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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Soft law instruments are increasingly applied in the European Union1 and in global governance. 
The recourse to such agreements is primarily due to the low transaction costs. As argued by Schaefer 
(2006: 71-72), soft law not only is easier to commit to (i.e. may prevent a deadlock in the negotiations), 
but may also allow for a greater scope of the international cooperation, and may mitigate the domestic 
opposition. While the emergence of soft law is relatively well theorised, not much is known about the 
influence of international soft law agreements at the domestic level. This is hardly surprising given that 
this influence is very difficult to establish and measure (Versluis, 2007, 2011). Even when it comes to 
the implementation of EU hard law, researchers hardly ever examine the process beyond the 
transposition stage i.e. the stage of legal implementation. The follow-up stages of law application and 
law enforcement are understudied to say the least. In the case of a soft law process (such as the Open 
Method of Coordination - OMC) it is even harder to identify the national policy adjustments because 
the governmental obligations are rather blurred. Nevertheless, in the state of the art EU literature the 
OMC is considered the third main way in which the EU governs - along with the Community and the 
Intergovernmental Method (see Wallace, 2010). Indeed, since the end of the 1990s, the OMC is 
applied in various policy fields of EU governance (most notably where the EU has no decision-making 
competences – employment and social policy, pensions, education, research, etc.) After more than a 
decade of implementation, however, there are not many thorough and empirically based studies of the 
effectiveness of the OMC. What is more, ―most critical assessments of the OMC are not based on 
original, first hand research on the method in action‖ (Zeitlin, 2009: 228). This empirical deficit of 
systematic knowledge about the domestic influence of the OMC is indicative of the lack of a clear 
analytical framework about how to study such processes of soft law steering. Given the deficiencies in 
the existing academic literature, this study sets out to accomplish two research objectives. First, it will 
elaborate an analytical strategy for the study of the domestic impact of the Open Method of 
Coordination (OMC). Second, it will test and demonstrate this analytical strategy by applying it to a 
concrete empirical case. This second stage of the research will gauge the degree to which the OMC 
affects the policy-making process and the related policy outcomes in a member state by applying the 
proposed approach.  

In practical terms there are two research stages that have to be accomplished – an analytical and 
an empirical one. The analytical stage will be guided by the research question: 

What is an appropriate analytical strategy to study the influence of the Open Method of 
Coordination on the domestic policy-making processes?  

This first stage will theorize the process of open coordination, and will elaborate a methodical 
set of research steps to study the national policy adjustment induced by the OMC. The empirical stage 
will be led by the research question: 

How and to what degree does the OMC affect the policy-making process and the 
related policy outcomes in the member states of the EU? 

and involves data collection and analysis of the implementation of the OMC in a concrete case.  

                                                           
1 For example in the Lisbon process (or the Growth and Jobs Strategy) in the 2000s and its continuation - the Europe 2020 Strategy in the 

2010s.  
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The OMC process chosen for closer investigation in this study is the Employment OMC 
(European Employment Strategy - EES), and the concrete member state is the Netherlands. The 
choice of this policy area is grounded in the fact that the Employment OMC (endorsed in 1997) was 
the first coordination process that follows an annual cycle and therefore provides ample empirical data, 
which allows the accomplishment of the study over a 10-year period (1998 – 2008). The selection of a 
‗tangible‘ OMC process (i.e. one with fixed guidelines, objectives, targets, role of committees and EU 
institutions; etc) is crucial because the new mode of governance is anyhow ―soft‖ i.e. does not create 
legal obligation for the member states to implement. Therefore, it is important to choose an OMC 
process that leaves a clear trace (observables) at the EU and the national levels of governance, and can 
be grasped by the researcher (Kroeger, 2009: 8-9). 

Having selected the policy area, the subsequent narrowing of the research design demands a 
choice of a particular Employment guideline to be studied further. Out of the five Employment 
guidelines, the one concerning childcare provision as a tool to boost female participation on the labour 
market was chosen. The main reason for this selection is that this objective is linked to a particular 
quantitative target: ―by year 2010 member states should provide childcare to at least 90% of children 
between three years old and the mandatory school age and at least 33% of children under three years 
of age‖1, which facilitates tracking progress. Given that the study examines a soft EU governance 
process, it is of importance to select a field where a ‗tangible‘ measure of implementation is available in 
this case - the progress in the coverage rate of childcare provision. All other quantitative targets 
endorsed in the field of employment policy are linked to levels of (un)employment which is a 
composite and cyclical indicator. This makes it much more difficult to establish the relation between 
the indicator and the factors causing the observed increase or decrease. A further argument to back up 
the choice of the ‗childcare guideline‘ is the salience of the issue in virtually all member states during 
the first decade of the new millennium, as well as the sufficient amount of reliable data that could be 
pooled for the entire period of the study.  

The next research choice concerns the selection of a country, for which the effectiveness of the 
Employment OMC (and the ‗childcare guideline‘ in particular) will be studied. While almost all 
European countries provide care to children from age 3 to the mandatory school age as part of their 
educational mission, care for under-3-years-olds, essential for mothers‘ employment, is much less 
developed outside Scandinavia (Orloff, 2002: 78). With the definition of the 33% Barcelona target the 
member states committed themselves to take actions in this field of social service provision. This is 
not an easy task to implement however, especially given the substantial variation in gender relations 
throughout Europe. Systems of social provision in the EU reflect different visions on how to care for 
the youngest. The Netherlands is a particularly interesting case in this context. Although in terms of 
levels of social spending it might qualify for the Social democratic cluster of welfare states (as defined 
by Esping-Andersen, 1990), in terms of state maintenance of the traditional male breadwinner model 
the Netherlands is one of the European champions (Bussemaker 1998; Bussemaker and Kersbergen ; 
Kersbergen and Kremer 2008). Up until the 1990s it pursued policies that kept women away from the 
labour market and assumed that ‗the average female‘ aspires the life-course of a housewife/ 
homemaker, whose primary occupation is unpaid work in the private realm of the family home. With 
regard to the concrete development of formal childcare policy until the beginning of the 1990s the 
Netherlands only supported childcare facilities for children whose parents were unable to care for 
them. This is reflected in the fact that there were 0.83 places in childcare facilities per 100 Dutch 
children in 1990 (VWS, 1997). Given these low levels of childcare provision at the beginning of the 
1990s, it is interesting to explore how the European Employment Strategy – which encourages female 
paid employment and growth of childcare facilities – has been implemented in the Netherlands (for 
the period from 1998 to 2008), and what impact it had on the spectacular national progress in the field. 

                                                           
1 Endorsed by the Barcelona European Council of 2002. 
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In the last 10 years the number of childcare places has doubled (from approximately 70000 in 1998 to 
nearly 150000 in 2008 – see below). At the end of the first decade of the 2000s the Netherlands 
demonstrates one of the highest levels of female labour market participation of the EU and enormous 
growth of childcare facilities (European Commission, the 2009 Report on Gender Equality in the EU). 
Can this spectacular growth be attributed to the influence of the OMC mechanism? Are the observed 
policy developments (at least partially) due to the Lisbon Strategy?  

To summarise, this paper aims to contribute methodologically and in substance to the academic 
literature on Europeanization. The structure of the paper is as follows: in section 1 a method for the 
systematic study of Europeanization (particularly via soft law) is elaborated. Sections 2 and 3 test the 
model by elaborating the case of childcare policy in the Netherlands. 

