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Introduction  

Over thousands of years humanity has survived and flourished in three ways, through 

distribution/production in the market economy, through redistribution primarily via  state mechanisms 

and by reciprocity in societal community, and kin based interdependent relationships.  Around 500 years 

ago a new mode of production shifted the focus of the market economy, from servicing need based on 

use value, to an exchange mechanism  aimed at extracting surplus value in the form of profit.  Private 

market based delivery today is dominated by delivery mechanisms where the primary motivation is 

extracting profit. Extracting profit from care relations, requires that care is commodified and given a 

market value, a process that is not only costly but denies our relational ontology, our fundamental 

humanity and interdependence.    

In Ireland, with 70% of childcare and 85% of elder care delivered through the private for profit market, 

we have overstressed the role of the private market as our primary care infrastructure. This lack of 

balance, and over marketisation or commodification of care and welfare,  has amplified the care crises 

and intensified the scale of care penalties experienced by women particularly racially minoritized and 

working class women, intensifying structural inequality in a low waged care economy.  

Policy needs to be better balanced in relation to enabling a spectrum of care across the life cycle, with 

positive consequences for gender equality.  I focus here on advancing care end gender equality through  

a two pronged approach, a universal care service that approaches care provision from the perspective of 

those caring and those being cared for, and a form of income support, Participation Income,   that values 

and enables provision of a less formal type of care associated with reciprocity and our mutual  

interdependence,.  Having defined care I outline the problem, an overly marketized for-profit dominated 

care infrastructure, I then outline the solution, a state  led model of universal care services with mixed 

provision, and a participation income to support less formal care. 

  

Defining care   

The word ‘care’ has to work hard – Ireland has 40 shades of Green, Eskimos have 40-50 words for snow,  

yet humanity has few words (in the English language) that  help us articulate care. We often mean 

different things when we speak of care.   The function of care is central to all our lives but also unpins the 

economy and ecology we live in. For practical purposes here care is understood as primarily child and 

elder care,  encompassing expenditure of time and money in families and communities, it is formal and 

informal, paid and unpaid.  

The key to equality in care services is a gender-neutral distribution across paid and unpaid care. Childcare 

is also vital for an environmentally sustainable world, and its provision as a collective good enhances 

equality, overcoming childhood disadvantage and enabling poorer households to use scarce money to 

meet other needs. Security in childhood along with education is recognised as generic ‘satisfiers’ of basic 



early human needs,  while access to decent work is an essential adult need and childcare is central to each 

of these needs. (Coote 2022). Childcare can contribute to ecological sustainability in different ways, 

preventing various kinds of harm that would otherwise impair people’s wellbeing or require costly and 

often resource-intensive interventions by a range of public agencies (Aked et al, 2009).   

 

The problem:  Negative consequences of Ireland’s a marketized care model  

This welcome process of revaluing care has to deeply interrogate the place and role of profit as a 

mechanism to deliver care. This is not an argument against private delivery, but an argument against 

policy that facilitates the generation of excessive profit from meeting peoples basic care needs. Child and 

elder care  everywhere is provided by a mix of for-profit, public and voluntary organisations, while systems 

of childcare vary according to the balance across state, society and the market, and in the degree to which 

childcare is accessible and affordable. Care penalties are common impacting on wage inequality,  and on 

pay and pension gaps (Folbre, 2020, p 186).    In Ireland the balance is wrong across state/market/society 

and across paid and unpaid care. The   consequences of commodification of care impact on both quality 

of care in terms of the needs of care recipients and pay and conditions of workers. For-profit provision is 

associated with increased cost and decreased quality, and when combined with a demand-led, fee-paying 

system, there are issues of excessive fees, affordability, and inequality of access (Penn, 2014,p  453). 

We need to be realistic that an enhanced role for civil society and the state offers no silver bullet.  We 

tend to contrast the respective roles of state, market and society (community and voluntary sector 

delivery)  but doing so can underplay the diversity within each broad sector and the truth that Irish women 

and children have experienced  negative care in each sector (the list is long and need not be repeated 

here, but includes the most egregious harms to people, particularly the most vulnerable). At the same 

time  there are wonderful  historical and contemporary examples of private sector, state and societal  

investment in and delivery of essential services including housing, transport, childcare and health services 

to workers, families and local communities. There is huge variation in roles across societal non-profit,  civic 

and voluntary actors in terms of motive, intention, and methods of working. There are many positive 

outcomes, but also examples of corruption, inefficiencies and ineffective delivery. Similarly the state has 

played different roles over time in provision of services, moving over time to establish agencies and 

commissioning processes  to separate  the role of delivery from government department (sometimes 

motivated by ideology,  but also by real weaknesses in state provision, and political  blame avoidance 

strategies).  

