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Early childhood education and care in
family-friendly policies
SUMMARY

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) services for children – from birth to
compulsory primary school age – form an essential part of policies for work-life balance
and for better social cohesion. A policy mix of flexible labour market arrangements,
generous leave policies and quality ECEC services allows choices for parents, and at the
same time supports the healthy development of their children. Member States are
increasingly establishing well-functioning, efficient systems. Investing in early-years
services brings the greatest returns, and is generally more successful than later
remedial action.

Until recently, ECEC was mainly considered as a vehicle for helping parents, primarily
women, to (re)integrate into the labour market across the EU. Lately, there has been a
growing awareness about its multiple benefits for children's personal development and
social integration, including mitigating inequalities and preparing for later
employability. This is particularly the case for disadvantaged children. The quality of life
of young children is an important element in building smart, inclusive and productive
societies. Quality accessible ECEC is an indispensable part of ensuring a quality
childhood and building a resilient society.
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Glossary
Comprehensive systems of public policies: These link ECEC to other services concerned with
the welfare of young children and their families, such as compensation for direct and indirect
costs associated with the family, organisation of work and employment conditions.
Disadvantaged children: Children can be at risk of disadvantage because of their individual
circumstances or because they, or their families, belong to a group which is disadvantaged in
society. These children may include those with disabilities, with mental health problems, in
alternative care, at risk of neglect/abuse, undocumented child migrants/asylum-seekers, those
whose families live in poverty or are socially disadvantaged, those whose families have a
migrant and/or second language background, those whose families have limited access to
services, Roma and traveller children.
Early childhood education and care (ECEC): ECEC refers to any regulated arrangement that
provides education and care for children from birth to compulsory primary school age. This is
regardless of the setting, funding, opening hours or programme content, and includes centre1

and family day-care;2 privately and publicly funded provision; pre-school and pre-primary
provision.3

Quality early childhood education and care for quality childhood
For more than 20 years, in the European policy arena, ECEC has mainly been discussed
within the agenda of work-life balance, and has more recently appeared on the
education agenda. Until lately, the rationale behind the European policy on ECEC
focused mainly on female labour market participation and the number of childcare
places available. Strong arguments on ECEC's role in a child's personal development,
well-being and the mitigation of inequality, as well as combatting child and
intergenerational poverty, were often missing from the concept.
However, the increasing understanding of the educational and integrational effects of
early childhood services has encouraged an increasing number of Member States to take
major steps in the field. This has resulted in the transfer of competence for ECEC services,
for the entire age group from birth to compulsory school age, from ministries of social
affairs to ministries of education in an increasing number of Member States. It has also
meant, in contrast to previous practice,4 the integration of care and education, with more
attention being paid to the quality and educational content of care (see Figure 2).
Across Member States, participation rates in ECEC have been increasing over the last
two decades. While centre-based care is on the rise, ECEC provision remains diverse
across Europe (see Figure 1). In most Member States, ECEC is provided in a combination
of centres, schools and family day-care in private homes. The largest share of funding
for the sector comes from public sources, and governance responsibilities are often
shared between national, regional and local authorities.

What research says
Recent research on the economics of human development and social mobility emphasises the
importance of early life conditions in shaping multiple life skills. It also provides evidence on
critical and sensitive investment periods for shaping different skills. Neurobiological research
has shown that the plasticity of the brain is greatest during early childhood. Some argue that
the innate abilities of a child might already be fully developed before compulsory schooling
even begins and thereafter can only be improved at considerable cost and effort. Research also
shows the substantial social returns to be gained by breaking the cycle of transmitting
disadvantage between generations, and stresses the importance of intervention and the
influence of the family. These discoveries underline the importance of having a sufficiently
stimulating environment in the early years and its empowering effect for the individual and
society, particularly for those from a disadvantaged background.

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/economic-independence/economic-growth/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/school/early-childhood_en.htm
http://www.nber.org/papers/w11331
http://www-wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2012/05/24/000333038_20120524234213/Rendered/PDF/578760REPLACEM053783B09780821385265.pdf
http://ftp.iza.org/dp5050.pdf
http://www.nber.org/papers/w19925.pdf
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However, there is still some inconsistency in the literature concerning universal (for all) vs.
targeted (for certain groups) ECEC programmes. The benefits of universal programmes can be
greater for the disadvantaged than for the most advantaged. For the latter group, the benefits
can be lower than the costs. Income-targeted programmes may correct this problem, so that all
children can benefit. Lately, there is increasing agreement that the effect of family background
seems to influence children's educational attainment less in systems that provide universal
programmes.

