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Can economic incentives encourage sons to provide more care? 
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Our previous digest shows that daughters provide much of the family care received by older parents 
across Europe. Would economic incentives encourage more sons to provide care? Our findings 
suggest that the effect would be modest. Much of the remaining difference between daughters and 
sons is associated with non-monetary caregiving factors, but these are difficult to interpret: they may 
reflect preferences, but also social expectations or pressure. Because these interpretations have 
very different welfare implications, the gender gap in caregiving is not an obvious policy target in 
itself. This points to a different policy focus: expanding families' options and reducing caregiving 
burdens through measures such as better access to formal care, respite support, and workplace 
flexibility. 
 
 
Key takeaways for policymakers: 

• Policies that seek to encourage more sons to provide care mainly through economic 
incentives are unlikely to have much effect. 

• For example, closing the gender wage gap would lower the share of primary child caregivers 
who are daughters only modestly, from 67.1% to 65.6%, while equalising female labour-force 
participation would lower it to 65.9%. 

• By contrast, equalising daughters' non-monetary caregiving costs with those of sons lowers 
the daughter share much more, to 58.4%. 

• Whether closing the gender gap in caregiving should itself be a policy goal depends on why 
daughters face lower non-monetary caregiving costs, which our model cannot determine. 

• Policies that ease the burdens of caregiving can support families regardless of which child 
provides the care. They may also make it easier for sons to take on more care. 

Economic incentives have a modest effect on who provides care 
Table 1 shows how the share of primary child caregivers who are daughters changes under different 
scenarios in our model. Starting from the baseline, with 67.1% of caregivers being daughters, closing 
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the gender wage gap or equalising female labour-force participation changes the share only slightly, 
to 65.6% and 65.9%, respectively. This is a striking result: it suggests that economic incentives alone 
are unlikely to substantially change who provides care within families. 
 
 Daughter share Change vs. baseline 

Panel A: How much do economic incentives matter? 

Baseline model 67.1% -- 
Close gender wage gap 65.6% -1.5 pp 

Equalise female labour-force 
participation 

65.9% -1.2 pp 

Remove daughter-specific non-
monetary costs 

58.4% -8.7 pp 

Panel B: Group-specific effect of removing the daughter-specific component 

High-generosity countries 54.0% -11.6 pp 

Middle-generosity countries 58.9% -9.1 pp 

Low-generosity countries 58.3% -8.2 pp 

Table 1: Predicted daughter share among primary child caregivers under alternative counterfactuals. Source: 
Authors' own calculations from the estimated model. 
 
Note: The baseline model is estimated on the paper's SHARE estimation sample and matches the overall 
daughter share among primary child caregivers by construction. The wage-gap counterfactual increases 
daughters' opportunity costs by raising female wages to the level of males. The labour-force-participation 
counterfactual equalises female participation to men's while leaving the wage schedule unchanged. Panel B 
shows daughter shares for the counterfactual in which the daughter-specific non-monetary component of 
care costs is removed. 
 
Beyond economic incentives, non-monetary costs matter 
In our model, daughter-specific non-monetary caregiving costs play an important role. These may 
reflect preferences, closer family relationships, social expectations, or other gender-related factors 
that are difficult to observe in the data. These different interpretations matter for policy. If daughters 
provide more care because they prefer to, or because they have closer relationships with parents, 
then aiming to close the gender gap in caregiving may reduce families' welfare. If, instead, daughters 
provide more care because they feel social pressure to do so, then policies aimed at changing those 
expectations can be beneficial. Our estimates cannot tell us how important each of these 
mechanisms is. 

 
What this means for policy 
The first implication is straightforward: economic incentives alone are unlikely to substantially 
increase the share of sons caring for their parents. The second is that closing the gender gap in 
caregiving is not necessarily a policy goal in itself. Whether a different division of care would improve 
welfare depends on why daughters provide more care in the first place, something our estimates 
cannot determine.  

This points towards a different policy focus: expanding families' options and reducing caregiving 
burdens, regardless of how care is divided between sons and daughters. Expanding access to 
affordable formal care, alongside workplace flexibility, respite support, and stronger protection of 
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caregivers' long-term economic security, can make caring easier for families while also making it 
easier for sons to take on more of the care. 

In the next digest, we will switch gears and look at the indirect effects that taxation of household 
labour income on caregiving. In systems where a couple’s earnings are taxed jointly, like in France 
or Portugal, the second earner keeps less of the additional income they bring into the household. 
This makes paid work less financially rewarding and, in effect, subsidises the choice to provide care 
at home. In the next digest, we will quantify the size of this effect. 
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