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Introduction

Growing recognition of the importance of child care has brought with it increased acknowledgement of the need 

for some form of government support. Yet, just as the reasons behind the growing demand for child care vary, 

so too do the forms of government involvement. Comparative analysis of these patterns of choice can 

contribute to the identification of best practices.

Subject

Decades of comparative research have led to a general agreement on the basic requirements for a good 

system of non-parental child care and recognition that the establishment of such a system requires government 

support. Comparative policy analysis shows that a few countries, like Denmark and Sweden, come close to the 

ideal. In other countries, there are real “islands of excellence” (e.g., Emilia Romagna in Italy). Yet many 

systems offer substantially less than this and recent developments suggest that the trend is not necessarily one 

of progress toward the ideal.

Issues

There is quite widespread agreement within the research community on the following core issues:

1. The system should be accessible. No child should be excluded on the basis of income, parental 

employment status, place of residence, or formal citizenship. Yet in many systems, access is a problem 

as there are insufficient spaces and fees represent a barrier to quality child care for many families.

2. The program should be high quality. Numerous studies have documented the importance of quality child 

care in the form of a healthy, safe, and stimulating physical environment; appropriate staff:child ratios; 

©2018-2020 CEECD / SKC-ECD | CHILD CARE – EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE 11111



Research Context

Initial comparative research on child care policy was carried out under the auspices of the Organisation for 

Economic Development and Cooperation (OECD) in the 1970s. Additional applied policy research was 

conducted by the important, but short-lived, European Commission Network on Childcare in the 1990s, as well 

as the OECD’s more recent initiatives. In the 1990s, academic interest in the topic spread beyond experts in 

early childhood development as feminist students of the welfare state drew attention to the challenges posed by 

the growing “care crisis.” A separate line of investigation has highlighted the development of “global care 

chains,”
1
 that is, the recruitment of women from the global south (or Eastern Europe) to provide child care in the 

homes of families in Western Europe and North America.
1

Research Questions

What are the diverse ways that governments shape the scope and quality of non-parental child care 

arrangements? How have different countries responded to the governance challenges? Finally, to what extent 

have governments turned to recruitment through global care chains to meet the growing demand for child care?

Research Results

The early research conducted under the auspices of the OECD highlighted the need to integrate day care, a 

service originally provided for children whose mothers needed to work to sustain family incomes, and 

kindergarten, preschool education usually for children 3 to 6 years old, often on a part time basis and, in many 

countries, largely available to upper income families.
2,3,4

 By showing the need to combine the two, these studies 

highlighted the need to meet the demand created by women’s rising labour force participation by providing 

programs of quality, service to the developmental needs of the child, and quantity. Not all systems were 

designed to achieve this, however. The studies identified three patterns of provision: (a) The laissez-faire 

approach, characterized by the co-existence of several systems, partially age-related, with auspice often 

proprietary or voluntary, typical of the Anglo-American countries; (b) the dual system, based on an age break 

(crèches for infants and toddlers, preschools for those 3 years old to school-age), typified by France and Italy; 

and (c) the coordinated system, then being pioneered in the Nordic countries.

The various ways different countries combined (or failed to combine) education and care continued to be a 

focus of research within the early child development literature.
5
 Until the 1990s, those interested in broader 

patterns of social policy tended to ignore child care, focusing instead on social insurance and cash benefits. 

Feminist researchers, interested in issues of gender equality began, however, to call attention to the social 

and a pedagogical program that recognizes the child as an actor in the here and now. This requires 

public investment, not only to deal with affordability, but also to provide well-educated staff who will 

receive fair wages.

3. The program should be comprehensive. While promoting universal accessibility, the system also needs 

to recognize the diversity of needs, including respect for the cultural and linguistic diversity of the 

population. This too requires government involvement. The achievement of these goals, in turn, depends 

on the establishment of an effective governance structure to meet the challenges of integration, 

coordination and local diversity
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policy challenges posed by the growing need for child care.
6,7,8

 National responses were divided between 

male-breadwinner and female-friendly regimes, with the latter more inclined to take an active role. Mainstream 

welfare regime research subsequently picked up on the issue, focusing on the way in which child care policies 

reflected broader assumptions about the respective roles of states, markets and families.
a,9-13

The welfare regime literature added two key points. First, this research showed that the ways countries deal 

with the demand for child care tend to reflect broader assumptions about the respective roles of states, families, 

markets and the voluntary sector. Second, by locating child care within wider welfare regimes, it showed that 

state involvement in this field is not limited to countries where the public sector plays a key role in financing and 

provision. All states have an impact on the respective roles played by the state, the family, the markets, and the 

community sector. In some, they work to support a market for care via information provision and corporate and 

individual tax deductions; in others, policies that might include generous family benefits, long parental leaves 

and part day or part week preschool, favour parental care.

