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INTRODUCTION

Setting the scene
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What is ECEC?

• Early Childhood Education and Care:

– Child care (0-3 years) – more private provision

– Pre-school (3-6 years) – more public provision

• Dual role as a key element of social investment:

– Child development: more profound and lasting effect 
on children’s learning potential than any intervention in 
their later life (highest RoI – especially for 
disadvantaged children)

– Women’s increased participation in the labour market

• Increased attention from the EU
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Our research interests

• Accessibility of ECEC

• Use / Take-up of ECEC

• Disadvantaged families

– Low-income

– Migration background: more problematic 

• Besides overall data shortages on ECEC, we 
struggled to gain more insight regarding vulnerable 
families

• Parents as the source of information
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Main issues we faced

Differences in 

– Terminology: child care, ECEC, day care, pre-
school, after school care, clubs, play groups, 
etc. (also at country-level)

– Regulations: split vs. unitary ECEC systems

– Context (cultural):  what do people understand 
when you say “childcare”

• Data are limited and not coherent at both the 
micro- and macro-level
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EXAMPLES

Our experience with surveys
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EU-SILC

• Only source of information for the number of hours of 
ECEC children receive – as reported by parents: 
formal day care, childminder, pre-school, care by other 
family members, and after school care

• No data on the subjective attitudes of people regarding 
their experiences with childcare (special module in 2016)

• Information on the year of immigration (if applicable), 
however, researchers are not provided with the 
information as to from which country the respondents 
come from
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Percentage of 0-5 year-olds in any form of ECEC 

(2014, unweighted)
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Any number of 
hours reported

No number of 
hours reported Total

N Percent N Percent N Percent

Education at pre-school 19654 65,90% 10156 34,10% 29810 100,00%

Education at compulsory school 1629 5,50% 28181 94,50% 29810 100,00%

Childcare at centre-based services 9934 33,30% 19876 66,70% 29810 100,00%

Childcare at day-care centre 28182 94,50% 1628 5,50% 29810 100,00%

Childcare by professional childminder 27812 93,30% 1998 6,70% 29810 100,00%

Childcare by kith and kin 27908 93,60% 1902 6,40% 29810 100,00%
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Compulsory education for 0-5 year-olds

1 yo Ttl 2 yo Ttl 3 yo Ttl 4 yo Ttl 5 yo Ttl

Malta 8 73 12 138 11 143 16 121 5 61

France 1 247 2 300 9 310

Luxembourg 2 121 59 129 97 115

Sweden 1 164 1 168

Belgium 6 162

Switzerland 5 146

Denmark 3 123

Serbia 2 151

Ireland 55 230 167 220

United Kingdom 53 323 230 330
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EU-SILC: How did we overcome these issues?

• 6 years of age as the cut-off point across Europe

• Total number of hours spent in several ECEC categories: 

– Education at pre-school (ISCED 0)

– Education at compulsory school (ISCED 1 ?)

– Childcare at day-care centre (formal and regulated)

Where to put the focus: Formal ECEC for child development 
vs. care in the absence of parents or family members?

• What about “after school care”? 

• What about “professional childminder”?
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European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS)

• Used to collect data on the quality and the dimensions of 
(perceived and subjective) accessibility: availability, 
affordability, physical accessibility, and quality

• Replaced by other questions in 2016: type and hours of 
main childcare service, financer of the service used, 
satisfaction by the quality, professionalism, attentiveness 
and curriculum of services, etc. 

• Did not have a question about migration background, but 
recently introduced one to its latest wave in 2016: 
“In which country were you, your father, your mother was 
born?”
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EQLS: Problematic issues for our research using 

2011/12 data

• A survey that focused on subjective perceptions and 
attitudes, not objective facts (e.g. hours of childcare used, 
actual distance of the childcare centre from home, etc.)

• Questions of perceived accessibility of childcare asked to 
respondents either childcare services are used by the 
members of the household or someone very closely 
related to the respondent

• The questions are formulated using the term “childcare”

– “day care” in some countries (e.g. Belgium)

– exchangeable with ECEC in some (e.g. Finland)
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International Social Survey Programme (ISSP)

• 2012 wave on Family and Changing Gender Roles

• Data on attitudes regarding who should provide and 
finance childcare

• No data on childcare use

• Data on the ethnic origin of the respondent in each 
country are available separately: 
“origin country/ ethnic group/ ethnic identity/ family origin”

• However we do not know when the migration occurred for 
immigrants
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European Social Survey (ESS)

• Attitude question on how much governments are 

responsible for ensuring childcare services for 

working parents (Likert scale from 0 to 10)

• Footnote in the ESS questionnaire: 

‘child care services’: refers to things like day care 

centres, playgroups and paid childminders but 

not relatives. 
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COUNTRY-LEVEL INDICATORS

What about system-level data?
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Key Data on Early Childhood Education and Care 

in Europe (2014) 

• Published jointly by the Eurydice Network and Eurostat

• Content:

– Organisation

– Participation

– Funding

– Staff

– Teaching processes

– Support measures for disadvantaged children

• Eurostat database: Attendance rates (pre-school), 
funding per child and as % of GDP (ISCED 0), etc.
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OECD Family Database

• The structure of families

– Families and Children

– Fertility indicators

– Marital and partnership status

• The labour market position of families

– Families, children and employment status    

– Workplace hours and time for caring

• Public policies for families and children

– General policies for families with children

– Child-related leave

– Formal care and education for very young children

– Typology of childcare systems

• Child outcomes

– Child health

– Child poverty

– Education/literacy   

– Societal participation
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CONCLUSIONS

“So what?”
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Conclusions

• Conceptual confusion at the country-level, that leads 
to confusion at the individual-level

• Difficulties in policy comparability and interpretation

• No consensus on what kind of data to collect and 
measurement inconsistency: Even in EU-SILC!

• Need for “better” data, not necessarily “more” data
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Bonus: Parental leave

• Differences in the starting times of legal entitlement to ECEC

• Not necessarily harmonized/coordinated with the parental leave duration

• Different types, durations, systems of parental leave:

– Maternal leave

– Parental leave

– Paternal leave (daddy quota)

• Income replacement: approx. 65% salary replacement considered sufficient

• Duration is a mystery! 

– Full-time leave

– Option for extra part-time leave

– Childcare leave

• Non-standard parental leave schemes, incomparable data!
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Food for thought…

• Improved data on other vulnerable groups (e.g. 
children with immigration background, children in 
institutional care)

– Even in EQLS

• Common ECEC terminology for the comparability?

• Data shortage at the country level: Can we do any 
better?

• Incomparable and incompatible policies in the EU
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