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Introduction 

In recent decades, women in Europe have become increasingly active in the labour 

market (Daly, 2000). The end of what has been termed the male breadwinner regime 

(Lewis, 1992) has had considerable repercussions for day-to-day family life. Female 

participation in the labour market is recognized as a driving force behind the radical 

changes in women‟s position in society, and has also been shown to play an important 

role in decreasing family poverty by providing additional monetary resources (Gornick 

et al., 1998). Yet at the same time, rising female labour market participation rates also 

present severe challenges to the reconciliation of work and family life. Perhaps one of 

the most tangible manifestations of the changed work-family balance is a growing need 

for childcare among double-income couples with children (Lewis, 2001). The European 

countries have responded in very different ways to the increased demand for childcare. 

In this respect, Bettio and Plantenga (2004) distinguish between various care regimes 

within Europe, relying on different principal actors (state, market or family), care 

modalities (formal or informal) and incentive structures. 
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 Despite strong international variation in the organization and use of childcare 

provisions, the European Union recognizes the growing importance of childcare 

services as a means to facilitate the reconciliation of work and family life. At the 

Barcelona Summit in 2002, the Council of Europe urged the member states at short 

notice to considerably improve the access to childcare services .  

“Member States should remove disincentives to female labour force 

participation and strive, taking into account the demand for childcare facilities 

and in line with national patterns of provision, to provide childcare by 2010 to 

at least 90% of children between 3 years old and the mandatory school age and 

at least 33% of children under 3 years of age”. (Cited in Plantenga, 2004). 

Even though this statement does not go into specific policies that should be 

implemented to reach these goals, the Barcelona targets express the idea that national 

governments should intervene in order to guarantee that increasing childcare demands 

are met. 

 A considerable number of studies have investigated the practical organization 

and use of childcare services in Europe, as well as the role government policies play 

therein (see for example Bettio and Plantenga, 2004; Szelewa and Polakowski, 2008; 

Kremer 2006; 2007). Far less is known about the attitudes of European citizens towards 

government intervention in the domain of childcare. However, the public legitimacy of 

this type of government intervention is of crucial importance for the development of 

European childcare policies. This chapter is amongst the first studies to fill this gap, by 

investigating the attitudes of European citizens toward childcare policies. Concretely, 

this chapter attempts to answer two research questions: (1) To what degree do 
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Europeans in various countries support the idea that the state should take responsibility 

for providing childcare? (2) How can differences - between individuals as well as 

between countries - in support for government intervention in this field be explained? 

To answer these questions, we make use of data from the fourth round of the European 

Social Survey (2008/09). The welfare attitudes module in this dataset makes it possible 

for the first time to analyse attitude items concerning childcare policies in a truly 

comparative setting. In total, data from 22 European countries - including various 

Eastern European countries - is taken into account. Multilevel models are used to 

explain how individual and country characteristics jointly shape attitudes toward 

childcare policies.  

In the next section, the concept of childcare is given further clarification. 

Following that, we develop a theoretical framework for understanding how individual 

and country characteristics influence support for government intervention in childcare. 

We then present our methods and indicators, as well as the results of the analyses. A 

discussion and conclusion completes the chapter. 

 

2. Childcare services: conceptual clarifications 

Care is a very common and universal practice, since every individual is in need of care 

during some stages of life (e.g. as a child, when ill or as an elderly person). 

Nevertheless, an enormous variation exists in the practical modalities of how people are 

taken care of. This complex nature makes “care” a hard concept to define. In this 

contribution, we draw heavily on the definition postulated by Kremer: 
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 “(…) care is the provision of daily, socio-psychological, emotional, and 

physical attention to people. This can be provided by paid or unpaid work, on 

the basis of an agreement or voluntarily, and it can also be given professionally 

or on the basis of moral obligation”. (Kremer, 2007, p. 28).  

This definition makes clear that care is a multi-dimensional concept, containing a great 

many different aspects (see also Thomas, 1993). First, care can be built on an economic 

rationale. In this respect, the distinction between formal care and informal care is an 

important one to make. Formal care refers to provisions regulated by contractual 

agreements or legal frameworks. Informal care, on the other hand, refers to all forms of 

care that are unregulated (Bettio and Plantenga, 2004). In the majority of cases, 

providing formal care is considered a part of paid labour, while informal care is 

generally unpaid and arranged between family members, friends or acquaintances. Yet 

care is much more than an activity that is economically motivated, as it comprises 

important social and moral aspects as well. Care establishes a relationship between 

individuals and therefore entails an important aspect of identity formation. Female 

identities, for example, are often strongly intertwined with care-giving roles. 

Furthermore, care is a process not only referring to giving, but also to receiving various 

forms of attention (Tronto, 1993). Finally, it is worth noting that care can be given to 

human beings with various needs, such as the elderly, the sick and children (Kremer, 

2007). The focus of this paper is on childcare only. 

The concrete organization of childcare services differs enormously across 

Europe to such an extent that some authors argue that it is possible to speak of care 
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regimes (Bettio and Plantenga, 2004). The most crucial differences between regimes 

concern the distribution of responsibilities between the state, the family and the market. 

In some countries, the state has become a major actor in the provision of childcare. In 

countries such as Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, governments guarantee the 

right to receive care as well as the right to give care, i.e. the right to participate in care 

activities while maintaining a job (Kremer, 2007). These rights can be ensured by 

providing a mixture of different facilities, such as the establishment of subsidized day-

care centres, parental leave schemes, family allowances or the possibility of tax 

deductions (Bettio and Plantenga, 2004). In other European countries, government 

intervention is much more modest and a more prominent role is played by markets 

and/or families. In the UK for example, the organization of childcare services is left to a 

larger degree to the market and a greater number of children are cared for in the private 

care sector. Yet considerable numbers of families do not have the financial means to 

pay for unsubsidized and thus expensive commercial care. For that reason, market-

oriented care regimes are often characterized by fairly high levels of additional informal 

care (Kremer, 2007). In  the Southern European family care model (Antonnen and 

Sipilä, 1996), formal care arrangements are even less developed and young children are 

almost universally cared for by their mother or other female family members within the 

family network. Obviously, the practical organization of childcare has repercussions for 

employment rates, especially among women. 

