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Following research findings on the positive impact of early childhood education, EU education 
ministers set  a participation target for 2030 at 96 % of all children three years and over. This will 
depend on having enough places that are accessible and affordable. At the same time, the quality of 
the provision is just as important to reap the potential benefits. This infographic looks at the current 
participation of young children in early childhood education and what Member States are doing to 
improve upon it. 

In 2019, the Council of the European Union issued a recommendation on the delivery of high-quality early 
childhood education and care (ECEC) systems. The recommendation echoed previous conclusions that 
had highlighted the importance of ECEC for reducing poverty, promoting social inclusion, and fostering  
creativity and innovation. This view is corroborated by a study that refers to the economic, social, educational 
and developmental benefits of participating in high quality early childhood education. Given the evidence 
of the long-term benefits, the European Council agreed that by 2030 at least 96 % of children, aged three 

years or older should participate in early 
childhood education.  
This is a step forward following the 
successful attainment of the target that 
was established for the decade ending 
2020 – at least 95 % of children aged four or 
older. Establishing a target allows  progress 
to be monitored in Member States. In 
2019, the EU-27 average participation rate 
of children aged four years and over was 
95.1 % and that of children aged three 
years and over 92.8 %. ECEC participation 
is at its peak when children are four years 
old. On average in 2018, 56.1 % of children 
between the age of three and the start of 
compulsory primary school spent more 
than 30 hours per week and 32.2 % spent 
up to 30 hours in ECEC. In some Member 
States, while provision for this age group 
is free of charge, the number of hours is 
limited.
Participation in early childhood education 
and care is very low among children under 
three despite the increase since 2015. This 
is partly because in many Member States 
early childhood care for children under 
three years of age is organised separately 
from that for older children. 

Figure 1 –  Percentage of children aged three and over, 
attending early childhood education and care facilities, by 
weekly hours of attendance, 2019
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Currently, Member States that 
offer universal access to early 
childhood education, do so in one 
of two ways. Some legally entitle 
children to a place whereas others 
make attendance compulsory. 
In the first instance, parents 
may choose not to enrol their 
child for the stipulated hours of 
attendance, whereas in both cases 
parents may choose to enrol their 
children for longer hours for a 
fee in an after-school setting. As 
a different administration may 
be in charge, the set-up covering 
the additional hours may also be 
different.  Figure 2  shows which 
Member States offer universal 
entitlement to ECEC provision 
and which make it compulsory. 
The remaining Member States 
offer ECEC without making legal 
provisions for universal access. 
Only eight Member States 
legally guarantee a place in an 

early childhood centre for every child from an early age. However, in most Member States, provision is 
compulsory or at least guaranteed for a year or two before 
primary school starts with a specific programme that prepares 
children for schooling. 

A toolkit published by the European Commission suggests 
that while compulsory early childhood education can improve 
social inclusion, its introduction needs careful consideration, as 
forcing parents may be counterproductive. Instead, looking into 
the reasons for low uptake could incentivise policy makers to 
cooperate with other relevant policy areas in a bid to make the 
offer more attractive.  
Another measure often put in place together with universal 
access is free-of-charge provision. Figure 3 shows that many 
more Member States offer free-of-charge, centre-based 
education for children aged three and over than they do for 
younger children. Three years of age marks a transition where 
children move from child-care type facilities to education-type 
settings. Member States that offer free-of-charge ECEC usually 
do so without discrimination and this measure is particularly 
effective in improving access for low-income families. However, 
if there are not enough places to meet demand, families face 
waiting lists and priority rules. Furthermore, payments for 
ancillary services such as meals, school health, and transport can 
still set back a number of families for whom these costs would 
still be considerable.
Care for pre-schoolers may also be covered by parental leave, 
informal arrangements such as nannies, or care provided by other 
family members. This may be the parents' choice, but in some 
cases, it is simply because they do not have access to affordable 
centre-based or home-based early childhood education and care.

Obligatory or accessible

Figure 3 – Modalities of access to early 
education and care centres

Figure 2 – Starting age of legal entitlement, 2019
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Another way of looking at accessibility is 
from the perspective of whether  supply 
meets demand. The greatest demand 
is for public, centre-based settings. As 
Figure 4 shows, most Member States 
achieve this balance during the last year 
before the start of primary schooling, 
but fewer Member States do so in the 
case of children who are younger than 
three. However, one study indicates 
that where demand is met, there may 
still be an issue when the demand itself 
is low. Reasons can vary and include 
dissatisfaction with the quality of ECEC 
on offer, cultural norms or traditional 
family values. The toolkit for high quality 
early childhood education identifies 
considerations for policy makers who 
decide on expanding the service. These 
include the needs of young children and 
parents with disabilities, children from 
families whose parents work only for 
a few hours and so risk exclusion, and 
threats to quality when the expansion 
happens too rapidly. This is important, as for children to reap the benefits of early childhood education, it 
must be of a high quality as well as being accessible.

