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Abstract

Background: Recruiting and retaining staff are standing challenges in eldercare. Low pay, difficult working
conditions, and social relations at the workplace impact on turnover intentions. Few studies have used quantitative
data for estimating the role of recognition by the wider society for staff instability. This study examines how
perceived lack of recognition at the societal level affects Nordic eldercare workers’ considerations of leaving their
jobs.

Methods: The 2015 Nordcare survey among frontline eldercare workers in Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden
(N=3,677) is analysed. Issues such as working conditions, financial strain, work-life balance, and appreciation by care
recipients and colleagues, were covered. Recognition at the societal level was measured by perceptions of being
valued by top municipal leaders, mass media, and the general public. Analyses are made with cross-tabulations and
multivariate linear probability regression models.

Results: In the total sample, 41.1 % had “seriously considered to quit during the last 12 months”. About one third
felt “not at all valued” by top municipal leaders, while one fourth felt “not at all valued” by mass media. In bivariate
analyses, perceptions of recognition were strongly associated with considerations to quit. These associations were
reduced, but remained sizeable and highly significant in multivariate analyses adjusted for age, gender, health,
working conditions, financial stress, workplace relations, and other known turnover predictors.

Conclusions: Lack of recognition by societal agents such as top municipal leaders, mass media, and the general
public, is widely felt by Nordic eldercare workers. Feeling poorly valued by such sources is associated with frequent
considerations to leave one’s employment. Perceived lack of recognition by the wider society has a significant and
independent impact on staff instability in the eldercare sector. Societies’ recognition order is embedded in social
structures which are resistant to change, but policies which succeed in raising the societal recognition of eldercare
work may contribute to reduced retention difficulties in eldercare.
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Background

With population ageing, recruitment and retention of
eldercare staff are urgent policy challenges. A recent re-
port [1] found that in three quarters of OECD countries,
the growth in number of older adults in need of long-
term care is outpacing the eldercare workforce (p.14).
Both attracting and keeping staff face difficulties. In the
24 analysed OECD countries, average tenure in the
long-term care sector was two years shorter than the
average for other sectors (p.99). Turnover and under-
staffing threaten care quality and institutional efficiency
[2—4]. Recipients will benefit from stable relationships to
the same care workers; staff instability obstructs building
good work routines; and frequent replacement of
workers requires considerable administrative resources.

Recruitment and retention problems in eldercare are as-
sociated with low pay, poor career prospects, non-
standard working hours, physically hard and mentally
exhausting work, time pressure, and insufficient training
[1]. Typically, wages are not only markedly below the
country average, but also below pay levels in similar hos-
pital work (p.10). Lack of promotional opportunities [5], a
strenuous workload [6, 7], and mental strain when caring
for patients with dementia [8], can elevate turnover risk.
Working at evenings, nights, and weekends complicates
work-life balance ([9, 10]; Drange I, Vabs M: A cross-
sectional study of sustainable employment in Nordic elder-
care, forthcoming). Part-time and temporary employment
generate financial stress [11], and austerity and marketisa-
tion reforms can engender job insecurity [12, 13].

Eldercare work can nevertheless be experienced as satis-
fying and intrinsically rewarding [14, 15]. It corresponds
to shared moral obligations that society should take care
of frail elderly. Praise from recipients and their relatives
make eldercare workers feel appreciated. Job satisfaction,
job commitment, and staff stability are boosted when
eldercare workers have good relations with clients and co-
workers and experience support from superiors [4, 7, 16].

Such observations point to the relevance of recognition
for retention problems in eldercare. Recognition, in
short, means being seen, heard, valued, and taken into
account [17, 18]. Recognition communicates acknow-
ledgement of a person and approval of her contribution.
It signifies esteem and respect — in contrast to misrecog-
nition, i.e., being unnoticed, neglected, and disregarded.
Recognition theorists have slightly different views on
typical effects of misrecognition. For Axel Honneth, lack
of recognition is a psychological injury which impedes
self-realisation and deprives a person from satisfying the
vital human need of being noted, accepted, and loved
[19]. For Nancy Fraser, lack of recognition is an institu-
tionalised status subordination which excludes individ-
uals and groups from “participatory parity” and denies
their inclusion as “full members of society” [20](p.31).
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Both versions are relevant for the retention challenge.
They imply that lack of recognition devalues eldercare
work and belittles eldercare workers’ contribution to a
common social project, resulting in reduced work motiv-
ation and heightened turnover [21, 22].