 

1. ANALYTICAL STRATEGY 

 

The Europeanization literature theorizes the processes of adaptation along the lines of neo-
institutionalist theories: in particular the Rational Choice Institutionalism (RCI) and the Sociological 
Institutionalism (SCI). Rationalists emphasize coercion, cost-benefit calculations, and material 
incentives, whereas constructivists focus on socialization, learning, and social norms (Checkel, 2001: 
553). For rationalists, member states‘ compliance with international agreements stems from ―coercion 
(sometimes), instrumental calculation (always), and incentives—usually material, but possibly social as 
well‖ (Checkel, 2001: 559). Rational choice institutionalism (RCI) defines (international) institutions 
rather narrowly, as formal legalistic entities and sets of decision rules that impose obligations upon 
self-interested political actors e.g. member states (Rosamond, 2000: 115). The mechanism of 
compliance acknowledged by this theory is rational calculation of the costs and benefits of adopting 
the policy model required by the international organization given the specific context of formal 
domestic institutions. According to this view, EU governance norms provide new opportunities and 
constraints to the domestic actors, who attempt to grab the new chances (or minimize the harmful 
effects) but depend in this attempt on the distribution of power within the political system. RCI 
therefore regards the number of veto players in the domestic system as well as the supporting or 
impeding function of formal institutions as the most important explanatory variables of national 
adaptation (Boerzel and Risse, 2003).  

Sociological institutionalism (SCI), on the other hand, emphasizes collective learning, 
socialization, internalization, and persuasion as the dynamics producing compliance, with the latter 
occurring through a redefinition of interests that takes place during the process of interaction itself 
(Checkel, 2001: 561). While rationalist theories would largely disregard the ability of institutions to 
shape the actors‘ preference formation, sociological institutionalism (SCI) emphasises, in a 
constructivist vein, the hidden, yet powerful capacity of institutions to provide a forum for 
socialisation and collective development of meanings, identities, and preferences. Crucially, the 
interaction between agents and structures is a process of mutual constitution (Adler, 1997). Thus, SCI 
could be an adequate tool to account for ―underwater‖ compliance processes of elite socialisation or 
cognitive convergence. It suggests that European-level institutionalisation leads to domestic change 
through a mechanism of norm internalisation and the development of new identities (Boerzel and 
Risse, 2003: 59). The speed and magnitude of the process of national adaptation is facilitated by norm 
entrepreneurs and cooperative informal institutions (political culture more generally) (Boerzel and 
Risse, 2003: 58-59). In this study a version of constructivist neo-institutionalist theorizing is applied, 
namely discursive institutionalism (DI). 
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DI is a relatively new and not very elaborated approach in political science and public 
administration studies. Nevertheless, there is consensus between scholars about two basic premises of  
discursive studies (Feindt and Oels, 2005: 161): ―struggles about concepts, knowledge and meaning are 
an essential element of the political process‖; and ―political discourse has material and power effects as 
well as being the effect of material practices and power relations‖. In other words, language and 
knowledge need to be understood as an aspect of power and as exerting power effects. Beyond these 
common assumptions authors vary substantially in their epistemological and methodological 
approaches. Nevertheless, some of their conceptual insights are well reconcilable and can be combined 
in a single analytical approach. In terms of the theoritization of political processes the account of Kjær 
and Pedersen (2001) seems most convincing. Schmidt provides in turn useful conceptual tools to 
observe and analyse the micro-political processes (Schmidt, 2002, 2004, 2005).  

The starting point for DI is the assumption that a certain assembly of ideas articulated in the 
public space over time turns into a rule-based system of concepts and categories. These ‗systems of 
meaning that order the production of conceptions and interpretations of the social world in a 
particular context‘ (Kjær and Pedersen 2001: 220) are denoted as public discourses. The set of rules 
governing a discourse are referred to as institutions when these rules have attained some degree of 
authority and have been linked to sanctions and rewards (Andersen 1995 quoted in Lynggaard, 2007). 
From this perspective institutions, being authorized and sanctioned discourses (Lynggaard, 2007: 294), 
provide agents with an understanding of their interests and identities. On the other hand, agents 
produce and reproduce institutions through maintenance of or deviation from the existing discursive 
structures. Thus, the interaction between agents and structures could be conceptualised as a process of 
mutual constitution. Accordingly, political change appears (1) as new ideas are turned into discourse 
and (2) as discourse is turned into an institution (Lynggaard, 2007: 294) through the mobilisation (and 
restructuring) of discourse coalitions. According to Lynggaard (2007: 295) the process of ideas being 
turned into discourse is one of articulation, and the process of discourse being turned into institutions 
is one of institutionalization.   

The rest of the section will propose an analytical strategy for the study of the Europeanization 
effects of the EU (soft law) steering mechanisms. The strategy has three constitutive pillars (see Figure 
1-1).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1-1 An analytical strategy for the study of the EU influence on domestic policy 
processes 
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The first component is a theoretical framework based on the premises of discursive 
institutionalism. The second component is the methodological tool of policy frame analysis. Finally, 
the third component is a corresponding operationalization and research design that link the theoretical 
and methodological considerations to observables in the social reality, and thus allow for the conduct 
of an empirical study.  

 

1.1. Theoretical model based on Discursive Institutionalism 

 

The discursive approaches to EU studies (Diez, 2001; Weaver, 2004) so far focus on the 
Europeanization of identities rather than on institutions and policies (Wiener and Diez, 2004: 10). 
What would it mean, however, to apply DI to Europeanization research? What sort of new 
mechanisms of influence of EU governance on the national level of policy-making does it suggest? If 
the application of rational choice institutionalism (RCI) and sociological institutionalism (SCI) to 
Europeanization puzzles could provide a guideline, then DI has to specify: 

- mechanisms that describe in rather general terms (similar to RCI and SCI) how the level of 
European governance might influence the national level of policy-making; 

and 

- an analytical toolkit for unravelling this mechanism. 

The latter is provided by policy frame analysis and will be discussed in the next section. As to 
the former, a general sketch of the mechanism of influence is provided by Kjaer and Pedersen (2001: 
219). They analyse the global expansion of neoliberalism and neoliberal ideas but their argument is 
transferable to Europeanization processes. Thus, Europeanization: 

 

―… could be analysed as a process in which actors within a particular national context select 
various relevant … concepts and conceptions from ideas available to them and use them in ways 
that displace the existing order of interpretation and action and trigger a shift of policy attention, 
preferred policy models and opportunities for political action‖.  

Kjaer and Pedersen (2001) 

The main mechanisms expected therefore are discursive recombination and coalition building. 
In the particular case of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) the influence of the EU may reside 
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institutionalism

Discourses, outputs & 

outcomes of public 

policy processes
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in the enlargement of the sets of possible problematizations, and arguments available to domestic 
actors, and within this process certain policy problems/solutions may get to be emphasised over 
others. 

In turn, this provides a back-up for certain domestic actors enabling them to legitimise their 
political claims and/or engage in new coalition configurations. Depending on the speed, direction and 
intensity of these coalition building/restructuring processes (these are very difficult to model in a 
formal way because they are very contingent on the policy and political constellations in the different 
member states at a given period of time) eventually a new discursive architecture will emerge that will 
result in a policy change. 
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Figure 1-2. Europeanization model flow based on discursive institutionalist premises 
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Figure 1-2 presents a schematic overview of the expected process. Once the EU policy frame is 
endorsed in Brussles, there are two reactions/possible scenarios at the national level: either it invokes 
certain actors to act upon it or it does not. If no actor reacts on the EU narrative this is either due to 
the fact that there is already alignment between the EU and the country‘s discourses (i.e. there is full 
compliance); or that there is discrepancy between the EU and the country‘s discourses but no 
domestic actor is interested in changing the status quo (i.e. non-compliance follows). These two cases 
are rather rare. Much more likely is that there are actors who get activated by the emergence of the EU 
discourse (for example because they were active in uploading it to the EU). They will then engage in 
(re)structuring of the existing discourse coalitions (i.e. they will start to mobilise, reactivate, tie, link and 
reshape policy frames), and hereby instigate a change in the domestic discursive infrastructure1 that 
ultimately results in a policy change. Within this process it is logical to expect (in the setting of the 
democratic governance of the EU member states) that if the restructured policy coalition has 
institutional access to decision-making processes the speed and magnitude of policy change will be 
higher. Hence, implementation of the EU act will be speedier and more complete if the discursive 
coalition that appropriates the EU frame in its own discourse is in office (part of the government 
coalition) or is at least parliamentary represented. 