What is quality in ECEC?
Universal early education can benefit both children and families, but quality is key for
success. Low quality ECEC can even be detrimental. Very often, children most in need
do not have access to good quality ECEC. Measures to improve the quality of ECEC are
often part of a set of family-friendly policies which facilitate access to affordable ECEC
places and improve its quality. This in turn increases the likelihood that these policies
will succeed.

There is no consensus on the meaning of quality in ECEC. Different platforms and
organisations define it in different ways. The work done by international bodies such as
UNICEF, UNESCO and the OECD, including the recently decided post-2015 UN
sustainable development goals, plays an important role in this. There is a growing
consensus that quality should be defined and measured by its effectiveness in
supporting young children’s development, in a manner desired by children themselves
and by their families, in a given cultural context. The extent to which policies and
programmes create environments that allow for the healthy development of children is
something which needs to be examined.

Major areas analysed in terms of quality environments are workforce, pedagogies and
the curriculum (i.e. educational guidelines), data collection coupled with research,
evaluation and monitoring, governance and funding, the engagement and work with
and for families, environment and physical settings, health, safety and hygiene, and,
increasingly, access and accessibility.

Three types of quality are distinguished:

 structural quality (health and safety, physical environment) of ECEC provision;
 the quality of the processes (relationships and interactions between children,

children and staff, children and parents) used in ECEC settings; and
 the outcomes (measures of children's development, school-readiness, language

abilities) as a result of ECEC provision.

Structural quality is measured widely and regularly across the Member States for
accountability purposes. There are some attempts to measure process quality and early
learning outcomes, including cognitive and socio-emotional skills.

European policy
European Commission and Council
ECEC cuts across several European policy areas and is linked to the agenda on equality
between men and women and the work-life balance agenda. It is equally related to the
skills agenda, to social inclusion and to policies on the integration of migrants.

The issue of early-years' services has been on the EU agenda since 1992. The Council
Recommendation on childcare suggested that Member States develop initiatives to
enable women and men to reconcile occupational, family and childcare responsibilities.

http://wol.iza.org/articles/promises-and-pitfalls-of-universal-early-education.pdf
http://wol.iza.org/articles/role-of-preschool-in-reducing-inequality/long
http://wol.iza.org/articles/role-of-preschool-in-reducing-inequality/long
http://bit.ly/1ZbFc5k
http://bit.ly/1ZbFc5k
http://www.unicef.org/ceecis/early_childhood_20562.html
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/strengthening-education-systems/early-childhood/quality/
http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/startingstrongiii-aqualitytoolboxforearlychildhoodeducationandcare.htm
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg4
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg4
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/archive/documents/ecec-quality-framework_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=1146
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/proposal-implementation-package/index_en.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A31992H0241
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A31992H0241
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The Parental Leave Directive (1996, revised 2010) established a minimum of three
months’ leave for both men and women (in addition to maternity leave). In 2002, the
Barcelona target on participation in ECEC was set. The European Employment Strategy
(1997) introduced measures for reconciling work and family life and strengthening
equal opportunities in the context of female employment. With the Lisbon agenda
(2000) a new 'flexicurity' strategy, connecting social policy with flexible labour markets,
as well as economic with demographic policies, was established. In 2011, the
Communication on ECEC launched work on it at European level in the education field.
The follow-up Council Conclusions endorsed this process.

In 2013 the Recommendation on investing in children highlighted the importance of
comprehensive services (including ECEC) for children from disadvantaged backgrounds
and for combatting poverty. The recommendation has helped to shift the attention of
these policies from the labour market towards the needs and interests of the children
and their families. In the context of comprehensive policy measures for families, the
Commission launched a consultation with social partners5 in November 2015 on a
possible new initiative on work-life balance. Prior to that, in August 2015, the
Commission published a Roadmap for the initiative ‘A new start to address the
challenges of work-life balance faced by working families’. The first results of the
consultation show that a significant group of social partners, representing employers
and workers, supports the idea of work-life balance and, within that, the expansion of
ECEC, but has different views on the need for legislation at European level. Most
recently, the Communication launching a consultation on a European Pillar on Social
Rights also calls for high-quality, accessible ECEC as part of its essential principles, which
should become a common feature for participating Member States when designing
their social and employment policies.