In relevant literature, there is considerable debate about how the nature of the 

diversity in childcare organization should be understood. The “institutionalist approach” 

claims that care differences can be largely explained by the constraints and 
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opportunities implied in the design of welfare states (Kremer, 2007, p.p. 45-46); an idea 

drawing heavily on Esping-Andersen‟s (1990; 1999) work. Esping-Andersen‟s original 

welfare regime hypothesis pays relatively little attention to the gender and care 

dimensions of welfare, and other authors have tried to remediate this shortcoming. 

Lewis (1992) introduced the three “breadwinner models” (strong, modified and weak), 

which have been developed further by the introduction of the individualist versus 

breadwinner models (Sainsbury, 1996), and the part-time, full-time carer and 

breadwinner models of Crompton (Crompton, 2006). All these refer to variations in 

policy support for a gendered division of labour. Adherents of the “culturalist approach” 

argue that in order to understand the diversity in how children are cared for, cultural 

notions such as norms and values are more crucial than the opportunity structures 

provided by welfare states. The culturalist approach takes into consideration that the 

take-up of care is not only a function of the care services provided in the country, but 

also individual or family preferences of whether to take it up. Pfau-Effinger (1998), for 

example, stresses the importance of a collective gender culture, i.e. the norms and 

values regarding gender relations, division of labour, childcare, etc. According to this 

argument, the organization of childcare in a country can only be understood by linking 

it to a broader body of norms and values shared by the citizens. Hakim (1998; 2000) 

takes a more individualistic perspective on the culturalist argument, emphasising that 

individual work-life preferences are more important determinants of childcare 

arrangements than are shared norms and values. Hakim‟s argument predicts a childcare 

divide within, rather than between, countries. 
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Kremer (2006; 2007) made an attempt to reconcile the institutionalist and 

culturalist perspectives by putting forward the notion of “ideals of care”. Care ideals 

refer to existing practices and policy interventions, as well as to normative 

legitimizations of these practices. Ideals of care imply ideas of what is appropriate care: 

where and by whom should it be provided? According to Kremer (2007), the cross-

Europe variation in childcare can be described adequately by means of five different 

ideals of care: full-time motherhood, surrogate motherhood, parental sharing, 

professional care and intergenerational care. 

 

3. Public opinion on government intervention in childcare services 

Kremer‟s (2007) theory of ideals of care demonstrates the importance of shared 

opinions and beliefs about childcare. Nevertheless, public opinion on childcare has 

received very little attention in the currently available studies on childcare in Europe. 

Although prevailing norms and values are an integral part of Kremer‟s (2007) 

theoretical framework, this lack of attention towards public opinion is also evident in 

her work. The purpose of this study is to shed more light on what Europeans perceive to 

be the responsibility of government for the provision of childcare services. More than 

giving a mere description of the support for government intervention in childcare, we 

attempt to explain the differences between individuals as well as between countries in 

this perception. Because attitudes toward childcare policies are relatively 

underexplored, we have no ready-made theoretical framework at our disposal. Instead, 
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we attempt to formulate a number of hypotheses in this section, translating notions from 

related fields to childcare. 

Previous studies have shown that support for general government intervention is 

shaped by various individual as well as country characteristics (e.g. Arts and Gelissen, 

2001; Blekesaune and Quadagno, 2003; Dallinger, 2010). Among the individual 

characteristics, we anticipate gender will have a crucial impact on support for 

government intervention in the domain of childcare. As mentioned before, childcare is 

pre-eminently a gendered activity. In spite of rising female employment rates, women 

continue to bear the main responsibilities for the care of young children. Therefore, one 

could expect women to be the main advocates for public policies providing assistance in 

childcare. Also, we anticipate the impact of other explanatory factors might vary along 

gender lines for the same reason.  

A common and often corroborated hypothesis is that people with a stronger 

interest in social protection have more positive attitudes towards welfare state 

arrangements (Chong et al., 1998; Kangas, 1997; Svallfors, 1997). Interests in public 

childcare provision are strongly determined by social-structural variables such as age, 

income, family structure and employment situation. In particular, couples of (or just 

under) child-rearing age and those with insufficient income to acquire care service on 

the market will be the beneficiaries of public childcare services. Among these groups, 

we therefore expect to find relatively high levels of support for government intervention 

in childcare. With regard to the family structure, families with young children are the 

target group of childcare policies and can therefore be expected to be more supportive 
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of government intervention. Yet support might also be relatively widespread among 

families with older children, who are not necessarily making use of childcare anymore 

but who have, based on previous experience, developed a certain preference for this 

issue. The presence of a partner and/or other adults in the family, with whom some of 

the care duties can be shared, could be another component of the family structure 

influencing the need for childcare and consequently support for it. With regard to the 

employment situation, the amount of time that fathers as well as mothers spend working 

outside the home is a major determinant of the need for childcare, and consequently 

might have an impact on support for government intervention in this domain. 

