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5 | The invisible heart: care and the global
economy

Nancy Folbre

Studies of globalization and its impact on people focus on incomes, employ-
ment, education and other opportunities. Less visible, and often neglected, is
the impact on care and caring labour - the task of providing for dependants,
for children, the sick, the elderly and all the rest of us. Human development
is nourished not only by expanding incomes, schooling, health, empowerment
and a clean environment but also by care. Care, sometimes referred to as
social reproduction, is also essential for economic sustainability.
Globalization is putting a squeeze on care and caring labour. Changes in the
way that men and women use their time put a squeeze on the time available for
care. The fiscal pressures on the state put a resource squeeze on public spend-
ing on care services. And the wage gap between the tradable and non-tradable
sectors puts an incentive squeeze on the supply of care services in the market.
Gender is a major factor in all these impacts, because women the world over
carry the main responsibility for these activities, and most of the burden.

Human development, capabilities and care

The role of care in the formation of human capabilities and in human
development is fundamental. Without genuine care and nurturing, children
cannot develop capabilities and adults have a hard time maintaining or ex-
panding theirs. But the supply of care is not merely an input into human
development. It is also an output, an intangible yet essential capability - a
factor of human well-being. A clear manifestation of this is the positive effect
of social support and social relationships on life expectancy. The difference
that care makes for child health and survival is also well documented.

In almost all societies the gender division of labour hands the responsibil-
ity for caring labour to women, much of it without remuneration - in the
family or as voluntary activity in the community. The hours are long and
the work physically hard - fetching water and fuel - especially in rural areas
of developing countries. These inequalities in burden are an important part
of the obstacles women face in their life choices and opportunities. Women
also make up a disproportionate share of workers in domestic service and in
Professions such as childcare, teaching, therapy and nursing.
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Globalization and care
Economic analysis of care offers three insights into the impact of globaliza-

tion on human development:

Women’s increased participation in the labour force and shifts in economic
structures are transforming the ways care services are provided. Needs once
provided almost exclusively by unpaid family labour are Now being pur-
chased from the market or provided by the state.

Increases in the scope and speed of transactions are increasing the size of
markets, which are becoming disconnected from local communities.
perhaps most important, the expansion of markets tends to penalize altru-

ism and care. Both individuals and institutions have been free-riding on

the caring labour that mainly women provide.

Globalization is dominated by the expansion of markets and rewards profit-
ability and efficiency. While economic growth reflects increasing private
and public incomes, human development needs people to provide goods
and services that fall outside the market - such as care and other unpaid

services. The traditional restrictions on women’s activities once guaran-

teed that women would specialize in providing care. Globalization’s shifts
in employment patterns have promoted and to some extent enforced the
participation of women in wage employment. Nonetheless, women in most

countries continue to carry the ‘double burden’ of care services — ending

up exhausted.

Care and market rewards

The market gives almost no rewards for care. Much of it is unpaid - most
of it provided by women, some by men. The market also penalizes individuals
who spend time in these activities, which take time away from investing in
skills for paid work or from doing paid work. Care services are also provided
in the market, usually under-remunerated.

And global economic competition has tended to reinforce these trends, as
the wage gap increases between the tradable and non-tradable sectors. Care
produces goods with social externalities — widespread benefits for those who
do not pay for them. It creates human and social capital ~ the next generation,
workers with human and social skills who can be relied on, who are good
citizens. But mothers cannot demand a fee from employers who hire their
children. This care will be under-produced and overexploited unless non-
market institutions ensure that everyone shares the burden of providing it.

[Ed.: This chapter is an excerpt from Chapter 3 of the 1999 Human Development
Report. The complete report can be downloaded from hdr.undp.org/en/reportS/

global/ hdr1999/.}
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6 | Feminist political ecology
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