As seen in Figure 5, public sector provision predominates early childhood education and care, especially 
for older children, just before primary school. The levels of authority (local, regional or national) responsible 
differ among Member States. Local authorities often finance early childhood education for younger children, 
while they share costs with the central level for older children. Annual per capita public expenditure on 

early childhood education is lower than 
that for other levels of education, even 
though in most EU Member States, 
public expenditure as a percentage of 
GDP has increased.
In some parts of the EU, the presence 
of the private sector is significant but 
in others only minor, whether it is 
publicly subsidised or self-financing. On 
average, households contribute 14.4 % 
of educational expenditure at this level. 
Most Member States regulate fees in 
public or publicly subsidised centres, 
expressing limits as a percentage 
of actual costs, the minimum wage, 
or family income. Eastern European 
countries tend to have the lowest fees 
for children under three years of age. 
In contrast, fees are highest where 
provision is mostly private. Some 
countries offer compensation by means 
of indirect subsidies, reduced fees and 
exemptions, which depend on needs-
based criteria.

Meeting the demand for facilities

Figure 4 – Demand and supply of ECEC places for children of 
age 3 and those in the last year, 2019

Figure 5 – Public and private facilities for children from three 
years of age, 2019
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Sources: Figure 1 - Eurostat, [ilc_caindformal]. Figure 2 - Eurydice , Structural indicators for monitoring education and training systems in Europe,p. 12.  Figure 3 -  Eury-
dice, Key data on early education and care, p. 55. Figure 4 - Eurydice, Key data on early education and care, p. 42.  Figure 5 - Eurydice, Key data on early education and 
care, p. 63. Figure 6  - Author's  calculation based on Eurostat, [educ_uoe_fine01], [educ_uoe_fine03]. Figure 7 - Eurydice, Key data on early education and care, p. 147.
Notes
Figure 2 - Universal ECEC entitlement in the German-speaking community in Belgium starts at three years of  age. Figure 4 - Only public or public subsidised facilities in 
the German-speaking community in Belgium. Figure 5 - Demand not met in the French-speaking community in Belgium. Figure 6 - Data for Estonia, France, Hungary and 
Portugal: 2015, Romania, Sweden: 2017, no data available for Belgium and Greece. Figure  7 - Poverty and number of siblings are considered for priority admission in the 
Flemish-speaking community in Belgium; disability for fee reductions in the French-speaking community; extreme need for fee-reduction in the French-speaking community 
and for priority admission in the Flemish-speaking community. 
Country codes: Austria (AT), Belgium (BE), Bulgaria (BG), Croatia (HR), Cyprus (CY), Czechia (CZ), Denmark (DK), Estonia (EE), Finland (FI), France (FR), Germany (DE), Greece 
(EL), Hungary (HU), Ireland (IE), Italy (IT), Latvia (LV), Lithuania (LT), Luxembourg (LU), Malta (MT), Netherlands (NL), Poland (PL), Portugal (PT), Romania (RO), Slovakia (SK), 
Slovenia (SI), Spain (ES), Sweden (SE).

The European pillar of social rights states that 
children have a right to affordable and good 
quality early childhood education and care. 
The private sources  that cover the proportion 
of early childhood education expenditure 
in Figure 6 do not just come from families 
but also from other private entities such as 
non-profit organisations, including religious 
organisations, charitable organisations, 
businesses and labour associations. Yet, as 
it is quite common for parents to pay fees 
because there is no place for their children 
in public centres, in most EU Member States, 
local or central authorities regulate these. Most 
commonly, there is a ceiling specified as a set 
figure but the ceiling can also be expressed as 
a proportion of family income or costs of the service provided. 

Member States can help families more 
generally by offering subsidies or tax 
deductions. However, local authorities 
and institutions can also identify target 
groups for fee reductions and priority 
admission (Figure 7). Sometimes these 
targeted measures are part of a wider 
programme, such as the resettlement 
and integration programme for refugee 
children in Ireland. They may cover all 
types of ECEC settings but sometimes 
they apply only to public or publicly 
funded centres. In some Member States, 
children living in poverty or children 
with special needs can attend early 
childhood education and care earlier and 
a few countries offer targeted one-year 
pre-primary programmes for children 
who have not attended early childhood 
education at all.

Figure 7– Criteria for offering fee reductions and priority 
admission to children under three, 2018-2019

Figure 6 – Percentage of total expenditure from private 
sources, 2018 or last year available
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