Besides interests that are based on rational calculus, individuals‟ ideological 

positions have been shown to be predictors of welfare attitudes (Edlund, 2006; Gevers 

et al., 2000). We discern three attitudinal factors that might be of relevance to our 

understanding of support for public childcare policies. First, in line with the work of 

Pfau-Effinger (1998), those with egalitarian gender norms or more specifically, positive 

attitudes toward female employment, can be expected to endorse government 

intervention in childcare more than others.
1
 Following the arguments put forward by 

Hakim (1998; 2000), who stresses that the work-lifestyle preferences of females in 

particular affect childcare, we expect the effect of women‟s views on female 

employment to be stronger on support for childcare than men‟s. A second potentially 

important ideological factor concerns the negative moral consequences of the welfare 

state (van Oorschot, 2010). Among communitarians, such as Etzioni (1995), the 

                                                           
1
 Although Pfau-Effinger (1998) stresses the shared nature of gender-related attitudes, we use the 

attitudes towards female employment as an individual-level variable in this study. 
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argument is often heard that extensive government intervention elbows out informal 

care relationships and thereby destroys the fabric of society (i.e. the crowding-out 

hypothesis). Obviously, the perception that government intervention harms family 

relations could have negative repercussions on support for welfare in the domain of 

childcare. A third ideological factor is the view that income equality is desirable for 

societies. In previous studies, the endorsement of this principle of equality has been 

identified as an important catalyst in support for welfare in general (van Oorschot and 

Meuleman, 2011), and can thus also be expected to affect support for welfare in respect 

of childcare. 

 Finally, we anticipate that perceptions about the quality of prevailing childcare 

provisions to affect support for government intervention in this field. There are good 

reasons to believe that such a relation indeed exists, but the direction of the relationship 

is unclear (see van Oorschot and Meuleman, 2010). At first sight, it could be assumed 

that the relationship between perceived quality and support is a positive one. This would 

mean that individuals who perceive the prevailing provisions as adequate give greater 

support to government intervention, while negative perceptions of quality lead to  less 

support for such interventions. However, it could equally be suggested that those who 

perceive the quality of prevailing childcare provisions as insufficient would demand a 

greater degree of government intervention to remediate the lacking quality. On the other 

hand, as was actually assumed in the welfare state “critical overload theories” of the 

1970s (see e.g. Kumlin, 2007; Van Oorschot, 2002), those who perceive child care 

provisions as possibly too generous may have the perception of being overburdened 

with the taxes necessary to uphold such extensive and generous programmes. These 
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“improvement” and “overburden” reactions would imply a negative rather than a 

positive relationship between the perceived quality of childcare services and the support 

for government intervention. 

We recognize that besides these individual characteristics, national context 

factors can also have an effect on support for government intervention in childcare. 

First, a stronger demand for childcare at the country level, as a result of higher fertility 

rates, a large proportion of young children and strong female labour market 

participation, might steer the national debate on childcare towards support for more 

government intervention. Furthermore, Kremer‟s (2006; 2007) concept of ideals of care 

postulates a relationship between childcare practices in a country and shared ideas on 

who should be responsible for childcare. Although the causal direction of this 

relationship is not immediately clear, we expect that in countries where the use of 

formal childcare is widespread, individuals will show greater support for government 

intervention. On the other hand, in countries where informal care is the norm, public 

opinion could be expected to be more critical with regard to the responsibility of 

government in providing childcare.  

 

4. Data and methods 

Dataset 

To compare support across Europe for government intervention in the domain of 

childcare services, we make use of the welfare attitudes module included in the fourth 
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round of the European Social Survey (ESS). This international survey, aimed at 

monitoring value and attitude changes in contemporary Europe, was fielded during 

2008 and 2009 in 28 different countries. Due to missing data on key contextual 

indicators, six countries, namely Switzerland, Croatia, Israel, Russia, Turkey and 

Ukraine were dropped from the analysis. The remaining dataset comprises over 40,000 

respondents from 22 countries. These countries (and their respective country codes) are: 

Belgium (BE), Bulgaria (BG), Cyprus (CY), the Czech Republic (CZ), Germany (DE), 

Denmark (DK), Estonia (EE), Spain (ES), Finland (FI), France (FR), Great Britain 

(GB), Greece (GR), Hungary (HU), Latvia (LV), the Netherlands (NL), Norway (NO), 

Poland (PL), Portugal (PT), Romania (RO), Sweden (SE), Slovenia (SI) and Slovakia 

(SK). For more information concerning the ESS data, see the Appendix of this book. 

 

Indicators 

The individual‟s attitude towards the role of government in childcare provision is the 

dependent variable in this study. This concept is operationalized by means of an item 

referring to the preferred degree of government intervention in childcare services (“How 

much responsibility do you think governments should have to ensure sufficient child 

care services for working parents?”). Section 2 of this chapter made clear that in 

theory, childcare services could refer to a whole range of policy interventions. In 

addition, the question does not specify the age of the children for whom the care service 

should be provided. This could potentially be a problem due to the fact that in many 

countries the norm concerning who is responsible for childcare depends largely on the 
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age of children. For example, in the Netherlands and in Northern European countries, 

most people believe that very young children should be taken care of by their own 

parents. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to assume that respondents interpreted this 

item as primarily referring to (government) policies guaranteeing the right to receive 

care, such as organising or subsidising day-care centres primarily for pre-school 

children. The respondents were offered an 11-point scale to record their answers, 

ranging from 0 (not government‟s responsibility at all) to 10 (completely government‟s 

responsibility). Previous research has identified this “role of government” concept as a 

crucial dimension of welfare state legitimacy (van Oorschot and Meuleman, 2011). 

The previous section put forward several individual characteristics and context 

elements to explain preferences on government intervention in the domain of childcare. 

These concepts are made operational in the following way.  

