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Vorwort  

Die Bundesregierung ist gemäß § 84 SGB VIII (Kinder- und Jugendhilfe) 

verpflichtet, dem Deutschen Bundestag und dem Bundesrat in jeder Legis-

laturperiode einen Bericht über die Lebenssituation junger Menschen und 

die Leistungen und Bestrebungen der Kinder- und Jugendhilfe in Deutsch-

land mit ihrer Stellungnahme dazu vorzulegen. Jeder dritte Bericht soll 

einen Überblick über die Gesamtsituation der Kinder- und Jugendhilfe in 

Deutschland vermitteln. Der 14. Kinder- und Jugendbericht stellt wiederum 

einen solchen Gesamtbericht dar – mit der programmatischen Überschrift: 

„Kinder- und Jugendhilfe in neuer Verantwortung“. Zusammen mit der 

Stellungnahme der Bundesregierung wird der Bericht am 31.01.2013 als 

Bundestagsdrucksache sowie am 21.02.2013 als Publikation des Bundesmi-

nisteriums für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend erscheinen. 

Die Sachverständigenkommission für den 14. Kinder- und Jugendbericht 

hat drei Anhörungen durchgeführt und zahlreiche Expertisen vergeben 

(siehe bereits Auflistung im Anhang des Berichts), deren Ergebnisse für die 

Berichtsarbeit nutzbar gemacht worden sind. Die Inhalte der Expertisen 

gaben wichtige Impulse für die Diskussionen der Kommission. Viele As-

pekte flossen auch in den Berichtstext ein und haben wesentlich zu dessen 

wissenschaftlicher Fundierung beigetragen. Im Bericht konnten allerdings 

nicht alle Erkenntnisse aus den Expertisen im Detail berücksichtigt werden. 

Da diese jedoch viele wichtige Befunde, Einblicke und Einsichten enthal-

ten, die mit Blick auf die Analyse der Lebenssituation von jungen Men-

schen, die Kinder- und Jugendhilfe sowie für die Entwicklung von Perspek-

tiven und Empfehlungen für eine aktive Gestaltung des Aufwachsens neu 

sein dürften, beschloss die Sachverständigenkommission, die Expertisen 

einer breiten Öffentlichkeit zur Verfügung zu stellen. Dafür wurden die – 

ausschließlich von den Autorinnen und Autoren verantworteten – Texte 

von diesen im Herbst 2012 zum Teil leicht überarbeitet und aktualisiert. Die 

Expertisen für diesen Kinder- und Jugendbericht werden hiermit erstmals 

in elektronischer Form publiziert. Die Sachverständigenkommission dankt 

allen Autorinnen und Autoren der Expertisen für ihre wertvolle Unterstüt-

zung bei der Erstellung des 14. Kinder- und Jugendberichts.  

 

München, im Dezember 2012 

  

Prof. Dr. Dr. Reinhard J. Wabnitz  

Vorsitzender der Sachverständigenkommission für den 14. Kinder- und 

Jugendbericht 
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Introduction 

This paper responds to an invitation from the Deutsche Jugendinstitut 

(DJI) to provide a contribution to the 14 th periodic Federal Government 

Child and Youth Welfare Report. Its main focus is to examine early child-

hood access and quality issues in Germany as compared with other selected 

European countries – in principle but not exclusively: France, Italy, Nor-

way, Sweden, the United Kingdom and other EU countries.  

The main sources of information for the paper are the European Com-

mission and the Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency 

(EACEA); the EUROSTAT data base and its country profiles; the OECD, 

in particular its Child and Family data base; the Starting Strong volumes I and 

II and information on Starting Strong III on the OECD education website; 

Education at a Glance, PISA, and other data bases in the organisation dealing 

with human services; profiles of selected European countries prepared by 

Moss and Bennett (2010), Oberhuemer et al. (2010) and a wide selection of 

articles and reports on ECEC in Germany.  

Certain themes emerged from these rich sources, in particular:  

 Public and private responsibilities for the care, upbringing and education 

of young children, including strategies of welfare production between 

state, market, third sector and households; 

 Issues of ECEC governance, funding and access, in particular, the access 

of disadvantaged children; 

 Prevailing philosophies of child welfare and family and their impact on 

achieving important externalities such as the labour market participation 

of women; 

 The reconciliation of work with family responsibilities but within a con-

text of greater gender equality.1  

The paper attempts to present a summary of these and other emergent cha l-

lenges, their political contexts, policy frameworks and current initiatives 

both in Germany and other European countries, while providing, in so far 

as possible, comparative data from the selected countries.  

The author is aware that an external point of view can often be naïve in 

terms of the political dynamics, organizational realities, institutional pres-

sures, or practical constraints at work in any particular country. If such is 

the case, he asks the indulgence of readers and hopes that some learning, 

from and with each other, can still take place.  

 

 
1 Many quality issues also emerged from our initial literature review, in particular, the funda-

mental issue of the recruitment, preparation, ongoing education and support of early chil d-

hood staff. Because the question is treated in great detail in the recent publication by the EC 

Directorate-General for Education and Culture “CoRe - Competence requirements in early 

childhood education and care” the present paper does not treat the topic. For the CORE ma-

terials, see: http://ec.europa.eu/education/more-information/doc/2011/core_en.pdf  and  

http://ec.europa.eu/education/more-information/doc/2011/coreannex_en.pdf 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/more-information/doc/2011/core_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/education/more-information/doc/2011/coreannex_en.pdf
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Executive Summary 

The paper is divided into two main chapters. Chapter 1 deals with govern-

ance issues, including the question of public or private responsibility for 

families and young children. Chapter 2 examines the challenges of achieving 

important externalities through early childhood services.  

 

Young children as a public or private responsibility  

Chapter 1 begins with an examination of the issue whether the care and 

education of young children is a public or private responsibility. The ques-

tion is perhaps outdated in the European Union as governments in all 

member states now share responsibility with families for the upbringing of 

young children. Compared to the USA, there is little heat in the debate; 

rather, there is a broad consensus about investment in ECEC services as 

the advantages for women, families, the economy and the state have been 

clearly espoused by governments in the last decades. This movement in 

opinion is strongly linked to the theorisation and emergence of the ‘social 

investment’ state, a central goal of which is investment in the human capital 

of citizens in order to achieve economic growth and social stability (Gid-

dens, 1999). In fact, the main issues today concerning public/private re-

sponsibility for young children seem to be twofold: 

 

 The extent of public investment in early childhood services; and  

 The way in which this investment is shared between the state, market, 

third sector and households.  

 

Following Esping-Andersen (1990), the paper discusses the important con-

cept of “path dependency”, showing how countries organise social invest-

ment in accordance with their customary socio-economic reflexes and tradi-

tions. The chapter also provides data on how European states organise their  

ECEC services and comments on how these services are organsied in Ger-

many, the subsidiarity principle and the engagement of parents. It then ex-

amines two important facets of the governance of early childhood services, 

namely, what is effective governance and how services are funded.  

 

The effective governance of early childhood services 

Effective governance includes not only substantial public investment in 

services and the infrastructure but also the functions of policy-making, 

regulation, curriculum, quality assurance and support. Signs of effective 

governance are: an active central ministry or agency, balanced decentralisa-

tion, support (sub-)systems and agencies, regular programme evaluation, 

etc. Across EU states, it is possible, however, to meet with understaffed 

early childhood policy units at central and local levels, early childhood pol-

icy and systems split between childcare and education, or unbalanced de-

centralisation. In decentralised countries, it is important to ensure that early 

childhood services are part of a well-conceptualised state policy, which on 

the one hand, devolves real management powers and funding to local au-
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thorities and on the other, ensures a unified approach to regulation, curricu-

lum, staffing criteria, and quality assurance. In the interests of equivalent 

access and quality across a country, clear agreements need to be reached 

between central and local authorities about system aims, funding processes 

and programme standards. This outline of the requirements of governance 

leads to an analysis as to where the governance of early childhood services 

in Germany now stands 

 

The funding of early childhood services 

Research on the funding of early childhood services shows that high quality 

early childhood services are basically too expensive for the majority of fami-

lies to pay their full costs. Hence, the need for strong government invest-

ment if acceptable levels of access, equity and quality are to be ensured 

(OECD, 2001, 2006). Without this investment, it is well-nigh impossible to 

achieve quality pedagogical goals and broad system aims, such as social in-

clusion, equal education opportunities, child health and well-being. In par-

ticular, children in poverty need not only equal access to services but also 

enhanced funding, better child:staff ratios, innovative and adapted pedago-

gies.  

The paper also provides figures showing to what extent EU governments 

actually invest in family and ECEC services. A rapid glance shows that 

Nordic countries invest far more in children and families than most other 

countries. Comparative figures are provide for Germany, which in general 

testify to steady progression in service provision, especially in the childcare 

field.  

 

The challenge of achieving externalities 

Chapter 2 addresses the challenges of achieving externalities through in-

vestment in early childhood services. Early childhood services aim princi-

pally to ensure the holistic development of young children but, in the proc-

ess, can also contribute to other important social goals or externalities. The 

four externalities chosen for analysis are: 

a) ECEC services as a means to reduce child poverty and social inequality;  

b) ECEC services as a means to reduce educational inequality; 

c) ECEC services as a means to promote gender equality and female par-

ticipation in the labour force; 

d) ECEC services as a means to facilitate a more favourable demography. 

These are important social questions not only for Germany but for Europe 

as a whole. The general research opinion in ECEC circles – as contrasted 

with media headlines – is that early childhood services contribute well to 

achieving these externalities (alleviating poverty in families with young chi l-

dren; reducing education inequality; reducing gender inequality; and facil i-

tating having and rearing children) but are by no means a panacea. For ex-

ample, comparative data on levels of child poverty across European coun-

tries show, once again, that the Nordic countries are far more successful in 

preventing child poverty than other nations. They achieve this not only 
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through their early childhood services - which provide an equal start to all 

children and a high employment rate for women – but also through the use 

of strong distributive mechanisms and income/service supports to vulner-

able families and children. German child poverty figures (at 21.7% of the 

cohort) are well below the EU-27 average (26.9%) but are significantly 

higher than poverty levels in the Nordic countries (at 15% or well below). 

Apart from childcare provision not matching demand (and thus preventing 

some disadvantaged mothers from working), Germany traditionally sup-

ports poor families primarily through cash benefits. In contrast, Nordic 

countries invest primarily in services to families and children, including high 

quality childcare. Poverty research suggests that a services orientation is also 

needed to combat child and family poverty, as isolation and the collapse of 

social networks seriously exacerbate poverty and exclusion (Rutter, 2002).  

The research has long been clear that early education services contribute 

significantly to readying children for school. In particular, these services 

help children from disadvantaged homes; children with weakly educated 

parents; and children from migrant and second-language homes. Of course, 

schools must also be made ready for these children; otherwise, the good 

effects of a kindergarten education fade out quickly if primary schools do 

take seriously the task of including and educating these children.2 Data from 

across Europe shows, however, that children from disadvantaged back-

grounds are least likely to be in early childhood services or they access ser-

vices at a later age than mainstream children. Access rates to Krippen and 

even to kindergarten suggest that this may be the case in Germany and that 

too many at-risk children do not access early childhood services before the 

age of 4 or 5 years. Experience from other countries suggests four strategies 

to reverse this situation:  

 To make childcare services more welcoming for low-income and second 

language families.  

 To present (and make a reality of) child care services as early education.  

 To improve enrolment procedures, making them favour (positive dis-

crimination) excluded families and children with additional learning 

needs. 

 To provide jobs for low-income women that are both family-friendly 

and carry a living wage. Attractive opportunities for labour market par-

ticipation generally lead to employment and a greater demand for early 

childhood services.  

In recent decades, European countries have had to move toward service - 

and knowledge-based economies that require a high popula-

tion/employment ratio if growth and prosperity are to be maintained. To-

day, women are needed in the labour market to respond to this require-

ment, even more so as their higher educational achievement make them key 

contributors to national economies. From the data presented in this paper, 

it appears that Germany emerges honourably in terms of overall female 

 

 
2 PISA results show that the inclusion of children from all social classes and their successful 

completion of primary education in all schools is far more impressive in Finland than in most 

other European countries 
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employment, with a rate of almost 72% in 2011. Yet, OECD figures show 

that in 2009, a gap of 12% opens between Sweden and Germany in regard 

to the employment of mothers with children under 3 years (the employment 

rate of these mothers in Sweden is 71.9% compared to 59% in Germany).  

The paper identifies some policy strategies that help to reconcile work 

and the demands of family life, namely: easy accessibility to high quality 

childcare services; well-paid parental leave of about one year (a feature now 

in Germany, but generally confined to women); a better division of labour 

between men and women in regard to domestic and child-rearing tasks, and 

greater flexibility in the organisation of work and in women’s employment 

schedules. The issue, however, is not simple. Public policies regarding rec-

onciliation sometimes develop in contradictory ways, for example,  combin-

ing measures encouraging parents to stay at home with other policies de-

signed to facilitate access to paid employment. 

Another externality that is far from simple is to achieve in Germany a 

more favourable demography. Certainly, the easy availability of affordable 

early childhood services facilitates having and rearing children, but many 

other factors are at work in the case of fertility decline, e.g. the higher edu-

cational levels of populations; the pursuit of working careers by women; the 

length of the working day combined with the absence of family-friendly 

work practices; the costs of educating children; the costs of first housing, in 

addition to other social and cultural factors.  

Although causal relationships are difficult to establish between public 

policy and fertility rates, the discussion provides grounds to believe that 

some tweaking of present family and child policies could provide a better 

environment for German families to have more children. The following are 

some proposals that emerge from the literature review for this paper: 

 To increase the financial incentive to have a second child (the present 

10% increase in the Elterngeld seems small compared to the tax incentives 

offered in France). As the Nobel prize-winning American economist, 

Gary Becker, advises, “an efficient family allowance programme should 

concentrate subsidies on the marginal fertility decisions, that is, on se-

cond, third or higher order births that may not happen without subsi-

dies” (Becker and Posner, 2005); 

 To support mothers in reconciling work and family life through provid-

ing more affordable and better childcare services, with greater family 

outreach and support to parents from these services;  

 To create more family-friendly societies, especially in the work place, 

with specific leaves and flexible working hours. Women need to know 

that having children does not imply loss of consideration at work or a 

significant drop in family income; 

 To avoid policies that have only marginal effects on fertility, but could 

lead to dependency and family poverty, e.g. the provision of minimal 

homecare subventions 

 To align national strategies with those of the EU and encourage family 

initiatives at the level. 

The overall conclusion from the paper is that Germany has made very good 

progress in policies for young children and families since the OECD review 

in 2004.  
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1 Challenges of governance 

1.1 Private and public responsibility for families 

and young children 

Families 

The primary role of families in rearing children is protected both in na-

tional Constitutions and international law. The United Nations (UN) Uni-

versal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (1989) make explicit reference to the family role, e.g. the 

Preamble to the Convention on the Rights of the Child states:  

“The family, as the fundamental group of society and the natural environment for the 

growth and well-being of all its members and particularly children, should be afforded the 

necessary protection and assistance so that it can fully assume its responsibilities within 

the community…”  

When the Convention speaks of “should be afforded the necessary pro-

tection and assistance …”, it is of course referring to the state. Reticence 

about the role of the state in family matters has long been a moribund po-

litical issue in Europe (the issue is sometimes raised by the Republican right 

in the United States). According to the European Economic and Social Commit-

tee (2008), families play and will continue to play a critical role in nurturing 

and educating children, but are a proper object for the concern and assis-

tance of the state:  

“Public intervention is fully justified in that the family, where human capital is cr e-

ated, is the foundation for the whole edifice of society - as we have seen from the crisis, 

where families have frequently played the role of social shock-absorber.” (EESC Opin-

ion, 2008) 

Thus, European countries invest heavily in social protection and family 

policies. Germany, for example, invests directly 3.07% of GDP in the wel-

fare of its families (see Fig. 1 below). This is well above the OECD average 

of 2.6% of GDP (it is well to remember that the OECD includes Mexico, 

Turkey, and the USA). In addition, the balance in Germany between cash 

benefits, tax breaks and services to families is about even. One may note, 

however, that the countries most successful in tackling family and child 

poverty, viz. the Nordic countries, generally invest significantly more in 

services than in tax breaks. Vulnerable families do not always pay tax and can 

need the support of health and social workers (services) even more than 

cash.  
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Figure 1 Public spending on families in OECD countries as  

percentage of GDP in 2009 

 
Source: OECD Family Data Base (2013) – accessed March 2013 
Note: Public support accounted here only concerns public support that is exclusively for families (e.g. 
child payments and allowances, parental leave benefits and childcare support). Spending recorded in 
other social policy areas as health and housing support). Spending recorded in other social policy areas 
as health and housing support also assists families, but not exclusively, and is not included here. 