 Increasingly market  economy private sector childcare dominate provisions.  Government has incentivised 

private providers,  promoting an economic model based on high fees and low wages. 75% of childcare and 

85% of elder care is now commodified,  with consequences for affordability, accessibility, standards, staff 

ratios and poor pay and working conditions for the predominantly female and often migrant staff. 

Ireland’s care model was brutally  exposed in the  pandemic faultlines. The largely privatized care 

infrastructure was ill-equipped to meet societal needs and impacts on quality, with negative 

consequences for care recipients, women’s participation in the labour force and low paid care workers.   

Market and state failures are absorbed through the community and family and primarily by women.   
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https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2019/2019-04-02_spotlight-mind-the-care-gap-exposing-the-health-system-s-vulnerability-to-the-gap-between-family-care-provision-and-anticipated-demand_en.pdf
https://www.siptu.ie/media/media_22670_en.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/publications/caring-and-unpaid-work-in-ireland
https://www.esri.ie/publications/caring-and-unpaid-work-in-ireland
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS73.pdf
https://www.unicef.ie/2021/06/18/affordable-quality-childcare-inaccessible-in-many-of-worlds-wealthiest-countries-unicef-report/


The pay and conditions of female care workers in Ireland reflect a macro political economy characterized 

by a liberal low tax effort with poor public service provision,  relatively light touch employment regulations 

and a gendered welfare and tax regime. All combine to create a vicious cycle which reinforces reliance on 

the low paid market with poor  employment conditions in the care (and other) sectors..  With one of the 

highest rates of low pay in the OECD,  care workers, particularly women, migrants and young people,  live 

in a condition of flex-insecurity with precarious jobs and without the cushion of a strong welfare state.   

Difficult and dangerous labour conditions in the long-term care sector are exacerbated by privatization.  

Despite requirements for third level qualifications,  the care sector and its 98% female workers lack pay 

scales and career structures and 61% live on less than the living wage (Barry, 2021 ). Policy has also sought 

to commodify some women including lone parents pushing them  to seek full‐time work with little 

exception for care responsibilities and in the context of poor public or state childcare provision.  Ireland 

leans heavily on  reciprocity – household, women, grandparents, and informal community - to perform 

largely unpaid care work.  Woman’s capacity to absorb care needs is seen as an infinite elastic resource.  

Ireland’s male bread winner  gendered welfare and tax system familialises these women  (assigning many 

women dependent status). 

  

The solution a ‘careful‘ state with universal basic care services and Participation Income   

The solution lies in a ‘ careful state’, that values and practices care as a right, not in a binary of givers and 

receivers,  but as a universal phenomena, where we can all care and we are all cared for. A prescriptive 

view of a careful state rebalances care delivery across state, market, and society with two key tools ,  a 

state  led model of universal care services with mixed provision, and a participation income to support 

less formal care.  A state led universal care service means care delivered across a variety of actors and 

with the role of the state as regulator of pay, conditions, fees, governance and quality,  and as funder, 

planner and monitor of child and elder care.  A Participation Income is  a form of income support that 

allows all socially valued care to be enabled or rewarded.   These tools enable a  universal care continuum 

across the life cycle, based on our reciprocal interdependence care.    The key is socially valuing care work, 

including self care,  so it has status and so care entitlement can be accessed through collaborative 

collective processes, rather than competitive markets. These different sides of the same coin are now 

discussed in turn and in brief, the references below can fill in gaps for readers who want to know more.  

Universal Basic Services (UBS)i   

The concept of UBS has wide-ranging potential across all essential needs, enabling care beyond the 

boundaries of public and private spheres, and across child, adult, and elder care.   The role of the state is 

central in some but not all delivery, and as regulator of pay, conditions, fees, governance and quality,  

planner, monitor and funder of diverse services. The state is a duty bearer and must ensure provision of 

social rights across all giving and receiving care and ensure all care provision is underpinned by quality 

care and decent work.   