Several social-structural background variables that are indicative of interest 

structures are included in the model: gender, age (in four categories: 15-24; 25-44; 45-

64; over 65), highest educational degree (none or primary; lower secondary; higher 

secondary and higher non-tertiary; tertiary) and subjective household income (1 - very 

difficult on present income; 2 - difficult on present income; 3 - coping on present 

income; 4 - living comfortably on present income). The model also contains various 

indicators of household composition and employment situation that are crucial 

determinants of the need for childcare services. The presence of children in the 

household is indicated by three dummy variables, indicating whether or not the 

household contains at least one child in different age categories (child 0-3; child 4-12; 
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child 13-18). Two more dummy variables indicate whether or not other adults, with 

whom the care duties might be shared, are present in the household: living with a 

partner and living with other adult(s) besides the partner. For the latter variable, only 

adults under 75 are counted in, since the presence of an elderly person or people in the 

household might increase the care need rather than help to reduce the need for childcare. 

Besides household composition, employment situation is another important determinant 

of the need for care services. To operationalize this concept, we use the weekly average 

number of working hours and the average number of hours the partner works weekly.  

Further, two dummy variables are used to indicate whether the respondent or his/her 

partner cite doing housework or looking after the children or other persons as one of 

their main activities. 

Besides background and interest indicators, various attitudinal variables are also 

included in the model. Endorsement of the principle of equality is measured as the 

average of two items referring to how harmful or acceptable monetary inequality is (for 

the exact wording of these items see Table 1). The second item was reversed, so that 

higher scores denote stronger agreement with the principle of equality. Attitude towards 

female employment is made operational as the average of two items concerning how 

desirable it is for females to be active in the labour market. A single item is used to 

measure perceptions that the welfare state has negative moral consequences for family 

life. This item gauges whether the respondent is of the opinion that social benefits 

reduce people‟s willingness to care for one another. Finally, the perceived quality of 

childcare services is also operationalized by means of a single item. 
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Table 1. Question wording for the attitudinal variables 

# Question wording Answer scale 

  Principle of equality 

1 (Agree strongly) - 

5 (Disagree strongly) 

D1 
Large differences in people‟s incomes are acceptable to properly 

reward differences in talents and efforts. 

D4 
For a society to be fair, differences in people‟s standard of living 

should be small. 

  Attitudes toward female employment 

D3 
A woman should be prepared to cut down on her paid work for the 

sake of her family. 

D6 
When jobs are scarce, men should have more right to a job than 

women. 

  Moral consequences of the welfare state 

D28 
Social benefits and services in [country] make people less willing to 

look after themselves and their family. 

  Perceived quality of childcare services   

D13 
What do you think overall about the provision of affordable 

childcare services for working parents? 

0 (Extremely bad) - 

10 (Extremely good) 

 

 Besides these individual characteristics, we also include various context variables in 

order to explain inter-country differences in support for public childcare provisions. The 

presence of young children in society is indicated by the total  fertility rate and the 

proportion of children aged 0-6 in the total population. Employment rates for females 

between the ages of 25-54 and part-time employment of females (as a percentage of total 

female employment) are used as indicators of female employment. Finally, the use of 

various forms of childcare is measured by two broad variables, namely the weekly 

average number of hours of formal care for children 0-2 years old and the weekly 

average number of hours of informal care for children 0-2 years old. Additionally, we 

also test if the weekly average total number of hours of care (formal plus informal) 

affects support for government intervention. 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 
 

 Page 17 of 41 

 

 All contextual data was retrieved from the Eurostat Statistics Database 

(http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/statistics/search_database). The data 

on the use of formal and informal childcare was taken from the framework of the EU-

SILC (European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions) 2008 survey, in 

which individuals were asked about the use of care provided by various sources, 

including informal sources such as family members. This data is also available on the 

Eurostat website. The context data matrix can be found in Appendix 1. 

 

Statistical models 

In order to explore possible explanations for individual as well as country differences in 

support for public childcare provisions, we use multilevel modelling techniques (Hox, 

2002). This statistical tool was developed to analyse hierarchical data structures. The 

ESS data is hierarchically structured, as it contains information on citizens that are 

nested within countries. The use of multilevel models in cross-national research, 

however, also has several limitations. Probably the most important is that the sample 

size at the country level is very small, which could lead to bias in the estimates 

(Meuleman and Billiet, 2009). In order to tackle this problem as much as is possible, we 

will try to keep the number of parameters at the country level as low as possible by 

including only one contextual variable at a time. The analyses are weighted for inter-

country differences in sample design (the design weight was used). All independent 

variables, except for the dummy variables, were standardized prior to the analyses so 

that effect sizes can be easily interpreted. 
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5. Findings 

Explorative analyses  

First, we examine the average support by country for government intervention in 

childcare. Figure 1 shows that the support for government intervention in childcare (on 

the vertical axis) is relatively high across all of Europe. In all of the 22 countries under 

study, the average support for government provision of childcare is higher than 6 (on a 

0 to 10 scale). Yet at the same time, the support varies considerably across countries. In 

countries such as the Netherlands, Slovakia and Great Britain, support for government-

led childcare intervention is relatively low (<7). In Greece, Latvia and Cyprus, country 

averages for the total population exceed 8.5, indicating stronger support for intervention 

in this domain. Generally speaking, we can say that support is lowest in Western and 

Central Europe, somewhat higher in Northern Europe and even higher in the Southern 

European countries. The Eastern European countries are dispersed over the whole 

country ranking, with low support in countries such as Slovakia and Poland, and much 

stronger support in Latvia and Bulgaria. The case of the Netherlands can be explained 

by the unique care culture of the Netherlands, where a great majority of the population 

believe that childcare, especially for younger children, should be provided by parents  

