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Abstract 
 
The public funding of long-term care (LTC) programs to support the frail elderly is 
still underdeveloped compared to other areas of social protection for old age. In 
Europe, any moves to broaden entitlements to LTC are impeded by increasing 
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Introduction 

Long-term care (LTC) for older people refers to personal and nursing care 

services designed to provide support in essential aspects of daily living. 1 

Currently, increasing demand due to demographic and social changes – 

population ageing and reduced availability of informal care support – place 

strain on the provision of LTC services and has led to questioning of the 

financial sustainability of LTC. Financial coverage for LTC is far less developed 

and more recently formalised into social security legislation, compared to other 

policy areas. Support is often provided subject to means and needs tests, which 

has given rise to concerns over catastrophic care costs faced by certain users. It 

is fair to say that LTC currently stands at the forefront of health care and social 

protection debates in Europe, in particular given the fiscal austerity 

experienced in several countries in recent years (OECD, 2011).  

The definition of entitlements to LTC services or support has proven to be a 

difficult and lengthy process in many European countries. The understanding 

                                                 
 
1 Need for LTC is commonly discussed in terms of ADLs, “Activities of Daily Living”, and IADLs, 
“Instrumental Activities of Daily Living”. 
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of the conditions under which reform may take place is at its infancy. While in 

some countries reforms to expand LTC financing have moved beyond the 

‘public debate stage’, or even governmental commission, the scope of such 

reforms has often narrowed substantially during its implementation, if not 

failing completely (Riedel and Kraus, 2011; Costa-Font, 2010b). In some cases, 

the entitlement has been significantly watered down after implementation, 

such as the Spanish reduction in LTC support of 25% amidst the economic 

downturn in 2012 (Costa-Font et al., 2016a). An essential constraint to the 

expansion of public LTC coverage2 
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The paper is structured as follows: the next section discusses the characteristics 

and challenges to LTC reform and the following defines the concept of ‘implicit 

partnerships’. Section three provides the main features of reform in the selected 

European countries, linking to the types of IP previously defined. Section four 

reports and discusses the quantitative evidence of public opinion data and 

discusses the relation with the typologies of IP in each of the countries. Section 

five provides a concluding discussion.  

 

Reform and long-term care coverage  
 

Welfare reforms, taking place in the current era of permanent austerity, usually 

either preserve the status quo, or encompass the retrenchment of public 

financing or the production of welfare services (Pierson, 2001). There is an 

extensive literature (see for example Korpi and Palme, 2003) on the drivers of 

social protection reforms which acknowledge the fact that governments face a 

range of financial and social constraints when seeking to expand public 

funding and coverage of services. Accordingly, in the case of LTC, the main 

constraint to expanding the coverage is financial sustainability (OECD, 2011). 

This is the case insofar as universal coverage, involving some form of 

entitlement, is very costly (Lave, 1985). The underdeveloped state of LTC 

coverage in many European countries makes financial sustainability an 

important concern to weigh against the increasing demand for LTC, 

underpinned by demographic and labour market change and the loosening of 

family ties (Costa-





Financial Long Term Care Entitlements in Europe 
 

6 

(Costa-Font et al.



Joan Costa Font and Valentina Zigante 

7 

shape of a “silent agreement” between government and society regarding the 

funding and provision of LTC.  

The implicit partnership concept is particularly useful for understanding 

public financing of LTC when it is contrasted with alternative funding models 

such as ‘explicit (financial) partnership’ models prevalent, for example, in the 

US. ‘Explicit partnerships’ can contract an expansion of individuals’ 

contributions to newly funded care costs with the guarantee that the public 
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case of substantial and prolonged care needs.4 The German system on the other 

hand offers a universal entitlement channelled through social insurance funds. 

A needs test restricts access, and the benefit levels have been criticised for being 

insufficient. Means tested social assistance plays a substantial role for people 

who are not able to meet the required co-payments (Rothgang, 2010).  

Finally, the French LTC system is distinct from the others in its mix of private 

and public care provision. The French model is based on cash payments with 

complement
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Table 1. 
Overview of institutional setting of the LTC systems 

 Entitlement 
Expenditure 

(% of GDP 
2010) 

Population 
coverage/65+ 

Financing Cost-sharing 

France Universal 1.27 
12.1% 

(inst+home) 

Decentralised 
(many actors – 
complex flows) 

 
Income related – 

from 0-80% of total 
cost. 

 

Germany Universal 1.44 11.3% 
Mandatory social 
health insurance 

scheme 

LTCI benefits are 
capped – user tops 

up, or means-tested 
social assistance 

supports. 

Italy Universal 1.91 (1) 
7.9% 

(inst+home) 

Tax funded, 
fragmented 

(central, regional, 
local) 

 
Substantial income 

related co-payments 
– up to 100% of cost. 

 

Netherlands Universal 4.1 
19.6% 

(inst+home) 

Mandatory social 
health insurance 

scheme 

 
Co-payments by user 

related to income 
 

Spain Universal 1.11 
10.2% 

(inst+home+tel
ecare) 

Mandatory central 
government 

Co-payments by user 
related to income 

(up to 90% of cost) 
reserved amount 

Sweden Universal 3.65 
16.6% 

(inst+home) 
Decentralised 

Co-payments by user 
related to income. 
Reserved amount 

 

England 
Means-
tested 

 
1.97 (1) 

11.8% 
(inst+home+D

P/PB) 
7.19% 

(inst+home) 

Decentralised 
Means-tested co-
payments up to 
100% of cost. 

  
Note: Year: Expenditure from 2012.  Sources: OECD Health Data 2010 (October 2010), ANCIEN 
study country reports. (1) Year 2010. ‘Inst’ refers to institutional care, ‘home’ refers to home care, 
and ‘telecare’ refers to telecare. 
 
order to be comparable and to avoid double counting users. These play a 

substantial role in many of the systems, for example in England, where 
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As anticipated, we find that in all of the countries examined, users are expected 
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based caregiving allowances, relying on the family as the main caring agent, 

which could be seen as a strategy to transfer financial responsibility. In Italy, 

political debates over the financial sustainability of LTC have arisen from time 

to time, but have to date not led to reform (Tediosi and Gabriele, 2010). Spain 

also operates a system of co-payments accounting for 25 per cent of community 

care and 75 per cent of residential care spending (Costa-Font and Patxot, 2005). 

We view these familistic LTC systems as implicit caregiver partnerships, given 

that the main approach to maintaining and expanding coverage is through 

incentives and support for caregivers. France is a particular case, where the 

focus has traditionally been on formally provided care, in institutions or at 

home. The relatively large share of private insurance can be seen as a response 
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to provide care to those in need and to, both financially and in terms of respite 

time, support informal caregivers. This is consistent with the fact that the 

countries examined here offer some level of support, and in the countries that 
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Table 3. 
Attitudes to financing and provision of LTC – % agreeing with statements 

  France Germany 
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Conclusion 

This paper has set out to examine one potential explanation for LTC coverage 

expansion (or maintenance) in Europe, namely, the development of what we 

have conceptualised as ‘implicit partnerships’. These ‘silent agreements’ 

encompass a partial extension of public LTC coverage, shared between 

caregivers, users and the state. The advantage of this strategy with respect to 

explicit partnerships arrangements is that it avoids a country-wide discussion 
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national context and the attitudes towards informal care versus in-kind 

services, i.e. the level of familism (Costa-Font, 2010a, Saraceno and Keck, 2010). 

These considerations might in turn have slowed down the expansion of public 

LTC coverage, compared to other social services. 

When setting the idea of implicit partnerships in the broader reform debate, it 
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