 

Young children 

As with families, the question of public and private responsibility for young 

children is largely rhetorical in the European context. All European coun-

tries invest significantly in young children, although as can be seen from the 

following chart, wide variations in investment exist. The issue is therefore: 

to what extent should countries invest? And what type of investment 

should be made (see section 1.4.). Direct public investment in early child-

hood services in Germany is relatively low (in total, around 0.5% of GDP), 

and particularly in the childcare sector (0.1% of GDP), which continues to 

be severely under-resourced despite significant progress in recent years. 

(Readers are asked to note that expenditure figures in the table below, date 

from 2009 - the most recent that the OECD has published. Many changes 

have taken place since then, including a significant increase in German 

funding.)  
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Figure 2 Public expenditure on childcare and early education in 

OECD countries as percentage of GDP (2009) 

 

Source: OECD Family Database, 2013 – accessed March 2013 

 

Reasons for the consensus about investment in ECEC services 

A strong consensus exists across all OECD countries about the importance 

of education and investment in human capital, beginning from the earliest age. 

All European countries invest in young children and probably will continue 

to do so, despite the recession. In our opinion, this consensus is strongly 

linked to the theorisation and emergence of the ‘social investment’ state 

(Giddens, 1998), a central goal of which is economic and social stabil ity, 

and the survival of OECD economies in a competitive global economy (see 

also, for example, the Europe 20/20 Strategy, 2010). According to social 

investment theory, public investment in the human capital of citizens and 

an active labour market policy with a low degree of decommodification3 are 

major requirements to reach this goal. 

There are other pragmatic reasons why countries invest in early child-

hood services. For example, the massive influx of women with young chil-

dren into the European labour market has made the provision of early 

childhood services a necessity: dual-worker families need services to help in 

 

 
3 Decommodification is the process of viewing utilities (e.g. health, education, water, etc.) as an 

entitlement, rather than as a commodity that must be paid or traded for. Decommodification 

reduces the individuals' reliance on the market and is associated with the post -war provision 

of welfare as a human right, e.g. unemployment benefits, sickness insurance and pensions. 

Today, welfare measures and programs appear useful only when they create positive effects 

for the national economy. “The leitmotif of the social investment state is, as formulated by A n-

tony Giddens (1999: 137), ’Investment in human capital instead of direct payments‘.” (Hü-

benthal, 2011) 
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the care, upbringing and education of their young children. It is widely rec-

ognised that when a certain level of female participation in the formal la-

bour market is reached (generally from 50% upwards), traditional private 

solutions to meeting child care needs become insufficient, as other family 

members – including grand-parents - are themselves working (OECD, 

2006). At the same time, majority provision through informal or for-profit 

suppliers raises concerns about affordability, equity of coverage, stability of 

supply and quality (Cleveland & Krashinsky, 2008 ). For these and other 

reasons, all European States – to a lesser or greater extent – admit respon-

sibility for families and young children.  

Box 1 British government assumes responsibility for young children 

In the Childcare Act (2006), the British government formally assumes 
legal responsibility for the provision of ECEC places for children of 
all age groups. The Act draws together several policies on childcare 
under one framework. First, it defines the duty of local authorities to 
ensure sufficient childcare for children of working parents in their 
local community. This includes the increase in universal care for the 
3–4-year-olds mentioned in the National Childcare Strategy up to 15 
hours per week in 2010. Second, childcare for younger children and 
school-age children should also be provided if their parents are in 
employment, in training or have special needs. All this marks a de-
velopment from the Childcare Strategy of 1998, in which no men-
tion of childcare places for children under the age of three is made.  

 
Source: Childcare Act (2006) 

 

In sum, the main issue in Europe today concerning public/private respon-

sibility for families and young children seems to be twofold: 

 The extent of public investment in early childhood services; and  

 The way in which this investment is shared between the state, market, 

third sector and households. An important ancillary question here is to 

what extent are market providers permitted and regulated in the ECEC 

sector.  

 

How European states organise EC services - path dependency 

The extent to which European countries are investing in early childhood 

services can be seen and compared from the figures presented by both 

EUROSTAT and the OECD. We have seen already from Fig. 2 that Ger-

man public expenditure on early childhood services is comparatively weak, 

in particular, on services for children 0-2 years. 

How the investment in early childhood services is shared between differ-

ent stakeholders is a more complex question and one that is unique to each 

country. Yet, some generalisations can be made by applying the analytic 

framework proposed by the Danish researcher, Gosta Esping-Andersen, 

and the concept of path dependency. 

Path dependency implies that family policy, funding and services for 

young children are strongly influenced by shared understandings and tradi-

tions within a country. These shared understandings - for example, con-
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cerning gender and family models - become rooted over time within social 

welfare policy (Bacchi, 1999). In turn, welfare policy is embedded in larger 

socio-economic structures and market conditions, which determine how 

social welfare is allocated between state, market, the third sector and 

households. (Esping-Andersen, 1990, 2002, 2009) 

Box 2 Three types of welfare regimes according to Esping-Andersen 

In a series of books and articles during the last two decades, the 
Danish researcher, Gosta Esping-Andersen, turned to the traditional 
social welfare responses of societies to explain why countries tended 
to produce greater levels of equality or inequality. When faced with 
new social inclusion challenges, governments generally respond ac-
cording to their social welfare traditions and bring solutions to them 
along these lines. Clear differences can be seen, for example, be-
tween liberal economies and the social democratic regimes in their 
manner of treating child poverty or organising early childhood ser-
vices. Esping-Andersen classifies OECD countries into three 
groups, each with its own traditional reflex to social matters: 

Nordic universalist regimes are characterised by the principle of univer-
sal rights, including increasingly, the principle that the youngest chi l-
dren should enjoy all the rights granted to other citizens, such as the 
right to care and education. Social welfare policies, e.g. education 
and health systems, are universal in these countries and are enacted 
statutorily to safeguard all citizens and permanent residents. These 
societies stress full employment on equal terms for both men and 
women. The challenge for socio-democratic societies is to ensure 
that their economies are successful enough to pay for their social 
services and that the majority of citizens are convinced that the taxes 
they pay for these services provide good value. 

In the continental conservative regimes (including Germany), entitlements 
are based mainly on status, in particular, citizenship and current em-
ployment status. The labour market is primarily based on the male 
breadwinner model. Proper wages and protection are provided to 
the core male workforce and institutionalized in stable collective and 
social insurance agreements. These guarantee welfare in the event of 
unemployment, sickness or old age. Benefits and pensions are 
funded by social insurance, schemes which, in turn, are linked closely 
to being in employment. Many statutory entitlements to services ex-
ist but, as in liberal regimes, they do not include a statutory entitle-
ment to childcare, which is still considered to be partly in the private 
(non-governmental) sphere. Yet, in most of the conservative coun-
tries, a right to an early education place exists for children from the 
age of 3 years (4 years in Ireland and the Netherlands), for example, 
in Germany since 1992.4 

In the liberal, residual economies, (mostly English-speaking), there is low 
intervention of the state into the market, low levels of decommodif i-

 

 
4 In Germany, this universal entitlement will be extended to children 1-3 years from August 

2013, marking a significant change in policies and thinking and a departure from conservative 

family norms. 
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cation and minimal redistribution of wealth. A strong male bread-
winner model has been in place, but is now much weakened by 
feminism and labour market changes. However, the gender model of 
distribution of labour remains ambivalent: on the one hand, there is 
no or little active support for mothers as homemakers and no real 
division of labour with male partners concerning child-rearing and 
household tasks. On the other hand, due to the lack of public sup-
port for childcare beyond school hours, women are still supposed to 
be available as carers and homemakers. Labour government initia-
tives in the UK from 2008 broke this tradition and significantly ex-
panded childcare, particularly for mothers from poorer back-
grounds.5 Nevertheless, insufficient social support has led to high 
pressure on mothers to be in the labour market.  

In the liberal regime, social entitlements are individually assessed and 
many important benefits are means tested, with the exception of 
obligatory education, which is free and publicly funded. Energies are 
focussed on the economy and job creation, with governments tend-
ing to play a minimal, residual role in the social sphere. The national 
policy reflex toward families and young children has been tradition-
ally laissez-faire, that is, families and young children belonged to the 
private sphere and were expected to fend for themselves. With the 
advent of the social investment state, this has changed but enterprise 
and employment are considered the main defences against poverty, 
rather than statutory enactment of social welfare policies. A high 
value is placed on individual responsibility and the family as a private 
social safety net.  

In addition, whereas the social democracies highlight democracy and 
inclusion as key values, the liberal economies stress markets and 
competition in service delivery. However, the evidence points in-
creasingly to the exclusionary effects of treating childcare as a mar-
ket – poorer families cannot afford the fees that are charged and 
rather than seek state assistance, prefer to look after children at 
home or through unqualified childminders. For this reason, many of 
the liberal economies have put into place targeted early childhood 
programmes for poor children, again with unforeseen negative ef-
fects. 

 

 
  

 

 
5  Although based more on a rationale of welfare state modernization, rather than on any pursuit 

of gender equality, these changes suggested a departure from conservative family norms and 

gender ideologies and hinted at a new understanding of childhood and early  education.   
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The following table, showing country performance across various social 

indicators, places the selected European countries into the categories de-

scribed by Esping-Andersen: 

 

Table 1 Country performance across various social indicators (2009) 

 

Type of social 

welfare system 

Country  Social 

inequality 

SS20/80
a)

 

Social 

expenditure 

%GDP
b)

 

% Poor 

house-

holds
c)

  

Child 

well-

being 

d)
 

Employ
ment

 

rate (%) of 

mothers with 

child <3 years  

Nordic  

universalist 

Denmark 3.4 30.1 11.5 6th 71.4 

Sweden 3.5 32 9.3 2nd 71.9 

       

Social  

insurance 

(conservative) 

France 4.0 31.5 13.1 15th 59.3 

Germany 4.1 29.4 16.3 8
th

  59.0 

Italy 5.5 26.4 21.1 19th 52.2 

Portugal 6.8 24.7 21 21st 69.8 
e)

 

       

Liberal Ireland 4.9 18.2 17.1 9th 55.1 

 U.K. 5.4 26.8 22.6 24th 55.9 

       

Post-

communist 

Hungary 5.5 21.9 19.6 22nd 15.0 

Poland 5.6 19.6 25 20th 50.1 

Slovenia
f)
 3.4 23.4 10.9 7th 78.1 

 
Note: All figures are from Eurydice 2009 except the employment rate of women which is from the Euro-
stat Database, August 2012, which provides female employment figures for 2011.  
a) Social inequality is measured by the SS20/80 ratio, that is, the range between the top 20% of in-
comes and the bottom 80%. A ratio of 4, as in France, means that the top 20% of incomes are 4 times 
greater for the rich than for the rest of the population. Ratios above 5 suggest a large gap between rich 
and poor. 
b) Social expenditure is the total spent by government on social services and protection. It includes 
family benefits expenditure, etc. A percentage expenditure below 20% suggests that a significant part of 
the population does not have access to basic services. 
c) Proportion of all households with a child under six years below ‘at-risk-of-poverty threshold, defined 
as 60% of the median value of equivalised disposable income 
d) Average ranking of member states (+ Norway and Iceland 3

rd
 and 4

th
 respectiviely) for six dimensions 

of child well-being: health; subjective well-being; children’s relationships; material resources; behaviour 
and risk; education; housing and environment 
e) For a conservative country, female employment rates in Portugal are exceptionally high.  
f) Though a post-communist country, Slovenia today corresponds far more closely to the Nordic univer-
salist model. 

If the reduction of social and educational inequality and the access of 

women to the labour market are important goals for countries, then the 

above table is encouraging. for the Nordic universalist countries. These 

countries are more egalitarian (social inequality is low); poor households are 

few; expenditure on social services and levels of child well-being are high; 

and they facilitate more effectively than other countries the participation of 

mothers with young children in the labour market. In addition, it is gener-

ally acknowledged that these countries have perhaps the best and most 

comprehensive early childhood systems in Europe.  
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Where does Germany stand? 

At Federal level, early childhood services in Germany are under the aus-

pices of the Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women 

and Youth ((Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend or 

BMFSFJ). Increasingly, however, the Ministry of Education influences kin-

dergarten affairs, at both Federal and Länder levels, especially in its tradi-

tional competency areas, such as curriculum frameworks and pedagogical 

work. Inter-ministerial committees also guarantee a co-ordinated approach 

to children’s affairs (Oberhuemer, et al. 2010). At local level, individual mu-

nicipalities are responsible for organising provision and of supervising and 

inspecting services.  

Provision for young children follows a fairly classical European model, 

with children being enrolled in one of three institutions. Up to the age of 3 

years, they are generally found in family daycare and infant toddler centres. From 

the age of 3 years they are almost wholly enrolled in kindergarten and some 

out-of school provision. Excepting kindergarten, enrolment rates in all ser-

vices differ significantly between the Neue Bundesländer (former East Ger-

many, abbreviated in the text as NBL) and the Alte Bundesländer (former 

West Germany and abbreviated as ABL), with far higher participation rates 

in the former (for a history explaining this difference, see OECD, 2004). In 

all cases, attendance is voluntary and parents pay a modest income-related 

fee for their child. 

In terms of how the organisation of the early childhood system is allo-

cated between the various actors, it is clear that the German State takes a 

large share of the responsibility, in particular at Länder and local authority 

levels. The central government provides legislation, some guidance and di-

rect funding for special aims, quality initiatives, etc. both at kindergarten 

and childcare levels. A major contribution, was made through the Child 

And Youth Services Act of 1990, which endorses the subsidiarity principle – 

"a principle which establishes the main rights and responsibilities of indi-

vidual, voluntary bodies and the State" (Oberhuemer, et al. 2010). In accor-

dance with the principle of subsidiarity, the kindergarten providers are either 

Municipal Associations (covering a little more than one-third of children) or 

‘free providers’, that is, members of non-governmental Welfare Associa-

tions (covering around two-thirds of children).6 Municipal associations are 

becoming fewer, especially in the NBL. The two largest welfare associations 

have religious affiliations (catholic or protestant) and run their services ac-

cording to their particular philosophy but in line with government frame-

works.7 This use of civil society to provide early childhood services is fairly 

 

 
6  The idea behind this distribution of responsibilities is that people should come together volun-

tarily in political, community or other groups to address social tasks in local contexts. In pri n-

ciple, this should allow a rapid response to community needs. Higher level bodies (municipal i-

ties, Länder, Federal Government) should only be brought into play if local groups cannot c o-

pe with the task.  

7  Recruitment to centres run by the welfare associations is growing. Currently, nearly 99% of 

provision is offered by public and non-profit-making agencies. 
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unique in Europe. The contribution of parents is also expected and is well 

summarised by Oberhuemer et al (ibid. p. 178). 

The German subsidiarity model compares favourably with the state 

dominated French and Italian models in which the state provides directly – 

and at greater cost – educational services for children 3-6 years. In addition, 

subsidiarity seems more democratic. Decentralisation to Länder and munici-

pal levels means that civil society and local bodies are strongly engaged in 

early childhood provision. The approach also compares favourably with the 

situation in most English-speaking countries in that Germany has chosen 

traditionally to use the welfare associations to provide services rather than 

throwing open the early childhood field to for-profit market provision. 

However, some questions do arise, several of them pinpointed in the 

OECD Country Note on Germany (OECD, 2004) and taken up again in vari-

ous places in this text. 