(Merens and Hermans, 2009). Figure 1 also shows that there are quite large inter-

country differences in how the populations assesses the quality of childcare currently 

provided (see the horizontal axis, where country means range from 3.7 in Romania to 

6.6 in Finland). In the Nordic countries including Finland, Sweden and Norway, and to 
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a lesser extent also Denmark and the Netherlands, as well as in some new accession 

countries such as Cyprus and Hungary, people believe the current quality of childcare to 

be relatively good. On the other hand, in countries such as Romania, Portugal, Bulgaria 

and Slovakia, people believe the quality of childcare to be clearly insufficient. A clear 

(aggregate) relationship between these quality assessments and support for government 

intervention in childcare is absent. Thus, no empirical support is found for the 

reward/punishment or improvement/overburden mechanisms discussed earlier in this 

chapter. However, the absence of a correlation at the country level does not necessarily 

say anything about the processes operating at the individual level (see below). Instead 

of a linear relationship, however, we do discern three clusters of countries.
2
 The first 

cluster has both a high average score for the perception of the quality of childcare 

services provided in the country and more support for government-led childcare 

services. We interpret this relationship in these countries as reward reactions, where 

people support the good quality of care services currently provided. This group includes 

most of the Nordic countries, namely Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, as well 

as some new accession countries such as Slovenia, Estonia, Hungary and Cyprus. The 

second group also indicates rather high support for government-led childcare provision, 

but people in this group of countries on average believe that the quality of the childcare 

services currently being provided is low. This pattern can be interpreted as indicative of 

improvement reactions, since the assessment of the current childcare quality is low and 

therefore people want more government intervention to improve the situation. This 

                                                           
2
 A hierarchical cluster analysis on the country means (Ward’s method) confirms that three clusters can 

be distinguished among the 22 countries. 
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group includes Greece, Latvia, Bulgaria, Spain, Portugal, Germany and Romania. The 

last group has an approximately average score for perceived childcare quality, but does 

not believe it is the role of the government to provide childcare services. This group 

includes the Czech Republic, Belgium, Poland, France, Great Britain, Slovakia and the 

Netherlands. The Netherlands occupies an outlying position, due to exceptionally low 

support for government intervention in childcare provision. It is unclear what 

mechanisms are coming into play in these countries, but we expect these results to be 

also driven by other factors, such as care norms and norms concerning the roles of 

government and family.  

 

Figure 1. Support for government intervention in childcare vs. perceived quality of 

childcare services – country averages 
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The axes of this figure intersect on the averages of both variables in the pooled data. 

The grouping of the countries is supported by a hierarchical cluster analysis on the 

country means. 

 

The support for government-led childcare provision is expected to be related to 

prevailing practices in the use of formal as well as informal childcare. For this reason, 

we examine the average number of weekly hours of care for children under school age 

(0-2) by country, together with the type of care, i.e. formal or informal childcare, based 

on data from the EU-SILC (see Figure 2). We can see that there is a wide inter-country 
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variance in the provision of care, both in formal and informal care. The average number 

of hours of care provided by those other than parents is highest in countries such as 

Romania, Portugal, Cyprus and Denmark, where on average more than 25 hours of care 

is provided per week. On the other hand, in countries such as Slovakia and the Czech 

Republic, less than five hours of care is provided by people other than parents, and in 

Hungary and Finland it is less than ten hours. However, the number of hours of care is a 

blunt measurement that can capture very different social realities. An important 

distinction to make is the one between formal and informal care. From Figure 2 we can 

also see that within the amount of care given, the proportion of formal and informal care 

is diverse across different countries. In the Nordic countries (Denmark, Sweden, 

Norway and Finland), although the average number of hours of care is diverse across 

these countries, they all share the common factor that it is mostly formal care that is 

provided. On the other hand, in some Southern and Eastern European countries such as 

Romania, Portugal, Cyprus, Greece, Bulgaria, Poland and the Czech Republic, the 

proportion of informal care is much higher.  

 

Figure 2. Average number of weekly hours of care for children 0-2 years old by 

country and care type 
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Data source: EU-SILC (2008) 

 

Multilevel explanatory models 

Rather than just giving a descriptive overview of public opinion on government 

intervention in childcare, this chapter attempts to explain the differences in support 

between individuals as well as between countries. Therefore, we examine the predictors 

of support for government intervention in childcare using multilevel models (see Table 

2). We start with an empty model and gradually add blocks of potentially relevant 

explanatory variables. In subsequent steps, we add general background variables (Model 

2), household composition (Model 3), employment characteristics (Model 4), and 

attitudinal indicators (Model 5) to the starting model. Each adds an additional cluster of 

factors into the model, which increases the explained variance of each model, not only 
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at the individual level but also at the country level. In addition, we can also see changes 

to the impact of some of the variables due to the inclusion of extra factors. As 

mentioned before, all predictors in this model apart from the dummy variables were 

standardized prior to analysis. The effect parameters for these variables should be 

interpreted as the change in support for government intervention in childcare when the 

independent variables increase by one standard deviation. This considerably facilitates 

the comparison of effect sizes.  

The empty model (Model 1 where no predictors are included) shows us the 

extent to which variance in the support for government intervention in childcare can be 

attributed to the fact that the individuals in our survey live in different countries, with 

different characteristics including welfare institutions and cultural norms. The reason 

behind the cross-national difference is an aspect examined in the next section. The 

intercept of this model confirms what we have already found in Figure 1, namely that 

the average European individual is rather positive towards the idea of government 

intervention in childcare, with an average score of 7.86 out of 10. The amount of 

variance attributed to the country level is 10.4%. In other words, approximately one 

tenth of the variation across all individuals in their perceptions of whether government 

should intervene in childcare provision can be explained by the country they live in.  

