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DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES 

1. Family policy: strengthening the societal building blocks 

Families are the cornerstone of society and also play a central economic role, creating economies of 
scale for people living together and as the source of home production. They are a crucial engine of 
solidarity, redistributing resources – in cash, in kind and time – among individuals, households, and 
generations, providing protection and insurance against economic loss and hardship. Families provide 
identity, love, care, nurture and development to their members and form the core of many social networks. 
Even though one cannot choose his/her family, family networks are instrumental to the well-being of 
individuals. 

Families are changing. Life expectancy has increased and birth rates have fallen. In many families 
there are more grandparents and fewer children than before. Increasingly, families are living in non-
traditional ways: there is more cohabitation, there are more sole parents, people marry at older ages, 
marriages end in divorce more often and remarriages are on the rise. 

Parents’ aspirations in life are also changing. Today, many fathers and mothers want to have both a 
career and an active family life. Women are better educated and female employment rates have gone up. In 
most OECD countries, the proportion of single-earner households is declining as dual-earner couples are 
becoming more common. Frequently, mothers also work out of economic necessity. Fathers, in turn, are 
contributing more to housework and caring within families, albeit on a smaller scale than mothers. As a 
result, parents are under greater pressure to combine commitments to work and care for children and elderly 
relatives, and are demanding more formal care arrangements as well as flexible workplace practices. 

Childhood is changing too. Children have fewer siblings than before and live more often with 
cohabiting or sole parents. An increasing number of children is growing up in blended (or reconstituted or 
step) families of re-partnered adults. There is also more shared custody of children following relationship 
breakdowns, with children moving between households (and families) on a regular basis. Children now 
spend more time in formal care and education, and remain longer in the family home, often well into 
adulthood, which may alter how resources are shared within a family. 

2. Designing multifaceted policies for families and children 

All OECD governments aim to support families and give parents more choice in their work and 
family decisions. Countries differ considerably, however, in the types and intensity of support provided to 
families. These differences are rooted in countries’ history, in national policy attitudes towards families, 
and the role of government within the respective society. 

Policy makers face multiple challenges such as population ageing, caused by declining fertility and 
increased life expectancy, the prevalence of poverty, in particular child poverty, which could be 
exacerbated by non-payment of child maintenance, and worrying aspects in child outcomes. Family policy 
has to be multi-faceted to achieve a range of interdependent policy objectives, such as reconciling work 
and family responsibilities, promoting conditions which help adults to have the number of children they 
desire at the time of their choice, mobilising female labour supply, promoting gender equality, combating 
child and family poverty, promoting child development, equal opportunities among children and generally 
enhance child well-being throughout the early life-course. 
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In general, there is little conflict between these different policy objectives. But, their relative weight 
may differ across countries in view of current work, family and child outcomes. Table 1 presents some key 
family indicators. There are considerable cross-national differences in family outcomes, but no country 
significantly outperforms or underperforms the others in all outcome areas. Nordic countries generally 
have significantly better family outcomes than the OECD average, while Australia, Belgium, France, the 
Netherlands and New Zealand, also record relatively good outcomes. Chile, Greece, Italy, Korea, Mexico, 
Poland, the Slovak Republic, Spain and Turkey still face challenges in a range of areas. 

3. How to make public spending on families more effective? 

On average across the OECD, public spending on family benefits amounts to just over 2.2% of GDP. 
In most OECD countries the majority of this spending is on financial support, mostly payments during 
parental leave, child allowances and/or tax advantages for families. 

Research on human capital formation suggests that the effectiveness of public investment in human 
capital is higher when it takes place in early childhood (before compulsory school), is focused on the most 
vulnerable population, and then is maintained into young adulthood. Thus, a coherent public policy 
approach for the early years ensures that childcare services are available when leave benefits run out, and 
that there appropriate investment for children attending pre-schools or compulsory education. However, in 
most countries, public spending on family benefits and education is concentrated on the phase of school 
education rather than during early childhood (Figure 1). 