 

 

1.2 Effective governance  

What the research indicates 

Research from a range of countries suggests that the two main pillars of 

high quality in early childhood systems are effective governance and expert 

staff (OECD, 2001, 2006). Effective governance includes not only substan-

tial public investment in services and the infrastructure but also the func-

tions of policy-making, regulation, curriculum, quality assurance and sup-

port. The following are some of the main features of effective governance:  

 An active central ministry or agency, supported by legislation and financing 

powers, that actively takes in charge comprehensive responsibility for 

young children, respectful of family rights and the needs of disadvan-

taged children. This ministry or agency employs an expert ECEC policy 

unit of critical mass to set clear goals, co-ordinate programming and, in 

so far as possible, to integrate the functions of care and education into 

one sector covering the children in the age group 1-6 years.8 

 Balanced decentralization: Decentralisation of responsibilities is generally a 

welcome development in the early childhood field as by definition early 

childhood services are communal and very much linked with local family 

needs and beliefs. There are also important democratic principles in-

volved in the process of decentralisation. However, as mentioned in the 

research section which began this section, a unified approach to regula-

tion, staffing criteria, and quality assurance is also desirable. In the inter-

ests of equivalent access and quality across a country, clear agreements 

need to be reached between central and local authorities about system 

aims, funding processes and programme standards. 

 

 
8  It is assumed that families will provide care and stimulation for infants during the first year of 

life, assisted by remunerated parental leave, home health visiting and other services placed at 

their disposal.  
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 Support (sub-)systems and agencies are a necessary part of well-performing 

ECEC systems, for example, active policy units, a training and curricu-

lum authority; independent monitoring and evaluation agencies; a na-

tional research council, a corps of pedagogical advisors or inspectors; a 

monitoring and/or statistical unit, etc. Specialised support agencies are 

needed to undertake specific system tasks and maintain equivalent stand-

ards and accountability across large and diverse systems.  

 For system accountability and quality development, regular programme 

evaluation is necessary. These evaluations focus on structures (the quali-

ty of funding, staffing, programme standards, etc.), processes (both rela-

tional and pedagogical) and the achievement of curriculum goals. They 

are common in the United States, and recently have been undertaken in 

Sweden (Skolverket, 2004, 2008) and the United Kingdom (ongoing 

since 1997). A national pedagogical framework for early childhood ser-

vices that includes both agreed goals and a regulatory framework for the 

different programme types (family day care, centre-based care, integrated 

services, etc.), facilitates programme evaluation.  

 

Governance weaknesses in EU Member States 

 Having reviewed early childhood systems in thirty or so European coun-

tries, the author suggests that early childhood governance is still rela-

tively weak. In addition to weak public funding and lack of interest in the 

0-3 children, all too often one encounters: 

 Understaffed early childhood policy units at central and local levels . In some coun-

tries these units are assimilated to primary education and may comprise 

only one or two persons with expertise in early childhood administra-

tion. Yet, the steering of an early system is far more demanding and 

complex than primary education due to the age of the children and the 

need to regulate childcare adequately, with its many different forms, fees 

and providers. Moreover, in addition to the requirement of providing 

appropriate protection, care and education to young children, many sup-

plementary factors need to be taken into account: the health and well -

being of mothers and infants, parental leave and the eventual labour 

market participation of mothers, family-friendly work places, parent in-

formation and education, the need to listen to parents and include their 

perspectives and presence within services, etc.  

 Early childhood policy and systems split between childcare and education . Research 

on the question suggests that such a division can be useful and necessary 

in countries with high child poverty and immigration levels as many fam-

ilies may need, most of all, access to primary health services and home 

visits from health and social welfare visitors. This division of services 

should not be necessary in European countries that have an adequate 

supply of basic services, such as mother-and-infant clinics and compre-

hensive early childhood services to monitor child health and nutrition. 

Apart from the duplication of services involved, the splitting of childcare 

from early education tends to exaggerate the weaknesses of both sectors, 

that is, it generates a neglect of education and stimulation within child-

care services, and a neglect of care for children in early education ser-
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vices.9 Furthermore, the division gives rise to different goals, operational 

procedures, (opening hours, fees, programmes…), qualification levels, 

salary regimes and the like. The integration of the sectors within one 

ministry provides, in general, greater coherence, better employment for 

women and better staffing ratios and programme quality for children 

(Kaga, Bennett & Moss, 2010).  

Box 3 Caring and Learning Together 

The Caring and Learning Together research project was sponsored by 
UNESCO from 2008-10. It examined the integration of all early 
childhood services within education across: 

 Five countries that had integrated – fully or partially – early 
childhood services within education: Brazil, Jamaica, New Zea-
land, Slovenia and Sweden; 

 One country that had integrated services within social welfare, 
viz. Finland; 

 Three countries that continue with split systems, namely Belgium 
Flanders, France and Hungary. 

Comprehensive reports on these countries were prepared by national 
authors, while the UNESCO authors (Kaga, Bennett & Moss, 2010) 
conducted in parallel several interviews with experts.  

Findings 

1. Integration is not a once-and-for-all state but includes several 
steps or areas: (1) conceptual integration – always the most difficult 
step as it requires deep-set mind changes about the development of 
young children, (2) the integration of policy making and administra-
tion, (3) the integration of funding, (4) the integration of regulation, 
including curriculum or similar guidelines, (5) the integration of 
workforce, including profiling, education and pay, (6) the integration 
of types of provision, and (7) the integration of access. 

2. It is important to define, from the beginning, what is meant by in-
tegration and the extent to which it exists. The most important step 
is to achieve conceptual integration, that is, that all actors share a com-
mon understanding of what ECEC is for and have a common lan-
guage to express it. In this matter, the German concept of pedagogy is 
extremely helpful. 

3. A split vision of services imposes confusing practices, for exam-
ple, how does one explain to parents with young children why kin-
dergarten operations are not aligned with the working day or year, 
but childcare operations are. In addition to opening hours, dispari-
ties in the structuring of services are a matter of concern: wide and 
unnecessary differences in entitlement policies, regulatory frame-
works, staff training and qualification requirements; failure to take a 

 

 
9 The crowding of 25 or more young children into small classrooms for long periods, with little 

access to the outdoors, is far from ideal, but is practised widely in public early education sys-

tems. 
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holistic approach to children’s needs; and discontinuities exper i-
enced by children transiting from one service to another. 

4. Another finding is that early childhood services can be integrated 
successfully within a number of policy domains, as long as young 
children are an important focus of the ministry in charge. However, 
integration within education is more likely to achieve the goals that 
characterise public education systems: a universal entitlement to ser-
vices, affordable access for parents, a unified and well educated 
workforce, enhanced learning for all ages, and smoother transitions 
for young children to school. Finland is an exception to this rule, but 
it is structured as a typical Nordic universalist welfare state with 
strong entitlements to services. Welfare systems in other countries – 
particularly in liberal economies where fewer entitlements exist and 
means-testing is practised - make them a less suitable location for in-
tegrating ECCE.  

5. Where integration within education has taken place, it has been 
generally positive, especially for children under 3 years and for the 
services and staff that cater for this younger group. Children for-
merly in ‘childcare’ now enjoy a much clearer educational input into 
the services provided for them.  

6. Integration within education greatly improves curriculum devel-
opment and pedagogical work. For example, in New Zealand, the 
link with education inspired the creation of the Te Whariki curricu-
lum and a specific learning evaluation instrument, Learning Stories 
(Carr, 2001). Even more striking were workforce changes: higher 
qualifications for ECEC staff and improvements in pay, supported 
by the creation in 1994 of a combined union for early childhood and 
primary school teachers. According to the Ministry of Education 
(2007), there was also “A continued growth in the number of stu-
dents in, and graduates from, early childhood teacher education col-
leges.’ 

7. Four of the five countries studied in the UNESCO report now 
have a recognised early years professional , a graduate level worker 
educated to work with both under and over 3 years olds.  

8. In Sweden and Slovenia, a universal entitlement to services, from 
the end of parental leave, has resulted, with clear evidence in Sweden 
of a significant narrowing of inequalities in access. Along with Den-
mark, access to early childhood services in Sweden by low-income 
families is now equal to access among middle class families. 

 
Source: Caring and Learning Together, UNESCO, 2010 
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The following table provides an overview of the state of integration in 

selected EU countries: 

Table 2 The structure of ECEC services in selected EU countries 

Countries Unitary or split 

ECEC system
10

 

Ministry responsible for 

0-3 years        3-6 years 

Age-integrated or 

age-separated
11

 

DK Denmark Unitary  Welfare Both 

FR France Split Welfare Education Separated 

Germany Unitary Family Affairs, Länder and 

municipalities 

Growing integration 

IT Italy Split Family Affairs 

(municipal) 

Education Separated 

HU Hungary Split Welfare Education Separated 

PL Poland Split Welfare Education Separated 

PT Portugal Split Welfare Education Separated 

SI Slovenia Unitary  Education Integrated 

SE Sweden Unitary  Education Integrated 

UK United  

Kingdom 

Pt unitary  Education Both 

 
Source: EACEA, 2009 

 

Unbalanced decentralisation – A final weakness to which we call attention is 

unbalanced decentralisation. As mentioned, decentralisation is desirable in 

the early childhood as policy for families and young children is also a local 

issue, given the differences that can arise from one community to another 

and the sensitivity of questions related to child-rearing. But the ethos and 

organisation of services gain much from central policy-making, funding and 

support from the national sub-systems mentioned above. We know also 

from PISA research that giving centres greater independence to set their 

own aims while regrouping them at district level to pursue community aims 

leads to greater intentionality and higher quality.  

That is not always the situation in Europe. In early education systems for 

3-6s, there is often little or no decentralisation and, as a result, little innova-

tion. In very tight systems, such as France, it is difficult for teachers to de-

part from Ministry of Education curriculum and practice, which seem to 

 

 
10  Unitary: government responsibility covers access, funding, regulation and workforce integra-

ted across all ECEC services; Pt (part) Unitary indicates that government responsibility is i n-

tegrated, but not all the other dimensions. Split: split systems occur when government re-

sponsibility for ECEC is divided between 2 ministries, generally based on the age of children, 

with Ministries of Social Welfare (Health, or Family Affairs) given responsibility for young chi l-

dren 0-3 years  and to Ministries of Education for 3-6s. Ministerial responsibility can be more 

or less great depending on the degree of decentralisation practised in this field, e.g. in Italy, 

most dimensions are devolved to municipalities.  

11  Integrated or unitary services take children in charge for 4,5 or 6 years from the end of paid 

parental leave, though there may be an age-separated service for 1-2 years before CSA; Se-

parated or split services are organised for different age groups, usually taking children either 

under or over 3 years. Both – some integrated and some age-separated services 
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presuppose that a one-size-fits-all approach is a sign of equal treatment and 

that young children from very diverse backgrounds will benefit equally. By 

contrast, in childcare 'systems' in several countries, there may be no defini-

tion of common goals and little regulation except for health and safety mat-

ters. For-profit private provision may predominate, or – as happened in 

several of the Eastern European countries after 1990 – a collapse of the 

childcare sector has taken place, with the State withdrawing from childcare 

sector and 'decentralising' it to the municipalities, without sufficient funding 

or support. Even in well-functioning systems, too great a displacement of 

management control from the centre toward municipalities or parents can 

lead to an unacceptable variability in quality from one municipality to an-

other (see, for example, the 2004 evaluation of Swedish preschools by 

Skolverket, the Swedish National Agency for Education). 

 

Where does Germany stand? 

A system split integrating rapidly  

In Germany, until fairly recently, kindergarten was seen as predominantly ‘a 

socialising and educational upbringing’ service, whereas crèches (Kinderkrip-

pen) and family daycare (Kindertagspflege) for the younger children were con-

sidered predominantly as ‘childcare’, to facilitate mothers to join the work 

force. The socialization of children was assigned to kindergartens from the 

1970s12; and education remained within the realm of the school and was 

often narrowly conceived as cognitive development. “This presumption led 

to a system of half-day schooling, while social skills are to be learned out-

side the education system, within the family, and civil society”. (Rüling, 

2008) Even with the advent of curricular reform in the years 2000, the con-

ceptual gap between education and care could still be seen, as noted by 

Oberhuemer et al (2010) when they comment on the various Länder curric-

ula and the 2004 Common Framework for Early Education: 

…in reality, most of the goals and recommendations are formulated predominantly 

with older kindergarten children in mind, including transition to school. This is one of 

the reasons why a number of current research and development projects are focussing sp e-

cifically on working with under-threes (Oberhuemer et al., 2010, p. 179) 

However, unlike the current anglo-saxon use of the word ‘education’, the 

German concept of Sozialpädagogik integrates notions of Bildung (education), 

Erziehung (upbringing) and Betreuung (care), understanding them as one con-

cept and one practice. In fact, even the concept of education (Bildung) in-

cludes the notion of self-actualisation and a strong personal relationship 

with the educator that includes – in addition to knowledge acquisition - 

notions of upbringing and of modelling values and attitudes. This concep-

tualisation accords well with integrated early childhood services and is 

gradually leading to a more integrated system. Integration of care and edu-

cation is advancing rapidly in Germany in regard to the legal responsibility 

for care and education, and also in regard to funding, workforce, regula-

 

 
12  In 1973, the kindergarten was officially recognized as the first stage in public education, but it 

never became administratively part of the education system and remains within family and so-

cial affairs. 
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tions, curricula (cover both groups) and access. Many of the Länder curric-

ula have been revised to include appropriate under-3 themes and ap-

proaches; staff are receiving new training; and, from August 2013, a legal 

entitlement to a childcare place from the 1st birthday will exist. For all prac-

tical purposes, childcare and kindergarten can now be merged in Germany, 

although the recent admission of for-profit childcare services may compli-

cate integration and lead to lower standards.13 

 

Challenges of decentralisation in Germany 

Because of the subsidiarity principle, the governance of the German ECEC 

system is highly devolved and, from some perspectives, could be considered 

as being excessively loose. Perhaps only Italy of the neighbouring countries 

has such devolution, but only in regard to services for the under-3s; the 

scuola materna is centrally controlled by the Ministry of Education in Rome.14 

A similar centralisation of early education exists also in France, the Nether-

lands, and the UK.  

The Nordic countries are also highly decentralised, and municipalities 

have the responsibility to provide early childhood services. But these ser-

vices are financed substantially from the central budget, which means that 

municipalities and central government need to speak and listen to each 

over. By contrast, German early childhood services are financed at 

Länder/municipal level and are less influenced by Federal Government. The 

municipalities, guided by the Land governments, deal essentially with the 

providers while the Länder defend their prerogatives and powers vis-à-vis 

the Federal government. It is not unreasonable to suppose that in this area 

the subsidiarity principle has contributed to the failure to have common 

standards across the country or a common core curriculum.  

Differences are particularly noticeable in the provision of places for un-

der-threes, which is the focus of current policies and measures. Public 

spending per child across the Länder varied in 2008 from €3,000 and €7,000 

per child (cf. Textor 2008). The differences can be accounted for by longer 

or shorter opening times, variations in child-staff ratios and the composi-

tion of groups (younger children requiring more staff and facilities than 

over-3s) – but the situation must be confusing for young children and their 

parents. Even for kindergarten children, child-staff ratios vary across the 

Länder, from 8.1:1 and 13.6:1 (Leu & Schelle, 2009).15    

As mentioned, in the interests of equivalent access and quality across a 

country, central and local authorities need to reach clear agreements about 

system aims, funding processes and programme standards. Such agreements 

(or rather, their implementation) are not always evident in Germany. For 

 

 
13 Making profit in childcare often relies on hiring less qualified carers (they cost less) and i n-

creasing child:staff ratios – neither strategy likely to improve the quality of services. 

14 Many ECEC experts would say: with the disadvantages that a large bureaucrat ic system can 

bring. At least, the most innovative early childhood programmes in Italy are sponsored by m u-

nicipalities, such as Reggio Emilia. 

15 Ratios calculated on the basis of a daily 8-hour presence of children and a staff working week 

of 38.5 hours. 
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example, although the National Quality Initiative aimed to establish coher-

ent procedures for monitoring the quality of early childhood services, the 

implementation of these procedures has differed significantly across the 

Länder and among the various welfare associations. Among the inconven-

iences that this weakness in governance brings are the following: 

 Wide differences between the eastern and western parts of Germany still 

exist in the number of places available for children under three years of 

age. Whereas in 2004, the eastern Bundeslander were offering a place for 

one in three children of this age group, only 2% had a place in the west-

ern regions of the country. In the meantime, there has been a successful 

drive to increase provision across Germany, and in 2012, 22% of the un-

der-threes in the western federal states had a place in a public ECCE fa-

cility, and 55.1% in eastern Germany. 