The Irish state is relatively weak in its approach to regulation, funding,  planning and monitoring.  The Big 

Start programme however signals innovation in its funding of worker’s wages, but the regulatory role of 

https://www.siptu.ie/media/publications/file_22249_en.pdf
https://www.siptu.ie/media/media_22712_en.pdf
https://www.tasc.ie/assets/files/pdf/precarious_workersweb_version.pdf
https://www.tasc.ie/assets/files/pdf/precarious_workersweb_version.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-UgKPXUKTXw


the state  needs to extend beyond quality provision and workers pay and conditions. The state needs to 

regulate to limit  profit making in the sector and to support new models of ownership and control, to 

transition from a market dominated to a public and social dominated infrastructure.  The role needs to 

extend beyond standards and compliance to enabling, training and support  

Basically  UBS  allows for a mixed delivery system but favours social and public, with a more minor and 

fully regulated presence for market provision that is not geared towards extractive profit or shareholder 

return.    Ensuring ongoing supply requires a ‘ratcheting down’ over time of  time of profit making private 

delivery. This happens as new entrants are regulated in  a social licencing model where social outcomes 

have to be delivered by all providers. New and existing entrants can be regulated to ensure minimal levels 

of profit, and maximum levels of collective return and investment, with controls on  fees, wages, 

community engagement etc. Regardless of who is the provider,  a key step is to reorientate procurement 

towards not-for-profit economic activity  

A range of inputs are required for quality childcare; good buildings, investment in training and 

qualifications of staff, low ratios of children to staff, diversity of social and ethnic backgrounds, suitably 

warm, consistent relationships between children and staff, parental involvement in managing childcare 

centres, and opening times to suit parents’ working lives (Coote 2021).  Norway is a positive example of 

UBS in childcare  with good practice in staffing, care ratios, infrastructure and continuity of care as well as 

‘a legal guarantee’ of places and income-related subsided fees. The Norwegian childcare infrastructure 

accommodates some private provision while the state regulates to maintain quality, and funds 85% of 

childcare costs, capping fees, implementing systems for regulatory governance, limiting profit and 

requiring co-creation-oriented governance processes. This range of policies provide a coherent example 

of how the state can play an active role in accommodating a diverse ecosystem to provide a UBS for 

childcare (Coote 2021).  These indicators of effective and quality UBS  can equally be applied to adult, 

elder and social care, other prime candidates for UBS.  

Participation Income  

Social and gender relations are key in provision of the care of children and the elderly cannot be either 

totally private or totally public,   but should also be rooted in reciprocal social relations and respectful of 

diverse family forms (Daly and Rake, 2002, Folbre, 2021).  Carers, usually women caring in their own home 

or the home of loved one,  need to be recognized and supported.  

Participation Income is an income support that supports socially valued activity, including care and social 

reproduction, and can complement the core provision of care through UBS.    A PI can decommodify care 

in a different way to UBS, freeing up people’s time to enable them to engage in voluntarily caring for 

people. Policy can interconnect universal public services and participation income, both enhance the 

capacity of people to access and provide quality care  they value, while also enabling people to rebalance 

work, care and time.  This can also contribute to a gender rebalancing of the distribution of care work with 

households and families, and ultimately greater gender equality.   

This logically builds on the seeds of present categorical payments and community employment 

programmes in the Irish welfare system. Similar policy proposals have been discussed previously in 2006 



Supporting Lone Parents and most recently in the context of climate justice by NESC 2020, 2021  and in 

the  Climate Action Plan (2021), and academically by Murphy and McGann 2021, and Larrufa et al 2021ii.  

The care debate – feminist or feminized  

Feminists and allies have framed care outside of marketized rationales and income support outside of a 

male breadwinner welfare system. This can be advanced through a  universal care model based on 

participation income and universal  basic services. Defining care as an essential public service can 

underline the value of largely female “frontline workers” and legitimate investment in  a care economy in 

Ireland. Income support built on a care ethic can better  value interdependency of care and 

economic  justice. This means reconciling care obligations, individualize income and promote women’s 

economic independence.  How campaigns are framed is important leading to feminist or feminized claims.  

Some anti market or anti privatization campaigns can lose a gender focus , while homogeneous universal 

claims can flatten  racial, ethnic and other inequalities.  

Ireland’s citizen assembly gender equality demonstrated demand for led  state led  care in Ireland with 

recommendations for  1% of GNP to be invested in childcare and for higher taxes or ‘a care tax’ to make 

a reality of the recommendations. Ridding the 1937 Irish Constitution of the clause 41.2 which ascribes to 

women a special role providing – ‘care in the home’ is not a symbolic campaign but a vehicle  for a state 

funded universal basic care service and a new individualised  income support, a participation income,  that 

enables and  values care..  

Government remains reluctant to commit to a universal state child care system, believing that path 

dependency of a commodified private sector means only a hybrid universal system is feasible or plausible.   

However the model offered here, UBS and PI is a mixed delivery vehicle valuing very different forms of 

care, and led by a state that as  a duty bearer,  embraces a fuller role and regulates, funds, plans and 

monitors care.  These concepts of UBS and PI allow us practically outline that journey, and offer compass 

points in the right direction of non-reformist reforms, they are stepping stone to a form of gender equality 

incorporated in a new constitutional value for gender neutral care.     

ENDS 26 May 2022.  
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