Based on this model the task of the empirical stage of the study is therefore to analyse how the 
EU policy message is translated into the domestic policy context (and by whom), and whether and 
how it subsequently triggers a shift in the existing domestic order of interpretation (if at all). In order 
to accomplish this, the DI framework needs to be combined or ‗enriched‘ with an appropriate 
methodological tool to examine the policy process. In this study, this is done through policy frame 
analysis (PFA). 

 

1.2. Methodological approach: the policy frame analysis (PFA) 

 

Clearly, the theoretical model adopted in this study stems from constructivist premises. From 
the constructivist perspective, politics and policy-making acquire quite a different shape compared to 
the conventional view. Power remains the central object of interest and study, but the struggle for 
power is not anymore conceived of as a contest of actors, interest groups, party platforms or candidate 
lists, but rather as a battle of alternative worldviews, a struggle for the establishment of a dominant 
meaning about social issues, as well as about the ability to define what is socially significant. In turn, 
policy making is not about the provision of the optimal public policy given a certain constellation of 
public problems, but about the contingent choice of possible (but not unique) problematizations of 
social reality. This constructivist conception of public policy-making is in sharp contrast with the 
traditional (rationalist) one in that it shifts the focus from the choice of an optimal solution to ‗existing 
public problems‘ through the application of cost-benefit analysis, toward the production of meaning in 
policy-making, and the construction of public problems. Any description of an issue or a ‗problem‘ is 
an interpretation, and interpretations involve judgement and choices (Bacchi, 1999: 1). Put differently, 
the objects of study are no longer public ‗problems‘ but articulated (i.e. possible but not unique) 
problematizations (Foucault 1984: 257, 256). In the public policy process, during the interaction 
between the various policy actors, different visions about the ―existing problems‖, their origins, and 
possible solutions are articulated. Thus, the policy process itself is a process of social construction, 
where the different actors articulate and reformulate their vision regarding the type of problem, its 

                                                           
1 The domestic discursive architecture could be defined as the sum total of all existing policy discourses together with the actors that 

articulate them. In simple terms: who says what about this policy. 
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normative background, the possible accounts for its emergence, and the sort of solutions that could be 
applied.  

 

 Policy Frames 

Against the background of the general political assumptions of DI, a study of policy-making 
processes requires an analytic tool which enables to illuminate (deconstruct) the processes through 
which social conditions and phenomena are initially perceived and depicted as ‗problematic‘ and in 
need of public intervention. Put differently, the analyst has to investigate the process of selecting, 
emphasizing and organizing aspects of complex issues, a process often referred to as ―framing‖. A 
frame is a selective representation of a social phenomenon. Similarly to a photo frame it represents a 
social issue in a certain light and within certain borders. Frames direct attention toward some elements 
while simultaneously diverting attention from other elements. They ―highlight and contain at the same 
time that they exclude‖ (Yanow, 2000: 11). The discovery and exposition of frames then is the primary 
undertaking of the policy analyst, and frames are the basic units of analysis in policy studies. But what 
is a policy frame exactly? What is it made of? How could one recognise a frame in policy documents?  

According to Rein and Schoen a frame ―is a perspective from which an amorphous, ill-defined, 
problematic situation can be made sense of and acted on‖ (Rein and Schoen, 1993: 146). Dryzek 
maintains that ―…each frame treats some topics as more salient than others, defines social problems in 
an unique fashion, commits itself to particular value judgements, and generally interprets the world in 
its own particular and partial way‖ (Dryzek, 1993: 222). According to van Gorp (2001:5) cited in 
Fischer (2003: 144) a frame is an ―organizing principle that transforms fragmentary information into a 
structured and meaningful whole‖. Such frames, similarly to metaphors, select out some parts of reality 
at the expense of others, and in doing so, shape perceptions and understandings (Yanow, 2000: 12). 
Contending frames entail not just different policy discourses – different language, understandings, and 
perceptions – and potentially different courses of action, but also different values and different 
meanings (Yanow, 2000: 12). Verloo and Lombardo (2007: 33) assert that policy frames have two key 
dimensions: the "diagnosis" (what is the problem?) and the "prognosis" of a problem (what is the 
solution?). Thus, the diagnosis points out and defines the public problem, while the prognosis outlines 
a package of policy measures how to solve the identified public problem.   

If a single  conception is to be distilled form all of the above quotations, then policy frames 
could be defined as performing three main functions. Based on a set of normative values and cognitive 
believes they: 

• name (point out) a social condition as problematic based on the perspective of certain 
normative belief system;  

• offer an explanation about the problem and the relevant phenomena; 

• propose a specific policy action/ non-action. 

The process of problematizing a policy field always departs from a set of normative values. 
Nothing can be labelled ‗problematic‘ or ‗not problematc‘, ‗good‘ or ‗bad‘ without a clear moral 
standpoint from which the analyst is able to observe, compare, and establish departure from or 
coincidence with the expected normative standard. For example, the thinning of the ozone layer will 
not be a ‗problem‘ unless sustainability of life on Earth is regarded as valuable. Similarly, the slavery in 
North America would not be regarded as morally problematic, if the equality between people 
regardless of race and their equal right to self-determination were not upheld as key principles. In 
short, passing judgement as to what is problematic or not requires a normative standpoint. According 
to Kingdon ―Conditions become defined as problems when we come to believe that we should do 
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something about them‖ (2003: 109) and this is precisely what the constitutive function of the policy 
frame refers to, namely the process of pointing at, identifying, naming the conditions and social 
phenomena as unacceptable, and in need of a remedy. It is the policy actors who are the carriers of a 
particular ideological load and normative system of beliefs, and it is they who suggest that certain social 
conditions and phenomena are to be considered problematic.  

Having identified a ‗problem‘ the policy actor usually provides a story about cause-effect 
relations i.e. presents a narrative that links the problem with a ‗solution‘ (for example a package of 
policy measures). This process of rationalization weaves into a coherent fabric the story about the 
unacceptable social condition with the story about the measures and actors that could remedy the 
situation. 

On the basis of this analysis it could be concluded that a policy frame comprises the following 
four dimensions (see Figure 1-3): 

1. Normative dimension - pertains to the function of the frame to judge and attach values to 
phenomena from the social reality  

2. Constitutive dimension - pertains to the function of the frame to label and identify various 
social phenomena as problems 

3. Cognitive dimension - pertains to the function of the frame to narrate about what has led to 
the problem and thus to present social reality in terms of cause-effect relations 

4. Policy dimension - pertains to the function of the frame to outline a course of public actions 
that would remedy the problem. 

Public policies are typically based on policy frames that implicitly or explicitly contain the four 
dimensions described above. Subsequently, the deconstruction of the constitutive, normative, 
cognitive and policy underpinnings of governmental programmes, actions and measures becomes the 
primary activity of the policy analyst.  

 

Figure 1-3. Policy frames and their four dimensions  
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1.3. Research design and Operationalisation 

 

This section aims to link the theoretical and methodological discussion above to concrete 
observations in the childcare policy process at the EU and at the national level. To that end, it will 
outline the type and sources of empirical observations that need to be collected and the methods for 
data collection and analysis in order to examine the influence of the Open Method of Coordination on 
the domestic level of policy-making. 

