the European 

Pillar of Social Rights, the key policy framework 

for employment and social policies in Europe. 

In particular, it contributes to Principle 9 on the 

right of parents and people with caring 

responsibilities to work-life balance; Principle 

11 on children’s right to affordable early 

childhood education and care; and Principle 18 

on the right to access quality and affordable 

long-term care, especially community-based 

services and homecare1.  

                                            
1
 https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-

policy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-
people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-

 

https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
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The Care Strategy also complements other 

European strategies. On the topic of childhood, 

it creates together with the EU Strategy on the 

Rights of the Child and EU Child Guarantee a 

comprehensive framework for the protection of 

children’s rights. By focusing on improving 

accessibility of services and shifting from 

institutionalised care to community-based care, 

the Strategy also supports the implementation 

of the EU Disability Strategy and the broader 

international framework set by the UN 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities. Moreover, it supports the 

achievement of fair and inclusive green and 

digital transitions, which are set to make the 

Union more sustainable, resilient, prosperous 

and fair for all.  

  

1. The gender issue in care 

According to the statistics provided by the 

Strategy, 90% of the care workforce consists of 

women. Many of them are domestic workers 

with precarious jobs and very low wages. 

Inadequate care services have a greater impact 

on women as they still bear most of the informal 

care responsibilities. This affects their work-life 

balance and limits their options to be in the 

labour market. In fact, 7.7 million women in 

Europe do not participate in the labour market 

due to unpaid care responsibilities compared to 

450.000 men2. This widens the gender 

employment gap, as well as the pay gap and 

pension gap between men and women. 

The Strategy aims to address this issue by 

combating stereotypes, introducing measures 

for better working conditions and work-life 

balance in the care sector to attract more 

workforce. A useful instrument already 

available is the Work-life Balance Directive3, 

which for instance introduces rights to family 

leave and more flexible working arrangements 

for parents and carers in order to promote 

equal sharing of responsibilities. 

                                                                       
social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-
principles_en  
2
 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0440  
3
 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32019L1158  

An integrated approach to care 
The Strategy takes an integrated and holistic 

approach to care, addressing the needs of the 

whole population from childhood to older age. 

Care is seen as a continuum where different 

types of services follow an individual through 

time and adapt to meet their changing needs. 

The effective integration of services, ranging 

from healthcare to informal care, community-

based care or residential care, can have a 

positive impact on healthcare costs and 

alleviate the burden on healthcare facilities.   

 

Quality of care services 
The Strategy reflects core EU concepts such as 

human rights, the right to good quality care for 

all, independent living and person-centred 

services. It highlights that high-quality care 

benefits everyone. Early childhood education 

facilitates employment opportunities in 

adulthood, contributing to reducing inequalities 

and the risks of poverty. Quality person-centred 

long-term care instead enables older people to 

keep their autonomy and live in dignity, while 

supporting the transition from institutional care 

to homecare and community-based settings.  

 

Ensuring quality services all across the EU is 

the key overall objective of the Strategy. 

Significant efforts must be made, since such 

services remain out of reach for many people, 

including persons with disabilities and other 

vulnerable groups. The Strategy stresses the 

need for high-quality standards applicable to 

both public and private service providers, 

including quality assurance, enforcement and 

monitoring mechanisms.  

 

Affordability and accessibility 
Lack of affordability is a major challenge both in 

childhood education and long-term care and 

leads to unfair access to care. In a similar way, 

lack of accessibility means that people in need 

of care are not provided with the right means to 

benefit from the services available. This is 

particularly relevant for persons with 

disabilities, who often face physical barriers 

when accessing care services, but it can affect 

also people living in rural and remote areas.  

https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0440
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0440
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32019L1158
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32019L1158
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Proposal for a Council 

recommendation on the revision 

of the Barcelona targets 
The Barcelona targets were introduced in 2002 

to encourage Member States to increase 

participation in early childhood education and 

care to facilitate women’s labour market 

participation and enhance the social and 

cognitive development of children, in particular 

for those in vulnerable situations or from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. The proposed 

revision will make these targets more ambitious 

to increase progress and convergence among 

Member States.  

 

According to the proposed targets, by 2030 at 

least 50% of children below age 3 and at least 

96% of children between 3 and mandatory 

school age should be in early childhood 

education and care4. The revision takes into 

account the intensity of participation in 

education (at least 25 hours for children below 

3 and 35 for children between 3 and 

compulsory school age) and the participation of 

children from disadvantaged backgrounds, with 

the aim to close the gap for children at risk of 

poverty or social exclusion. 

 

Proposal for a Council 

recommendation on high-quality 

long-term care 
The second proposal for a Council 

Recommendation covers the topic of long-term 

care. Taking into account the challenges 

mentioned above, it invites Member States to 

improve the availability and accessibility of 

long-term care services and strengthen social 

protection, as well as to set quality assurance 

guidance to ensure that services provided are 

of high-quality5. The proposal also calls on 

Member States to provide more upskilling and 

                                            
4
 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52022DC0442&fr
om=EN  
5
 https://eur-

lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:c77be4d8-
2f5e-11ed-975d-
01aa75ed71a1.0018.02/DOC_1&format=PDF  

reskilling opportunities to care workers and take 

action to improve their working conditions, 

including informal carers. 

