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Do childcare policies increase maternal employment?
Subsidized childcare fosters maternal employment, but employment
status, childcare quality, and availability matter
Keywords: childcare availability and subsidies, quality, formal and informal child care, maternal employment, female
labor force participation

ELEVATOR PITCH
Percentage

Women’s labor force participation has rapidly increased
in most countries, but mothers still struggle to achieve a
satisfactory work−life balance. Childcare allows the primary
caregiver, usually the mother, to take time away from
childrearing for employment. Family policies that subsidize
childcare and increase its availability have different effects
on female labor supply across countries. For policymakers
to determine how well these policies work, they should
consider that policy effectiveness may depend on countryspecific pre-reform female employment and earnings, and
childcare availability, costs, and quality.

Employment rates for mothers with young children
are low in many countries
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KEY FINDINGS
Pros

Cons

Countries with a higher availability of affordable
childcare exhibit high maternal labor force
participation rates.
The provision of childcare, especially for pre-schoolaged children, helps mothers achieve a satisfactory
work−life balance.
Higher childcare subsidies result in a substantial
increase in childcare utilization.
Larger labor supply effects occur in countries where
employed single parents or two-earner couples are
eligible for the subsidies.

The scope for policy to increase labor supply is
limited in countries with very high female labor
force participation and/or highly subsidized
childcare systems.
Good access to affordable care might result in little
or no increase in maternal labor supply if it only
crowds out other forms of non-parental care.
Difficulties in measuring the lack of qualified people
working in childcare and the quality of care may
prevent families from using this service.
Preferences and social norms may drive childcare
choices, and not only costs and availability.

AUTHOR’S MAIN MESSAGE
Policymakers must identify the most effective instruments when designing approaches for encouraging maternal labor force
participation. Investing in quality childcare facilities, especially for young children, can help achieve this goal. Accessibility,
affordability, and quality are all important. Women’s pre-subsidy employment statuses, average wages, childcare arrange
ments, and other factors not directly associated with childcare costs and availability are also important. These indirect
factors include childcare regulations, welfare systems, and social norms. All of these factors might strengthen or reduce the
effectiveness of family policies.
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