This research objective calls for a public policy analysis i.e. an analysis of the activities 
undertaken at the EU and at the national level of governance so that the goals set within the OMC 
framework are achieved. There is an abundance of definitions about public policy and each of them 
emphasizes different aspects of the phenomenon (for overviews see Parsons, 1995; Hill, 2005 and 
Versluis et al., 2011). Nevertheless, most definitions converge around the following common 
understandings: public policies are activities of government (Versluis et al., 2011: 12), and hence in 
order to examine public policies one should analyse what governments say, do, and achieve (see Figure 
1-4). 

 

Figure 1-4. Operationalisation for public policy analysis 

 

 

 

The division between policy outputs and policy outcomes is based on the literature on policy 
analysis and resides on the observation that what governments do is not always and necessarily leading 
to the desired policy outcomes. To provide a basic definition and line of distinction – ―policy outputs 
are what government does; policy outcomes are what government achieves. Outputs are the activity; 
outcomes are the effects, both intended and unforseen‖ (Hague and Harrop, 2001: 277). Indeed, it 
could be expected from a democratically elected and accountable to the voters government that what 
it says/promises regarding certain policy developments should get materialised in concrete policy 
actions (or non actions) which in turn will lead to certain goals. This neat image of the policy process is 
often misleading however (Bovens, 1998). To the contrary, governments may express the intention to 
achieve certain policy outcomes and to commit to them rhetorically, but due to unforeseen 
circumstances (e.g. sudden need for budgetary cuts, or incorrect calculations of the actual costs of the 
policy programme) or purposive non-action they may not to be able to implement the intended policy. 
Furthermore, even if everything planned is duly put in place, it may not always lead to the desired 
outcomes (e.g. because the policy model of cause–effect relations is not adequate. Hence, what 
governments say (discourse), what governments do (outputs) and what governments achieve 
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governments… Policy outputs

Policy 
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(outcomes) are related but the correlation is not always easy to predict. That is why, while recognizing 
the correlation between them, for the analytical purposes of this study, it is useful to examine 
separately the influence of the EU level on all three policy observables. 

For the operationalisation of the policy discourses, outputs and outcomes in this study the 
following indicators are chosen:  

a. policy discourses - alignment between the European and the national policy frames  

b. policy outputs - new policy instrument (e.g. new benefit scheme) or new institution (e.g. 
creation of a specialised agency), which are introduced after the introduction of OMC 

c. policy outcomes - actual quantitative progress toward the EU target (e.g. statistical increase of 
X percentage points) 

The policy discourses will be studied via the method of policy frame analysis PFA) as outlined 
in the previous section). In the childcare case, a policy output could be a new law on the stimulation of 
childcare facilities, or the introduction of a special tax rebate i.e. some sort of governmental activity. 
These policy outputs can be studied via documentary analysis of policy programmes and documents. 
A policy outcome, on the other hand, is the actual growth in the number of childcare facilities and the 
available places in them; or the number of preschoolers (for the Netherlands these are children up to 4 
year-old) that visit daycare centres. An indicator of the policy outcomes is already defined by the EU 
level of governance - the Barcelona target of 33% childcare coverage rate.  

While the method for examining the policy outputs and outcomes is rather clear and straight-
forward - mapping the evolution of the governmental actions and achievements and establishing the 
degree of convergence to the EU prescriptions – the method for the examination of the policy 
discourses and the conclusions drawn from such an analysis needs certain clarifications. In order to 
examine the influences of EU childcare discourses on the discursive interactions that took place in the 
field of childcare policy in the Netherlands, this study has to compare the dynamics of policy framing 
at the EU level and in the Dutch childcare discourse.   

The first step in the analysis is identification of the EU policy frame i.e. of the policy message that 

the EU ‘radiates’ or disperses to its members states via the mechanisms of the OMC. Secondly, the 

general policy discourse in the Netherlands has to be studied with a view to mapping out the dynamics 

of policy framing within the domestic context. The findings of these individual discourse analytical 

studies will be juxtaposed with the aim to outline the systematic influence (if any) of the EU discourse 

on the national one.  

 

2. CHILDCARE AS A PUBLIC POLICY SOLUTION AND 

CHILDCARE RELATED POLICY FRAMES  

 

Public support for non-home based childcare is a relatively recent phenomenon in the public 
policies of Western Europe. Well into the 1980s – and in some cases until much later (Weishaupt, 
2009) – most continental countries were designing and applying policy measures to keep mothers at 
home to care for their children. Sweden was an exception of this policy line as already in 1972 13 per 
cent of Swedish children were visiting public day-care centres (Bjoernberg 2002), and childcare was 
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used as a policy instrument to reconcile work and family obligations. Until the beginning of the 1970s, 
however, anywhere out of Scandinavia childcare facilities were mainly considered places for children 
from ―problem‖ and/or poor families. These were places which a child would visit exceptionally 
rather than habitually. This rather negative general public image of childcare gradually began to change 
after the onset of female emancipation in the late 1960s. For example, the British Women‘s Liberation 
Movement claimed 24-hour community-controlled childcare services as one of their Four Demands 
(Marchbank 1996: 9). Thus, the issue of non-home based childcare and provision of sufficient capacity 
of daycare facilities entered the public sphere of all West European countries and kept on coming back 
on the agenda of many governments throughout the 1980s and 1990s. In principle, the Social-
Democrats were the main supporters of the enlargement of childcare capacities (for the cases of 
Austria and Ireland see Weishaupt, 2009).  

In the public debates since the 1980s, childcare services have been associated with various public 
policy problems. Rubio (2007) identifies the following public 'problems' that available and affordable 
childcare facilities could allegedly remedy: gender inequality, decreasing economic growth and/ or 
competitiveness, low fertility and demographic stagnation, social exclusion and child poverty, and/or 
early education (see also Bacchi 1999; Lewis 2006; CEC, 2008). All of these perceived public problems 
(or rather problematizations) have, at different times and by different political and social actors (e.g. 
trade unions, political parties, interest groups) been linked to childcare provision as a feasible policy 
solution. These frames and their presence in policy documents will be the aim of the ensuing empirical 
analysis. Therefore, Table 1 and the rest of this section presents them in detail stating their normative, 
constitutive, cognitive and policy dimensions.  

To summarise, childcare is often presented in national public policy debates as a remedy to three 
major ―problematic‖ social conditions (Bacchi 1999; Lewis 2006; Lombardo and Meier 2006; Rubio 
2007): gender inequality – frame one (F1), decreasing effectiveness of the welfare state and declining 
national economic competitiveness – frame two (F2); the demographic crisis, in particular low fertility 
in the context of graying population – frame three (F3); social exclusion, poverty and disability – frame 
four (F4); and early education – frame five (F5). 
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Table 1. Policy frames related to childcare provision 

Frames 
Female labour market 
participation (Gender 

equality) – F1 

Female labour market 
participation 
(Economic 

competitiveness) – 
F2 

Demographic 
problems (fertility, 

greying population) – 
F3 

Early education and 
socialisation – F4 

Poverty and social 
exclusion – F5 

Constitutive 
dimension (need for 
public intervention) - 
What is the problem? 

Women are 
oppressed, genders 

are unequal 

Economic growth is 
slow, relative 

competitive position 
not strong enough 

Demographic crisis 
(low number of 
births, greying 

population, pension 
gap, shrinking labour 

force) 

Education needs to 
start as early as 

possible 

Marginalisation of 
poor children, high 

welfare expenditures 
(single moms – main 

benefitciaries of 
allowances and 

welfare transfers) 

Cognitive dimension 
(narrative about the 
phenomenon and 

cause effect relations) 
– what has led to the 

problem? 