If additional monies for early years’ investment are not available, countries at present should do more 
to reorient education spending towards the-early years. For example, whilst maintaining overall investment 
in tertiary education, countries could, envisage a greater role for private investment and a well-developed 
system of student loans (i.e. a system that recoups costs from earnings and minimizes disincentives on later 
employment and career development). The resources so freed up could be directed towards spending on 
young children, particularly to avoid investment gaps between parental leave and childcare policies and 
enhance high quality services. 

In the context of fiscal consolidation, authorities should aim to ensure that spending on children 
during their early years is protected from large “austerity cuts”. All countries which do well on family 
outcomes across the range of different indicators devote about half of public spending on family benefits to 
in-kind services, including quality early childhood care and education services (as, for example, in Nordic 
countries). 

Fiscal consolidation measures now underway risk undermining recent successes in family policy. 
Budget strategies involve freezing and/or income-testing of child allowances (e.g. the United Kingdom), 
temporary suspension of income supports (e.g. as with paternity leave in Estonia), cutbacks in formal 
childcare support (e.g. the Netherlands), or a mixture of these approaches in other countries. 

The best and fairest ways of reforming family policy in face of fiscal constraints will vary across 
countries. As most countries pursue a range of objectives in their family policies, consolidation measures 
in this area must be evaluated carefully against the different objectives. Countries which deem it necessary 
to reduce family support should ensure the most vulnerable are protected. 
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Table 1. Key work, family and child outcomes compared to the OECD average 

 

The OECD average is calculated as the unweighted average for OECD countries for which data is available. Countries are 
categorised in “above” or “below” groups if they are at least half a standard deviation above or below the OECD average. 

Information on data for Israel: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602. 

1. The gender wage gap is unadjusted and is calculated as the difference between median earnings of men and women relative to 
median earnings of men. Estimates of earnings used in the calculations refer to gross earnings of full-time wage and salary workers, 
but may vary slightly across countries. For Italy the gender wage gap is based on gross hourly earnings of full-time employees.  

2. Child poverty is calculated as the proportion of children living in households with less than half the median equivalised disposable 
income of all households. Poverty rates are based on the latest available data from the OECD database on Income Distribution and 
Poverty, provisional data, February 2011 (www.oecd.org/els/social/inequality). 

3. PISA literacy is scored based on a weighted OECD average of 500 and standard deviation of 100: the unweighted OECD average 
for all countries including the new (2010) member countries is 494.  
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4. Public support accounted here only concerns public support that is exclusively for families (e.g. child payments and allowances, 
parental leave benefits, childcare support, and, income support for sole parents). Spending in other social policy areas such as health 
and housing support also assists families, but not exclusively, and is not included here. Data on tax breaks towards families are not 
available for Chile, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Israel and Slovenia.  Data for Mexico is under revision. 

5. Coverage of spending on family may be limited as such services are often provided, and/or co-financed, by local governments. 
This leads to large gaps in measurement of spending in Canada, the Netherlands and Switzerland. Local governments also play a 
key role in financing childcare. This can make it difficult to get an accurate view of public support for childcare across a country, 
especially but not exclusively, in federal countries. 

* 2007 for Canada; 2008 for Brazil, Chile, China, India and Indonesia; ** 2008 for Israel and Russia; *** 2005 for the Netherlands; 
2007 for Belgium and France; **** 2008 for Germany, Israel, Italy, Korea, Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden and 
the United States; 2007 for Canada, Denmark and Hungary; 2006 for Chile, Estonia, Japan and Slovenia; 2005 for France, Ireland, 
Switzerland and the United Kingdom; 2004 for Australia, Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Finland, Greece, Iceland, Luxembourg, 
Poland, Portugal, the Slovak Republic, Spain and Turkey; and, ***** refers to estimates for 2008 based on childcare enrolment rate 
for children aged <3 in 2007 and children aged 3-5 in 2008; 2005 for Australia and the US; 2006 for Canada. 