Apart from the earlier legal frameworks, various initiatives in recent years have
launched processes of peer-review and peer-learning, produced policy output, and
shifted the attention to quality ECEC as part of family-friendly, comprehensive policies.
In the education field, a working group of the European Commission and the Member
States proposed a series of key principles of a Quality Framework in ECEC. In the field of
employment, dialogue with Member States within a series of national seminars has
supported the implementation of the Recommendation. Peer-learning has also been
supported by the European Platform in Investing in Children.

In the last two years, several Member States have received country specific
recommendations (CSRs) on ECEC in the European Semester process: ten Member
States in 2014 and eight in 2015.6 The policy work and the European Semester process
have led several Member States to invest in ECEC projects and programmes. These are
financed in part by the European Structural and Investment Funds (especially the
European Regional Development Fund and the European Social Fund), the education
and training programme, Erasmus+, and, for further research so as to improve the
European knowledge base with regard to ECEC, by Horizon 2020. The new European
Fund for Strategic Investment also gives the possibility to invest in public-private
partnerships in ECEC.

The position of the European Parliament and of the Economic and Social Committee
The European Parliament has an ongoing interest in the issue of ECEC. In 2011 it
adopted a resolution that called for children's needs and best interests to be placed at
the heart of ECEC and education policy-making, in addition to support for parents. The

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32010L0018
http://bit.ly/1TKDdDy
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=101&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=102&langId=en
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0066
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011XG0615(04)
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32013H0112
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=2380
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/roadmaps/docs/2015_just_012_new_initiative_replacing_maternity_leave_directive_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1460472653086&uri=CELEX:52016DC0127
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1460472653086&uri=CELEX:52016DC0127
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/archive/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/archive/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/archive/documents/ecec-quality-framework_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/archive/documents/ecec-quality-framework_en.pdf
http://campus2.eipa.eu/main/course_home/course_home.php?cidReq=SOCINCL1428500
http://europa.eu/epic/
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/making-it-happen/
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/funding/
http://ec.europa.eu/education/opportunities/index_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/h2020-sections
http://www.eib.org/efsi/index.htm
http://www.eib.org/efsi/index.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2011-231
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resolution also called for immediate access to ECEC programmes to be given to the
children of asylum seekers and refugees in order to ensure that their life chances are
not restricted from the outset. Finally, it pointed to the comprehensive nature of
successful policies that combine ECEC with maternity and paternity leave of sufficient
length, and efficient and flexible labour market policies. It therefore called for a
European Framework on ECEC which respects the Member States’ cultural diversity and
highlights shared goals and values. The European Commission’s work with the Member
States, which resulted in the proposal for a quality framework in ECEC, is an important
step in this direction. More recently, an own-initiative report by the Committee for
Employment and Social Affairs (rapporteur Maria Arena, S&D, Belgium), due for
adoption in plenary in May 2016, on the implementation of the parental leave directive
emphasises that, alongside legislative measures, high-quality accessible ECEC is
indispensable for achieving a work-life balance.

In 2010, the European Economic and Social Committee adopted an opinion on ECEC
which put ECEC into the broader context of family friendly policies and of combatting
poverty. It also emphasised the importance of children's rights to these services under
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child to which all Member States are
signatories.

Stakeholder positions
Some stakeholders working on child poverty and children's rights, such as Eurochild,
European Social Network, Save the Children and PICUM, argue for high-quality and
affordable ECEC for all. They want to see more child-centred policy-making within the
EU and the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. In a
Manifesto issued in 2015, fourteen international and European child rights’
organisations called for greater priority and focus to be given to children within the
European Semester and the Europe 2020 governance mechanism and for EU funds to
directly benefit children.

Some initiatives enhance cooperation between stakeholders and MEPs. For more direct
involvement in child-related policies an Intergroup on Children's Rights was established
for the current (2014-2019) parliamentary term which fosters exchanges between MEPs
and civil society. This new intergroup aims to promote children’s rights, and ensure that
the best interest of the child is taken into account in all EU internal and external actions.
The Alliance for Childhood Network, a European network that works as part of a global
network on issues related to good quality childhood, has been running a working group
at the European Parliament for more than ten years, with regular involvement of MEPs.