Women are restricted 
to activities within the 
private sphere, do not 

have access to paid 
work, participation in 
public life, education 
which leads to their 
dependence, lack of 
dignity and equality. 

Women live in an 
androcentric (man-

made and man-
focused) world. 

Women‘s labour 
market non-
participation 

represents untapped 
potential. The more 

women enter the 
labour market, the 
greater the labour 

force, the larger the 
GDP, the higher the 
economic growth and 

competitiveness. 

Women bare less 
children later in their 
lives (if at all) because 
of individualisation 
processes, career 

demands, economic 
difficulties, state does 

not support 
sufficiently families to 

have as many 
children as possible. 

The earlier one starts 
with education, the 

better the education-
al results, the more 

holistic the approach 
to public education; 

the better the 
education the higher 

the human capital 
value. 

Single moms take too 
much of the social 

pot, their children live 
on the margins of 

society (criminality, 
drug abuse, etc.) Lack 

of socialisation, 
education  and work 

lead to social 
exclusion 
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Frames 
Female labour market 
participation (Gender 

equality) – F1 

Female labour market 
participation 
(Economic 

competitiveness) – 
F2 

Demographic 
problems (fertility, 

greying population) – 
F3 

Early education and 
socialisation – F4 

Poverty and social 
exclusion – F5 

Normative dimension 
(values, moral beliefs) 

– why does the 
problem exist? What 

sort of values you 
need in order to see 
this as a problem? 

Human rights, 
equality among 

people regardless of 
gender, right to 

personal growth and 
self-improvement, 
equal rights and 

responsibilities within 
the family, sharing 

Economic efficiency 
and growth, material 

wellbeing 

Social reproducetion 
and cohesion,  

economic efficiency 

Knowledge society, 
knowledge economy 

Solidarity, equal life 
chances, social 

cohesion 

Policy dimension 
(public actions) – 
what can be done 

about it? 

Provision of 
accessible and 
economically 

affordable childcare 
facilities. 

Provision of 
accessible and 
economically 

affordable childcare 
facilities. 

Provision of 
accessible and 
economically 

affordable childcare 
facilities. 

Provision of 
pedagogically and 
qualitatively sound 
childcare facilities 

Provision of 
pedagogically and 
qualitatively sound 
childcare facilities 
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Next to the academic analyses, the European Commission‘s Expert Group on Gender and 
Employment Issues (EGGE) has issued a report on the provision of childcare services in the EU 
where the same 5 policy frames are reported, and childcare is seen as a remedy to gender equality (F1), 
decreasing economic growth and effectiveness of the welfare state (F2), demographic crisis (F3), social 
exclusion (F4) and early child development (F5) (Plantenga and Remery, 2009). Below these five policy 
problems are discussed in greater detail.  

 

Frame 1: Gender Inequality 

 

If one embraces the normative values of equality among people regardless of gender, equal 
human rights, right to personal growth and self-improvement and equal rights and responsibilities 
within the family, the problem of gender inequality is easily discerned. Social reality is viewed as 
gender-biased from this perspective – more men than women are active in public life, men are more 
often chosen for representatives in national assemblies, predominantly men sit at the top management 
seats of big business corporations, men get better pay and have less discontinuous employment 
careers, etc. Conversely, women are underrepresented in public and corporate top levels, are less 
present on the labour market (especially once they give birth), and are more often economically 
dependent on their partners. The cognitive story (cause-effect narrative) is the following: Due to the 
patriarchal and androcentric organization of society, women are for centuries long restricted to 
activities within the private sphere, i.e. predominantly perform domestic (unpaid and hardly valued) 
work, rarely have access to paid work, participation in public life, and education, which leads to their 
dependence and unequal position in relation to men. It is subsequently argued that if women work, 
they will become financially independent, advance professionally, reach higher stages in their careers, 
and ultimately decrease the inequality gap. Clearly, in order to enter paid employment women have to 
be ‗freed‘ from (parts of) the unpaid work they usually perform. The policy solution is seen in daycare 
facilities for children and/or in the redistribution of tasks at home between the partners. It is crucial to 
underline the importance of the concept of sharing and redistribution of tasks in this context, because 
if gender equality policies are understood narrowly (i.e. only in terms of facilitating the access to paid 
employment) they would not ameliorate the position of women. To the contrary, it might even 
aggravate it since paid employment without equal sharing of unpaid responsibilities leads to the so-
called ―double shift‖. The notion of the ―double shift‖ describes the everyday reality of most women 
who have careers and raise families - they hold one job for which they are paid, and another one (at 
home) for which they are not (Hochschild and Machung 1989; Williams 2000). It is therefore crucial to 
have a broad interpretation of the concept of gender equality (i.e. as equal sharing of paid and unpaid 
work), if this problem is to be addressed properly. Therefore, in this study the policy frame of gender 
equality will be considered present in documents only if next to childcare facilities a reference is made 
to equal sharing of unpaid work. 

 

Frame 2: Economic competitiveness and welfare state reform 

 

Based on the criteria of economic efficiency, growth, and material prosperity, European 
economic performance is often considered to be lagging behind compared with the USA and East 
Asia. Subsequently, the problems of decreasing competitiveness and inefficient welfare regimes emerge 
(Sapir 2006: 369-374). The cognitive link between these problems of decreasing economic 
competitiveness and childcare is female labour market participation. It is namely believed that higher 

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 

  

- 19 - 

availability of quality childcare facilities would lead to higher levels of female employment (and hence 
GDP). Moreover, women would not burden anymore the welfare state through benefits of various 
sorts. The reasoning behind this expectation follows a characteristic rationalist account of costs and 
benefits. It is pointed out that economic theory suggests two approaches to understanding the effects 
of childcare on women‘s employment: 

1) Value of care work (availability) – childcare arrangements affect the value a woman places on 
her time at home. Good childcare alternatives reduce the attractiveness/value of full-time care-giving 
work at home. 

2) Childcare costs as a tax on mothers‘ wages (affordability) – an increase in childcare costs will 
have the same effect as lowering of the wages, in that it will reduce both the propensity to remain 
employed and the amount of hours worked. Conversely, the lower the costs, the higher the expected 
labour market participation of women.  

Both approaches predict that improvements in women‘s childcare options (greater availability 
and/or lower costs) will be associated with increases in employment, and this prediction is supported 
by a large body of empirical research (Connelly 1992; Ribar 1995; Van der Lippe 2001 2003). Since 
from this perspective care responsibilities are viewed to constitute a major obstacle to (full) 
employment the public provision (or subsidy) of affordable childcare is seen as the policy solution. 

 

Frame 3: Demographic crisis 

 

This frame has its normative grounds in the values of social preservation, reproduction, and 
cohesion, as well as economic efficiency. From this angle, low levels of fertility constitute a major 
problem because societies shrink, older people relatively increase in numbers compared to young 
people, the labour force stagnates and tensions in the pension system occur. The cognitive story with 
relevance to childcare here is that nowadays women bare less children and relatively late in their lives 
(if at all) because of the pursuit of a career, which does not fit well with the care responsibilities for a 
child. Once a baby comes into a woman‘s life, most often her career plans are put on hold. That is 
why, in the European societies, where individualisation processes are booming regardless of gender, 
less and less women decide to have (several) children. Their choice might be different had more 
childcare facilities been available argue the policy-makers. Once partially freed from their care 
responsibilities, and thus able to pursue their career plans, women would bare more children – so the 
argument goes. The demographic crisis could therefore be partially resolved by the policy solution of 
rising the number and affordability of childcare facilities.  