Recognition is a common theme in management the-
ories [22, 23] and management manuals [24, 25]. They
advise that staff stability will benefit from a deliberate
utilisation of recognition tools such as individualised
support, public praise of employees’ performance, and
attention to their personal well-being. These themes are
also prominent in research on recruitment and retention
challenges in health care. Studies recommend that care
managers should consciously and publicly display their
appreciation of the staff [26], for instance by “staff recog-
nition initiatives” such as long-term service awards, an-
nual BBQs, and holiday parties [27]. Empirical evidence
underwrites such recommendations, as studies have
shown that support and approval from work colleagues
as well as praise and recognition from close superiors
are associated with less turnover and improved staff sta-
bility [28-30].

Typically, such studies focus on recognition at the
workplace. The feeling of being appreciated and
esteemed in day-to-day interaction with care recipients,
work colleagues, and close superiors, has been
highlighted [4]. However, also recognition outside of the
workplace may be highly relevant for the retention chal-
lenge in eldercare. Studies have shown that perceptions
of being valued in the local community are associated
with job satisfaction, work motivation, and less turnover
intentions [21, 31].

At the societal level, in the wider society beyond the
local community, also other sources and agents may
contribute to recognition — or misrecognition — of elder-
care work. Such work is typically characterised as low
status [17, 18] and assigned little prestige [32]. This un-
favourable placement in the occupational hierarchy does
not only allude to low wages and problematic work con-
ditions such as exposure to violence [33], exhausting
emotional demands [8], and time pressure [15]. The low
status of eldercare work is also linked to disregard, little
respect, and a low overall standing in society. Unfortu-
nate consequences are underlined in a British study
based on qualitative interviews with employees in care
organisations [34]. Respondents mentioned frequently
the low status of eldercare work as reasons for staff in-
stability, and expressed a need for making care work
more treasured by “communities and public systems”
(p.14). The recent OECD report [1] argues similarly that
retention problems in eldercare are partly due to prevail-
ing images of eldercare work. Advertisements and public
campaigns aiming at improving the image of this sector
are proposed as promising measures which may elevate
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the status of eldercare work and improve the self-
concept of eldercare workers (p.50).

Purpose and hypothesis

The purpose of the present study is to explore further
the role of recognition at the societal level for the reten-
tion challenge in eldercare. Our hypothesis is that lack
of recognition and poor valuation of eldercare work by
the wider society has a sizeable impact on staff instability
and turnover considerations among eldercare workers.
Various reports, policy statements, and studies based on
qualitative interviews with care personnel point in this
direction [1, 18, 34]. However, statistical and quantitative
investigations of the topic appear to be very scarce. An
exception is an Australian study based on a large survey
of eldercare workers [21]. It showed that perceptions of
lack of recognition in the local community contributed
significantly to contemplations about leaving their job,
after adjusting for wage levels, work conditions, and so-
cial relations in one’s care organisation. We have not
found any similar study that estimates the importance,
in quantitative terms, of recognition by the wider soci-
ety, beyond the local community, on staff instability and
turnover intentions in the eldercare sector.

The present study contributes to fill this knowledge
gap by analysing survey data obtained from a large sam-
ple of frontline eldercare workers in four Nordic welfare
states. Workers’ perceptions of recognition at the soci-
etal level are measured by three indicators which repre-
sent different agents in the wider society: top leaders in
the municipality, mass media, and the general public.
We examine the associations between these indicators
and considerations to quit employment in eldercare. We
hypothesise that lack of recognition from the wider soci-
ety plays a significant and independent role. Thus, lack
of recognition at the societal level is not just a side effect
of low pay, poor working conditions, and valuation at
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the workplace. Rather, perceived lack of recognition
from distant sources at the societal level influences staff
stability and turnover considerations in a unique and au-
tonomous way, over and above the effects of other well-
known determinants. Figure 1 illustrates the hypothesis.

Methods

Data and main variables

In the Nordcare 2015 survey, practically identical ques-
tionnaires (translated into each country’s language) were
mailed to unionised care workers in the four Nordic
countries Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden. Re-
spondents were randomly chosen from the membership
registers of the unions which organise practical nurses,
care aides, home helpers, and similar frontline care oc-
cupations. Those with current or recent employment in
the eldercare sector were invited to participate. Respon-
dents were primarily working in nursing homes or in
home care services for the elderly. In the Nordic welfare
states, eldercare institutions are mostly owned, managed,
and funded by the municipalities, but some are owned
by non-profit “ideal” organisations or by commercial en-
terprises [35], although largely financed by municipal
subsidies.