Source: OECD Family Database (www.oecd.org/els/social/family/database). 

Figure 1. Education forms the bulk of spending on children and young adults 

Average OECD1 social spending by child age and type of intervention, 2007 

 

1. The OECD average is calculated as the unweighted average of all OECD countries for which data are available (data are missing 
for Canada and Turkey). Spending for each country is converted to US dollars per capita based on purchasing power parity before 
calculating the average. 

2. ALMP: Active labour-market policies. 

Source: OECD Social Expenditure Database (www.oecd.org/els/social/expenditure) and OECD Education Database 
(www.oecd.org/education/database). 

The efficiency of family service delivery can be increased in a number of ways. Universal support 
systems ensure that all children are covered, without stigma, which enhances social cohesion, social 
fairness and social integration of all the children, however they require more investment. A cascaded 
approach that provides universal services with more intensive delivery to targeted populations will often 
be more efficient. For example, a universal system of health visits for families with infants could be 
supplemented with more intensive service delivery for needy families, as identified though the 
universal visits. 
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Families in need often face multiple risks and require multiple interventions. These are most 
effectively delivered through integrated and/or co-located services: a one-stop-shop of family services. 
OECD experience suggests that this can be achieved through good co-ordination of local services delivered 
by municipal health, education and family departments as in Nordic countries, personal advisers for service 
users (established in employment policies), joint funding of initiatives designed to focus on a range of 
interventions (Stronger Families and Communities Strategy in Australia) or by physically co-locating 
complementary services for children or families on the same site (United Kingdom – co-location fund for 
schools and Sure Start; New Zealand’s Community Link; and Korea’s Dreamstart). The effective delivery 
of multiple interventions in some countries will require the coordination and cooperation of the state, 
NGO’s and civil society. 

The efficiency argument for integrated services is strong. There are economies of scale, particularly 
for co-location on physical sites such as schools, clinics or formal childcare centres. Co-location can 
promote innovation in working practices amongst professionals and it reduces the risk that support is 
withdrawn or approved unjustly, because different case assessments are directly available on-site. From a 
client perspective, integrated access can tackle both the disadvantage and the causes of the disadvantage 
(poor health leading to homelessness or vice versa). Repeat visits to service providers are avoided, 
reducing the personal burden on time, money, and emotional costs. 

Financial support can also be made conditional on achieving family policy objectives and better child 
outcomes, provided that relevant support services are made available. For example, job-search 
requirements for parents on income support can be imposed provided childcare supports are made 
available. Other examples of conditional services include: pre-school participation of toddlers; 
vaccinations of children, especially important for South Africa and India where more than 3 in 10 children 
are not receiving sufficient immunizations; and, medical visits and participation in formal education, as in 
Brazil and Mexico. Giving families vouchers for certain services (e.g. housing) and making these 
conditional on the provision and use of other services (e.g. towards improving child health) can empower 
vulnerable families in their quest to break the cycle of disadvantage and dependency. 

4. Enabling people to realise their plans to have children 

In contrast to emerging economies where policy often tries to curb high fertility, in many OECD 
countries there are concerns that people cannot have as many children at the time they say they would like. 
Birth rates have fallen in most OECD countries, but since the early-2000s there has been a small rebound 
in about half of the OECD countries. The period of relatively strong economic growth of the first half of 
the 2000s spurred confidence in the future which positively affects family formation; in addition, 
introducing or increasing cash support to families with newborns also affected the timing of births (e.g. 
parental leave reform in Germany or through “baby bonuses” in Italy which had the largest effect on low-
income families). To help people realize their plans to have children at the time of choice, good policies to 
reconcile work and family life are required. Financial transfers to families can play an important role, at the 
same time the evidence from different national and cross-national studies suggests that investment in 
formal high quality childcare services seems is the most effective tool. 