 

Frame 4 Social exclusion 

 

This is the oldest policy frame related to childcare. This is the frame that presents childcare as a 
welfare service/measure that has to be provided for families and parents that cannot take care of the 
children themselves, but have to rely on the state itself. This type of childcare concerns a small number 
of children on a regular basis and is rather a temporary measure (while the parents have a medical 
condition or are disabled, etc.)This is a very different conception of childcare from the one studied in 
this book, namely of regularized outsourcing of the care for children to formally organized for the 
purpose childcare facilities.  
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From the normative basis of solidarity, equal life chances, and social cohesion the phenomenon 
of social exclusion i.e. individuals living at the margins of society, without a job and in poverty, is a 
major problem. The cognitive side of this frame develops the narrative that children of socially 
excluded people do not have the capacity and skills to integrate in society, and are therefore more 
prone to anti-social behaviour, drug and alcohol abuse, school dropout, etc1. As a policy solution is 
suggested again childcare provision. It is expected that pedagogically sound childcare could socialise 
and educate socially excluded children how to behave appropriately in society and thus to foster 
greater life chances and realisation than their parents.  

 

Frame 5 Early education and socialisation  

 

Early childhood development i.e. socialisation and education could hardly be presented as a 
problem but rather as a public policy issue that developed countries pursue in their public policies in 
order to foster social development, cohesion, and long-term material prosperity. Departing form these 
normative values education is an important manner to foster a culturally cohesive society and 
economically prosperous labour force, the latter is particularly important in the era of knowledge 
economies. The cognitive story that reveals the place of childcare in this argument is that the earlier 
one starts with education, the better the educational results, the more holistic the approach to public 
education; the higher the value of the human capital and respectively the better the economic 
performance in the future. Childcare is therefore seen as a means from an early age to socialise and 
prepare children for their educational path. Respectively, childcare outside the home in a qualitatively 
and pedagogically sound organisation is considered a policy solution preferable to private care.  

All the five problems and policy frames discussed above will in the next section be traced in the 
Dutch coalition agreements. In a similar study tracing the evolution and predominance of these same 
five childcare related policy frames in the EU public discourse I found that since the introduction of 
the European Employment Strategy (which uses the steering  mechanism of the open Method of 
Coordination) the predominant policy frame in the EU childcare discourse is the competitiveness 
frame (F2) Radulova (2009). Therefore, in what follows the aim will be to establish which is the 
dominant frame in the Dutch childcare discourse and since when. If this turns out to be F2 and if it 
had gained dominance after 1998 (the introduction of the EES) then impact of the OMC in the 
Netherlands could be claimed. 

 

3. THE IMPACT OF THE EMPLOYMENT OMC ON THE DUTCH CHILDCARE POLICY 

 

 

During the 10-year period analysed in this study there were 5 different cabinets in power. Not a 
single one of them served a full 4-year term, but 2 could be considered to have been long enough in 
office, and for which the pursuit of a defined policy line could be identified: the Kok II cabinet (a 

                                                           
1 It should be mentioned that nowadays this frame also comes in the version of handicapped children that have to 

be integrated i.e. less advantaged children not in terms of income but in terms of physical or mental development (comes 
several times in the D66 manifestos of the 2000s). 
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coalition government by PvdA, VVD and D66) and the Balkanende II cabinet (a coalition government 
of CDA, VVD, and D66). Despite their political rivalry, the two cabinets of PvdA and of CDA 
followed a similar policy line with regard to childcare. Given that one of the strategic priorities with 
regard to employment policy has been the increase of the labour market participation of women, all 
National Action Plans (NAPs until 2005) and National Progress Reports (NPRs as of 2005 onwards) 
underline the commitment to facilitating reconciliation of family and work life and to boosting 
childcare provision, which is regarded as the main tool to achieve female labour market participation. 
Indeed, the governmental activity in the field (the policy outputs) result in spectacular growth of 
childcare facilities (the policy outcomes). The next sections present data and analysis that examines 
closer this growth.  

 

 

3.1. Polic y outputs (1998 – 2008) 

Without doubt the 10-year period examined in this study (1998-2008) was the decade of most 
intensive growth of the Dutch childcare policy. Rapid development was demonstrated not only in 
terms of expansion of the existing capacities, but also in terms of professionalization of the service, 
public regulation and policy support. Many initiatives were undertaken. The most important among 
them are summarised in Table 3. 

 

 

Table 3.1. Main policy actions in the evolution of the Dutch childcare policy in the period 
1998 – 2008 

Years Regulatory instruments Fiscal instruments Other actions 

1998   

1) Cost-benefit analysis 
of the adequate 
childcare provision 
system that the 
Netherlands needs  

2) Initial orientation of 
the existing and 
prognosis of the needed 
childcare places  

1999 
 

1) A four-year plan is 
launched that aims to 
increase the capacity of 
childcare places 

2) A 10% increase of the 
tax relief for employers‘ 
who cover the childcare 
costs of their employees 
(the total bonus amounts 
to 30%) 
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2000 
A new Law – Childcare 
Basic Provision Act is in 
preparation 

 

Consultations with 
Social Partners that aim 
for inclusion of 
childcare provisions in 
the CLAs 

The Netwerkbureau 
Uitbreiding 
Kinderopvang is 
established 

2001 
 

New policy programme 
that provides childcare to 
jobseekers 

A national quantitative 
target for female labour 
market participation is 
set at 65% (5% higher 
than the EU target) 
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Given all these developments it can be concluded that the first 10 years of implementation of 
the EES coincide with many policy initiatives that aim to stimulate the growth of childcare provisions 
in the Netherlands. The most important among them are the adoption of the Law on the Basic 
Provision of Childcare (in force since 2005), the tax credit measures for families with two earners (the 
Combination Tax Credit of 2002 and the Supplementary  Tax Combination Credit of 2008); the 
continuous increase of the coverage of the childcare costs (on behalf of the state); and the 
encouragement of the increase of the employers‘ contribution.  

 

 

 

Years Regulatory instruments Fiscal instruments Other actions 

2002 
 

1) A tax credit is 
introduced for the 
childcare costs of families 
where both parents work 

2) The KOA scheme 
acquires more funding 
(under the scheme lone 
parents could benefit from 
childcare services if they 
accept  to follow a 
reintegration trajectory) 

 

2005 
The Basic Provision of 
Childcare Act comes 
into force 

  

2006 
 

A new EUR 200 million 
scheme is launched with 
the aim to make childcare 
more affordable 

 

2007 

The employers‘ 
contribution to the 
childcare costs of 
employees is made 
obligatory 

Decision to phase-out the 
transferability of the 
general tax credit 

The state‘s contribution to 
the childcare costs of 
employees is increased 

Childcare provision 
becomes part of the 
portfolio of the 
Education and Science 
Ministry  

2008 
 

The Supplementary 
Combination Tax Credit is 
introduced  (a tax credit 
for families with double 
earners)  

Task Force ―Part-time 
Plus‖ is established 

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 

  

- 24 - 

 

3.2. Polic y outcomes 

 

This section presents the dynamics of the policy outcomes in the Netherlands. According to the 
operationalisation adopted in this study (see the Introduction) the policy outcomes with regard to 
childcare policy will be measured by 2 indicators – the number of childcare places in day-care facilities, 
and the coverage rate i.e. the number of children visiting day-care facilities as percentage of all Dutch 
children in the ages 0-4 years old1.  

