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Abstract - The population in the most developed parts of the world is aging. Births are decreasing dramatically, while older 

people survive much longer than in the past, due to an increase in the overall standard of living associated with better 
treatments and medicines, preventive medicine, healthy nutrition, physical activity, reduction of accidents and various other 
factors. Expansion of the life span causes an increased need for social care services, which also entail increased costs. A 
large number of countries are unable to secure the resources needed to set up a public social care system that could meet the 
increased needs. These countries also include Greece, whose situation has worsened due to the economic crisis that occurred 
in 2014.In this paper we are attempting to analyze the characteristics of this undeclared social work through an empirical 
approach based on a number of in-depth interviews with members of all groups involved. The basic conclusion is that an 
effective regulation of the sector is almost impossible under the present circumstances on the one hand, but the system 

functions satisfactory for both, caregivers and customers, on the other. 
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I. THE UNPLEASANT PREDICTION: A 

POPULATION THAT IS AGING AND HAS NO 

SURROGATES 

 

At the beginning of 2005 the population of Greece 

amounted to just over 11 million people. The annual 

growth rate in 2005 was 0.38%, formed by 0.02 of 

natural increase, as a result of difference between 

birth rate (9.7) and mortality rate (9.5) plus the 

coefficient 0.36%% of net migration. From 1994 to 
2005, the population composition by age groups as a 

proportion of the entire population has undergone 

significant changes.  

 

These changes are particularly noticeable between the 

ages of 14 and over 65.In particular, the proportion of 

children under the age of 14 dropped to 14.4%, while 

the proportion of people aged 65 and over increased 

to 18.3%. The proportion of the economically active 

population aged 15 to 64 years of age declined to 

67.3%.  

 
These changes in age composition have resulted in a 

strongly upward trend in the aging rate: In 2005 there 

were 1.27 people aged 65 and over for every person 

below 15. At the beginning of the 1980s there were 

7.3 marriages per 1,000 inhabitants, while in 2005 

only 5.5 marriages per 1,000 inhabitants. The average 

age of women at first marriage increased gradually 

from 24.1 years in 1991 to 28.1 in 2005. By 2050, 

Greece’s population is expected to shrink by 800,000 

to 2.5 million people to between 8.3 and 10 million, 

and one in three of its residents will be over the age 
of 65 (30-33 percent compared to the present 21 

percent and 7 percent in 1951), while under-14s will 

represent just 12-14.8 percent from 15 percent today 

and 28 percent in 1951 (Elafros, 2016). 

 

II. ELDERLY CITIZENS UNDER ATTACK: 

THE DEVASTATING IMPACT OF THE 

WORLD FINANCIAL CRISIS ON GREECE 

 

Greece was far from prepared to face the financial 

crisis that started in the US in 2009 and spread 

rapidly throughout the world. This country 

experienced a huge fall in real wages, more than 5% 

per year on average since the first quarter of 2009 

(OECD, 2015), and one year later it was the first 
country in the euro area that couldn’t meet its 

government’s payment obligations without external 

support. The bailout rescue packages imposed by the 

European Commission, the European Central Bank 

and the International Monetary Fund were linked to 

the implementation of macroeconomic adjustment 

programmes which aimed to address the problems 

that had made the countries vulnerable to changes in 

market confidence (Kougias, 2018). The negative 

consequences were immediate. Household income 

dropped around 30% between 2007 and 2014 while 

private consumption has dropped by a third since 
2010 (European Union, 2016). Unemployment Rate 

averaged 16.24% from 1998 until 2019, reaching an 

all-time high of 27.80% in July of 2013 (Trading 

Economics, 2019). Youth unemployment was even 

worse. The pressure on labour and social rights was 

frightening (Petmesidou and Guillén, 2015).  