In Model 2, several social-structural variables that reflect interest structures are 

included. First, women are more supportive of government intervention in childcare 

than are men. This gender effect decreases when attitude variables are included in the 

model (Model 5), although the impact remains statistically significant. This is probably 
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due to the fact that women continue to bear the main responsibilities for the care of 

young children and are therefore stronger supporters of the public provision of 

childcare. Individuals of child-rearing age, i.e. aged 25 to 44 (the reference category), 

are those who are most supportive of childcare provision by government. This could be 

explained by the fact that this group would probably have the most interest in receiving 

government-led childcare provision, because they are more likely to have children in 

need of care. Second comes the age group between 45 and 64, i.e. those who are likely 

to have used childcare in the (recent) past and have thus developed a preference for it as 

predicted in the hypothesis. From a rational choice perspective, it is surprising to see 

that younger individuals between the ages of 16 and 24 (who could be seen as those 

who will become parents in the future and thus would be in need of childcare) are the 

least supportive of government intervention. We can also see from the model that the 

impact of age decreases when other factors, especially household composition, are taken 

into account. In Model 3 for example, when the existence of children of different age 

groups are taken into account, the difference between our reference category (24 - 44) 

and the age group 45 to 64 becomes insignificant and the impact of the other age groups 

also decreases substantially. However, we also find that even when all individual-level 

variables are included in the model, there are still differences found between age groups 

in their support for government intervention in childcare. 

Individuals with a higher education level (higher secondary and tertiary) show 

lower support for government-led childcare provision compared to those with only 

primary and lower secondary education. This effect does not change much even when 

other factors are taken into consideration. In addition, those who perceive that their 
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income level is high or sufficient are less in favour of government intervention in 

childcare. This is probably due to the fact that those with lower education levels and 

incomes are more likely to be in favour of government intervention in childcare because 

their interests lie in the cost-saving aspects of the provisions. Opposite to this, those 

with higher incomes may prefer private childcare services and are rather more 

concerned about the increase in tax rates that may arise from greater government 

intervention. Since education levels are linked to ideological preferences, we see that 

when attitude variables are included in the model (model 5), the impact of education 

decreases, especially for both extremes, i.e. the impact of having only primary education 

and that of having tertiary education or above. 

In Model 3, several indicators of household composition are included in the 

analysis. Variables indicating the presence of children are the only ones that have 

significant impacts. In particular, the presence of children aged three or less increases an 

individual‟s support for government intervention in childcare provision, which confirms 

our hypothesis. The existence of children between the ages of four and 12 also 

positively impacts the support for government intervention, but this impact is not as 

strong. The existence of older children and living with partner or other adults in the 

household does not seem to impact perception.  

In the next step (Model 4), several variables capturing the employment situation 

of the respondent and if applicable the respondent‟s partner are added to the model. Our 

analysis shows a gender-specific impact of the employment situation on support for 

childcare policies. While for men, the number of hours worked does not make a great 
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difference to their support for government intervention in childcare, women with longer 

working hours are considerably more supportive of it. This can be explained by the fact 

that in the intra-familial work division, responsibility for childcare often resides with 

women (Burchell et al., 2007; Merens and Hermans, 2009), and particularly those who 

work longer hours have a greater interest in care provided by the government or other 

bodies. An individual‟s support for government intervention in childcare is not affected 

by whether or not their partner is working or doing house work. This is contrary to our 

hypothesis, where it was believed that having a partner at home would decrease the 

need for childcare thus decreasing the support for government intervention, whilst 

having a working partner might increase the need for care thus increasing the support 

for government intervention.  

In the final model (Model 5), we examine the impact of attitudes on the support 

for government intervention in childcare. The endorsement of the principle of equality, 

attitudes toward female employment and concerns about the moral consequences of the 

welfare state are all very influential in explaining an individual‟s support for 

government intervention. First, we see that those who uphold the principle of equality 

are those who are also in favour of government intervention in childcare. The principle 

of equality is also the strongest predictor in this model. This confirms the findings of 

previous studies; those who believe in the principle of equality are those who have a 

tendency towards support for the welfare state. Second, the effect of attitudes toward 

female employment is divided across gender lines. Women who have positive attitudes 

toward female employment are more supportive of government intervention. Women 

with a more conservative view on female employment, in other words those who 
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believe that women should cut down on their work to spend more time with family and 

that the employment of men is more important than that of women, are those who are 

less supportive of government intervention in childcare. Interestingly, for men (the 

reference category in this analysis) such an effect does not exist. Third, not surprisingly, 

those who fear that generous government benefits make people dependent on the 

government and become less self-sufficient are also those who are not supportive of 

government intervention in childcare. Last, we see that individual perceptions about the 

quality of prevailing childcare provisions are significantly related to support for it. 

Interestingly, this relation is curve-linear, as the square of perceived quality of childcare 

is also significant. This indicates that the impact of the perceived quality of childcare on 

support for government led childcare is u-shaped. Individuals who believe that the 

quality of childcare currently provided is very poor are strongly supportive of 

government intervention. In addition, high levels of support for government 

intervention are also found among those who are most positive about current provisions. 

It is those respondents with an average satisfaction score who are most critical of the 

government taking up an active role in the provision of childcare. These interesting 

results show that improvement reactions (among the most dissatisfied respondents) and 

reward reactions (among the most satisfied respondents) are simultaneously present.  