The numbers presented in Table 2 are based on data from the Netwerkbureau Uitbreiding 
Kinderopvang (which functioned from 2000 to 2003) and its successor Netwerkbureau Kinderopvang 
(which was established in 2008, and has a mandate of 3 years). In row 1 the number of (full-time) 
available childcare places is presented. The second row of the table reports the demographic 
developments2 for the studied period. Row 3 calculates the capacity of childcare facilities in the 
Netherlands by dividing the total number of childcare places (row 1) to the number of children in the 
ages 0-4 in the respective year. In row 4 is presented the intensity of use of one childcare place. It 
varies from 1,2 to 2, but on average for the Netherlands the intensity rate is 1,8 (―Monitor Uitbreiding 
Kinderopvang‖, 2000). Finally, row 5 calculates the coverage rate (to which the Barcelona target of 
33% refers) by multiplying the capacity and intensity of use.  

 

Table 3.2. Number of childcare places and childcare facilities coverage rate in the 
Netherlands (1989 – 2008)  

                                                           
1 Ideally, this indictor would converge with the Barcelona target, which focuses on 2 groups: 0-3 year old, and 3-12 year old. It has to be 

noted, however, that in the Netherlands there is no statistics gathered for up to 3 years old. Due to the specifics of the educational 

model of the Netherlands (elementary school starts at 4) statistics is gathered for up to 4 and until 12 years of age. 

2 All data are taken from the ‗population pyramid‘ composed by the CBS (accessed at: http://www.cbs.nl/nl-

NL/menu/themas/bevolking/cijfers/extra/piramide-fx.htm  on 15-03-2010). 
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1989 1993 1995 1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2006 2008 

Number of childcare places 
(0-4 years) 

12085 52520 53420 66000 71238 79298 93345 107211 114150 129811 146566 

Number of children (0-4 

years) 
738000 783000 785000 775000 778000 790000 808000 820000 820000 785000 747000 

Capacity (no. of childcare 
places per  100 children  0-

4 years) 

1.64 6.71 6.81 8.52 9.16 10.04 11.55 13.07 13.92 16.54 19.62 

Intensity of use  (no. of 
children using 1 childcare 

place) 
1.2 1.2 1.8 1.8 1.8 1.8 1.8 1.8 1.8 2 2 

Coverage rate = capacity x 
intensity of use  (the 

Barcelona target) 
1.97 8.05 12.26 15.34 16.49 18.07 20.79 23.53 25.06 33.08 39.24 

Sources used for the 
Number of childcare places 

and the intensity of use: 

Ministry 
VWS 
report 
―Zes 
Jaar 

Stimulier
ingsmaat

regel 
Kindero
pvang‖, 

1997  

Ministry 
VWS 
report 
―Zes 
Jaar 

Stimulier
ingsmaat

regel 
Kindero
pvang‖, 

1997  

Emancip
atieraad 
(OR 19-
ER/IV/ 

1996) 

Ministry 
VWS 

bulletin 
from 

22.01.19
98 and 
from 

08.06.19
99 

Monitor 

Uitbreid
ing 

Kindero
pvang, 
2003 

Monitor 

Uitbreid
ing 

Kindero
pvang, 
2003 

Monitor 

Uitbreid
ing 

Kindero
pvang, 
2003 

Monitor 

Uitbreid
ing 

Kindero
pvang, 
2003 

Monitor 

Uitbreid
ing 

Kindero
pvang, 
2003 

Monitor 
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eit 

Kindero
pvang, 
2010 

Monitor 
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Kindero
pvang, 
2010 
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It is visible that since the beginning of the governmental support for childcare facilities 
the number of available places constantly rises (see Fig. 3.1). In 1989, when the first 
stimulatory act was launched, the Netherlands had merely 12,000 places. In 1997, when the 
EES was endorsed, the number of places has grown more than 5 times to 66,000 places. At 
the end of the studied period – in 2008 – the number of childcare places was more than 
146,000. 

 

Figure 3.1. Growth in the number of childcare places in the Netherlands (1989-2008) 

 

Due to the relatively constant intensity of use of one place (1,8 - 2 children per place) 
and the rather constant total number of children in this age group for the country as a whole, 
this spectacular growth in number of places translates in an exponential growth in the 
coverage rate (see Fig. 3.2). It continuously grows from 5% at the beginning of state 
stimulation in 1989 to nearly 40% at the end of 2008. The fixed by the EU target of 33% 
childcare coverage rate for children between 0 and 3 years of age is reached in 2006 (4 years 
before the 2010 deadline).  

Figure 3.2. Dynamics in the childcare coverage rate between 1989 and 2008 
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In other words, more and more children have access and make use of day-care 
facilities. Moreover, the trend is growing. It has to be underlined, however, that children only 
visit daycare facilities for 2-3 days a week. This is consistent and understandable given the 
cultural attitudes of the Dutch toward parenting but indicates that high levels of childcare 
coverage in the Netherlands does not necessarily mean high level of female labour market 
participation, which is the ultimate goal of the EU childcare guidelines. In other words, 
formally the Netherlands fulfils the Barcelona target but in fact the Dutch coverage rate is 
much lower if re-calculated in full-time equivalents (see Table 3).  

  

Table 3.3. Number of hours spent in childcare facilities by Dutch children (0-3 
years old) 

Source: EU Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) from May 20107 

 

The data are more than revelatory: a steady number of children (4%) make use of 
formal childcare for more than 30 hours per usual week. This number is 10 times lower than 
the number of children visiting childcare for less than 30 hours a week – a number that at the 
end of the studied period stabilizes around 40%. In practice these numbers translate into: the 
majority of children visiting daycare centres in the Netherlands do so for 3 or less hours a 
week (a standard daycare dy is 10 hours). This picture is entirely reversed if compared to 
Denmark - a member state that is considered exemplary in terms of childcare provision in 
the context of the Lisbon Strategy (see Table 4). There only about 7-8% visit daycare for less 
than 30 hours a week. The majority of children (63-65%) do so for more than 30 hours a 
week. This indicates that the labour market participation (weighted according to full-time 
equivalents) is considerably higher in Denmark than it is in the Netherlands. 

 

Table 3.4. Number of hours spent in childcare facilities by Danish children (0-3 
years old) 

                                                           
7  The statistics is derived from the Commission‘s report on the progress of the Growth and Jobs (Lisbon) Strategy 

―Indicators for monitoring the Employment Guidelines including indicators for additional employment analysis‖, accessed 

on 21 June 2010, at: http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=477&langId=en) 

(0-3 years) 2005 2006 2007 2008 

Daycare up to 30 hours  

per week 

 

36 41 39 41 

   Daycare for more than   30 

hours per week 4 4 4 6 

(0-3 years) 2005 2006 2007 2008 
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Source: EU Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) from May 2010 

 

In light of this comparison, it is hardly surprising that the rise in childcare facilities and 
the options for daycare in the Netherlands has not led to significantly higher levels of female 
labour market participation. It seems that contemporary Dutch women work just as much as 
the previous generations despite the improved daycare options. The fact that the part-time 
jobs in the Netherlands allow for maintaining a very good standard of living even at a ¾ level 
of income introduces a ‗luxury problem‘. Basically, the Dutch (women) do not have to work 
full time to live well (interview Ploeg). So they do not. Consequently, the labour supply is not 
very elastic to the growth of childcare. Hence, the main effect of the governmental 
stimulation of childcare facilities is not higher levels of participation but rather the 
transformation the fact that informal care (by grandparents or neighbours) was brought up to 
the real economy and has been formalised (see for example the analysis of MEV 2008, 
Speciale Ontwerpen, Section 6.2. ―Arbeidsmarktparticipatie van vrouwen‖). 