Research Gaps

There has been some research on governance models, well-reflected in the OECD’s Starting Strong, which 

focused specifically on the importance of coordinated policy development at the central level and the 

coordination of central and local levels to balance equity and diversity objectives.
14

 While recognising the critical 

role to be played by development of a coherent national framework, Peter Moss’s recent work also highlights 

the importance of a degree of local autonomy and capacity for making child care centres “sites of democratic 

practice.”
15

 Thus far, there has been less attention to this important aspect by students of welfare states, but 

there is growing interest in the way that different central-local (or, in federal states, such as Canada, central-

provincial-local) arrangements affect governance of the child care sector.
16,17,18

Understandably, comparative research on child care policy has focused on national systems of provision. Yet 

globalization is having an impact on child care policy, notably through the development of global care chains. 

This aspect initially received even less attention internationally, with the partial exception of North American 

researchers, conscious of the critical role played by low wage earning immigrants in providing affordable child 

care within the home.
19,20

 Subsequent research however suggests this practice is not confined to “liberal” Anglo-

American countries. In Western Europe the combination of immigration policies and new forms of support for in-

home child care is actively promoting recruitment of migrant care providers.
21

 Nor do care workers simply move 

from South-to-North.
22,23,24

 There is considerable intra-regional movement within Asia and Latin America. While 

this may provide an inexpensive solution to the growing demand for care in the North, it creates a different set 

of relations governing the respective roles played by states, families, and markets.
b

A second globalization issue is the growing influence of international organizations on this field. In the first 

decade of the new millennium, the OECD undertook two substantial studies, one under the Directorate for 

Employment, Labour and Social Affairs (Babies and Bosses) and the other under the Education Directorate. 

The World Bank, UNESCO and the European Union have also shown growing interest in the issue, as have 

international foundations such as Soros, which is playing an important role in Eastern Europe. Further research 

needs to be done on the diverse policy solutions being purveyed, from the more instrumental (child care as a 

means to promote women’s labour force participation) to the rights-centred view articulated by UNESCO.
25
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Finally, work inspired by poststructuralist theorists challenges the developmentalist perspective that has 

contributed to a standardised view of quality that is heavily reliant on quantitative indicators. This new line of 

research highlights the importance of “complexity and multiplicity, subjectivity and context, provisionality and 

uncertainty.”
26

 As such, it underpins an open, dialogical conception of quality that is very much in line with the 

pedagogy practiced in Reggio Emilia. Unfortunately, the OECD seems to have embraced a narrower view, 

given its plans to launch a 'baby-PISA'.
27,28

Conclusions

Specialists in early childhood education and care largely agree on the main features of a good, high quality, 

inclusive child care system. The establishment of such a system depends, however, on effective government 

support. This is where the comparative analysis of child care policies, drawing on interdisciplinary research 

tools and concepts, can make a contribution. Early systems of classification of policy patterns highlighted the 

important question of whether existing policies fostered the development of an integrated system of early 

childhood education and care. More recent research, informed by the work of sociologists and political 

scientists, has helped to locate child care within the wider set of relations governing the respective roles played 

by states, families, and markets.

Implications

Comparative analysis of child care policies can help to identify best practices and some of the institutional and 

political impediments to their adoption. It is important, however, that such research does not restrict its focus to 

the national level. Arrangements governing the respective roles of national and local governments constitute an 

important component of the governance structures, limiting or enhancing capacities for overall coordination as 

well as for adjustment to local needs. In addition, researchers need to direct their gaze beyond the national 

level, and include analyses of the ways in which global inequalities combine with national migration and welfare 

regimes to shape a global care chain.

References

1. Yeates N. Global care chains: critical reflections and lines of inquiry.  2004;6(3):369-391.International Feminist Journal of Politics

2. OECD. . Directorate for Social Affairs. Manpower and Education. Social Affairs and Industrial 
Relations Division for the Working Party on the role of Women in the Economy. Paris, France: OECD; 1974.

Care of children of working parents MS/S/74.9

3. Kahn AJ, Kamerman SB. 
. Paris, France: OECD; 1976.

Child Care Programs in Nine Countries: a report prepared for the OECD Working Party on the Role of Women in 
the Economy

4. Heron A. . Washington, DC: OECD; 1977.Early Childhood Care and Education: Objectives and Issues

5. Cohen B, Moss P, Petrie P, Wallace J. 
. Bristol, UK:  Policy Press; 2004.

An excellent example is A New Deal for Children? Re-forming education and care in England, 
Scotland and Sweden

6. Orloff AS. Gender and the social rights of citizenship: The comparative analysis of gender relations and welfare states. 
 1993;58(3):303-338.