 Inequalities concerning the volume and quality of early services across 

the country. The Länder continue to differ in terms of basic structural 

matters relating to quality, such as policy orientation, group size, 

staff:child ratios and in-service training. It seems unacceptable that fami-

lies in different parts of the country cannot expect roughly equal educa-

tional opportunities and quality levels for their children. Such differences 

were a major reason why, in 2004, the OECD experts invited the Federal 

Government to play a greater role in the development of children’s ser-

vices, in order to give children throughout Germany comparable oppor-

tunities. However, the experts also noted the difficulties that come with 

a federal division of responsibilities: “Navigating in the system requires 

extensive negotiation skills because of the differing interpretations of 

broad frameworks, with the role and responsibilities of different levels of 

government being constantly debated” (OECD 2004, p. 18). 

 Excessive decentralisation can also lead to privatisation, with the possi-

bility of individual municipalities opting out of the present non-profit 

system. As noted by the OECD reviewers: 

“Transforming ‘childcare’ into a market system can be attractive for municipalities, 

but may have serious disadvantages, not least for low-income and immigrant populations. 

These are precisely the groups whose children need support and appropriate socio -

educational services from an early age. The option to privatise has frequently led to an 

increase in provision, but on the downside may induce a general lowering of standards, a 

weakening of educational vision for the younger children, and a further widen ing the gap 

between ‘childcare’ and the publicly funded kindergarten system.  Studies from Canada 

and other countries tend to confirm these outcomes.” (OECD, 2004, p. 47)  
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1.3 The funding of services 

What the research indicates 

The OECD Starting Strong reviews (OECD, 2001, 2006) noted that while 

ECEC may be funded by a combination of sources, substantial government 

investment is necessary to support a sustainable system of high quality, a f-

fordable services. Without strong government investment and involvement, 

it is well-nigh impossible to achieve quality pedagogical goals and broad 

system aims, such as social inclusion, equal education opportunities, child 

health and well-being. In particular, children in poverty need not only equal 

access to services but also enhanced funding, better child:staff ratios, inno-

vative and adapted pedagogies. Such services are basically too expensive for 

the majority of users to pay their full costs. In well-functioning systems, 

governments develop clear and consistent strategies for the mapping of 

services, for efficiently allocating resources, for investment in an infrastruc-

ture for long-term planning and for ongoing quality initiatives. 

 

The extent of investment 

The extent of investment in early childhood services is an important issue, 

as without state investment, there is unlikely to be equitable access or qual-

ity. For-profit private providers tend to keep away from low income areas 

and avoid difficult neighbourhoods. To include all children in high quality 

early childhood services requires significant public investment. Given that 

to pay full costs is beyond the capacity of most parents, the state is con-

fronted by a number of choices: 

To fund the sector to its maximum capacity, recognising that the early care 

and education of young children from the earliest age is an important hu-

man capital investment. The EC Childcare Network in its 1996 publication 

‘Quality targets in services for young children’ recommended that in order to have 

ECEC (early childhood care and education) services of sufficient quality, 

countries should invest around 1% of GDP. 

To trim down its investment by reducing the number of years that young 

children have access to public services, e.g. by investing only in kindergar-

ten (early education) and letting parents find services for the younger chil-

dren in the open market or in informal care. The disadvantages of this solu-

tion are many and include: labour market contraction (many women will with-

draw from the labour market until children have reached the age of 3 or 4 

years); neglect of disadvantaged children (children in deprived households may 

not receive the health, nutrition, language and upbringing inputs to enable 

them to enter kindergarten at a level sufficient to survive in education); and 

unreliable, low quality services (neither informal nor for-profit services are likely 

to provide high quality to children unless encouraged and regulated by the 

state or local authority). 

To invest partially in the childcare system while relying on parents, the third 

(non-profit) sector or on market providers to share costs. Unlike compulso-

ry education, most countries require parents to share the costs of childcare, 

and welcome the support of traditional non-profit bodies in providing ser-
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vices. However, as mentioned above, care needs to exercised in bringing in 

for-profit providers. Broader policy goals such as equality of opportunity 

and poverty alleviation cannot easily be achieved through the market, owing 

to its selection effects. This difficulty has led states to fund ECEC provi-

sion themselves to a lesser or greater extent as it enables them to directly 

influence the volume, goals and quality of services.  

 

Where does Germany stand? 

From several perspectives, the manner of funding of provision in Germany 

is good for the central government. Rather than the federal budget carrying 

the full burden of organising and financing services – as in France – central 

government is in the happy position of having Länder, local authorities and 

the welfare associations to take on these obligations. The situation allows 

the government to cut back on organisational posts and to share – at least 

to some extent (see below) – the financing of services. In addition, these 

welfare associations are in competition with each other for ever fewer chil-

dren – a factor that could have positive effects on affordability to parents 

and the quality of services provided to children.16 

In addition to public (Länder and local authority) funding, parents and 

the 'free' providers contribute significantly to the financing of provision. In 

2006, in addition to public funding, almost €2 billion (14% of the total 

budget) came from parental fees that are usually charged according to in-

come, and about €0.75 billion (5.3%) from the voluntary providers. It can 

be assumed that the overall costs for ECEC services for the whole of Ger-

many totalled €14.1 billion in 2006 (Deutsches Jugendinstitut, 2007, cited 

by Leu & Schelle, 2009).  

The federal government also contributes but indirectly, that is through 

special initiatives that do not undermine the prerogatives of the Länder. Ac-

cording to Leu & Schelle (2009): 

“By 2013, the Federal Government is to provide €2.15 billion in a special fund for 

the building, renovation and equipping of centre-based settings and family day care ser-

vices. From 2008 to 2013, the Federal Government aims to alleviate the burden on the 

local authorities by providing an additional €1.85 billion followed by a yearly sum of 

€770 million for running costs. Furthermore, it was agreed that parents who do not 

utilise ECEC services for their children are to receive a monthly payment ("care money") 

to honour the part they play in bringing up their children.” 
  

 

 
16 In respect of ‘competition’, we use the conditional ‘could have’ as there is little evidence that 

competition among early childhood providers improves quality for children. When identifying 

high quality, most researchers mention public services: Sweden, Reggio Emilia, San Miniato, 

Te Whariki … and also preschools using certain curricula, such as Experiential Education, 

Montessori, High/Scope, Steiner, etc.  
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The focus here is to expand places for the under-3s (bringing more 

women into the workforce). Over the five years, the lump sums involved 

represent about 5% annually of the total budget for ECEC services (kinder-

gartens included), to which is added the annual supplement of a further 5% 

(the annual running cost supplement of €770 million) . However, although a 

significant contribution, these supplements can be criticiqued from several 

angles: 

 First, they are not large enough to bring German investment in young 

children further than a low EU or OECD average (see Fig. 4 above). 

German patterns of investment in children follow closely a rather tradi-

tional pattern. Though not covered in the above figure, it is well to note 

that average investment in ECEC services for children 0-3 years is gen-

erally well below the pre-primary figure, though not necessarily in terms 

of investment per child. Yet, according to some American research, if 

one could match investment to its capacity to influence brain and cogni-

tive development, governments should provide top investment to the 

children in the youngest age group. In actual fact, the investment pattern 

in the OECD countries generally follows the inverse path, as illustrated 

in the following figure (see Fig. 7). 

Figure 3 Public (white) and private (black) investment per child at  

different levels of education 

 
Source: OECD 2007  

 

 A second criticism is that this special investment from the federal gov-

ernment has not been successful: the provision of places (at 22% only) in 

the western Länder is well below the EU average and far removed from 

the original Barcelona target of 33%, not to mention the eastern Länder 

figure of 51%. 

 Thirdly, the promise to provide "care money" is not consistent either 

with the wish to bring more women into the labour market or with a 
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policy to provide support and educational services to disadvantaged fam-

ilies.  

 

Discussion: Does the modality of funding chosen impact on system 

quality? 

In general, the major funding of ECEC services takes either of two forms: 

public (supply-side direct investment in services and educator salaries (di-

rect funding model) or public indirect funding through subsidies paid to 

parents, who then purchase childcare in the open market (consumer subsidy 

model). The former model is widespread in Europe in early education for 

children 3-6 years, but the childcare sector has become increasingly mar-

ketised in recent years and often follows a consumer subsidy model.  

As an approach, consumer subsidy funding corresponds well to the cur-

rent ‘third way’ social welfare model, which sees the creation of markets 

within the public services as a means of having lighter, less expensive and 

more responsive public services (Giddens, 2003). The approach is often 

popular with the politicians who do not like ‘big government’ or who fa-

vour raising government income by cutting back on public services rather 

than by other means, such as financial transaction charges or sliding-scale 

taxation. Vouchers and parent subsidies are favoured over direct funding of 

services, in the expectation that parental purchase of services will bring pri-

vate entrepreneurs, new funding and greater dynamism into the provision 

of services – all this with lesser cost to government. In parallel, deregulation 

occurs to facilitate commercial suppliers in dealing with child-staff ratios 

and the qualifications of contact staff. State or local government monitoring 

is replaced, at least to some degree, by the basic market principle that more 

information to consumers, and competition among providers will eventually 

bring quality at lower cost. Some governments consider that choice will be 

increased if parents are free to opt for the service provider that meets best 

their child’s particular needs. To achieve equity, large targeted programmes, 

such as Head Start (United States) or Sure Start (United Kingdom), are main-

tained, which provide in principle low-income families with child care and 

early education to meet their needs.  

However, the results from marketised childcare systems are not convinc-

ing. It suffices to compare their organisation, access and quality levels to 

publicly sponsored early education systems. The OECD reviews of 2001 

and 2006 suggest that, for the moment at least, a public supply side invest-

ment model, managed by public authorities, brings more uniform quality 

and superior coverage of childhood populations (1-6 years) than parent 

subsidy models. In the publicly managed systems, services regulation is the 

norm, with group sizes and staff qualifications being subject to legislation 

and enforcement by the responsible ministry or local authority. Services 

receive also the supervision and support of ministry or local authority man-

agement units, or are guided by public child agencies. For this reason, more 

efficient mapping of services, more coherent training, and benchmarking 

are likely to be attained. The mixing of children, valued in public education, 

can also be achieved more easily in public services, unless (which is often 

the case) there is a high degree of spatial segregation in neighbourhoods 
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served by public provision. But even then, a higher degree of equity in ac-

cess and participation seems to be achieved by public services than by con-

sumer subsidy models.  

A fuller discussion of the issue is supplied in Starting Strong II (OECD, 

2006). Its conclusions were: 

“A range of different funding sources – public, private, business, parents – is the cur-

rent reality of early childhood funding. Differences of approaches are likely to remain, not 

least because of path dependence, that is, because ECEC systems are embedded within 

powerful socio-economic models (Mahon, 2006). In both supply-side and demand-side 

systems, governments seek to ensure access to services for all children whose parents r e-

quire it, and in particular, for children who need these services most. The overwhelming 

evidence from the reviews of twenty countries suggests that without significant public in-

vestment in policy, services and management, both affordability to parents and the quality 

of services are likely to be undermined. This is true not only for public services but also 

for licensed private providers. Without sustained public funding (either directly to services 

or indirectly through parent subsidies) and public regulation of all providers, ECEC 

services are destined to be patchy and of poor quality in all but the  more affluent 

neighbourhoods. This defeats a main purpose of early childhood systems, that is, to pro-

vide quality care, development and learning for all children, and in particular, to improve 

opportunity for children living in at-risk situations.  

Whatever system of funding is chosen by a country, the best interests of young children 

should remain a primary guideline. In the early childhood field, market laws are insuff i-

cient as the time-span to eliminate poor quality providers is generally much longer than 

the few years that a child will be present in these services. The consequences of unregu-

lated marketisation can be serious for the education and development of young children. 

As in other markets, government intervention is amply justified in the case o f market 

failure, which, in fact, occurs too frequently in child care systems. Ball and Vincents 

conclude, for example, that the childcare market “does not work as markets are meant to 

do; it does not guarantee quality or efficiency, and in fact dispenses services in a highly 

inequitable fashion (2005:567)”.  

In sum, despite the attractions of lower public spending and more rapid service prov i-

sion brought by marketisation, governments need to fund, supervise and regulate private 

providers, if they wish to maintain quality for all young children, including children with 

special and/or additional learning needs. The evidence from cost -benefit analyses does not 

indicate that any expenditure will generate benefits greater than costs, but rather that the 

benefit-to-cost ratio is greatly influenced by the quality of services provided (Lamb, 

1998).” (OECD, 2006, pp. 115ff)  
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2 Challenges in achieving externalities 

  

2.1 ECEC services as a means to reduce child 

poverty and social inequality 

Data on poverty in Europe 

According to the Eurostat Newsrelease (http://ec.europa.eu/Eurostat) of 8 

February 2012, 23.4% (115 million people) of the population of EU-27 

were at risk of poverty or social exclusion. The highest shares of persons 

being at risk of poverty or social exclusion were recorded in Bulgaria (42%), 

Romania (41%), Latvia (38%), Lithuania (33%) and Hungary (30%), and the 

lowest in the Czech Republic (14%), Sweden and the Netherlands (both 

15%), Austria, Finland and Luxembourg (all 17%). For the moment in 

Europe, the overall poverty trend is negative: the numbers of unemployed 

and poor has increased significantly since 2008.  

 

Children are at greater risk of poverty  

During the past twenty years, child poverty has increased significantly in 

most European countries, with younger children facing a higher risk of rela-

tive poverty than any other group. Children particularly exposed to the risk 

of poverty include those from large, low-income families; households with a 

migrant background; Roma children; street children and those who are ex-

posed to a series of social risks such as homelessness, violence and traffick-

ing. As can be seen from the following table, children are at greater risk of 

poverty or social exclusion than adult populations, except in Denmark, 

Finland, Norway, Slovenia and Sweden. (http://ec.europa.eu/Eurostat). 

According to the same source, children in single parent households have 

the highest poverty risk. Even with one child, the risk of poverty in these 

households is 33% (1 in 3 children) and increases with subsequent chi l-

dren. Other children in high risk of poverty are: children with parents born 

outside the EU – again a risk of 33%; children living in families with 3 or 

more dependent children (1 in 4 of these children are at risk of poverty); 

children living in families where no one has employment. Without social 

benefits, at-risk-of-poverty levels would be much higher for all groups. 

These figures do not include groups living in extreme situations such as: 

excluded ethnic minority groups, especially the Roma, undocumented mi-

grants, the homeless, people living in or leaving institutions. 
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Table 3 Persons at risk of poverty or social exclusion by age group, 

2010 in % 

 
Source: Eurostat (2012) 

 

Common experience shows that early childhood services can alleviate 

the effects of poverty on young children. They offer children from difficult 

backgrounds a protected space and often make available health, nutrition 

and other inputs to these children. Staff likewise can support parents and 

even provide them with education and employment training when compre-

hensive services are funded. For these and other reasons, several countries 

have made poverty alleviation a main aim of early childhood services. For 

 Children  

(0-17 years) 

Working age  

population 

Elderly (65 

years  

and over) 

EU27*  26.9  23.3  19.8  

Belgium  23.2  20.0  21.0  

Bulgaria  44.6  36.9  55.9  

Czech Republic  18.9  14.1  10.1  

Denmark  15.1  19.5  18.4  

Germany  21.7  20.8  14.8  

Estonia  24.0  21.8  19.0  

Ireland  :  :  :  

Greece  28.7  27.7  26.7  

Spain  29.8  25.1  22.6  

France  23.0  20.0  12.0  

Italy  28.9  24.7  20.3  

Cyprus  :  :  :  

Latvia  42.0  37.0  37.7  

Lithuania  34.3  34.0  30.0  

Luxembourg  22.3  17.5  6.1  

Hungary  38.7  30.5  16.8  

Malta  24.4  19.1  21.9  

Netherlands  16.9  16.5  6.2  

Austria  18.8  16.1  15.8  

Poland  30.8  27.6  24.4  

Portugal  28.7  24.1  26.1  

Romania  48.7  39.7  39.9  

Slovenia  15.2  18.1  22.8  

Slovakia  25.3  20.2  16.7  

Finland  14.2  17.1  19.5  

Sweden  14.5  15.0  15.9  

United Kingdom  29.7  21.2  22.3  

Iceland  17.6  14.7  5.3  

Norway  14.6  15.7  12.3  

Switzerland  19.9  13.7  27.7  
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example, ‘Sure Start’ programme was introduced in 1999 to provide public 

early-years services in disadvantaged neighbourhoods in the UK. The politi-

cal strategy was, first, to get unemployed parents back into work and to 

increase the female employment rate, which, it was considered, would be 

the most effective means of poverty prevention.17 A second part of the 

strategy was to provide early childhood programmes targeted at disadvan-

taged children. The government reckoned that the poverty and welfare-

dependence cycle could be broken over the life course of children. Accord-

ing to Rüling (2008), this driver had a certain continuity in UK social policy 

as, in the liberal economies, targeted poverty reduction programmes have 

traditionally been a justification for state intervention. Naumann (2011) 

remarks that the naming of the various programmes – for example, ‘Sure 

Start’ or ‘Every Child Matters’ – evokes the image of the state rescuing 

children from socially deprived backgrounds and the risk of neglect or 

abuse.  