The most important conclusion from the statistics above is that at the time of 
endorsement of the EES the coverage rate in the Netherlands was half (15-16%) of the 
aspired by the EU 33% Barcelona target, whereas already by 2008 the coverage rate was 
doubled and the Netherlands had fulfilled the Barcelona target. Hence, at the end of this 
section it could be stated that even though the Netherlands started from a rather low level, 
the Dutch policy outcomes demonstrate full alignment with the EU targets on childcare 
provision, moreover the Barcelona target is achieved already in 2006 (i.e. 4 years in advance). 
This might be indicative of policy influence stemming from the EES and the method of 
open coordination (OMC). Nevertheless, the observed correlation between the Dutch policy 
performance and the EES does not necessarily indicate causation – the observed 
developments might be due to an alternative (e.g. domestic) factors.  Is the Employment 
OMC process the inducing factor? In a quest for the underlying reasons for the spectacular 
growth of childcare facilities in the Netherlands and the role of the EU therein, the analysis 
now turns to the policy discourses i.e. the normative and cognitive underpinnings of the 
Dutch childcare policy making. 

 

 

 

3.3. Polic y discourses  

 

This section examines the dominant policy discourses in Dutch childcare policy-
making and their dynamic evolution since the end of the WWII. As a main source of data for 

Daycare up to 30 hours  

per week 

 

13 7 7 8 

   Daycare for more than   30 

hours per week 60 66 63 65 
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this analysis are used the coalition agreements, which are a very reliable source of the policy 
intentions of the ruling parties and set the tone for all governmental actions during the 
mandate of the cabinet. Thus, they could be considered a proxy of the development of the 
Dutch policy discourses. 

Examined were all coalition agreements available in written form since the end of the 
WWII. As pointed out by Timmermans (2003) written coalition agreements exist since 1963. 
Therefore the dataset for this study consisted of 15 coalition agreements (see Table 3.5).  

  

Table 3.5. Childcare-related policy frames in Dutch coalition agreements (1963-
2006) 

Year 
of the 
agree-
ment 

Coalition partners* 
Total number 
of references 
to childcare 

F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 

1963 
KVP/ARP/CHU/VVD 0       

1965 
PvdA/KVP/ARP 0       

1967 
KVP/ARP/CHU/VVD 0       

1971 KVP/ARP/CHU/VVD
/DS70 

0       

1973 
PPR/PvdA/D66/KVP/AR

P 0       

1977 
CDA/VVD 1 1      

1981 
PvdA/D66/CDA 1 1      

1982 
CDA/VVD 1 1      

1986 
CDA/VVD 1 1      

1989 
PvdA/ CDA 8 1 3     

1994 
PvdA/ D66/VVD 4  2     

Introduction of the European Employment Strategy 

1998 
PvdA/ D66/VVD 23 1 3     

2002 
CDA/VVD/LPF 2       
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* Source: Andeweg (2005) and own calculations. The party of the Prime Minister is 
indicated in Italic and Bold. 

 

From Table 3.5. is visible that the coalition agreements include only the policy frames 
related to gender inequality (F1) and competitiveness (F2). Albeit the existence of five 
different frames that link childcare to various public policy problems in the discourse of the 
actors (see section 2), when it comes to collective action – similarly to the EU level of 
governance8 – only the gender equality policy frame (F1) and the competitiveness frame (F2) 
are of relevance in the Netherlands. Naturally, it is important to discover what the dynamics 
of interplay between these 2 frames is – which emerged when in the set of examined 
coalition agreements, which of the frames was dominant when, etc. (see Fig. 3.3) 

 

Figure 3.3. Relative proportions of policy frames F1 and F2 in Dutch coalition 
agreements 

 

 

There are several conclusions that could be drawn from the analysis of Table 3.5. and 
Figure 3.3. above: 

- Childcare enters the main public policy discourse (as reflected in coalition 
agreements) in the late 1970s. The first references date from 1977. 

- Up to the mid 1980s the dominant policy frame was F1 i.e. the leading interpretation 
was to view childcare as a solution to gender inequalities. Up to then, however, there 
was no governmental effort to support the growth of childcare. In other words, the 
view of childcare as forwarding the emancipation processes was not able to generate 
real policy measures. Interestingly exactly in 1989, when F2 displaced F1 as the 

                                                           
8 Radulova, 2009. 
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leading policy frame, did the real stimulation of childcare facilities begins in the 
Netherlands. 

- As of 1989 F2 enters the Dutch governmental policy discourse, and immediately 
becomes the dominant frame. Moreover, since then concrete policy measures are 
undertaken i.e. this policy frame effectively put in motion real policy actions. Hence, 
only when coupled to the issue of competitiveness childcare facilities received the 
massive funding that women‘s organisations and unions advocated for.  

- As of 1989 until present the F2 is the dominant interpretation of the childcare issue. 
Again this is similar to the EU level of governance i.e. there is full convergence 
between the EU and the Dutch policy discourses. The emergence of the EES does 
not seem to have brought any change in the policy discourses of the Netherlands. 

- Since the last cabinet (Balkanende IV where PvdA is a major coalition partner) also 
policy frame F5 (early education and socialization) is gaining importance. PvdA has 
advocated for F5 already since the late 1970s but only 30 years later their party 
manifesto claim found place on the governmental agenda. This could be clarified by 
the fact that after the great emphasis on availability and growth of the number of 
childcare places, at present more attention is spent on the quality of the services 
(interview Jellesma). Therefore, much more actors could agree with PvdA‘s 
standpoint. The expectation is that the view on childcare as being an educational 
service alongside being a reconciliation measure will become even more prominent in 
the future. Arguably, this is due to the fact that F5 could be the normative 
legitimization of the competitiveness frame (F2) i.e. the two frames go well together. 
This potential future policy development notwithstanding, for the present study F5 is 
of little relevance. 

 

From the above analysis could be concluded that the Dutch policy discourses converge 
fully to the EU policy frame as of 1998 onwards i.e. since the European Employment 
Strategy (EES) was introduced. The dynamics of framing is also similar – initially F1 is the 
sole policy frame linked to childcare, then F2 emerges, and for the last 20 years F2 is also the 
dominant frame. This convergence and continuous alignment of the policy discourses during 
the studied period is however not indicative of influence of EES on the domestic level. The 
main difference resides in the fact that in the Dutch process of childcare framing the 
appearance of F2 (in 1989) precedes the appearance of F2 at the EU level (in 1996). Hence, a 
causal relation between the EES and the Dutch policy discourse cannot be established. 

 

Conclusions: convergence to the EU policy 
prescriptions 
 

The overall conclusion derived from this study is that in the Netherlands childcare 
policy is a domestically driven policy field, where the level of Europeanization is low. Despite 
the convergence with the EU policy frame (F2) and the Barcelona quantitative target (see 
section 3.2.), and despite the numerous relevant policy outputs (see section 3.1.) this policy 
area is undoubtedly driven by domestic actors and processes. In particular, the discourse 

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 32 of 35 

analysis of policy frames in the coalition agreements revealed that the PvdA, D66, FNV, 
VNO (the pro-childcare coalition) were pushing the issue higher on the governmental 
agenda, and at the times when the PvdA and D66 were in a position to directly influence 
policies (the periods when they were in the cabinet) the policy field experienced a boost of 
public support (see for details Radulova, 2011, chapter 6).  

Hence, the simultaneous introduction of the EES and the Dutch policy achievements 
(the spectacular growth of the number of available childcare places and in the number of 
children who visit them) were circumstantial rather than causally linked. As revealed in 
section 3.3., in the Netherlands the main policy discourse was already aligned to the EU 
discourse at the time of the introduction of the EES. Hence, it was a matter of time for this 
discourse to get materialised in (increased) growth of childcare facilities. In order to realise 
this in practice, it was important that the policy discourse did not take a different direction. It 
did not indeed, and this is perhaps where certain influence of the OMC could be claimed: the 
EES installed an employment policy paradigm which precluded alternative policy frames 
(besides the competiveness frame) to become dominant.  
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