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Public Long—Term Care Systems in the European Union: Policy
Choices, Expenditure Differences, and the Adequacy of

Long—Term Care Protection

Karel van den Bosch
(Herman Deleeck Centre for Social Policy, University of Antwerp, Antwerp 2000, Belgium)

Abstract: Do cross-national differences in long-term care (LTC) systems across the European Union
arise from the institutional legacies of welfare states, or are they the result of policy choices? Drawing
on the monitoring framework for the EU Recommendation on long-term care and related statistical
data, this article systematically compares public LTC systems across EU Member States in five
dimensions: public expenditure, governance and financing, service provision, cost protection, and
unmet needs. The findings show that public LTC expenditure ranges from 0.1 to 3.8 percent of GDP
across countries. These differences are not significantly associated with either the size of the older
population or the prevalence of disability; instead, they are driven primarily by policy choices rather
than demographic structure. A typological analysis reveals two broad clusters. Nordic and north-
western European countries, building on mature welfare-state foundations, have developed LTC
systems characterised by high public expenditure, extensive protection, and relatively integrated
institutional arrangements. By contrast, most southern and eastern European countries exhibit limited
public investment, fragmented governance, and selective protection, with heavier out-of-pocket costs
and greater reliance on family care. Paradoxically, higher public spending does not necessarily
eliminate unmet care needs; service accessibility, the structure of provision, and the degree of
institutional integration also play important roles. These findings indicate that differences among LTC
systems ultimately reflect the interaction between welfare-state path dependence and policy agency.

Keywords: long-term care; public expenditure; policy choices; adequacy of protection; unmet needs
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