Looking across OECD countries, barriers to having children appear to be considerable in many 
southern and central European and Asian OECD countries. More so than elsewhere in the OECD, the mix 
of societal attitudes, and public and workplace measures to reconcile work and family life, pushes adults to 
choose between work and family life: between babies and bosses. The consequences are postponement of 
parenthood, fewer large families and, in European low-fertility countries, high levels of childlessness. 
Frequently, traditional notions and attitudes regarding marriage, parenthood and household work prevail: 
women more often interrupt work after child-birth, fathers contribute little to household chores and the 
provision of personal care, children increasingly leave the household at advanced ages, and for Asian 
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OECD countries the incidence of births outside marriage is low. Relatively high housing and private 
education costs in Japan and Korea further raise the barriers to childbearing. The cost of childcare, in 
particular expenditures to support the work/family life balance should be shared with society as a whole, 
including central and local government, employers and individual. 

By contrast, Nordic countries provide an institutional set-up of work and family supports, which helps 
parents to have as many children as they like. There is a universally accessible continuum of public 
supports of paid and job-protected parental leave, subsidised early care and education supports, and out-of-
school hours care (OSH care) until children enter secondary school. Parenthood and careers are thus 
perceived as simultaneously achievable, not as mutually exclusive. Similar supports exist in France, but 
although female employment rates are at the OECD average and lower than in the Nordic countries. France 
has a greater proportion of larger families, where mothers are less likely to be in work than in Nordic 
countries, partially related to a range of financial support measures available to large families. 

In Anglophone countries, birth-rates and female employment rates are also above average. Policy 
gives a greater role to income-testing of benefits and supports and relies more on individuals finding 
flexible workplace solutions, including flexible working-time arrangements and maternal part-time 
employment when children are of pre-school age. Working parents in the US are also helped by the low 
cost of domestic services which, however, raises concerns about, for example, the quality of informal 
childcare arrangements. 

5. Mobilising female labour supply 

For countries with stabilising or declining working-age populations, it is crucial to mobilise female 
and maternal labour supply more effectively, as this will be one key to ensuring future economic prosperity 
and the financial sustainability of social protection systems in view of ageing populations. 

Changing female aspirations have led to increased female labour-market participation. Timing differs 
among OECD countries. Female employment started to increase in Anglophone and Nordic countries back 
in the 1960s while in Ireland, the Netherlands and Spain, female employment increased most significantly 
in the 1990s and 2000s. 

There are, however, a few countries where female employment rates are falling. In Turkey, the female 
employment rate has declined since the mid-1990s from already very low levels, while in Sweden, female 
employment rates never bounced back to the very high levels recorded prior to the economic crisis of the 
early 1990s. In the US, the female employment rate has declined since 2000, both among mothers as well 
as single and childless women, including those with 16 years of education or more. The causes of this trend 
change are not yet clear, but could include income effects which enable educated and wealthy women to 
stay at home. 

In Asian, Nordic, and Southern European countries, men and women work predominantly full-time. 
By contrast, in the Netherlands and Switzerland, but also in Australia, Germany, Ireland, New Zealand and 
the United Kingdom, much of the increase in female employment between 1980 and 2009 has been on a 
part-time basis. In general, the more children women have, the fewer hours they work, and working time is 
also low for mothers with children of pre-school age. In some countries, such as Australia, New Zealand 
and the United Kingdom, mothers increase working hours as children grow older. Similar effects exist 
elsewhere but are less pronounced. Working limited hours adds to the job-satisfaction among the vast 
majority of women in part-time employment. However, working part-time generally has negative 
consequences for career progression. 



BACKGROUND DOCUMENT SESSION 2. DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES – 11 
 

BACKGROUND DOCUMENT SESSION 2. DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES © OECD 2011 

Nordic countries started to develop their network of work/family supports in the late 1960s and 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s. The countries where the work/family supports were developed relatively 
recently (including Germany, the Netherlands, Spain and the United Kingdom) have seen a polarization of 
female labour-market behaviour with family size. In general, women in full-time employment are most 
likely to be childless or have only one child, whereas women with more children are more likely not to be 
in the labour force or only work part-time. This raises concerns about equity between mothers and non-
mothers regarding their long-term career and earnings prospects. 