What Member States are doing
Participation in ECEC
Participation in ECEC across the EU is regularly monitored by the European Commission
according to the European benchmark and the Barcelona target. The European
benchmark focuses on the pre-primary age group in the Education and Training 2020
strategic framework, and considers that by 2020 95 % of children between the age of
four and compulsory school age should be in ECEC. The Barcelona target covers the
whole age group and was agreed by the Barcelona European Council in 2002. It
stipulates that by 2010 33 % of children under the age of three, and 90 % of children
between three and compulsory school age, should be in formal childcare.

http://www.oeil.ep.parl.union.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2015/2097(INI)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2016/581989/EPRS_ATA%282016%29581989_EN.pdf
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.soc-opinions.14770
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
http://www.eurochild.org/
http://www.esn-eu.org/home/index.html
https://www.savethechildren.net/eu-office
http://picum.org/en
http://www.eurochild.org/fileadmin/public/user_upload/Dutch_EU_recommendations.pdf
http://www.childrightsmanifesto.eu/manifesto
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/pdf/intergroupes/VIII_LEG_04_Childrens_rights.pdf
http://www.allianceforchildhood.eu/
http://www.allianceforchildhood.eu/ep-working-group
http://bit.ly/1VJCUMX
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130531_barcelona_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/index_en.htm
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Data shows that as children get older, participation rates increase. The EU as a whole is
close to meeting the European benchmark, with several Member States having already
exceeded it. For the youngest children in 2013, the EU average was still below the
target, however, with 28 % of children aged 0-2 attending formal childcare, and just
nine Member States reaching the Barcelona target (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 – Participation in early education by age

Data source: Education and Training Monitor, European Commission, 2015.

Quality of ECEC across the EU
Governance and related funding mechanisms greatly influence the quality of ECEC,
particularly accessibility, affordability, workforce, and curriculum delivery. Having the
governance under one ministry (see Figure 2, in blue) contributes generally to more
efficient and coherent workforce education, curriculum design and delivery and to the
integration of care and education; this in turn leads to better learning environments and
child outcomes. In more than half of the systems, however, responsibilities for the
governance and funding of ECEC are divided between different ministries (see Figure 2,
in yellow). Finally, in some systems, only workforce and/or curriculum design are
integrated (see Figure 2, striped).

http://bit.ly/1X85mYf
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Most Member States have committed
themselves to securing accessibility and
affordability for all children by providing legal
entitlement (i.e. securing a right to a place
independently of parents' employment, socio-
economic and family status and making it
affordable), or by making it compulsory at a
certain age.

The ECEC workforce working within ECEC is
very diverse and often not qualified for the
job. Although there is no simple relationship
between high workforce qualifications and
better pedagogical quality, as many other
factors also contribute, some studies show
that highly qualified workforce can have a
positive influence on those who work with
them, including less qualified workforce, and thus on the learning environment of the
children. Consequently, Member States are increasingly setting higher qualification
levels for workforce working in ECEC.

To ensure age-appropriate learning, Member States are issuing curricula or educational
guidelines with learning objectives, teaching and learning approaches, and desired
outcomes. All Member States issue official educational guidelines to help ECEC improve
their provision. However, in around a quarter of them educational guidelines or curricula
are not provided for settings for children under three.

Parents are the primary carers of their children, thus the way services work with them is
key to their quality. Successful services work in partnership with the parents. The practice
in most Member States is to have bilateral meetings with the parents, with one third of
the systems having home-learning guidance and twelve countries having home visits.7

Remaining challenges
The current mass migration combined with demographic challenges (i.e. an aging
population, low fertility rates, and increasing longevity in rich countries and rapid
population growth in poor countries) brings issues of inequality, security and sense of
identity even more to the fore. There are several ways in which families with small children
can be supported so that the needs of both the children and their parents are met. ECEC is
also identified as one of the quick and low cost means to ease the journey towards migrant
integration. However, there is no one-size-fits-all solution. Therefore, the policy challenge
is to find frames in which we can have better policy outcomes for children, their families,
and society as a whole. In terms of ECEC, the issues which most affect parents' choices are
price (59%), availability (58%), proximity and opening hours (41%) and quality (27%).