“The policy is ‘pre-emptive’ insofar as the idea is to help parents in difficult life ci r-

cumstances as well as to invest early in today’s children in order to prevent low labour 

market attainment, crime and antisocial behaviour in the future.” (Naumann, 2011) 

 

What research indicates 

Is it reasonable to claim that by increasing the volume of early childhood 

services for young children that social and educational inequality can be 

reduced? We believe the evidential base for such a claim is unconvincing in 

that far more than early childhood programming is needed to reduce na-

tional poverty levels. 

It is true that an enormous body of experimental research – in particular, 

from the liberal economies – underlines that public investment in high qual-

ity early childhood services provides a high return on investment and 

achieves the following:  

 Increases employment rates and family income (Berlinski, Galiani, and 

McEwan, 2008; Heckman, Stixrud, and Urzua, 2006; World Bank, 

2010…) 

 Improves the physical and mental health of children and reduces reliance 

on the health care system (Irwin, Siddiqi, and Hertzman 2007, The Lan-

cet, 2005, 2007; Marmot Review, 2010) 

 Enhances children’s learning, school readiness and other related ou t-

comes (Schweinhart et al. 2005, Lynch, 2005, Heckman, and Masterov, 

2007; Sylva et al., 2010; OECD, 2010) 

 Reduces engagement in high-risk behaviour in later life (Schweinhart et 

al., 2005; Cunningham et al., 2008; Kagitcibasi et al., 2009) 

 

On the other hand, despite their rhetoric about early childhood being a 

panacea – in some cases, followed by significant investment – the liberal 

 

 
17 The calculation was generally correct but it did not take into account sufficiently the pheno-

menon of in-work poverty which affects, above all, lowly educated women in the 4Cs: clea-

ning, caring, catering and cashiering.  
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economies, with the exception of the Netherlands,18 continue to have as 

high or even higher child and family poverty rates than other comparable 

countries. Even in the UK, a country that has invested greatly in recent 

decades in early childhood services and anti-poverty measures, child pov-

erty is again rising rapidly and according to the Institute of Fiscal Studies  

“child poverty will rise from its current level of 20% to reach 24% in 2020-2021 

/…/ These (rates) are both considerably higher than the targets specified in the Child 

Poverty Act (of 10% and 5% respectively) /…/ the rate of relative child poverty for e-

cast for 2020-21 would be the highest since 1999-2000”. (Brewer et al., 2011) 

 

Can early childhood services alone solve the issue of child poverty? 

Table 3 above gives room for reflection. Excepting the Netherlands and 

Slovenia, the Nordic countries are far more successful than other European 

countries in preventing child (and other forms) of poverty. They achieve 

low child poverty rates (15% or less), not through the magic wand of early 

childhood services alone – although these services are a powerful ingredient 

in providing an equal start to children and in allowing a high employment 

rate among mothers with young children – but through the use of strong 

distributive mechanisms and income/service supports to vulnerable families 

and children. The redistribution of wealth is achieved through relatively 

high taxation, which, in turn, funds universal human services and education 

systems that stress solidarity and equality. For example, the first chapter of 

the revised Swedish Curriculum for Pre-school (Lpfö 98 updated 2010) begins 

as follows: 

“Democracy forms the foundation of the pre-school. For this reason all pre-school ac-

tivity should be carried out in accordance with fundamental democratic values… An 

important task of the pre-school is to establish and help children acquire the values on 

which our society is based. The inviolability of human life, individual freedom and inte g-

rity, the equal value of all people, equality between the genders as well as solidarity with 

the weak and vulnerable are all values that the school shall actively promote in its work 

with children.” 

The vision put forward by Giddens (1998), Heckman & Masterov (2007) 

and other liberal economists is somewhat different. Although they are pro-

ponents of the 'social investment' state, which carries within it many de-

mocratic elements such as the rule of law, accountability to citizens and 

'equality of opportunity', its raison d'être is economic. The liberal State seeks 

'equality of opportunity' in education not necessarily because of the intrinsic 

rights and dignity of every child but because education and skills are central 

to the performance of a modern global economy: 

 “A large body of empirical work at the interface of neuroscience and social science 

has established that fundamental cognitive and non-cognitive skills are produced in the 

early years of childhood, long before children start kindergarten. The technology of skill 

formation developed by economists shows that learning and motivation are dynamic, cu-

 

 
18 The Netherlands seems to waver between being a liberal economy and a continental conser-

vative-type economy (see Esping-Andersen's definition of these terms in Box. 2 above) in 

function of the political coalition in power.  
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mulative processes. Skill begets skill; learning begets learning. Early advantages accumu-

late, just as early disadvantages do.” Heckman and Masterov, 2007, p. 33 -34).  

For this reason, the liberal economies propose state investment in early 

childhood services as individual responsiveness vis-à-vis cognitive and so-

cial stimulation is at its greatest in the years from birth to 5 or 6 years 

(Heckman, 2006).  

Heckman and Masterov (2007) also encourage investment in families, 

particularly in poor families, as they transmit endogenous factors that can 

hold back the development of children, for example, low income, deprived 

homes and neighbourhoods, cultural capital, single parenthood, a large 

number of siblings, the language spoken at home, etc. “Low family income 

is associated with single parenthood, divorce, low education, and low paren-

tal IQ. Child test scores are higher for children from higher income fami-

lies. Teenage pregnancy and high school dropout rates are strongly nega-

tively correlated with family income… The most effective policy for im-

proving the performance of schools is supplementing the childrearing re-

sources of the families sending children to the schools." (Heckman and 

Masterov, 2007 pp. 6, 17) 

For these researchers, the solution is for governments to invest in tar-

geted family/community interventions and targeted early childhood pro-

gramming. For them “universal programs would be much more expensive 

and create the possibility of deadweight losses whereby public programs 

displace private investments by families." (ibid.) In sum, Heckman’s strategy 

is an example of path dependency produced by a liberal economy perspec-

tive on the world. A boundary is created between the poor ('low income') 

families and the rest of society, which justifies targeted intervention by the 

state but without any real change in the status quo. The much larger issue 

of how inequalities are created or how solidarity and social justice might be 

restored are ignored. In Heckman’s perspective, early childhood services 

and targeted family programmes, can resolve the challenge of providing 

equal opportunity to the children of excluded families. 

This simplistic solution compares rather weakly with the universal ser-

vices and comprehensive supports offered by the Nordic model. Little 

wonder that Ed Zigler, one of the founders of Head Start, has asked: “Is 

there a magic potion that will push poor children into the ranks of the mid-

dle class?” He answers without ambiguity in an article entitled Forty years of 

believing in magic is enough!: 

“Only if the potion contains health care, childcare, good housing, sufficient income for 

every family, child rearing environments free of drugs and violence, support for parents in 

all their roles, and equal education for all students in school. Without these necessit ies, 

only magic will make that happen.” (Zigler, 2003, p. 12) 

Early childhood services can and do contribute to the alleviation of child 

poverty and its inter-generational reproduction but, on their own, they can-

not resolve such a complex issue. The evidence suggests that only a combi-

nation of factors can explain the low child poverty rates and general high 

level of social inclusion in Nordic society. Firstly, values of equity and so-

cial inclusion are deeply rooted in Nordic countries and reflected in their 
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distributive tax systems, which ensure the financing of universal health, 

education and social protection services.19 Their notion of the social con-

tract has led to significant financial transfers from the top income quintiles 

toward the bottom. These transfers generally take the form of services,20 

showing an understanding that poverty is not just material but that people 

need services and contact with other people to combat the socio-cultural 

roots of community and family poverty.  

In the Nordic countries, there is also evidence of comprehensive pro-

gramming for families facing difficulties. For example, the reconciliation of 

work and parenting is tackled through several converging policies: maternity 

leave and a year-long parental leave that is well-remunerated and shared 

with fathers; the universal provision of affordable, high quality childcare to 

all families that allows mothers to work and enables a far more equal distr i-

bution of paid and unpaid work; a strong emphasis on gender equality lead-

ing to family-friendly work places and a better distribution of paid work and 

caring between men and women; employment policies that seek to propose 

full-time employment to women and low rates of in-work policy; a strong 

focus in all family policies on their eventual impact of children. These con-

verging policies have a strong impact on the prevention of child poverty.  

By contrast, publicly-supported remunerated, parental leave does not ex-

ist as an entitlement in most US states. High childcare costs prevent many 

women – and especially lone female heads of families – from seeking full 

time work. In addition, research by Waldfogel (2007) on U.S. welfare re-

form shows that the large increase in female employment that followed the 

tightening of benefit eligibility rules during the Bush years, was not accom-

panied by sufficient additional spending on children. Little progress on 

child health and development was made but some adverse impacts on 10 

and 11 year olds were recorded. 

 

Where does Germany stand? 

One is obliged to note, first of all, that German child poverty figures are 

unclear Hübenthal (2011) writes: "... for the year 2005, the OECD study, “Doing 

better for children”, announced in 2009 a child poverty rate of 16.3% (cf.  OECD 

2009: 35). In the follow-up study, “Doing better for families”, published in 2011, this 

rate was corrected downwards to only 8.4% for the year 2008 (cf. OECD 2011: 41). 

As a direct answer to this very low rate, the German Institute for Economic Resea rch 

presented a child poverty rate of 16.4% for the year 2009 (cf. DIW 2011).”  

 

 
19 In this matter, we follow the thinking of Fukuyama (2004, 2011) and others that values and 

ideas actually influence history and that all cannot be explained by the contemporary eleva-

tion of neoclassical economics to the status of a theology. 

20 Generally, but not always. The Child Home Care policy in both Finland and Norway offers 

parents a low flat-rate allowance to care under age 3 who is not in municipal  day care. Data 

on the policy shows that the allowance is most often taken by low-income and ethnic families, 

- and in Norway, by third-level educated mothers - leading to a loss of their contribution to so-

ciety and further segregation of excluded families and their children from the public sphere.  
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The EUROSTAT figure, provided in Table 3 above, indicates that 21.7% 

of children below 18 years live in households at risk of poverty.21 The 2009 

OECD report on child well-being in member states draws attention to the 

fact that although German social expenditure is high, the number of poor 

children and poor families has not decreased sufficiently. Children raised by 

single parents are especially at risk and almost 37% of such children are 

considered in danger of falling below the poverty line. At the same time, 

German social expenditure is more generous than in many other European 

countries. When compared, however, to the European countries that are 

most successful in preventing child poverty, a number of issues can be 

identified 

 Social supports in Germany are predominantly family focused, whereas 

the Nordic countries follow the child. It would seem to us that the Nor-

dic model responds more effectively to the reality of contemporary soci-

ety in which the traditional family model has splintered into different 

types of family formation that can be difficult to identify and support.  

 Again, support to families in Germany takes the form primarily of cash 

benefits unlike the Nordic countries and France, which invest primarily 

in services to families and children, including high quality childcare. To 

some extent, cash benefits to families are necessary, especially to families 

where there is little or no employment. But families – and their children 

- are also helped enormously by interaction with their neighbours, com-

munities, voluntary organisations, professional social workers and educa-

tors. Isolation and the collapse of social networks seriously contribute to 

the poverty of families and to parental depression (Rutter, 2002).  

 Neighbouring countries like Denmark, France and the Netherlands, 

which also spend generously on social and family programmes, seem to 

focus these programmes better, especially in reconciling family and work 

responsibilities. There are far more childcare offers for children under 

three and pre-schools tend to be full day, which is less common in Ger-

many.  

 

 
21 As defined by Eurostat (http://ec.europa.eu/Eurostat, 2012): 

 “Persons at-risk-of-poverty are those living in a household with an equivalised disposable 

income below the risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set in the EU at 60% of the national me-

dian equivalised disposable income (after social transfers). The equivalised income is calcula-

ted by dividing the total household income by its size determined after applying the following 

weights: 1.0 to the first adult, 0.5 to each other household members aged 14 or over and 0.3 

to each household member aged less than 14 years old.“ 

 Where inequality of education outcomes is concerned, it is important to broaden the unders-

tanding of ‘at-risk’ beyond the notion of low income. According to Bourdieu (1993), differences 

in social and cultural capital (non-material resources) constitute a major difference between 

the classes and determine substantially the educational opportunities available to children. In 

addition therefore to low income and jobless households, at-risk indicators include social and 

family situations that prevent or reduce participation in mainstream society, such as, minority 

ethnic or migrant status; place of residence, or lack of access to essential services, such as 

health and education. Personal and family factors, for example, having a disability; family dys-

function, homelessness, weak social networks and low parental education - also influence risk 

of education failure. 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat
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 Political and cultural factors may also offer some explanation. In 2004, 

the OECD review team were surprised to learn that mothers who re-

turned to work while their children were still young were often consid-

ered to be failing in their maternal role. Such a judgment – especially if 

reflected in social policy – may call attention to the importance of the 

maternal role but is insensitive to both the aspirations of women today 

and the economic needs of disadvantaged families, some of which may 

also be headed by single mothers who need to work.  

Overall, however, Germany has sustainable, public provision for children at 

highly subsidized rates for all parents. A renewed focus on child poverty 

and on the types of early childhood service that can attract poor immigrant 

families could make the system more effective in achieving child poverty 

aims but, as argued in the above section, should be co-ordinated with other 

policies that help to prevent family poverty. In this regard, recent EU texts 

on child poverty are instructive, in particular, the European Parliament Reso-

lution on the European Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion. (15 Novem-

ber 2011) and the European Commission Recommendation (20.2.2013) 

Investing in children: breaking the cycle of disadvantage. The latter recommends 

that Member States should organise and implement policies to address child 

poverty and social exclusion, promoting children’s well-being, through mul-

tidimensional strategies, guided by the following horizontal principles 

– Tackle child poverty and social exclusion through integrated strategies that go b e-

yond ensuring children’s material security and promote equal opportunities so that 

all children can realise their full potential; 

– Address child poverty and social exclusion from a children’s rights approach, in 

particular by referring to the relevant provisions of the Treaty on the European Un-

ion, the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union and the UN Con-

vention on the Rights of the Child, making sure that these rights are respected, pr o-

tected and fulfilled; 

– Always take the child’s best interests as a primary consideration and recognise 

children as independent rights-holders, whilst fully acknowledging the importance of 

supporting families as primary carers; 

– Maintain an appropriate balance between universal policies, aimed at promoting the 

well-being of all children, and targeted approaches, aimed at supporting the most 

disadvantaged; 

– Ensure a focus on children who face an increased risk due to multiple disadvantage 

such as Roma children, some migrant or ethnic minority children, children with sp e-

cial needs or disabilities, children in alternative care and street children, children of 

imprisoned parents, as well as children within households at particular risk of po v-

erty, such as single parent or large families; 

– Sustain investment in children and families, allowing for policy continuity and long-

term planning; assess how policy reforms affect the most disadvantaged and take 

steps to mitigate any adverse effects. 
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2.2 ECEC services as a means to reduce 

educational inequality 

Early education - what the research indicates? 

The contribution of early childhood services to closing the educational gap 

has been well researched (Schweinhart et al. 2005; Lynch, 2005; Heckman, 

2007; Sammons et al., 2007; NIEER, 2010; OECD, 2010). Young children 

gain from participation in pre-school education. The experience generally 

contributes to cognitive and socio-emotional development and increases the 

educational benefits from later schooling. As these benefits feed through to 

higher levels of skills and qualifications in the workforce, an early start 

eventually benefits the economy through enhanced skills and productivity.  

These effects are greatest for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

At a presentation to the United States Congress focusing on educational 

returns, Professor Brooks-Gunn (2003), confirmed that mainstream re-

search indicates that:  

 High quality centre-based programmes enhance the school-related 

achievement and behaviour of young children.  

