
1.	 West and Central African societies rely on unpaid care work  
to prosper, but a disproportionate share of unpaid care falls primarily on 
women and girls

Women and girls spend 10 million hours every year

in West and Central Africa on household chores and care activities, from cooking and cleaning to fetching water and 
firewood, and caring for children and the elderly or sick family members.i 
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On average, in West Africa, women devote 3 to 5 times more time to unpaid care and domestic work than men.

Rural women in West and Central Africa are the most time-poor

Limited basic infrastructure increases unpaid care work in rural areas. 

	• Rural women and girls are responsible for collecting water in 6 households out of 10 in West 
and Central Africa. 

	• Rural women in Northern Senegal can devote up to 12 hours daily to unpaid work.

Climate-care nexus: climate change is intensifying 
women’s unpaid care

Via increase in time spent collecting wood and water as a result of deforestation, land degradation, 
and drought, or caring for the sick as a result of climate change-induced diseases.
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Unpaid care work is bound to increase over time in the region given the demographic dynamics. 

In 2030, in West and Central Africa, the time spent by women on unpaid  
care work will increase, if compared to 2023.

In 2030, women in the region will spend 2.8 times more time  
on unpaid care in comparison to men.ii

A rapidly growing young population and an increase in life expectancy  
will increase women’s unpaid care responsibilities: 

By 2050: there will be 133.4 million children under 4 in West and Central Africa

By 2050: there will be approximately 50 million individuals aged  
65 years and older.

2.	 Unpaid care impacts women’s and girls’ opportunities  
to participate in the economy and education

In West Africa, 28.24 million women who would like to work are jobless, compared to 
18.23 million men mainly due to unpaid care responsibilities.iii 

 
Intergenerational distribution of unpaid care and domestic work:

	• In Mali, girls produce almost three (3) times more care work time than boys. From the age of 
34 onwards, women’s participation in unpaid care and domestic work falls rapidly, indicating a 
transfer of responsibilities to younger members (especially girls) of the household.iv
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3.	 Investing in care is a win-win-win strategy that facilitates women’s 
economic participation and empowerment, contributes to growth, and 
makes societies more resilient and equal

Investing in the care sector can be a source of low carbon, decent jobs for all, and for women in particular,  
thus contributing to sustainable and inclusive growth. 

No. of jobs created by investing in universal childcare educationv : 
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4.	 Not caring about care is a missed opportunity for countries

Ignoring women’s obstacles to participate in the labour market linked to unpaid care duties costs countries in 
West and Central Africa between 6-10% of GDP. In a context of tight fiscal space, capturing this missed 
opportunity is critical.

GDP increase associated with economic valuation of women’s unpaid care work in selected countriesvi 
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A call for Action: What can you do if you care about care? 

If you are a Government

•	 In the short term, you can finance infrastructure to reduce unpaid care, from 
water, to hospitals, to universal childcare services. 

•	 You can also articulate a national (multi-stakeholder) dialogue on care to 
identify needs and priorities and how to integrate them in existing policies and 
plans or how to push for a national care reform. 

•	 In the medium terms, you can increase national budgets towards a recom-
mended 3-10% of national income for equitable quality public care services and 
gradually build the foundations of comprehensive care systems.

•	 At the local level, you can integrate care in local planning processes and 
investment plans. (Click here to check out an example based on the work of 
municipalities in Senegal). 

If you are the Private Sector 

•	 As an employer, you can adopt work life balance policies, and you can sign up to the 
Women Empowerment Principles that promote equality and diversity in the workplace

•	 As an investor, you can invest and support women-led businesses in the care sector.

If you are in Civil Society 

•	 Women groups and organizations can advocate for national policies to address unpaid 
care work and work with others to make the reform happen 

•	 Researchers can produce and disseminate evidence that shows the link between 
women’s unpaid care and development outcomes 

If you are a development partner 

•	 Support institutions doing research, data collection and capacity building of key actors 
in the area of care so that everyone in the care ecosystem can play their role 

•	 Prioritise care in your discussions with governments and introduce care reform targets 
in your budget support mechanisms 
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https://africa.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2023-04/20230323_Guidance Note-Unpaid_care_needs_LDP_Senegal_ENG_0.pdf
https://www.weps.org/


What UN Women does in West and Central Africa to transform care systems 

UN Women works with governments, women’s organizations, private sector and civil society to support care reform 
and develop care solutions adapted to women’s needs and the reality of West and Central Africa. We work on: 

Data collection and research to build the 
economic case for care reform and explore 
critical connections such as the care-climate 
nexus.

Social norms change, working closely 
with traditional leaders, men and youth 
to promote redistribution of unpaid care

Capacity building of stakeholders to formulate, 
implement and monitor policies and 
programmes to address care

Co-developing tailored care solutions 
with the private sector

Convening of multi-stakeholder spaces for policy 
dialogue and solution development in the area 
of care 

For more information: Please take a look at our website or contact us!
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