 

Better working conditions for 

care workers 
The Strategy highlights the need to make the 

care sector more attractive, especially by 

improving working conditions and wages and 

providing education and training. Poor working 

conditions of care workers are one of the major 

challenges, as they hamper retention and 

recruitment of much needed staff. The situation 

has worsened due to the pandemic, but it is 

particularly bad for domestic workers, who 

sometimes work undeclared and are denied 

basic labour rights. On this point, the Strategy 

invites Member States to ratify and comply with 

the ILO Convention 1896, which sets out 

standards for decent working conditions for 

domestic workers. At the moment, only 8 

Member States have ratified the Convention.  

 

The Commission will also review the application 

of EU standards on working conditions, 

including for live-in carers, and work to increase 

the opportunities for social dialogue at EU and 

national level for the care sector, given that in 

many Member States social services and large 

parts of the care workforce are not properly 

represented in social dialogue processes. 

 

Upskilling and reskilling 
Given the chronic staff shortages, the Strategy 

aims to support not only recruitment of new 

professionals, but also the retention of those 

already in the sector through upskilling and 

reskilling. Opportunities in initial education and 

in professional development need to be 

provided to all kinds of staff and include digital 

skills. The Commission will investigate together 

with Cedefop, the European Centre for the 

Development of Vocational Training7, the 

current and future trends and skills needs in 

order to help deliver up-to-date training. Thanks 

                                            
6
 https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---

ed_protect/---protrav/---
travail/documents/publication/wcms_168266.pdf   
7
 https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52022DC0442&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52022DC0442&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52022DC0442&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:c77be4d8-2f5e-11ed-975d-01aa75ed71a1.0018.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:c77be4d8-2f5e-11ed-975d-01aa75ed71a1.0018.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:c77be4d8-2f5e-11ed-975d-01aa75ed71a1.0018.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:c77be4d8-2f5e-11ed-975d-01aa75ed71a1.0018.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_168266.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_168266.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_168266.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en


  

 

The EU Disability Strategy – Short Briefing 

to the Pact for Skills, it will also promote the 

creation of a skills partnership for the long-term 

care sector. EU funding programmes like 

Erasmus+ and the Digital programme will be 

used to provide specific training opportunities 

for health and care workers on digital skills. 

 

2. Informal care 
The Strategy points out that 52 million people 

provide informal long-term care to family 

members or friends in the EU, making up 80% 

of total long-term care providers8. The 

pandemic caused a disruption in community-

based services provision, increasing the 

demand for homecare. Due to a lack of 

capacity and resources, this led to a surge of 

family caring and increased gender inequality.  

 

The Strategy recognises that informal carers 

are subject to negative effects of care provision 

in terms of mental health and income. It 

stresses the need to invest more in the sector 

to ensure that people with caring 

responsibilities have a better work-life balance 

and can carry on with their professional lives, 

and that informal care becomes “a choice 

rather than a necessity”9.  

Member States are invited to work on policies 

formalising informal care and on support 

measures such as counselling, psychological 

support and respite care, as well as more 

training opportunities for informal carers. 
 

The digital transition 
The Strategy places a great focus on the 

relevance of the digital transition in long-term 

care systems. It stresses that access to 

innovative digital tools such as assistive 

technologies, artificial intelligence, robotics and 

telemedicine can improve both the quality of 

care and the working conditions of care 

workers.  

However, in order to fully exploit the potential of 

technology, it is essential that carers can 

access training on digital skills and that these 

                                            
8
 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0440  
9
 Ibid. 

tools are affordable and accessible to 

everyone, including persons with disabilities or 

living in remote areas. Supporting the exchange 

of good practices is also key to promote the 

uptake of innovative technology. For this 

reason, the Commission will finance a 

knowledge hub for innovative digital solutions in 

health and care services and increase funding 

opportunities to encourage Member States to 

mainstream digital solutions in the design and 

implementation of care policies. 

 

Sustainability of the care sector 
Long-term care is a pressing fiscal issue for 

many Member States. Public expenditure for 

long-term care is expected to rise to 2.5% of 

GDP by 205010, but there are strong differences 

among countries. The Strategy points out that 

sustainable financing of the care sector needs 

to be improved through the development of an 

integrated governance framework, monitoring 

and well-targeted resources that can improve 

cost-effectiveness.  

 

To do this, Member States can access a range 

of EU funds, such as the European Social Fund 

Plus, the European Regional Development 

Fund, the Just Transition Fund, Horizon Europe 

and the Digital programme. The Recovery and 

Resilience Facility is another essential 

instrument used by many national governments 

to strengthen the long-term care sector. 

 

For more information 

Consult the official document of the EU 

Disability Strategy  on the European 

Commission’s website here.  

 
 
Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions 
expressed are however those of the author(s) only 
and do not necessarily reflect those of the European 
Union or the European Commission. Neither the 
European Union nor the granting authority can be 
held responsible for them. 

                                            
10

 Ibid. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0440
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0440
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=26014&langId=en