 These effects are strongest for poor children and for children whose 

parents have little education.  

 Positive benefits continue into late elementary school and high school 

years, although effects are smaller than they were at the beginning of el-

ementary school.  

 Programmes that are continued into primary school, and that offer in-

tensive early intervention, have the most sustained long-term effects.  

Further evidence about the favourable effects of high quality early educa-

tion on children’s education comes from PISA scores. According to 

NIEER (2010), the availability of preschool education is one strong predic-

tor of differences in PISA scores across countries. Institutionalized pre-

school education is found to increase school-appropriate behaviour and 

cognitive abilities, both of which contribute to increased test scores. Studies 

also find that as preschool participation rates move toward universal cover-

age, average test scores rise and within country inequality in eighth-grade 

math and science test scores falls. However, to result in real life-changing 

benefits, the initial impacts on early education must be initially quite sub-

stantial and sustained by high quality pedagogy in primary and secondary 

schooling 

 

Access to early education in EU Member States  

In 2002, at the Barcelona Summit, the European Council set a target that 

Member States should reach by 2010, namely, that at least 90% of children 

between 3 years old and the mandatory school age should be enrolled in 

early education services. In 2009, European education ministers further 

agreed a revised target that 95% of four year-olds should have access to 

pre-school education. The current EU average is 92.3%, but there are wide 

variations in the number of hours per week as well as the quality of services 

in the early education sector.  
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The EU Communication chart of 2011 shows that by end 2008, nine 

countries (FR, NL, BE, ES, IT, MT, UK, DE, and EE) had achieved a 95% 

enrolment rate for children 3-6 years and seven other countries (HU, SE, 

LU, DK, CZ, SI, AT) had exceeded the 90% target. Yet, coverage remained 

below 70% in close to one third of the Member States. The current EU 

average is 92.3% with a significant number of countries lagging far behind.  

Attendance hours vary widely from one country to another,  and in nu-

merous countries a particularly high proportion of early education facilities 

operate only on a part-time basis, for example, in the UK (a few hours daily 

only) and in much of Italy and Spain (half-day). France, Norway, and Swe-

den generally work full day (8 hours) and the possibility exists in the Nordic 

countries to have daily access for 10 hours or so. Common opening hours 

in Finland are from 6.30 a.m. to 5 p.m.  

The performance of European countries also differs in regard to the 

quality of services on offer with, for example, Norway employs a 30% 

graduate and 70% assistant staff compared to Denmark which employs a 

60% graduate workforce.  

 

Where does Germany stand regarding early education?  

With an enrolment rate of 93.4% (Statistisches Bundesamt, March 2012) for 

the age band 3-6 years old, Germany well exceeds the Barcelona Target of 

90% set in 2002 and almost reaches the revised target of 95% set in 2009 by 

the European education ministers for the year 2020.22 Even more impres-

sive is the fact that the enrolment figures shows an increase of 15.7 per cent 

since the year 2000. 

However, it would be helpful to have further analysis of the 6.6% short-

fall. Who are these children? Does it mean that a small proportion of 5-6 

years old are already in primary school? Or does it mean - as in many other 

countries – that the missing children are from disadvantaged and immigrant 

backgrounds? If the latter, there is room for some concern (see the section 

on diversity below). Other data (Eurostat, 2011) suggests that further ef-

forts need to be made to enrol more children from the ages of three and 

four years, in particular in the less industrialised Länder in northern and cen-

tral Germany.  

The OECD Country Note on Germany (2002) also called attention to re-

gional differences in access between East (NBL) and West (ABL), especially 

– but not only - where the access of children under 3 years is concerned. 

The good performance of the NBL is built on the traditional East German 

provision of full-day kindergarten, with an abundance of professional out-

of-school care. These services were generally well-staffed by graduate pro-

fessionals. In contrast, the ABL worked traditionally on a half-day basis 

with staff at a lower level of qualifications. Today, however, the gap is clos-

ing between eastern and western regions; the trend is in the right direction 

and the German system provides increasingly flexible services to meet pa-

rental preferences and needs. 

 

 
22 There is some doubt as to what the 95% target refers to: the entire age band 3 -5 years or to 

the enrolment rate of 5 years only. 
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In fact, apart from what might be considered insufficient attention to 

children at-risk, the German kindergarten does well in terms of access and 

also addresses educational achievement. Since the ‘PISA shock’ of 2001, 

initiatives to improve educational quality are many, including attention ef-

forts to attend to young children from disadvantaged and ethnic back-

grounds,. One indication of this is the development of educational curricula 

that have been drafted in all 16 Länder over the past few years and for 

which the 2004 Conference of Ministers for Youth Affairs and the Confer-

ence of Ministers for Education and Cultural Affairs established a common 

framework. Despite the differences between Länder and some neglect of 

the younger children, these curricula take a holistic approach towards early 

education, acknowledge and encourage the children's own contribution to-

wards their development, and adopt a social-constructivist approach to 

learning (Gisbert, 2004). 

 

Childcare - what the research indicates 

The research indicates that adequate childcare policies (from pre-natal to 

three years) have important implications for families, women and young 

children: 

Family implications 

Families are the natural and first environment of the infant and young child 

(UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989; European Convention 

for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 1950, in 

particular articles 8 and 12). To fulfil their role as a nurturing and learning 

environment for young children, families need support from the state and 

public authorities, in particular, disadvantaged families including newly im-

migrant families, dysfunctional families, etc. Public authorities need to rec-

ognise that poverty is not purely material; more often it is structural, cul-

tural and inter-generational (Frazer, and Marlier, 2012). Although some 

families need cash benefits, support from the state should be primarily 

through comprehensive services to families. 23 Among these services, child-

care services are critical. Their goal is to support both children and their 

parents. From exchanges with and support from professional nurses and 

educators, parents are helped to rear their children better and break the 

inter-generational transmission of poverty.  

Implications for women and the economy 

Childcare facilities allow mothers to take employment, thereby improving 

their quality of life and removing a major obstacle to their freedom to or-

ganise their time. Female participation in the labour market has also impor-

tant economic implications both for family budgets and for the State. full-

time participation by women in work with decent pay helps families to 

avoid poverty (including in-work poverty). This added income also helps to 

combat the risk of poverty in lone-parent households, which suffer a much 

higher poverty rate (32%) across Europe than that applicable to all house-

 

 
23 For example, by making public services more accessible to families in need through better co -

ordination so that families have a one-stop place where different services can be accessed – 

services that have coherent goals, rules and procedures. 
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holds with children (17%)24. 

In the EU, more than 6 million women in the 25 to 49 age-range say 

they are forced into not working, or can only work part-time, because of 

their family responsibilities.25. For more than a quarter of them, the lack of 

availability of childcare facilities, or the cost of such facilities, is the prob-

lem. If this demand were met, the overall rate of female employment could 

be increased by at least one percentage point across Europe (Moss, and 

Bennett, 2011). 

With the exception of the Nordic countries, the impact of parenthood 

on female employment is generally negative (minus 12.4 percentage points 

on average across the EU countries), whereas it is positive for men (plus 7.3 

points on average) (EUROSTAT, 2009). In this matter, wide differences 

between EU Member States exist but in all countries, there is a strong link 

between the availability of childcare services and the impact of parenthood 

on employment rates.  

Implications for young children 

Health and well-being in the early childhood period is a critical determinant 

of health and educational status in later life (The Lancet, 2005, 2007; Mar-

mot Review, 2010). While risk factors affecting health can and will occur 

throughout the life course, early childhood is a critical (and potentially vul-

nerable) stage where poverty and malnutrition have lasting negative effects 

on subsequent health and development. For this reason, early childhood 

policy must be attentive to the young child from pre-natal to school age. 

Access to maternal and infant health screening is critical, especially for the 

poorest mothers who are often under-nourished and may live in appalling 

conditions, for example, Roma mothers.26 Pre- and post-natal visits are 

equally necessary to provide not only nutritional and other supplements for 

infants but also to provide information to poorly educated parents about 

infant health and optimal child-rearing practices.  

Research is also clear that the provision of child care services not only 

facilitates parental return to work, but also provides many advantages to 

young children in terms of health (childcare services generally ensure that 

toddlers receive the necessary immunisations and health checks), security 

(especially for children from stressful backgrounds), socialisation (particu-

larly for the oldest or sole child in low-fertility countries) and learning 

(when there is an appropriate learning component in the childcare offer). 

 
  

 

 
24 See Europa Rapid Press Release: http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference= 

MEMO/08/592#fn4 

25 Europa Press Release, Brussels, 3 October 2008  

http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=MEMO/08/592#fn3 

26 Among the Roma population, the infant mortality rate and the number of children born with 

special needs, including stunting, are far higher than among majority populations (UNICEF 

MICS, 2005, 2011).  

http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=MEMO/08/592#fn3
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Box 4 What do we know about early child development? 

Recent brain and neurological research shows that human babies are 
born ‘prematurely’, that is, with their brains only one quarter the size 
of an adult brain (Greenspan & Shanker, 2004). Their experiences in 
the first two years of life, while brain growth is in process, deeply af-
fect future development. The child’s experience in the early years 
impacts on the architecture of the brain, its neurochemistry and the 
gene expression that mediate cognitive, emotional and social behav-
iours. It sets in place a lifelong trajectory that influences all of a 
child’s subsequent development from infancy to adulthood, includ-
ing capacity for socialization and education. In sum, early experience 
shapes:  

Gene expression and neural pathways 

 Emotional response, temperament and social development 

 Perceptual and cognitive ability 

 Physical and mental health and behaviour in adult life 

 Language and cognitive capability  

Children’s capacity to learn when they enter school is strongly influ-
enced by the neural wiring that has (or has not) taken place in the 
first two years of life. Positive nurturing experiences in the home are 
essential for this wiring and optimal early brain development. The 
window of opportunity is relatively narrow, lasting from conception 
to about 24 months. For this reason, a stressful, poverty-stricken in-
fancy is a danger that all governments should strive to prevent.  

 
Source: Shanker, S. (2011) 

 

Access to childcare in EU Member States  

In 2010, only five Member States (DK, NL, SE, BE, ES) had achieved the 

33% coverage rate in childcare, set by the Barcelona targets, while five oth-

ers (PT, UK, FR, LU, SI) approached the target. In most of the other coun-

tries, including Germany, much still needs to be done to meet the demand 

for childcare facilities. Eight Member States (EL, HU, MT, SK, LT, AT, 

CZ, PL) show a coverage rate of 10% or less.  

It should be noted that these coverage rates relate to all children, irrespec-

tive of how many hours per week they attend a childcare facility. Attendance hours 

vary widely from one country to another and, in several countries, a particu-

larly high proportion of childcare facilities operate on a part-time basis only. 

The Netherlands and the United Kingdom are prime examples, with under-

3s attending childcare centres almost exclusively on a part-time basis 

(Unesco, 2010). Only in the Nordic countries (and now Germany) is early 

childcare provision enshrined as a social right, that is, parents have a guar-

anteed place in the municipal childcare system at the end of parental leave 

(from 12 to 15 months). Though not a legal right, other countries, such as 

the UK and Belgium, have excellent childcare programmes that attract im-

migrant and second language children from n early age. 
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Box 5 Equitable enrolment of children from vulnerable groups in 

Ghent, Belgium 

Excluded families are generally unable to apply early enough for 
childcare places or to master the intricacies of applying for subven-
tions Their exclusion from services adds to their isolation and to the 
dependency of young immigrant children on the home language.  

To overcome these disadvantages, the city of Ghent in Flanders has 
created a special enrolment procedure – known as ‘the Tinkelbel 
procedure’ - to ensure the equitable enrolment of children from vul-
nerable groups in public child care centres. Today, all parents wish-
ing to enrol their child in child care now have to contact a central of-
fice, which assigns a place to children according to set social criteria. 
In so doing, the Tinkelbel procedure has ended the traditional “first 
in, first served” criterion that favoured higher educated two income 
families. Tinkelbel prioritises specific criteria that favour single 
mothers, parents who speak another language, parents with low in-
comes, parents in crisis situations. As a result, , the population of the 
municipal child care centres is a reflection of the actual Ghent popu-
lation in regard to income, working situation, origins, family compo-
sition etc. The 2009 internal report on Tinkelbel shows that in the 
city:  

 20% of the parent with a child in a public centre are in training 

 16.6% of the children live in single-parent families 

 8.6% are enrolled due to crisis situations in the family 

 19% of the parents have a low education 

 19% of children come from low-income families, and 

 32% of the families speak a home language other than Flemish.  

The Ghent Childcare Service closely monitors this project and pro-
vides statistical data on access and on the distribution of child care 
places within the city. These detailed figures are considered when 
planning new provision. The Pedagogical Centre has also set up a 
policy for the integration of children with disabilities in the day care 
centres.  

 
Source: Peters, J. and Vandenbroeck, M. (2009) 

 

Where does Germany stand regarding access to childcare? 

Germany underperforms vis-à-vis the Barcelona target of provision of ser-

vices for at least 33% of children, aged 0-3 years, but with a current cover-

age rate of 27,6% it performs better than most other European countries. 

However, it is still far from the 2007 agreement between the federal and 

state governments of providing either a nursery place or a place with a 

childminder for 35% of the children by 2013. This number has been ad-

justed upwards to 39% in accordance with regular surveys on parents’ 

childcare preferences, which show that 39% of German parents with chi l-
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dren aged 0-3 currently demand a day care place.27. Although a significant 

expansion of childcare places for under 3s is taking place, such a service can 

be offered currently to only 27% of children in the age group. Most mu-

nicipalities recognize this and make efforts to provide the necessary ser-

vices. The federal government has made a financial contribution of four 

billion euros, but financing from the Länder remains unclear.  

The use of places for under-threes varies greatly according to age. Dur-

ing the first year of life, both centre-based facilities and family day care play 

only a minimal role. Even in eastern Germany, in 2012, only 5% of children 

under one were attending such services, in western Germany it was 2% 

(BMFSFJ, 2013). This shows a general trend on the part of parents to care 

for their children themselves during the first year, supported by other fam-

ily policy measures.28 After this, the proportion increases significantly, with 

63% of one-year-olds and 84% of two-year-olds attending services in the 

eastern part of Germany. There is a similar age-related rise in western Ger-

many, but at 21% and 43% respectively the level is considerably lower. A 

closing of the gap is, however, taking place not only in the number of 

places available but also in the length of weekly use by parents. Across 

Germany in 2011, the breakdown for children under three years was as fol-

lows: 21% of parents use services up to 25h per week, 28% between 25 and 

35 hours per week, and 51% of parents use services for more than 35 hours 

per week (BMFSFJ 2012). In former West Germany, the access rates are 

respectively are 27%, 35% and 39% (ibid.), a very significant improvement 

on the situation encountered in 2004 by the OECD review team.  

However, the overall situation of relatively weak childcare provision 

gives rise to some concerns: 

 Firstly, it implies that the employment rate for women with a child in 

this age group will remain low (in 2009, at 59% - see Table 5 below), a 

fact that – as mentioned above – does not favour either gender equality 

or economic development, given the higher educational levels of women 

and their potential contribution to the economy.  

 Secondly, it suggests that the discourse on childcare for economic ex-

pansion (through increasing female participation rates) has its limits. 

One hears much less frequently a discourse about the development and 

education of children in the age group although, assuredly, this concern is 

not absent. No doubt, with the expansion of public infant-toddler cen-

tres, more developmental and educational aims can be openly proposed.  

 

 
27 The legal situation of childcare in Germany is now much stronger than in 2004, when the 

OECD team reviewed early childhood services. In 2007, the goal of expanding childcare up to 

35% for children under the age of three was established in the coalition and will be financed 

partly through the national government. A new Act (‘Kinderförderungsgesetz’) was passed 

through parliament in 2008, establishing the right to a childcare place for every child from the 

age of one. Furthermore, the new law offers the same access to public subsidies to for -profit 

providers as to public and third-sector – although, for reasons explained in 1.3 above – this 

may not finally be in the best interests of young children or their families.  

28 Though not always possible, research suggests that breast-feeding and parental care is the 

most appropriate form of care for infants during the first year of li fe (Belsky, 2011). 
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 Thirdly, to reassure mothers – and for the sake of children – a greater 

focus on the educational quality of the childcare centre is needed. Unless 

they are well organised and directed, early childhood services (especially 

family day-care) tends – not only in Germany but in many European 

countries - to remain a child-minding service.  