In total, 3,677 answers were registered (1016 from
Denmark, 972 from Finland, 920 from Norway, and 769
from Sweden). The great majority were female (about
96 % of the total sample), and 78 % were employed by
municipalities. Overall response rate has been estimated
to 55 % [36]. Missing answers on specific questions were
few (seldom above 2 %).

The analysed outcome is respondents’ answer — yes or
no — to the question: “Have you during the last 12
months seriously considered to quit your work?” A key
word in the question is “seriously”. It suggests that an-
swers will usually reflect sincere deliberations about
staying on or leaving their job. Turnover intention does
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not necessarily lead to actual turnover, but since it pre-
dicts subsequent quitting to some degree [37, 38] an-
swering “yes” to the question will indicate potential staff
instability in the eldercare organisation.

Perceived recognition at the societal level was mea-
sured by three questions: “Do you think that your work
is valued (1) by top municipal officials and politicians,
(2) by the mass media, and (3) by the general public?”
Feeling valued is an appropriate indicator of perceptions
of recognition. Two questions with the same wording
measured recognition at the workplace, referring to care
recipients and to work colleagues. Answers were classi-
fied in three levels: “Yes, very much or quite much val-
ued”, “No, not much valued”, and the curt response “Not
at all valued”. In addition, “Don’t know”-answers are re-
ported since quite a few chose this response alternative
when asked about recognition at the societal level.

Analyses

The key interest in this study is to examine the occur-
rence of perceived lack of recognition by the wider soci-
ety, and to investigate the associations between
recognition at the societal level and eldercare workers’
contemplations about quitting their job. These associa-
tions are first analysed by bivariate cross-tabulations.

In order to explore the unique effects of recognition at
the societal level, an extensive set of control variables
are included in multivariate analyses. Workplace recog-
nition and recognition at the societal level might overlap.
In order to estimate the effects of societal recognition
net of workplace recognition, two variables representing
recognition by care recipients and by work colleagues
are included. Background control variables are country,
gender, age (three levels: up to age 39 years, 40—54
years old, age 55 and above), and immigrant status (i.e.,
born abroad or born in the respective country). Two var-
iables indicate respondents’ education: years of schooling
in general education (three levels), and education in care
work (three levels). Duration of work experience is mea-
sured by a four-level variable. No separate questions
about wages were asked (pay levels vary considerable be-
tween the Nordic countries), but answers to the question
“Are you worried that your earnings are insufficient for
covering your living expenses?” indicate whether the re-
spondents experienced financial strain due to low in-
come. Assessment of work-life balance is indicated by
answers to the question “How well are your work sched-
ule/working hours suited to your family life and free-
time activities?” Problematic work conditions are mea-
sured by an additive index based on questions about
working paid overtime, working unpaid overtime, skip-
ping lunch because of work stress, understaffing because
of sickness or vacancies, unable to perform planned care
tasks due to too much work, physically heavy work
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because of lifting or carrying, working in physically
strenuous positions, and working alone on tasks that
normally should require two workers. The index counts
how many of these eight types of problematic work con-
ditions were experienced daily or weekly. A similar addi-
tive index counts harassment by recipients or their
relatives: daily or weekly experiences of yelling, violence/
threats, sexual pestering, and racist or xenophobic re-
marks. Health problems are an important reason for
considerations to quit, measured by a dichotomous vari-
able — very good or good, versus fair or bad self-rated
health. Appendix Table 1 describes the control variables
in the four country samples.

The effects of perceived recognition at the societal
level, adjusted for controls, are explored by linear prob-
ability regression models. Linear probability models were
chosen since results are easier to interpret than the coef-
ficients in the alternative logistic regression models, and
the two techniques will usually give comparable esti-
mates [39-41]. Testing showed that the results from lin-
ear probability models and logistic regression models
corresponded closely (available from the authors). In
order to avoid overburdening of the tables, 95 % confi-
dence intervals are only reported for the linear probabil-
ity models.