There is potentially a “business case” for family-friendly workplace support, but in practice not 
overwhelming. Having a family-friendly workplace can motivate current staff, reduce staff turnover and 
sickness absenteeism, help attract new staff, reduce workplace stress and generally enhance worker 
satisfaction and productivity. The “business case” is strongest for workers who are difficult to replace, and 
for flexible workplace arrangements that least affect the production process. Employers frequently offer 
part-time employment opportunities, but the business case for working time flexibility with employees 
choosing their own start and finishing times, or teleworking is less evident. Unions and worker 
representatives can also play an important role in improving the provision of family-friendly work 
practices, but either they lack bargaining power, and/or do not prioritise demands in this area. 

To successfully promote female labour supply, policy should provide strong financial incentives to 
work for mothers as well as fathers (see below) and promote a continuum of “work-life balance” supports 
throughout the early years. Apart from in-kind services, policy should also provide financial supports for 
formal childcare and out-of-school-hours care and, where appropriate, flexible workplace supports for 
parents. To effectively reduce barriers to work, policy should be designed in ways to encourage mothers 
and fathers to use these supports. 

6. Promoting gender equality 

Gender gaps in paid and unpaid work are narrowing, especially for younger workers, but remain 
substantial. On average across the OECD, female employment rates are over 13 percentage points below those 
of men. The gap is even wider when taking account of the fewer working hours of women compared with 
men. At median earnings, the gender pay gap is 16% on average in OECD countries, which to a varied extent 
can be related to factors as, education, work-experience and occupation segregation, but not completely. 

As many more mothers than fathers take parental leave or reduce working hours when they have 
young children, it is no surprise that women do most of the unpaid work at home in all OECD countries. 
On average, women devote more than 2 hours per days extra to unpaid work than men do. Even non-
working fathers devote less time to caring than working mothers across the OECD. The gender gap in 
unpaid work is lower in countries, however, with higher female employment rates. There are also clear 
divisions in the type of care provided by men and women: mothers typically provide physical personal 
childcare and housework, while fathers spend proportionally more time on educational and recreational 
childcare activities. 

In most OECD countries, tax-benefit systems provide strong financial incentives to work for both 
adults in couple families. They also provide slightly more net benefits to dual-earner couples than to 
single-earner families at the same earnings levels (except in Germany where dual-earner families often end 
up paying significantly more social security contributions than one-earner families). However, when 
children are under three, some tax-benefit systems provide strong incentives to the lowest income-earner, 
often the mother, not to engage in paid work. This is because of the high costs of childcare (e.g. in Ireland, 
Switzerland and the United Kingdom) and/or the payment of cash benefits for children under three (e.g. in 
Austria, Hungary, Finland and Norway). The income effect associated with these “home care” or 
“childcare payments” lead to many mothers with very young children to stay at home. Similarly, some tax-
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benefit systems limit financial incentives to increase part-time working hours to a full-time working week. 
But, even if such disincentives did not exist, childcare costs and school hours often make a move toward 
full-time employment difficult. 

To help parents to combine work and family commitments, many OECD countries have introduced 
legislation that either grants part-time work entitlements or gives employees the right to request flexible 
working-time arrangements. Giving workers access to, and greater control over, flexible working hours 
increases their well-being, which is likely to promote their productivity. Such measures are generally 
commendable, but have one unintended side-effect. Since women rather than men make use of such 
flexible working-time arrangements it contributes to persistent differences between men and women in 
their career profiles. 