 Fourthly, the shortfall in places implies that significant numbers of chi l-

dren from low-income and immigrant backgrounds do not access child-

care, particularly in western Länder. Our reason for assuming this (we do 

not have data on the question) is that in other EU countries, enrolments 

in childcare vary according to income and parental education levels. On-

ly Denmark and Sweden are exceptions. Middle-class mothers with high 

levels of education are much more likely to enrol their children in child-

care of some form compared with low-income and immigrant families. 

The figure below from Belgium/Flanders (which collects excellent data) 

illustrates the pattern.  

Figure 4 Percentage access of low-income children to childcare in 

Flanders, 2010  

 
Source: Kind en Gezin, The Child in Flanders, 2007) 

 

Obviously, the situation is more complex than this graphic indicates. La-

bour market participation, affordability, quality and cultural reasons29 also 

play a part in the enrolment of very young children in services. However, if 

 

 
29. One should not assume too easily that non-enrolment is due to cultural factors. Although the 

use of childcare services may not be acceptable to new immigrant families, much more rese-

arch is needed on the issue. Vandenbroeck (2007) in Flanders shows that the reluctance of 

immigrant mothers to enrol their children in early childhood centres can have several different 

causes, for example, affordability, enrolment criteria, the mono-cultural organisation of exis-

ting childcare services that do not recognise or practice diversity; the difficulties that immig-

rant women have to find work; opposition from male family members to women working out-

side the home; the expense and difficulty of accessing appropriate child care. In addition, im-

migrant families are more likely to accept services that are free and considered educational. 

In a country such as France, immigrant families are among the first to enrol their children in 

early education services from the age of two-and-a-half or three years. 

Majority  
children, 55.7% 

One-parent 
families, 48.0% 
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German participation follows the usual pattern, then it is likely that many 

disadvantaged and second-language children do not accede to childcare. 

Experience from other countries suggests four strategies to reverse this 

situation:  

 To make childcare services more welcoming for low-income and second language fami-

lies. Mainstream service often appear mono-cultural and forbidding to 

immigrant families. More sensitivity to the cultures and needs of these 

families can help enrolment and participation. There are many good ex-

amples of how this can be achieved, including in Germany (see, for ex-

ample, the Monheim ‘MOKI’ project). Even the most neo-liberal States 

see targeting this population as an important policy objective, recognis-

ing that without State intervention, at-risk children will be lost in the ed-

ucation system and that many will enter a vicious cycle of inter-

generational poverty.30  

 To present (and make a reality of) child care services as early education . This is 

important especially for immigrant populations from rural areas. These 

families are much more likely to enrol children early in services, if ser-

vices are seen not as childcare but as public early education services. 

Sweden, where all services from 1-6 years are known as pre-school, is a 

good example of what can be achieved.  

 To improve enrolment procedures, making them favour excluded families and 

children with additional learning needs (see Box 5 above on the 

Tinkelbel enrolment procedure in Ghent).  

 To provide jobs for low-income women that are both family-friendly and carry a living 

wage. Appropriate opportunities for labour market participation generally 

lead to a greater demand for services.  

 

EC services can reduce education inequality but other policies are 

also needed 

Though these benefits exist, we argue that that one needs to treat the ef-

fects of early childcare and education as one factor among others that con-

tribute to reducing educational inequality and not as a magic wand that re-

solves all challenges. In other words, we are speaking about a correlation 

not a cause. Our reasons for adopting this position is as follows: 

 Not any kind of early childhood service has a positive effect, either on 

the cognitive growth of children or on their social development. Some 

child care services in the US have been found to have a significant nega-

tive effect on child development (NICHD, 2005). No doubt, if reliable 

national evaluations of public early education systems were made in Eu-

rope (as in Sweden), some, or at least parts of our national kindergarten 

programmes would be found wanting. In particular, far more compre-

hensive programming needs to be provided to families and children 

from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

 

 
30 In the Brussels region, for example, one in five boys and one in six girls from disadvantaged 

backgrounds drop out of school prematurely (UNICEF-Belgium, 2011). If they do stay in 

school, they are far more likely than other children to need costly remedial courses and to 

cease formal education as soon as school obligation ends. 
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 A second reason is that early childhood programmes – or any other kind 

of intervention – do not work in a vacuum. It is difficult to warm one 

room in a cold house. Early childhood programmes for disadvantaged 

children need to be followed by first-class primary schooling if their pos-

itive effects on young children are not to fade out. Likewise, early child-

hood services need to be surrounded and supported by other services 

that alleviate poverty and provide family well-being, access to decent 

housing, child health, parental access to employment, etc.  

 A third reason is that the claimed effects of early childhood services on 

education should be treated with some caution. Even universal services 

conducted by government or local authorities can lose their positive ef-

fects although, no doubt, out-of-kindergarten factors have a share of re-

sponsibility for negative outcomes.  

Box 6 The case of France 

 

According to EUROSTAT data, France has the highest enrolment of 
children in kindergarten (école maternelle) in Europe. Research during 
the 1980s and 90s (see, for example, Jarousse, Mingat and Richard, 
1992) showed that attendance at the école maternelle had a positive ef-
fect on the socialisation and educational outcomes of children from 
both lower socio-economic and immigrant backgrounds. Yet, ac-
cording to several commentators, the current French education sys-
tem is in trouble and no longer seems able to compensate for social 
background: 

 15 % of pupils in the last class of primary school (10-11 years) 
have serious difficulties in reading and maths;  

 20 % of pupils taking the PISA tests at 15 years have such low 
levels in literacy, numeracy and scientific knowledge as to place 
at-risk their subsequent progress in school;  

 20 % of young persons (17-18 years), tested during the annual 
«Journée défense et citoyenneté» (JdC)31 are poor readers ; 

 18 % of young persons finish secondary schooling without a cer-
tificate and less than half of these youth are employed in the 
three years following school.  

Today, some voices are being raised in France criticising the current 
école maternelle, suggesting that rather than reducing educational ine-
quality, the école maternelle reinforces it (Maso-Taulère, 2005; Dazay, 
2008; Joigneaux, 2009)  

Country case studies also suggest that the link between providing a place 

in an early childhood educational service and further educational progress is 

not a simple one. For example: 

 

 
31 The JDF (Day of Defence and Citizenship) is an annual event for all 17-18 year old French 

nationals. The aim is to inform young people about their rights and duties as citizens and ab-

out the functioning of French national institutions. Among other activities during the day, 

young people are tested on their knowledge of French and receive a first -aid course. 
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 The US federal government has invested heavily in Head Start for more 

than forty years. Although programmes can be excellent and are warmly 

received by disadvantaged parents, the overall effect on education out-

comes for disadvantaged children is weak. Faced by the inter-

generational poverty of many American households (child poverty rates 

are among the highest of OECD countries), there is only a limited 

amount that early education can accomplish. In sum, for education to be 

successful greater social equality is needed and the confluence of many 

other programmes and factors. 

 A contrasting example is offered by Finland but with a similar conclu-

sion. Finland performs extremely well in international education assess-

ments. Although there is a subjective right to a municipal daycare place for 

all its children, access to early childhood services is not particularly high: 

just under the OECD average for children 0-3 years and just at average 

for the 3-6s. Belgium, France, and Spain have far higher enrolment rates 

for children at all ages, but do not perform nearly so well in PISA. In 

other words, more variables than attendance at an early childhood ser-

vice are needed to explain the education success of young children.  

 

 

2.3 ECEC services to promote female labour force 

participation and gender equality 

Article 23 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union requires 

equality between men and women: “Equality between men and women 

must be ensured in all areas, including employment, work and pay”32 This is 

a question of principle based on the human dignity of all persons. 

 

What the research indicates 

Sound economic and labour market reasons exist to encourage gender 

equality, and female labour market participation. In recent decades, Euro-

pean countries have had to move toward service- and knowledge-based 

economies that require a high population/employment ratio if growth and 

prosperity are to be maintained. Today, women are needed in the labour 

market to respond to this requirement, even more so as their higher educa-

tional achievement and their relatively lower pay levels make them key con-

tributors to national economies. The human capital of highly qualified 

women may be lost to the economy through long periods spent with the 

family, away from the workplace. Under the Lisbon Strategy, which ran from 

2000 to 2010, the target was to achieve an overall EU employment rate of 

 

 
32 The most important international treaty specifically addressing women's human rights is 

the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW) which was initiated during the UN Decade for Women and has been ratified by over 

130 countries. 
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70% and a female employment rate of 60% - a target achieved.33  

Table 4 Gender employment rates in selected EU countries, 2011 

Country Men 20-64 Women 20-64 

EU-27 75% 62.3% 

France 73.9% 64.7 

Germany 81.4% 71.1% 

Italy 72.6% 49.9% 

Sweden 82.8% 82.8% 

United Kingdom 79.4% 67.9% 

 
Source: Eurostat: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/eurostat/home/  
(accessed March 2013) 

 

A major issue in the more advanced EU economies is to raise the par-

ticipation rate of women even further, particularly during the child-rearing 

years. Despite the OECD figures referring only to 2009, it is clear from the 

table below that Germany, France or Sweden are in a far stronger position 

with regard to female participation rates than Italy. The advantage contrib-

utes to higher tax receipts, greater returns from the national effort to pro-

vide public education and more family income. In turn, this leads to a 

greater capacity for families to avoid poverty and for the State to support 

families in difficulty. 

Table 5 Employment rates for mothers 25-49 years in selected 

OECD countriesin 2009 

 
Source: OECD Family Database, 2013 (accessed March 2013) 
Notes:  
In Sweden either parent is entitled to be absent from work until their child reaches 18-months-old and 
either parent has the right to reduce their workload by 25% until their child is about to start school. 
Likewise, (as with neighbouring Denmark), wage differences between men and women are relatively 
small, compared with the widely fluctuating wage differences of other countries. 
In the UK, around two-thirds of working-age women with dependent children are in employment. Around 
40% of women work part time. British children brought up in two-parent families where only one parent 
works are almost three times more likely to be poor than children with two parents at work.  

 

Although female employment rates have increased strongly over the past 

decade in Europe, women (and to some extent men) still encounter difficul-

ties in reconciling work and private and family life. Three strategies seem to 

help to reconcile work and the demands of family life: well-paid parental 

 

 
33 Under the Europe 2020 Strategy, one of the headline indicators is a target rate of 75% for the 

overall employment of workers aged 20–64 years: 

Country With children -3 yrs With children 3-5 yrs With children 6-14 yrs 

OECD average 51.4 64.3 72.7 

France 59.3 73.7 79.7 

Germany 59.0 66.3 76.0 

Italy 52.2 53.2 55.5 

Sweden
1
 71.9 81.3 76.1 

UK
2
 55.9 58.2 73.8 
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leave, a better division of labour in regard to domestic and child-rearing 

tasks, and greater flexibility in the organisation and length of working time:  

 The allocation of well-paid parental (including paternity) leave (for greater detail, 

see next section): Parental leave policies adopted in Sweden seem most 

successful in terms of economic and gender equality criteria. The leaves 

allocated are most effective in terms of duration and of salary compensa-

tion to parents – see Table 5 in next section). The effect is strong on fe-

male employment rates, which are among the highest in the world.   

However, as in other countries, parental leave is taken overwhelmingly 

by women. The Swedish authorities have formulated specific policies to 

address the imbalance: a full 10 days paternity leave is now granted to fa-

thers around the time of birth, which 80 per cent of fathers take. Uptake 

of parental leave by men is also growing, reaching in 2010, 22.3% (Moss, 

2010). Research indicates that the period around childbirth is an im-

portant moment for fathers to bond with their partners and offspring, 

and a period during which men learn to share caring and household 

chores (Mezulis et al., 2004).  

 A more equal distribution of domestic and child-rearing tasks: Many women face 

the triple challenge of employment, rearing their children and ensuring 

the greater part of domestic work (on average in EU countries, over 

80%). Without a more equal sharing of household chores and child-

rearing tasks, women cannot take on full-time work. With the exception 

of the Nordic countries and the United States, male habits have barely 

evolved since time surveys in this field began. Research by Waldfogel 

(2007) concludes that gender equality strategies need to address seriously 

the distribution of working and caring within households to enable both 

partners to combine paid work with caring. 

 Flexibility in the organisation and length of working time : Flexibility of work 

schedules can play an important role in increasing employment rates, 

particularly among women, who still are expected to take responsibility 

for child care and household tasks. Family-friendly workplace measures 

are mostly time-related, e.g. breast-feeding periods, child-related emer-

gency leave, school holiday adjusted leave, flexible hours, part-time 

work, or even teleworking. Measures may also include access to family 

counselling services and measures to help re-integration after prolonged 

parental leave absences. According to OECD studies, “Employers have 

good reason to provide such measures as they motivate and increase the productivity of 

the existing workforce, increase workforce flexibility to meet peak-time demand, at-

tract and retain qualified staff” (OECD, 2003). 

The issue, however, is not simple. According to the 2009 report on the rec-

onciliation of work, private and family life in the EU (EUROSTAT, 2009), 

the presence of children (especially younger ones) strongly influences the 

type of job sought by women. Flexible working time arrangements, part-

time jobs or temporary work are examples of employment that those with 

parental responsibilities may seek or be ‘pushed into’, often as a result of 

insufficient, inappropriate or unaffordable childcare provision. In fact, pub-

lic policies regarding reconciliation between parenthood and labour market 

participation have sometimes developed in contradictory ways, combining 

measures encouraging mothers to stay at home to care for children with 
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other measure to encourage them to take up paid employment. 

 

Where does Germany stand? 

As can be seen from the tables presented, Germany emerges honourably in 

terms of overall female employment - better than France but still with a 

more than 10% difference compared to Sweden. A gap of 15% appears in 

the area of employment for mothers with children under 6 years, at least in 

2009. What can be the reason? 

 First, differences in cultural norms and values around family, childhood 

and childcare go some way in explaining the deficit. In West Germany, 

childcare has generally been considered as an obligation of the family, 

with the mother seen as the primary responsible and best carer, especial-

ly for small children. Mothers with young children who returned to work 

were considered to be abandoning their children and were even called 

bad mothers or ‘Rabenmütter’ (Rüling, 2008). According to a  2005 sur-

vey (BMFSFJ, 2005), more than 37% of women living in the former 

West Germany were convinced that external care for children younger 

than three is harmful and that a German women should care for her 

child until he or she reached the third birthday.  

 Second, despite many reforms in family policy, Germany still favours the 

male breadwinner model. Joint taxation with income splitting for mar-

ried couples entails large marginal tax rates for women who predomi-

nantly earn less than their partners (Honekamp, 2008) 

 Third, as we have seen in the previous section on access, early childhood 

services for children 1-3 years are insufficient in number and under-

resourced.  

 Fourth, many municipal early childhood services in West Germany still 

provides only part-time slots for young children. If the father works full-

time, it is not even possible for the mother to work part-time, since child 

care slots in the kindergarten may be available only four hours a day, e i-

ther in the morning or in the afternoon. With these time constraints, it is 

difficult for women with children to seek employment.  

 Fifth, although the situation is changing, many municipalities gave insuf-

ficient attention to encouraging disadvantaged and ethnic families to 

bring their children into the childcare services. Experience from other 

countries (see Belgium, Sweden, and the UK) indicates that to render 

childcare services acceptable to disadvantaged families it is helpful either 

to present them as education services (linked to the school) and/or for 

educators to practise much outreach and inter-cultural work vis-à-vis 

parents.  

Due to this accumulation of difficulties, not enough German women are in 

work, according to the EU Commission on the German economy (7 June, 

2011): In launching the Guidance for national policies in 2011-2012, the 

European Commission President José Manuel Barroso, remarked: 'Ger-

many, but also Austria and the Netherlands, should look at the example of 

the northern countries. /…/. That means removing obstacles for women, 

older workers, foreigners and low-skilled job-seekers to get into the work-

force.’ (http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/making-it-happen/country- 
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specific-recommendations/2011/index_en.htm) The Commission also rec-

ommended that Germany take steps such as creating more childcare places 

and reducing income tax for dual earners.  

 

Gender equality 

An authoritative source on gender equality is the World Economic Forum 

Global Gender Gap (GGG) Report. The following table provides the rank-

ings from the most recent (2011) report for selected European countries. 