Results

The upper part of Table 1 shows the distributions of
feeling valued at the societal level. A substantial propor-
tion felt “not at all valued” by top municipal officials and
politicians: about one third of the samples in Denmark,
Finland, and Sweden chose this response alternative (this
question was not asked in the Norwegian sample). Quite
few — varying from 7 to 11 % in the country samples —
felt “very much/quite much valued”.

Also as to recognition by mass media, only a minority
felt “very much/quite much valued” (varying from 9 to
15%). In the Danish and Swedish samples, feeling “not
at all valued” by the mass media were reported by 36
and 32 %, respectively, but this negative response was
less prevalent in the Finnish (23 %) and Norwegian sam-
ples (19 %). Somewhat more positive responses emerged
as to being valued by the general public, with consider-
able country variations: more positive answers in Finland
and especially in Norway, than in Denmark and Sweden.
In all country samples, “Don’t know”-answers about rec-
ognition at the societal level occurred frequently.

The answers as regards recognition at the workplace
(the lower part of Table 1) were very different from the
societal level answers. A very high percentage, varying
from 87 to 95% in the four countries, reported being
“very much or quite much valued” by care recipients,
while less than 0.5% felt “not at all valued”. Similarly,
85-89 % felt “very much or quite much valued” by work
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Table 1 Perceived recognition (%) at the societal level and at the workplace
Sample Denmark Finland Norway Sweden
Recognition at the societal level
Valued by top municipal officials/politicians?
- Yes, very much/quite much valued 114 7.0 * 93
- Not much valued 283 379 * 199
- Not at all valued 335 337 * 32.8
- Don't know 26.7 214 * 381
N=100.0 % 996 962 * 754
Valued by mass media?
- Yes, very much/quite much valued 86 119 15.2 838
- Not much valued 339 415 34.6 224
- Not at all valued 356 23.1 189 323
- Don't know 219 235 313 36.5
N=100.0 % 990 958 882 750
Valued by the general public?
- Yes, very much/quite much valued 203 369 450 279
- Not much valued 39.8 43.1 256 232
- Not at all valued 212 6.5 6.5 174
- Don't know 186 135 230 315
N=100.0 % 989 963 892 753
Recognition at the workplace
Valued by recipients?
- Yes, very much/quite much 915 873 953 946
- Not much 6.8 104 33 36
- Not at all valued 0.2 04 0.1 0.3
- Don't know 1.5 19 1.2 1.6
N=100.0 % 999 962 897 757
Valued by work colleagues?
- Yes, very much/quite much 856 876 894 88.1
- Not much 109 83 6.9 73
- Not at all valued 08 0.8 03 09
- Don't know 2.7 33 33 37
N=100.0 % 999 964 897 756

*This question was not asked in the Norwegian survey

colleagues, while less than 1% used the “not at all val-
ued” response. “Don’t know”-answers as to recognition
at the workplace were very few.

The average percentage reporting “seriously consid-
ered to quit” was 42% in Denmark, 38 % in Finland,
34% in Norway, and 52% in Sweden (see Appendix
Table 1). Table 2 shows that turnover intentions in-
creased substantially the more the respondents per-
ceived lack of recognition from the wider society, in all
four countries. In the Danish sample, for example,
when feeling “very much/quite much valued” by top
municipal officials and politicians, 23 % reported having
seriously considered quitting, but this percentage rose

to 59 % among those who felt “not at all valued”, ie., a
36 % point difference. Marked differences in quitting
considerations occurred also between “very much/quite
much” and “not at all” valued by mass media: 17 %
point difference in Denmark, 20 in Finland, 18 in
Norway, and a 27 % point difference Sweden. As to rec-
ognition by the general public, the percentage point dif-
ference between the “very much/quite much” and “not
at all” categories was 20, 37, 14, and 25 in the Danish,
Finnish, Norwegian, and Swedish samples, respectively.
Those who answered “don’t know” about recognition
from these sources tended to report turnover intentions
fairly close to the average in the country sample.
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Table 2 Considerations to quit, by level of perceived recognition at the societal level
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Source of perceived recognition Very/quite much valued

Not much valued

Not at all valued

Don't know if valued or not

Top municipal officials/politicians®

Denmark 234
Finland 154
Sweden 269
Mass media
Denmark 357
Finland 315
Norway 244
Sweden 394

General public

Denmark 359
Finland 299
Norway 288
Sweden 427

375
338
514

38.1
375
376

42.7
408
41.7
54.1

Percentages reporting “seriously considered to quit”