 

Pensioners are hit hardest by the crisis, as pensions 

have been slashed by as much as 60% to an average 

of 830 Euros a month, while at the same time, prices 

have been rising (Economou et al, 2016). The money 
is not enough even for the basic needs (food, clothing 

and housing), let alone private care.In 2014, more 

than 30% of the population was at risk of poverty or 

social exclusion. The percentage of people at risk of 

income poverty was about 22% and the number of 
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those materially severely deprived was another 22% 

(Eurostat, 2015). In parallel, health indices show that 
the health of the population is getting worse while the 

health system faces huge challenges (Petmesidou and 

all, 2015).Due to severe financial cuts, the public 

sector of social care almost collapsed, leaving the 

majority of the elderly completely without coverage, 

exactly at a time where their needs were 

skyrocketing.  

 

III. EVERY MAN FOR HIMSELF:  THE 

SOCIAL CARE SECTOR IN GREECE 

 

3.1 The Formal Tringle 
Formal social care is provided by the state, the market 

and the nonprofit sector. Even before the crisis, 

Greece has never had a well-developed social care 

system, let alone today. The sector is fragmented, and 

there is no systematic record of the people in need at 

the local level. Services are residual; they are mean-

tested and mainly cover only the most poor and 

vulnerable persons. Services are provided by a mix of 

public (70%), non-profit (25%) and private actors 

(5%). There is in fact not a global system of social 

care at national level, as there is not even the slightest 
coordination of the different sectors. 

 

Principal actors of public social care provision at 

national level are major institutions (homes for the 

elderly), social agencies within Hospitals and some 

forms of non-institutional care provision. The public 

system also includes the local governments, which 

mainly provide primary social care services. Private 

sector services are expensive and include homes for 

the elderly, drug rehabilitation centers, the social care 

and psychological support sectors of private 

hospitals. The Greek nonprofit social care sector is 
small in terms of membership, voluntary 

performance, beneficiaries and budget, as it is 

constituted by 118 nonprofit organizations which are 

serving elderly people; 104 poor people; 104 people 

in need for blood; 99 are treating family, childhood, 

and puberty problems; 98 people with diseases; 66 

people with disabilities; and 29 organizations are 

helping the socially excluded and victims of natural 

disasters. (Polyzoidis and Tsairidis, 2010). There are 

slightly more than 600 organizations, with 9,000 

active volunteers and 3,300 paid employees who are 
serving about 53,500 beneficiaries 

annually(Polyzoidis, 2016).  

 

3.2 The Mighty Informal Sector 

The underdevelopment of the public, the 

expensiveness of the private and the small size of the 

non-profit sector result to the growth of the informal 

one. According to estimations, about 80% of all long-

term care in Europe is provided by informal 

caregivers (Hoffmann & Rodrigues, 2010). Informal 

care includes any care or help provided to older 

people (family or otherwise), care provided to 

working age adults, young people and children with 

disability as well as people living with mental health 
problems. The states support informal care forms as a 

cost-effective. The caring function of families 

remains the key type of care provision. The majority 

of informal caregivers are women, that provide care 

to parents, parents-in-law, or a spouse, and a large 

share is provided by people who are older than 

standard retirement age (Colombo et al., 2011). The 

percentage of Greeks who provide informal care at 

least once a week as a proportion of the total 

population aged 18 or above is 34%, one of highest 

among the developed countries (Zigante, 2016). 

 

3.3 Undeclared work: The Twilight Zone Of The 

Informal Sector 

When there is neither access to formal care nor 

family or friendly environment that could provide for 

informal care, the only way out is the hiring a 

professional personal caregiver. For a number of 

reasons, these caregivers are working undeclared. 

Undeclared work refers to work entirely undeclared 

to the state for taxation, social insurance and/or 

labour law purposes. This includes unregistered 

employees without a contract who work for a 
business, for a household, as family members, private 

tutors, or as farm workers. The undeclared economy 

is driven by a variety of factors which include lower 

GDP per capita; higher corruption and lower quality 

of governance; lower expenditure on labour market 

interventions to help the most vulnerable groups; 

lower levels of social expenditure and social transfer 

systems that are less effective at reducing the level of 

inequality and severe material deprivation, which 

includes improving the efficiency of collection. 

Unfortunately, Greece is characterized by all of them. 