It has proven difficult for policy to redress the gender balance in earning and caring, partly because 
countries may not want to impose solutions on parents. Hence, parents generally choose who is going to 
take parental leave or otherwise divide care responsibilities. However, in a number of countries, including 
Nordic countries but also, for example, Germany and Portugal, policy encourages fathers to take leave by 
granting them the exclusive right to part of the parental leave entitlement and/or ample income support 
during the leave period. This has generated some results, in that more fathers take more parental leave 
days, but it is unclear as to whether this has led to a better sharing of care responsibilities in the household 
and whether any changes are durable. 

7. Combating child poverty 

Since the 1980s, average family incomes have increased across the OECD. But in many countries, 
child poverty rates (as measured against the relative income threshold of half the median income 
equivalised by household size) have risen too. This suggests that in these countries the average incomes of 
families have risen less, or less equally, than those of households without children. In other countries, child 
poverty fell over the past decade; the biggest gains were seen in those OECD countries with historically 
high levels of child poverty including Chile, Italy and the United Kingdom. 

Paid work, in every OECD country, increases the likelihood that families are lifted out of poverty, 
sometimes considerably. Jobless families are at the highest risk of living in poverty in all OECD countries 
(see Figure 2). Looking at larger families only, sole parent and younger families with no more than one 
adult in work are those at the highest risk of poverty. 

Paid work is key to reducing poverty risks but, sometimes, additional measures are needed. Most 
countries with female employment rates around or above the OECD average have low child poverty rates, 
except for Israel, Portugal and the United States, which all have higher than average rates of in-work 
poverty. This latter problem could be addressed by developing and/or extending existing in-work benefits 
(e.g. the Earned Income Tax Credit in the United States) and childcare supports for working families. 
Recent experience in the United Kingdom shows that a combination of measures setting a relatively low 
wage floor, targeted working family cash benefits (with subsidies for sole-parent families) and an increase 
in childcare places and subsidies can help lower barriers to employment whilst reducing in-work poverty. 

Keeping parents out of long-term benefit dependency is crucial to reducing children’s risk of growing 
up in poverty. Policy can help reduce the risk of child poverty by helping parents to find work and develop 
their careers. Most OECD countries, except Ireland and until recently New Zealand, have therefore made 
income support for parents conditional on job-search and other participation commitments once the 
youngest child has reached compulsory school age. However, (sole) parents on income support can only be 
expected to engage in the labour market if suitable childcare supports are available at a reasonable cost. 
Investment in training and other intensive employment supports may be required when the parent(s) in 
question have been out of work for a considerable period. 
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Figure 2. Poverty among families is highest when no adults are in work 

Poverty rates among households with children by employment status of adults, mid- to late-2000s1

 

1. 2008 for Germany, Israel, Italy, Korea, Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden and the United States; 2007 for 
Canada, Denmark and Hungary; 2006 for Chile, Estonia, Japan and Slovenia; 2005 for France, Ireland, Switzerland and the United 
Kingdom; 2004 for Australia, Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Finland, Greece, Iceland, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, the Slovak 
Republic, Spain and Turkey. 

Information on data for Israel: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602. 

Source: Provisional data from the OECD Database on Income Distribution and Poverty (www.oecd.org/els/social/inequality). 

Not all parents who are obliged to make child-support or so-called “child-maintenance” payments do 
so. In fact, there are “absent parents” who have no contact with their child. Public child-support schemes 
can help more families receive child maintenance payments, families and in turn are an important tool to 
reducing child poverty. However, their effectiveness varies significantly across countries. For example, in 
Denmark and Sweden child maintenance schemes reduce child poverty by 2.5 percentage points. In the 
United States, where the proportion of sole parents is high, the contribution of child maintenance payments 
to child poverty reduction only amounts to 1 percentage point. The Danish and Swedish systems ensure 
regular payments to the parent with care responsibilities through advance payments that are later recouped 
from the parent who is obliged to provide financial support, while in the United States payments are only 
made once the funds have been received from the parent who is obliged to pay child maintenance. In order 
to alleviate child poverty it may be needed to publicly guarantee a minimum transfer regardless of the 
economic circumstances of the parent who is obliged to make child maintenance payment. 