588 33.7
529 305
65.0 49.1
529 340
516 295
419 290
66.0 494
55.6 320
67.2 383
429 315
67.5 526

“The question was not asked in the Norwegian survey

Accordingly, Table 2 displays strong bivariate associa-
tions between the perceptions of being valued at the so-
cietal level and considerations to leave eldercare work.
However, our hypothesis is that lack of recognition at
the societal level adds significantly to staff instability over
and above the effects of wage levels, work conditions,
recognition at the workplace, and other well-known de-
terminants of turnover intentions. Multivariate linear
probability models, adjusting for such determinants, can
shed light on this hypothesis. In these models, the four
country samples are pooled, which is appropriate since
the organisation of eldercare has many common features
in the four countries [35], and the overall pattern of as-
sociations between recognition and quitting consider-
ations was similar in all four samples.

Table 3 reports the estimated probability of “seriously
considered to quit” among those who felt “not much”
and “not at all” valued, relative to the reference category
“very much/quite much valued”, separately for the three
societal recognition indicators. Model 1 includes only
the societal recognition variable, while Model 2 adds the
control variables: perceptions of being valued by recipi-
ents and by work colleagues, country, and the other con-
trol variables listed above and described in Appendix
Table 1. Table 3 reports only the results with relevance
for the hypothesis; Appendix Table 2 shows the control
variable coefficients when analysing recognition by mass
media (the control variable coefficients were practically
identical when analysing recognition by top municipal
leaders and the general public).

Since no adjustment is made in Model 1, the coeffi-
cients for “not much” and “not at all” valued correspond
to the results reported in Table 2. In the fully adjusted
Model 2, these coefficients were markedly reduced, im-
plying that the effects of perceived recognition at the

societal level and the control variables overlap and cor-
relate. Nonetheless, also the fully adjusted Model 2 indi-
cates very clear associations between perceptions of
recognition at the societal level and considerations to
quit. Thus, as to recognition by top municipal officials
and politicians, the initial Model 1 coefficient for “not at
all” versus “very much/quite much” was 0.354, ie., a
35.4 % point difference in probability of seriously consid-
ering quitting. In Model 2, this coefficient was reduced
to 0.194, indicating an estimated difference of 19.4 %
points in probability of quitting considerations between
the two valuation categories — a substantial difference
which is highly significant in statistical terms. The corre-
sponding coefficients for recognition by mass media
(0.083) and by the general public (0.091) are smaller, but
highly statistically significant and relevant for the reten-
tion problem.

In sum, the results displayed in Table 3 are in line
with the hypothesis that perceptions of recognition by
the wider society have a unique and independent effect
on these eldercare workers’ considerations to leave their
jobs, over and above the combined effects of a broad
range of other well-known determinants of staff
instability.

Summary and discussion

Main findings

The retention challenge in Nordic eldercare is illustrated
by the finding that about 40 % of the analysed eldercare
workers, most of them with long previous careers in
eldercare, answered that they had “seriously considered
to quit” during the last 12 months. This study provides
an analysis of how such considerations of leaving one’s
eldercare job were related to perceptions of recognition.
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Table 3 Linear probability models; outcome “serious considerations to quit” (no =0, yes=1)

Model 1 - unadjusted

Model 2 - fully adjusted?

B 95 %ClI p-val B 95 %CI p-val
Recognition by top municipal officials/politicians
Very/quite much valued (ref.)
Not much valued 0.156 0.089/0.223 <0.001 0.088 0.025/0.151 0.006
Not at all valued 0.354 0.289/0.420 <0.001 0.194 0.131/0.257 <0.001
Don‘t know 0.160 0.093/0.227 <0.001 0.106 0.043/0.169 0.001
Constant 0.230 0318
Adjusted R square 0.052 0.201
N 2,645 2,645
Recognition by mass media
Very/quite much valued (ref.)
Not much valued 0.077 0.024/0.129 0.004 0.019 -0.029/0.068 0437
Not at all valued 0.230 0.176/0.285 <0.001 0.083 0.032/0.134 0.001
Don't know 0.051 -0.003/0.105 0.064 0.037 -0.013/0.087 0.146
Constant 0310 0.355
Adjusted R square 0.027 0.186
N 3527 3,527
Recognition by general public
Very/quite much valued (ref.)
Not much valued 0.107 0.068/0.146 <0.001 0.032 -0.005/0.062 0.092
Not at all valued 0.261 0.208/0.314 <0.001 0.091 0.037/0.142 0.001
Don't know 0.067 0.022/0.112 0.003 0.052 0.010/0.094 0.015
Constant 0329 0.357
Adjusted R square 0.026 0.186
N 3,527 3,527