(ILO, 2016).The undeclared economy in Greece in 
2013 was the equivalent of 24% of GDP, which puts 

Greece among the countries with one of the largest 

undeclared economies in Europe. According to 

official inspections (Pickard et al, 2015) personal 

services are one of the most significant sectors of 

undeclared work (18%), followed by sports and 

entertainment (12%), wood industry (10%), culture 

(9%) and other sectors. 

 

IV. UNDECLARED SOCIAL CARE 

PROVISION IN GREECE. AN EMPIRICAL 

APPROACH 

 

Any effort to quantify the phenomenon of undeclared 

social care service provision is impossible due to the 

fact that respondents are afraid of being brought to 

court. For this reason, in order to better understand 

the phenomenon, we made a series of in-depth 

interviews with members of all groups involved. 

More specifically, we conducted ten interviews with 

undeclared caregivers, ten interviews with service 

recipients and another ten with legal professional 

caregivers.  The first thing to realize was the vast 
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diversity of the sector, to the extent that any 

standardizationit’s impossible. Perhaps the only fixed 
parameter is that almost all caregivers are female. 

Other than that, no patterns have been observed in the 

entire spectrum of service provision, including form, 

duration, extent, degree of commitment, 

independency, amount and type of rewards. Service 

can be provided from just a few hours a week to 24/7, 

when the caregiver cohabiting with the client, 

whether alongside other family members or alone. 

Services can range from simple companionship, to 

light household work or even heavy nursing duties. 

Typical tasks of caregivers are covering daily needs 

(cleaning, shopping and food preparation, 
transportation, personal care, bathing, paying bills, 

buying medicines, food and clothes. In fact, 

flexibility is the core virtue of caregivers.  

Caregivers’ profile is not specific. The spectrum 

ranges from Greek citizens to legal immigrants or 

immigrants with an irregular status. There may be 

illiterate people who don’t even speak the local 

language, or even university graduates. According the 

age spectrum, the younger limit is about 35, while the 

majority is around 60 years old. There are no official 

contracts and any agreements are made on oral basis. 
Despite the lack of legal protection, however, 

caregivers seem to be generally satisfied with their 

job in terms of wages, working environment and 

treatment by employers, who are usually family 

relatives. In many cases strong bonds are developed 

and the caregiver is treated as an informal family 

member. However, there are also cases where the 

caretaker is involved in criminal actions ranging from 

petty thefts to full co-operation with criminal groups 

that invade the homes following their advices about 

where is the money or when the family is absent. 

Legal professional caregivers, who appear to be the 
minority, are protesting about the tolerance of 

undeclared work. However, nursing staff in Greek 

hospitals are inadequate and the permanent presence 

of at least one person from the patient's environment 

is necessary. Under these circumstances the detection 

of unlawfulness is almost impossible, since in any 

case of control the informal caregivers can easily 

declare that they are relatives or friends who simply 

accompany their loved ones. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 
 

Part of the gaps in the public system of social care 

services for the elderly is covered by the private 

profit sector (for those who can afford it) as well as 

by the non-profit sector, which is not particularly 

developed. The rest is covered both by the informal 

sector (family and friendly networks) and by 

undeclared, illegal social work, which is a 

scientifically unexplored field. Undeclared social 

work is here to stay. Providing undeclared personal 

social care services to seniors who do not have access 

to other forms of support is extremely widespread in 

Greece and cannot be tackled effectively.  
It is an illegal activity that works to the detriment of 

formal caregivers, since it reduces employment 

opportunities and pushes downward and society-wide 

prices, since it deprives the state of insurance 

contributions and tax revenues. On the other hand, 

however, undeclared work does not displace 

legitimate professional work, but it does cover its 

huge gaps. The Greek state's inability to cope with 

chronic problems that promote undeclared work, 

coupled with the increasing aging of the population, 

leads to the conclusion that this type of employment 

is more likely to increase rather than be abolished in 
the future. 

An effective regulation of the sector is almost 

impossible under the present circumstances on the 

one hand, but the system functions satisfactory for 

both, caregivers and customers, on the other. 
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