We can see that the various interest variables (up to Model 4) explain only about 

one per cent of the variance at the individual level and approximately six to seven per 

cent of the variance at the national level. These numbers increase substantially when 

attitude variables are taken into account. In Model 5, approximately five per cent of the 

variance at the individual level is explained, as is about 20 per cent of the variance at the 
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country level. This means that of the variance found between countries, approximately 

one fifth can be explained by the different composition of the individuals in each 

country, in terms of demographics, family situation and work situation, but mostly in 

terms of their attitudes about issues such as equality, female employment, the welfare 

state and the quality of childcare. However, even in this model we can say that there is 

still a large amount of variance left unexplained, especially at the individual level. This 

means that there are more factors that need to be taken into account when trying to 

explain the variance across individuals in why they support government intervention in 

childcare. 
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Table 2. Results of the multilevel models for support for government intervention 

in childcare: individual-level independent variables only (N = 36268; 22 countries) 

    Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

  FIXED EFFECTS                     

  Intercept 7.86 *** 7.98 *** 7.90 *** 7.90 *** 7.70 *** 

B
ac

kg
ro

u
n

d
 v

ar
ia

b
le

s 

Gender                     

male (ref.cat.)     0.00   0.00   0.00   0.00   

female     0.22 *** 0.21 *** 0.20 *** 0.14 *** 

Age                     

16-24     -0.33 *** -0.22 *** -0.20 *** -0.18 *** 

25-44 (ref.cat.)     0.00   0.00   0.00   0.00   

45-64     -0.15 *** -0.08   -0.08   -0.07 ** 

65+     -0.24 *** -0.16 * -0.15 * -0.10 * 

Education                       

Primary     -0.07   -0.07   -0.06   -0.03   

Lower secondary (ref.cat.)     0.00   0.00   0.00   0.00   

Higher secondary     -0.08 * -0.08 ** -0.09 ** -0.09 ** 

Tertiary     -0.15 ** -0.16 ** -0.17 *** -0.19 *** 

Subjective income     -0.13 *** -0.13 *** -0.13 *** -0.07 ** 

Fa
m

ily
 s

it
u

at
io

n
 

Child 0-3 in household         0.25 *** 0.25 *** -0.04 *** 

Child 4-12 in household         0.09 * 0.09 ** 0.00 ** 

Child 13-18 in household         0.04   0.04   0.21   

Living with partner         0.00   0.01   0.07   

Other adult in household         -0.05   -0.05   0.03   

W
o

rk
 s

it
u

at
io

n
 

Working hours             0.00   0.01   

Working hours x gender             0.07 *** 0.04 * 

Working hours partner x living with partner             0.01   0.01   

Doing housework             0.04   0.04   

Partner doing housework * living with partner             -0.04   -0.04   

A
tt

it
u

d
es

 

Principle of equality                 0.22 *** 

Attitudes to female employment                 0.00   

Attitudes fem. employ. x gender                 0.09 *** 

Moral consequence of welfare state                 0.13 *** 

Perceived quality of childcare                 -0.11 *** 

(Perceived quality of childcare) squared                 0.24 *** 

                        

  RANDOM EFFECTS                     

  Var. Country level 0.427 *** 0.398 *** 0.400 *** 0.399 *** 0.343 *** 

  Var. Individual level 3.691 *** 3.650 *** 3.645 *** 3.643 *** 3.494 *** 

  % var. reduction country level     0.068 0.064 0.066 0.197 

  % var. reduction indiv.level     0.011 0.012 0.013 0.053 

  Deviance 153396.0 152992.4 152940.9 152921.4 151406.3 

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
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The next and final step of this analysis is to examine country-level characteristics to 

explain the variance left between countries with regard to individuals‟ support for 

government intervention in childcare. Table 3 provides the results showing the impact 

of the country-level variables when put into the model separately, while other 

individual-level variables included in Model 5 of Table 2 are controlled for. Of all the 

variables tested, only the proportion of part-time employment as a percentage of the 

total female employment has a significant impact. It appears that in countries where 

there are more women employed in part-time contracts, individuals are less supportive 

of government providing childcare. Clearly, in countries where women have the 

opportunity to work part time, there may not be as much demand for childcare provision 

by the government due to the fact that mothers (or other female relatives) can combine 

work with childcare tasks. In addition, the fact that women are working part time may 

also be indicative of the wealth of the household and country, i.e. that the household 

does not need a double full-time income. This may then link to the fact that higher 

income groups are less likely to be supportive of government intervention, due to the 

tax increases that may result from it. However, some caution is needed. The significance 

of this effect is largely driven by the very specific case of the Netherlands, where more 

than  three quarters of all women employed are in part-time contracts, and where there 

is also the lowest support for government intervention in childcare (see Figure 1). When 

respondents from the Netherlands are left out of the model, the effect of part-time 

employment halves and becomes statistically insignificant.  
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The general conclusion from this final analysis is that the observed cross-

national variation in support for government intervention in childcare is not 

systematically linked to the context variables included in this study. 
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Table 3. Results of the multilevel models for support for government intervention 

in childcare: context effects only (N = 36268; 22 countries) 

  Effect % var reduction 
at country level 

% of children aged 0-6 years in the population -0.28   0.270 

Total fertility rate -0.10   0.221 

Female employment rate for age 25-54 years 0.01   0.197 

Part-time employment as a % of total employment 
(females) 

-0.26 * 0.348 

Average weekly number of hours of formal care for 
children aged 0-2 

0.12   0.228 

Average weekly number of hours of informal care for 
children aged 0-2 

0.06   0.205 

Average weekly number of hours of care (formal + 
informal) for children aged 0-2 

0.14   0.245 

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 

This table summarizes information from six different multilevel models, in each of which 

only one context variable was included. Besides this context variable, all the individual-

level variables from Model 5 in Table 2 were included as controls. 