B = unstandardised regression coefficient, 95 %Cl = 95 % confidence interval, bold coefficients = p-value < 0.01
@Adjusted for recognition at one’s workplace, country, gender, age, immigrant status, general education, care education, work experience, financial strain, work-life
balance, distressing working conditions (index constructed with 8 items), harassment at work (4 items), and self-rated health (see Appendix Table 2 for control

variable coefficients)

The great majority — around 90% of the analysed
eldercare workers — felt “very much or quite much” val-
ued at their workplace, ie., by care recipients and by
work colleagues. Perceptions of recognition at the soci-
etal level were markedly worse. Around one third of the
total sample answered “not at all” valued by top munici-
pal officials and politicians (Table 1). Negative percep-
tions of being valued by mass media were also common,
but they were somewhat less prevalent as regards the
general public. As to recognition at the workplace, “don’t
know”-answers were very few, but when asked about
recognition at the societal level, many chose the “don’t
know”-alternative. A probable explanation is the fre-
quency of experiences: eldercare workers would more
seldom have direct encounters with agents at the societal
level, while daily interactions at the workplace made it
easier to form an opinion.

The particularly negative perception of recognition by
top municipal officials and politicians (Table 1) is

noteworthy. A likely reason is that experiences of prob-
lematic and deteriorating working conditions [4, 36] are
associated with budget restraints and organisational
changes implemented from above. Eldercare workers
may assume that those in charge of the municipal elder-
care sector have an obligation to provide decent working
conditions and sufficient resources. Feeling that this ob-
ligation is not fulfilled can be experienced as a “contract
violation” which nurtures not only frustration, but even
contempt and cynical views on the top management and
their allied politicians [42].

In bivariate analyses, the variations in feeling valued at
the societal level were strongly associated with consider-
ations to quit their eldercare jobs. Multivariate analyses,
adjusting for an extensive set of control variables, indi-
cated clearly that lack of recognition by the wider society
had a unique and substantial impact on eldercare
workers’ quitting considerations. Thus, in correspond-
ence with the hypothesis, recognition at the societal level
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appears to influence turnover intentions over and above
the effects of distressing work conditions, financial strain
due to low pay, workplace recognition, and other known
determinants.

In spite of widespread feelings of being disregarded by
the wider society, many eldercare workers will stay on in
their jobs. A partial explanation is probably that an over-
whelming majority felt “very much/quite much valued”
by recipients and work colleagues (Table 1). Supportive
experiences in one’s immediate work environment may
be especially important for job satisfaction and over-
shadow perceived lack of recognition from distal societal
agents. It can be added that selective turnover is a likely
reason that so few reported “not at all valued” at their
workplace. Those feeling poorly valued by recipients and
colleagues would quit quite soon and therefore be few in
a cross-sectional sample of employed eldercare workers.

Implications

Previous analyses of retention difficulties in eldercare
have often pointed to lack of recognition of eldercare
work by the wider society (e.g., [1, 35]), but studies
which attempt to quantify this effect are scarce. The spe-
cific contribution of the present study is to demonstrate
that lack of recognition at the societal level, exemplified
by top municipal leaders, mass media, and the general
public, plays an independent and substantial role for the
retention challenge in Nordic eldercare. The findings
implicate that both the concrete aspects of eldercare
work such as working conditions, pay levels, and social
relations at the workplace, and the perceptions of being
recognised and valued at the societal level, influence staff
retention. Thus, although recognition at the societal
level overlaps with the more tangible aspects of eldercare
work, recognition is not reducible to such tangible as-
pects. Rather, recognition has an autonomous role which
is related to feelings of worth, self-respect, and overall
esteem in society, aside from the material aspects of
eldercare work [21]. A policy implication is that al-
though improving working conditions, wages, and work-
life balance is definitely important for reducing retention
problems, such improvements in themselves will hardly
be sufficient for sustaining a stable eldercare workforce.
It is also necessary to modify the recognition order in so-
ciety [20] which underlies the misrecognition of elder-
care work.