In the early years, and particularly in the case of disadvantaged children,
multidisciplinary work is essential, involving paediatricians, nurses, psychologists, social
workers and other professionals. ECEC policies need to be linked to broader policies on
employment, health and social issues so as to improve the life chances of these children
and their families. The latest study (2015) by Eurofound on inclusive ECEC practices
explains how multi-agency work, i.e. partnerships between ECEC, social services and
NGOs, can improve the outreach to children in vulnerable situations. This in turn allows

Figure 2 – Governance of ECEC

Source: ECEC in Europe, Eurydice, 2015.

http://ec.europa.eu/education/library/study/2011/core_en.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/49322232.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/49322232.pdf
http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/documents/thematic_reports/191EN.pdf
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/structural-indicators-for-monitoring-education-and-training-systems-in-europe-2015-pbEC0415720/?CatalogCategoryID=QN4KABste0YAAAEjFZEY4e5L
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/structural-indicators-for-monitoring-education-and-training-systems-in-europe-2015-pbEC0415720/?CatalogCategoryID=QN4KABste0YAAAEjFZEY4e5L
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/starting-strong-iii/engaging-families-and-communities_9789264123564-7-en
http://wol.iza.org/articles/childcare-choices-and-child-development.pdf
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/immigrant-students-at-school_9789264249509-en;jsessionid=mkse65ck085p.x-oecd-live-03
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/immigrant-students-at-school_9789264249509-en;jsessionid=mkse65ck085p.x-oecd-live-03
http://europa.eu/epic/studies-reports/docs/rr-554-dg-employment-childcare-brief-v-0-16-final.pdf
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/european-quality-of-life-surveys-eqls/european-quality-of-life-survey-2012
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/school/doc/ecec-report_en.pdf
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_publication/field_ef_document/ef1512en.pdf
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for real participation and engagement of the children in these services. The family
centres in Germany or Sweden, for example, offer a complete range of support. They
include a childcare centre, combined with other services for parents and children, such
as early education, adult education and parent support.
Quality ECEC is expensive,8 as one child in ECEC costs as much or even more than one in
primary or secondary education. However, it is considered more beneficial in terms of
cost efficiency than later remedial action, such as second chance education, reduction
of class size, job training or psychological treatment. Nevertheless, governments tend to
invest increasingly more in children's education as the children get older. More attention
could be given in that respect to children under three, as there are particularly big gaps
between supply and demand for quality ECEC places for this age group.
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Endnotes
1 Centre-based ECEC provision encompasses provision that is within the regulatory framework and is provided

outside the home. The services provided are most commonly referred to as nurseries, day-care centres, crèches and
kindergartens (adapted from Starting Strong III: A Quality Toolbox for Early Childhood Education and Care, OECD).

2 Home-based ECEC provision refers to publicly regulated ECEC provision that is delivered in a provider's home.
Regulations usually require providers to meet minimum health, safety and nutrition standards. Home-based
provision excludes in-home care (i.e. care which occurs in the child's own home), even where such provision must
comply with basic quality standards (e.g. accreditation of staff) (adapted from ECEC Systems in Europe, National
Information Sheets, 2014-15, (Eurydice, 2015).

3 The new International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) classification system defines ISCED level 0
programmes as those that target children below the age of entry into ISCED level 1 (i.e. primary school). This is used
to collect data from 2014 onwards.

4 Before, the trend was that care was provided more for children under the age of three, and education for children
between the age of three and compulsory primary school age.

5 Parallel to that, a public consultation was also launched on the same subject.
6 2014 (AT, BG, CZ, DE, EE, IE, PL, RO, SK, UK); 2015 (AT, BG, CZ, EE, IE, RO, SK, UK).
7 This data is based on the report on the latest structural indicators. Data is collected according to whether central

regulations/recommendations and/or curriculum for ECEC specify these support measures for parents.
8 OECD estimates that annual expenditure in OECD countries averages USD 8 008/child for children older than three,

and USD 12 324/child for those under three. This average comes from both public and private sources for children
in public and private institutions. The average for primary education is USD 8 247/child. Education at a glance 2015,
OECD Indicators, p. 220 (indicator B1. 1a) and p. 328 (Table C2.3).
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