 

6. Conclusion and discussion 

In recent decades, women in Europe have become increasingly active in the labour 

market. Despite the positive impacts of this tendency on gender equality and addressing 

the issue of an aging society, it also presents severe challenges for the reconciliation of 

work and family life. One of the most tangible problems stemming from the changed 

work-family balance is a growing need for childcare among double-income couples 

with children. Although several studies have investigated the practical organization and 
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use of childcare services, as well as the role of government policies in this field, far less 

is known about the attitudes of European citizens towards government intervention in 

the domain of childcare. This chapter fills the gap by investigating the attitudes of 

European citizens towards government intervention in childcare provision. More 

specifically, it investigates to what degree Europeans in various countries support the 

idea that the state should take responsibility for providing childcare, and how the 

differences between individuals as well as countries in this regard can be explained. To 

answer these questions, we make use of the data from the fourth round of the European 

Social Survey (2008/09), and a multilevel approach is used to explain how individual 

and country characteristics jointly shape attitudes toward childcare policies.  

Generally speaking, support for an active role of government in the domain of 

childcare is relatively high. In all of the 22 countries in this study, the average level of 

support is higher than six on a zero to ten scale. However, despite the relatively high 

levels of support, we do find considerable cross-national variation. Generally speaking, 

support is lowest in Western and Central Europe, somewhat higher in Northern Europe 

and even higher in the Southern European countries. The position of the Eastern 

European countries is less consistent, with low support in countries such as Slovakia 

and Poland, and much stronger support in Latvia and Bulgaria. 

 We find that several individual characteristics can account for the support for 

government-led childcare service provision, such as gender, age, education level, 

working hours and gender equality attitudes. The results support the idea that 

individuals with a direct interest in policy expansion will support government provision. 
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Therefore, we find that women working longer hours are more supportive of 

government intervention, as well as are individuals with young children (below 12), 

those of child-rearing age and or those who are likely to have experienced childcare 

responsibilities relatively recently. On the other hand, lower levels of support for 

welfare provision are recorded among those with a higher subjective income, which 

possibly reflects concern about the taxes that are needed to support public childcare 

systems. Of all the variables, ideologies and attitudes have the strongest impact on an 

individual‟s support for government intervention in childcare. Individuals who believe 

in the principle of equality and women who believe in gender equality in terms of 

labour market participation are those who are more in favour of government 

intervention. Conversely, individuals who believe that government provision of benefits 

and services may lead to welfare dependency are those who are against government 

provision of childcare. We also tested the impact of the perceived quality of childcare 

and the actual coverage of the provision of childcare on the attitude of individuals. At 

the individual level, a curve-linear relationship is found: welfare support is strongest 

among those who are extremely satisfied or extremely dissatisfied with the quality of 

prevailing childcare provision. This result shows that improvement and reward reactions 

are simultaneously present among the different categories of respondents. At the 

national level, a linear relationship between perceived quality and support for welfare 

provision is absent.   

As a final step in our analysis, we tested whether support for government 

intervention is systematically related to a variety of context variables. For none of the 

examined contextual predictors was a robust effect found. The cross-national 
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differences are thus unrelated to national fertility rate indicators, patterns of female 

employment and prevailing care practices. Although we detected several individual-

level variables explaining support for government intervention in childcare, large 

proportions of the variations between individuals and countries remain unexplained. 

Further research is needed on this under-researched topic in order to deepen our 

understanding of attitudes toward public childcare provision. At the national level, 

possible candidates for future research are national gender culture norms, gender gaps in 

employment and the wealth of the country. In addition, it would be interesting to 

examine the impact of different regime typologies on the way individuals support 

government-led childcare. Lastly, the communist legacies of some of the countries may 

also be leading the cross-national variance in how individuals support government 

intervention. It could be suggested that in countries where it was the norm for the 

government to provide sufficient childcare services for all individuals to be able to 

contribute to work (as it was in most communist countries), individuals would be more 

likely to support government intervention in childcare provision. Taking a quick look at 

the distribution of the countries, it is not self-evident that this is the case, but further 

investigation is needed in this respect. 
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Appendix: Context data matrix 
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BE 0.08 1.80 73.8 39.3 14.4 6.1 20.5 

BG 0.06 1.48 77.9 1.6 3.8 8.9 12.7 

CY 0.07 1.46 76.2 8.9 9.0 17.8 26.8 

CZ 0.07 1.50 75.2 7 0.2 3.9 4.1 

DE 0.06 1.38 76.3 46.4 13.2 8.0 21.2 

DK 0.08 1.89 84.6 28.1 24.7 0.2 24.9 

EE 0.07 1.65 79.5 7.6 6.5 4.7 11.2 

ES 0.07 1.46 65.9 21.3 10.3 5.6 15.9 

FI 0.08 1.85 81.2 12.5 8.9 0.7 9.6 

FR 0.09 2.00 77.4 28.2 12.2 5.9 18.1 

GB 0.08 1.90 75.2 38.3 4.6 6.6 11.2 

GR 0.07 1.51 61.9 8.9 3.5 17.6 21.1 

HU 0.07 1.35 67.9 4.5 2.3 4.2 6.5 

LV 0.07 1.44 79.9 5.7 5.3 6.8 12.1 

NL 0.08 1.77 80.5 71.7 8.1 6.8 14.9 

NO 0.09 1.96 84 35.7 11.8 2.5 14.3 

PL 0.07 1.39 71 8.4 1.2 10.0 11.2 

PT 0.07 1.37 75.8 10.5 11.6 17.3 28.9 

RO 0.07 1.35 67.8 7 3.9 26.8 30.7 

SE 0.08 1.91 83.5 37 14.3 1.1 15.4 

SI 0.06 1.53 84.8 6 11.3 11.3 22.6 

SK 0.07 1.32 73.7 3.6 0.9 3.0 3.9 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 41 of 41 

 

 

 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es