How could society’s recognition order be changed?
For decades, the valorisation of care work has been an
issue in care policies as well as in women’s struggles. As
mentioned above, various countries have initiated
image-building public campaigns aiming at improving
the prestige and attractiveness of care work [1]. In the
Nordic welfare states, two state-centred approaches have
been prominent [18, 43]. One is to professionalise care
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work and establish that care work is qualified labour
which requires knowledge, skills, and often formal edu-
cation. The other is institutionalisation, which — at least
in the Nordic countries — typically implies state respon-
sibility and public funding. These approaches have led to
a transformation of eldercare, but — as shown by this
study — lack of recognition of eldercare work at the soci-
etal level has remained widespread. Actually, critics
claim that recent policies in the Nordic countries may
have contributed to further misrecognition of eldercare
work, since reforms inspired by New Public Manage-
ment ideas, involving standardisation and rigid regula-
tions of care work, have tended to undermine the
autonomy of care workers [17, 35].

Thus, professionalisation and institutionalisation have
not restructured the recognition order in any fundamen-
tal way. Dahl [17, 18] has proposed additional strategies
which are also embraced by the aforementioned OECD
report [1]: “caring for the carer” (intensified efforts to
improve working conditions, pay levels, and other
tangible aspects of care work) and “degendering care”
(recruitment of male care workers). Such strategies may
improve societal recognition of eldercare, but progress is
slow, as indicated by the overwhelming proportion of
women (96 %) in the samples of eldercare workers ana-
lysed in this study.

Misrecognition of eldercare work at the societal level
is an obstacle against building a sustainable eldercare
workforce, and future research will have to examine the
effectiveness of the various strategies. Well-directed pol-
icies will be helpful, but it is probably misleading to as-
sume that the problem can be “solved” by politicians.
Lack of recognition of eldercare work is embedded in
current societies and sustained in many ways, for in-
stance by prevailing ideas about care as “dirty work” [44]
and by recurrent mass media reports about the “prob-
lems” in the eldercare sector [45]. This study was made
with data collected years before the Covid-19 pandemic.
A pertinent topic is whether societal recognition of
eldercare work has improved, or deteriorated, during the
pandemic. Raising the societal recognition of eldercare
work is likely to reduce the retention challenge. The goal
should be that eldercare staff have no longer reasons to
demonstrate under banners with the text “Union of dis-
regarded workers”, as happened in Denmark in the early
2000 s [17].

Limitations

Unionisation is high in all four countries; in Sweden, for
instance, around 80 % of all care workers are estimated
to be trade union members [36]. This suggests that the
gross samples are quite representative for frontline
eldercare staff, but due to lower unionisation among
temporary and part-time employed, the samples will
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primarily be representative for well-established and commit-
ted eldercare workers. The response rate of 55 % implies a
possibility of biased attrition; since data on non-responders
are not available, this could not be further explored.

Since actual turnover is difficult to analyse without
longitudinal data, studies often use turnover intentions
as a proxy for staff instability, as is the case also in the
present study. Although turnover intent correlates with
subsequent quitting [37, 38], the statement “seriously
considered to quit” must be considered an imprecise in-
dicator of actual turnover [46, 47]. Quitting presupposes
search for work and job openings (if not leaving for re-
tirement), and the range of relevant job alternatives may
be limited for many eldercare workers.

Respondents’ answers are subjective, but the relevant
issue in the present study is not how societal sources actu-
ally view eldercare work, but how eldercare workers per-
ceive recognition by the wider society. As the multivariate
analyses adjust for a wide range of controls, the main re-
sults are not likely to be contaminated by subjective incli-
nations to express negative evaluations. Some findings
invite further studies, for instance the country differences
in feeling valued by mass media and by the general public.

Conclusions

Lack of social recognition by the wider society is widely
felt by Nordic eldercare workers. Among the substantial
part of these workers who perceived being “not at all
valued” at the societal level, represented by top munici-
pal leaders, mass media, and the general public, a high
proportion reported serious considerations to quit their
job. Effects of lack of recognition from societal sources
remained in multivariate analyses which adjusted for a
series of well-known turnover determinants. Perceptions
of social recognition at the societal level are an inde-
pendent and significant source of instability in eldercare
staff. Staff retention in eldercare can be improved by
raising societal recognition of care workers, and care
policies can be helpful in this respect, but the negative
reputation of eldercare work is probably institutionalised
in many ways and will therefore be slow to change.
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