Measuring the well-being of children and families goes beyond looking at relative poverty measures. 
Health and education outcomes for children over the past two decades broaden the picture and show mixed 
success in improving life chances of the upcoming generation. Since the late 1980s infant mortality rates 
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OECD-wide have been falling steadily, and at the same time rates of low birth weight babies in many 
countries have been increasing. PISA trends in the past decade highlight how educational outcomes of 
children in different countries, relative to the OECD average, have fared. Since 2000 Chile has made the 
biggest gain in reading literacy achievement OECD-wide, and Ireland has seen the largest fall. 

Figure 3. Child poverty rates decrease with increasing coverage of child-support payments, 2004/051 
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1. 2000 for Belgium, France and Norway. 

Source: OECD Secretariat estimations using data from the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS). 

8. What is best from a child development perspective? 

The share of children in early childhood care and education has increased during the past ten years. 
Between 1998 and 2007, preschool enrolment rates for children up to 5 years of age grew from around one 
third to over half across the OECD. Socio-economic characteristics affect the intensity and type of 
childcare services that families are using. Children in the lowest income groups are less likely to be 
enrolled in formal childcare services than children from richer families. Children living in couple-families 
are more likely to participate in formal (registered, licensed) childcare services, while children in sole-
parent families are more likely to receive cheaper informal care services. 

Important challenges remain in access, affordability and quality of formal childcare services. Many 
OECD countries now offer out-of-school care services for school-age children, but coverage remains 
limited. Governments provide a range of tax reductions and cash benefits to help parents reduce the net 
cost of purchased childcare. Nevertheless, formal childcare costs for families with two children are on 
average 13% of overall family net income, and are considerably higher in Ireland, parts of Switzerland, the 
United Kingdom and the United States. Concepts and norms of quality vary across time and across 
countries. 
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Despite these differences, it is widely recognised that high-quality childcare is key for child well-
being and development. But from what age onwards and under which conditions? Some literature suggests 
that low-quality care, too many hours in care, and participation in care before age one is associated with 
more behavioural problems. By contrast, high-quality formal childcare is linked with moderate cognitive 
gains. But economic circumstances are more important predictors of child’s outcomes (especially 
cognitive) than maternal employment per se or participation in childcare. For children from more 
disadvantaged home environments, high-quality childcare provides the largest cognitive and social 
developmental gains. 

From a career perspective alone, women are probably best advised to go back to work at an early 
stage after childbirth; from a child development perspective things are not so clear. Behavioural and 
cognitive development effects and the reduction of poverty risk may cancel each other out, especially for 
children in low-income families. Some literature suggests that a return to work of the mother before the 
child is 6 months old may have negative effects on child cognitive outcomes, particularly when 
employment is on a full-time basis. The effects are, however, small, not universally observed and, in 
certain circumstances balanced by positive effects related to having extra family income. The literature 
also suggests that childcare quality is critical for child development, particularly for the early years, and the 
gains from participation in high-quality formal care are largest for disadvantaged children. 

Good parenting is crucial to child development, no matter when parents return to work. Evidence 
suggests that there are socio-economic differences in parenting which affect how much time parents spend 
with their children and what type of activities they engage in – for instance families may contribute to 
“reproduce” or to “make worse” unequal opportunities among children due to unequal educational level of 
parents and consequently unequal parental capacity to invest into their children’s future. Some OECD 
countries already provide parenting support via health centres (home visits by mid-wives, Protection 
Maternelle et Infantile in France) or early years’ centres (e.g. Sure Start Child Centres in the United 
Kingdom). Promoting breastfeeding, parenting activities that contribute to the child’s development, as well 
as providing guidance on what to do in stressful situations (caring for disabled children or parental 
separation) could have a mediating effect between income and child outcomes. 
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