The report is established annually by the World Economic Forum, Davos, 

Switzerland.  

 

Table 6 GGG Rankings for selected European countries 

 

Country 2012 2011 2010 Score  

Nordic countries First four places First four places First four places + 80% 

Ireland 5th 5
th

 6
th

  78.4% 

Denmark 7th 7th 7
th

  77.7% 

Germany  13
th

  11
th

  13
th

  76.3% 

United Kingdom 18
th

  16
th

  15
th

  74.3 

Spain 26
th

  12
th

  11
th

  72.6% 

France  57
th

  48
th

 47
th

  69.8% 

Italy  80th 74
th

 74
th

  67.3% 

 

Gender equality is measured across four main indicators: economic par-

ticipation and opportunity; educational attainment; health and survival; and 

political empowerment. From the table, it can be seen that Germany per-

forms well in terms of gender equality, with a slight falling-off in 2012. Fur-

ther analyses provided in the Report show that the main weaknesses in 

Germany's performance are in the field of economic participation and op-

portunity for women. The data on women’s employment (particularly ma-

ternal employment) previously shown illustrates the former, while a survey 

by the German Institute for Economic Research (Holst and Schimeta, 

2011) shows that only 2.2% of leadership positions at Germany’s top 100 

companies are held by women. 

 

 

2.4 ECEC policies as a means to facilitate a more 

favourable demography 

What the research from other countries indicates 

The research from other countries indicates that demographic change is a 

complex phenomenon and that in the case of fertility decline, many causal 

factors are at work, e.g. the higher educational levels of populations; the 

pursuit of working careers by women; the length of the working day com-

bined with the absence of family-friendly work practices; the costs of edu-
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cating children; the costs of first housing and of pursuing higher education, 

in addition to other social and cultural factors. The Nobel prize-winning 

economist, Gary Becker, judges that the public provision of early childhood 

services and parental leave policies may have some impact on family dec i-

sions, but only in “an indirect and inefficient manner” (Becker, 2005) . 

Unlike the United States, total fertility rates in most European countries 

that promote such policies are still considerably below replacement level. In 

Becker’s reckoning, the best way to encourage births is to provide monthly 

allowances to families that have an additional child: “an efficient family 

allowance programme should concentrate subsidies on the marginal fertility 

decision, that is, on second, third or higher order births that may not hap-

pen without subsidies” (Becker and Posner, 2005).  

Yet, Becker’s argument is not always supported by the reality on the 

ground: for example, despite a large 3rd child bonus, Quebec’s fertility rate 

is not markedly different from the rest of Canada. Again, Hungary provides 

more generous family subsidies than most EU countries but continues to 

have a low total fertility rate. In addition, Becker’s argument focuses on 

demographic results and leaves aside the human costs that inadequate pa-

rental leave policies and scarcity of early childhood services impose on 

women.  

 

Not just a German challenge but a European one 

In terms of fertility, none of the European Member States are achieving the 

basic replacement rate, although Norway, Sweden, the UK, France and Ire-

land, approach it. Within this general framework, there are strongly con-

trasting trends. Eighteen Member States are registering a natural increase, 

where births exceed deaths, whilst nine (in ascending order: Portugal, Esto-

nia, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria and Germany) are 

experiencing a natural decrease, where deaths exceed births. Any reversal of 

this trend would hinge predominantly on significantly improving the total 

fertility rate.34 

One reason for lower fertility rates is that the decision to have children is 

postponed until further education is completed and/or stability in employ-

ment has been achieved (Becker, 2005). However, stable employment re-

mains elusive in many European economies, particularly for young adults, 

e.g. as in France, Italy and Spain, or remains precarious as in the Nether-

lands, and the United Kingdom, where high rates of part-time and tempo-

rary contracts have become the rule in retail, secretarial and other service 

sector work occupied by women. In addition, the estimated cost of raising 

children, both the direct costs of child care as well as its indirect costs, such 

as opportunity costs relating to the mother’s career, have also a dissuasive 

effect on decisions to have children. 

 

 
34 Migration inflows also have an impact, but may not be sufficient in themselves, since immig-

rants do not necessarily settle in areas where the birth-rate is low. Furthermore, immigration 

requires active pursuit of integration policies in order to avoid inter-community problems, 

which are all the more acute in host countries where population momentum is weak.  
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Are there factors that can help to raise fertility? Here, it seems that research is 

not able to identify one particular policy. Rather, it seems that a conver-

gence of several different policies is necessary to create a more reassuring 

environment in which to make positive decisions about having children. 

For this reason, European governments have put into place comprehensive 

family and child care policies to facilitate couples to have children and to 

ensure that it is possible for women to combine work and family responsi-

bilities. Several countries provide a continuum of services in support of 

parents with young children, including child benefits; family-friendly work 

practices, parental leave policies (see Table 6 below); child care services 

and/or subsidies to purchase child care. Some countries (Denmark, 

Finland, the New Federal Länder in Germany and Sweden) have been able 

to guarantee a child care place once parental leave is over; followed by early 

education and comprehensive out-of-school provision. This combination of 

employment, family and child policies brings a measure of job security to 

couples and lessens anxieties about child care. According to Koegel’s (2002) 

analysis of European countries, the opportunity for women to combine 

child-rearing and paid employment is greatest in the Nordic countries and 

least so in Mediterranean countries.  
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Figure 5 Total fertility rates in OECD countries in 1970, 1995, and 

2010 

 
Source: OECD Family Database (March, 2013) 

 

The most usual policies adopted by European countries to encourage 

greater fertility are: strong public spending on families; a sufficient supply 

of affordable, high quality childcare (though we have seen that, by itself, 

this is not enough), well-remunerated parental leave policies; and a fairer 

division of family and household tasks between men and women; and.  

  

Parental leave policies 

Although almost absent from the American scene, remunerated parental 
leave of sufficient duration and replacement wage level can helps parents to 
have children and care for them in the earliest months. Paid parenting leave 
during the peri-natal period and the infant’s first year offers security to par-
ents and allows mothers (and fathers if they so wish) to care for infants 
without forfeiting jobs or income. Without State intervention, it is unlikely 
that businesses would make these concessions.  
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Table 7 Length and remuneration of post-natal leave in selected  

EU countries, 2011 

Country Length of post-natal leave open to two-parent families 

Total  Paid  Well-paid 

Entitlement to paid 

father-only leave 

Austria 24 months 24 Different options none 

Denmark 14.3 months 14.3 14.3 (ceiling) 7.9 months shared 

France 72 36 3.5 (ceiling) 0.5 

Germany 36 13.3+ 

bonus 2 months 

13.3+bonus  

2 months 

 

Italy 13.7+ 

bonus 1 month 

3.7 6.0+bonus 1 6.0 

Sweden 36.4 16.2 16.2 2.3 

Switzerland 3.2 3.2 3.2 (ceiling) none 

U. Kingdom 18.5 9.5 1.4 3.5 

 
Source: International Review of Leave Policies, 2011, ed. Moss, P.  
Note: Well-paid = payment at 66% of earnings or above; bonus leave is generally linked to both parents 
taking their full leave entitlement. 

 

A fairer division of family and household tasks between men and 

women  

Despite the lack of clear causal links, it does seem reasonable to suppose 

that transfers to families with children, as well as provisions that allow 

mothers to better cope with family and career responsibilities all help to 

remove obstacles to childbearing. The OECD series, ‘Babies & Bosses’ 

(2002-2008) and more recent OECD data (OECD, 2011a) show clearly that 

women still take in charge the great majority of child-rearing and household 

chores.  

The following chart, taken from OECD (2011), shows the extra time in 

minutes, spent by women daily across OECD countries. The author, Veerle 

Miranda, writes that the average gap between time spent by women and by 

men on unpaid work is about two and a half hours per day (in Germany 

around 110 minutes). On child care in particular, mothers spend more than 

twice as much time per day as fathers do: 1 hour 40 minutes for mothers, 

on average, compared to 42 minutes for fathers.  

What is driving these large gender differences in unpaid work? The time men and 

women devote to unpaid work is to some extent related to the level of economic develop-

ment, although the correlations are rather weak: women’s unpaid working time is nega-

tively correlated with GDP per capita (coefficient of -0.37), while that of men is positive-

ly correlated with GDP per capita (coefficient of 0.36). As argued by Folbre (2009), the 

level of development probably exercises less impact on unpaid working time than demo-

graphic factors and public policies: (OECD, ibid.) 
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Figure 6 Gap between female and male unpaid working time in 

minutes per day, for the population aged 15-64 over the pe-

riod 1998-2009 

 
Source: OECD (2011) 

 

As such an unequal division of labour is part of the private sphere, states 

can do little – other than education and public policies – to change the 

situation. This is perhaps a possible reason why the Nordic countries pay 

great attention to equality between girls and boys in early childhood and 

later education services. A virtuous cycle has been created in which the 

countries with the greatest equality between the sexes are equally the coun-

tries with the greatest concern for gender equality in education. 

 

Public spending on families with children 

Support to families and to family life are also important. We have already 

reproduced the OECD figure on public spending on families in the form of 

tax breaks, cash benefits, and services (see Section 1.1, Fig. 1). However, a 

rapid analysis suggests that a causal link between fertility rates and fam-

ily/early childhood policies is far from certain. For example, Germany and 

Ireland have very similar redistribution policies toward families, based es-

sentially on cash transfers (unlike France and the Nordic countries which 

also supply abundant services). Yet Germany fails to reproduce its popula-

tion while Ireland does. Monetary incentives have only a limited effect on 

fertility. Likewise, with reference to the leave table above (Table 6), Ger-

many provides well-paid parental leave for over a year compared to much 

less generous parental leave in the UK, but reaches a fertil ity rate of only 

1.36 in 2009 compared to the UK rate of 1.94. 

 

Where does Germany stand on the demographic issue? 

The continuing weak fertility rate raises concerns about the capacity of the 

country to ensure future labour supply and maintain present economic 

growth, if it is to meet – at present levels – pension and public health obli-

gations for a rapidly ageing population. The Federal government has been 

active, therefore, in trying to achieve a balance between work and family 

life, both on a practical level and in terms of changing attitudes, since being 

a working mother was something that was viewed quite negatively in the 

past. Child-care provision has been expanded and extended to cover more 
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appropriate hours, and a parental leave of fourteen months, paid at two 

thirds of full salary, has been introduced. Child-rearing allowances have also 

been introduced but researchers such as Rüling (2008) suggest that cash 

allowances are still too low to compensate for the opportunity costs of hav-

ing children in the case of women with middle or high income jobs. 

 

Parental leave in Germany 

The maximum period of paid post-natal leave available in Germany is 3 

years, but most of this is unpaid. Leave paid at a high rate runs for 12 

months, plus two more months available if taken by the other parent. In the 

past, this meant that a significant time gap existed between the end of pa-

rental leave and an ECEC entitlement. As the Kinderförderungsgesetz 

(KiföG) law of 2008 foresees an entitlement to a childcare place from the 

age 1 year, from 2013 – and the number of childcare places available con-

tinues to expand - the situation is now much improved for German moth-

ers.  

Less reassuring is the plan to introduce a ‘childcare benefit’ from 2013 

for those parents who do not make use of ECEC services and choose to 

care for their under three year olds at home. The experience of other coun-

tries (e.g. Finland, Norway) suggests that these long childcare leaves not 

only keep mothers out of the labour market but also that take-up is fre-

quently most common in low-income and immigrant households (In Nor-

way also among university graduate-level women). As the childcare benefit 

remains at a low flat-rate (€150 euros per month from 2014), these families 

are likely to be significantly poorer than if both parents worked. There is 

also good reason to believe that participation in early childhood services 

would be beneficial for the children of such households from their second 

year. 

 

Are there successful strategies to improve fertility rates? 

Although causal relationships are difficult to identify between public policy 

and fertility rates, the following are some proposals that emerge from the 

literature review for this paper: 

 To increase the financial incentive to have a second child (a 10% in-

crease in the Elterngeld seems small compared to the tax incentives of-

fered in France for each additional child). As the Nobel prize-winning 

American economist, Gary Becker, advises, “an efficient family allow-

ance programme should concentrate subsidies on the marginal fertility 

decision, that is, on second, third or higher order births that may not 

happen without subsidies” (Becker and Posner, 2005); 

 To support mothers in reconciling work and family life through provid-

ing more affordable and better childcare services, with greater family 

outreach and support to parents from these services; 

 To avoid policies that have only marginal effects on fertility, but could 

lead to dependency and family poverty, e.g. the provision of minimal 

homecare subventions; 

 To create more family-friendly work places, with specific leaves and flex-

ible working hours for women with young children. Women need to 
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know that having children does not imply loss of consideration at work 

or a significant drop in family income; 

 To align national strategies with those of the EU and encourage family 

initiatives at the level. 

 

Conclusion 

Some concerns and challenges still exist in the early childhood field in 

Germany. This paper has called attention, among others, to the following:  

 The demographic situation in Germany. Low fertility rates are a conse-

quence of multiple causes, and there is no simple strategy to turn around 

the situation. The experience of the Nordic countries would suggest, 

however, that family-friendly work policies, attention to gender and 

child-rearing issues, and the universal provision of early childhood ser-

vices (including childcare) do contribute to creating an environment 

which supports the decision to have children. Important progress has 

been made in Germany to create such an environment but researchers 

suggest that some of the new cash incentives available, e.g. child and 

home-care allowances, are still insufficient to compensate for the oppor-

tunity costs of having children, especially in the case of women with 

middle or high income jobs. 

 The still relatively weak provision and take-up of childcare. This has im-

portant consequences for women and gender equality; and for the econ-

omy as a whole as lack of childcare prevents mothers of children under 

three years from going back to work (only 59% of German mothers with 

children under 3 years were in work in 2009 compared with 71.9% in 

Sweden). Despite a considerable expansion of childcare places for chi l-

dren under three in the last decade, the provision of places in the west-

ern Länder (covering 22,3% of the age group only) is below the EU aver-

age and well below the original Barcelona target of 33%. In contrast, 

childcare access figures in the former eastern Länder cover 51,1% of the 

age group (Statistisches Bundesamt, March 2012).  

 Some confusion about early childhood services and their aim (which is 

not to replace families but to support them) continues to exist. In this 

regard, the 2008 promise to provide a childcare benefit to families caring 

for their children at home does not seem consistent with policies to em-

power women and enable their participation in the labour market. In ad-

dition, the monthly subvention provided seems insufficient to bring a 

marked improvement to family income. At the same time, even a low 

cash subvention can be enough to act as an incentive for disadvantaged 

parents to keep their children out of services. 

 The probable (we do not have German data on the question) low repre-

sentation of children from disadvantaged and immigrant backgrounds in 

childcare services, which often means a rather late start for them in kin-

dergarten services. Such patterns contribute to later difficulties in educa-

tion, particularly in language learning and socialization. (The paper pro-

vides a brief account of some of the strategies adopted by other Europe-

an countries to increase the participation of these children). 
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However, since the OECD visit in 2004 to review early childhood policy 

and services, significant progress has been made in Germany. At that mo-

ment, childcare was seen by many people as undesirable or as social care for 

children whose mothers were obliged to work. Since then, German invest-

ment in family benefits has risen well above the OECD average and in-

vestments in childcare and early education services are steadily progress ing. 

Child-care provision has been expanded and a parental leave of fourteen 

months, paid at two thirds of full salary, has been introduced. The latter is 

an important advance for mothers who, overwhelmingly, are responsible 

for child-rearing during the period (there is still no statutory entitlement for 

male partners to a period of paternity leave). Previously, mothers received a 

low-paid three-year leave, which drew many women out of the labour mar-

ket as there was no entitlement – and often no access - to an early child-

hood service, until children reached kindergarten age.  

Today, a new understanding of childcare for young children has devel-

oped. The German concept of Sozialpädagogik which includes notions of 

Bildung, Erziehung and Betreuung, that is, care, upbringing and education, as an 

integrated concept and practice, is applied in all services for young children. Early 

childhood curricula now cover not only kindergarten children but also 

childcare for younger children. From August 2013, an entitlement to a 

childcare place from a child’s first birthday has also been introduced, irre-

spective of the employment status of parents. In addition, childcare hours 

have been significantly extended, which allows mothers to return to half-

time or full-time work, if it is their wish. All this marks a significant change 

in policies and thinking in the early childhood field in Germany and a 

noteworthy departure from conservative family norms. 
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