American 
Sociological Review

7. Lewis J.Gender and welfare regimes: Further thoughts.  1997;4(2):160-177.Social Politics

8. Jenson J. Who cares? Gender and welfare regimes.  1997;4(2):182-187.Social Politics

9. Esping-Andersen G. . Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press; 1999.Social Foundations of Postindustrial Economies

10. Mahon R. The OECD and the work/family reconciliation agenda: competing frames. In: Lewis J, ed. Children, Changing Families and 
Welfare States. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Pub; 2006.

©2018-2020 CEECD / SKC-ECD | CHILD CARE – EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE 44444



Notes:

a Esping-Andersen’s typology focuses on three systems: (a) liberal (programs targeted at low income, at-risk, or other families added, at best, via 
individual or corporate tax deductions), (b) conservative corporatist (support for at-home care), and (c) social democratic (public financing and 
provision of universal child care). For an alternative classification of care issues in the South, where children are left with grandparents or other kin 
while their mothers provide care for children in the North, see.10,11,12,13

b In Canada, Alan Pence’s work has been very important in this regard.

11. Parreñas RS. . Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press; 2001.Servants of globalization: Women, migrants and domestic work

12. Parreñas RS. Care crisis in the Philippines: children and transnational families in the new global economy. In: Ehrenreich B, Hoschild AR, 
eds. . New York, NY: Metropolitan Books; 2003.Global woman: nannies, maids, and sex workers in the new economy

13. Pyle J. Globalization and the increase in transnational care work: the flip side.  2006;3(3):297-315.Globalizations

14. OECD.  Paris, France: OECD; 2006:13.Starting strong II: Early childhood education and care.

15. Moss P. Bringing Politics into the Nursery: Early Childhood Education as a Democratic Practice. Bernard Van Lees Foundation; 2007: 13. 
Working papers in Early Childhood Development No. 43.

16. Wincott D. Paradoxes of  new labour’s social policy: Toward universal child care in europe’s “most liberal” welfare regime?   
2006;13(2):286-312.

Social Politics

17. Turgeon L. Territorial politics and the Development of Early childhood Education and Child Care in France, Great Britain and Sweden. Paper 
presented at:  the 2007 CPSA Annual Conference. May 31, 2007; Saskatoon, SA.

18. Jenson J, Mahon R. Bringing Cities to the Table: Child Care and Intergovernmental Relations. Ottawa, ON: Canadian Policy Research 
Network  Inc; 2005

19. Glenn EN. From servitude to service work: historical continuities in the racial division of paid reproductive labor.  1992;18(1):1-43.Signs

20. Bakan AB, Stasiulis DK. . Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press; 1997.Not one of the family: foreign domestic workers in Canada

21. Lister R, Williams F, Anttonen A, Bussemaker J, Gerhard U, Heinen J, Johansson S,  Leira A, Siim B, Tobio C, Gavanas A. Gendering 
Citizenship in Western Europe: new challenges for citizenship research in a cross-national context. Bristol, UK: Policy; 2007.

22. Martinez-Franzoni J. Welfare regimes in Latin America: Capturing constellations of markets, families and policies. 
 2008;50(2):67-100.

Latin American Politics 
and Society

23. Kofman E, Raghuram P. Gendered migration and global social reproduction. Springer, 2015.

24. Peng I. Explaining exceptionality: Care and migration policies in Japan and South Korea in Gender, migration, and the work of care: A multi-
scalar approach to the Pacific rim, S. Michel and I. Peng, eds. Palgrave-Macmillan, 2017.

25. Mahon R. Early childhood education and care in global discourses in Karne Mundy, Alan Green, Robert Lingard and Antoni Verger, eds. The 
Handbook of global politics and policy-making in education. London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2016224-40.

26. Dahlberg G, Moss P. Ethics and Politics in Early Childhood Education. New York, NY: Routledge; 2005.

27. Moss P. Early years PISA testing. , 2016. http://dx.doi.org/10.12968/eyed.2016.18.6.14.Early Years Educator

28. Pence A. Baby PISA: Dangers that can arise when foundations shift.  2017; Vol. 41, No. 3.Journal of Childhood Studies

©2018-2020 CEECD / SKC-ECD | CHILD CARE – EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE 55555

http://dx.doi.org/10.12968/eyed.2016.18.6.14

