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Making childcare affordable and accessible can help support optimal development in young
children, drive economic growth and job creation, promote gender equality, reduce poverty,
as well as secure long-lasting returns on child health and well-being. This evidence underscores
a huge opportunity that governments have to secure significant gains for their citizens and
economies through strategic investment in childcare. Bridging the current childcare gap, which
impacts over 40% of all young children globally, is a foundational investment that promises
multisectoral returns in human capital development, labor market productivity, and long-term
poverty alleviation (World Bank, 2021). By committing to ensuring widespread access to high-
quality childcare, governments can unlock the full economic and social potential currently
unrealized by millions.

This knowledge, coupled with a greater Key Messages:

understanding of the childcare gap, has ignited e Providing childcare is a transformative
significant global momentum for childcare policy economic investment for achieving gender
dialogue and action. Now is the time for parity because it helps reduce the unpaid
governments to translate this awareness into care load and unlocks the potential to boost
action through policy changes and new national and family revenues.

investments at the national level that guarantee
widespread access to childcare, thereby equitably
delivering associated benefits to all.

e Investing in childcare is a high-yield
economic strategy offering dividends for
multiple ministries, including education,

Some countries have already positioned childcare health, finance, labor, and social

as a public good through strong policies, EECE.

investments, and systems. This brief showcases e Adopting and implementing policies

some of these practical policy and financing focused on affordability, availability, and
recommendations to help policymakers take inclusivity of childcare can be done through
decisive action and establish childcare as a strategies such as direct support to families,
national public good in their context. increased infrastructure, professionalization

of the workforce, and parental leave.


https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/03/04/nearly-350-million-children-lack-quality-childcare-in-the-world

What Is at Stake?

Despite significant evidence outlining the
multisectoral benefits and high returns of
childcare, the lack of affordable, accessible
childcare remains a pressing global crisis. For
millions of children and families, lack of access to
high-quality childcare services limits opportunities
to support child development and actively
participate in the workforce. This reality is the
result of chronic underinvestment, market
failures, and policy neglect.

Across the global majority, childcare is largely a
disjointed effort between governments and the
private sector, with the bulk of this responsibility
is shouldered by individual households. Unless
urgent national action is taken, childcare access
will remain limited, of poor quality, financially
out-of-reach for many families, and with an
underdeveloped workforce primarily comprising
women and girls who are underpaid and exploited.
The cost of inaction includes reduced
developmental potential of children, unrealized
women’s empowerment, and deferred socio-
economic gains. It is an opportunity that
governments cannot afford to miss.

What Are the Returns on Investment?
Evidence from various studies highlights the
following transformational effects of childcare on
children, women, and society that help countries
achieve multiple sustainable development goals.

FOR CHILDREN:

e Improved child development outcomes:
Young children require a stable, nurturing
environment with responsive care from
attentive adults who can keep them safe,
well-nourished, healthy, and learning. By
ensuring access to safe and stimulating
environments, high-quality childcare can
support a child's emotional, physical, social,

and cognitive growth during the early, critical
years of life (World Bank, 2020). This
investment builds human capital and promotes
equity by directly impacting an individual's
lifelong economic, health, and social outcomes
(World Bank, 2020; Heckman Equation, 2016).

e Increased educational attainment: High-
quality childcare impacts educational
outcomes by improving school readiness and
promoting better lifelong learning (World
Bank, 2020). Conversely, a lack of high-quality
early learning contributes to "learning
poverty,” where an estimated 53% of children
in low- and middle-income countries are
unable to comprehend a simple story by the
end of primary school. A lack of childcare also
negatively affects the school attendance of
older siblings, particularly girls (World Bank
2020).

FOR WOMEN:

e Increased access to decent work for women:
Investing in childcare boosts the economy by
increasing and improving female labor force
participation and enabling mothers to enter
the formal sector without wage penalties (ILO,
2023; World Bank, 2020; World Bank,
2021).This investment is cost-effective, with
governments having the potential to recoup up
to about 19% of the investment costs through
the increased tax revenue (e.g., income,
payroll, and consumption taxes) generated by
the higher employment and wages that result
from the childcare system (International
Journal of Childcare and Education Policy,
2022). In addition, by expanding the childcare
workforce, governments are projected to
create 43 million jobs globally, with the
potential for up to 299 million jobs by 2035
(World Bank, 2020).

e Reduced economic gender gap: Widespread
access to high-quality childcare is foundational
to reducing the global economic gender gap.
Currently, women spend 3.2 times more on
unpaid care work than men, a responsibility
that prevents 42% of working-age women
globally from performing paid work (World
Bank, 2023; OXFAM, 2020). As a result of this
disparity, women aged 25-34 are 22% more
likely to live in extreme poverty than men
(OXFAM, 2020). This lack of participation
leaves the Economic Participation and
Opportunity subindex only 61% closed globally,
imposing a heavy, hidden "tax on global



https://hdl.handle.net/10986/35062
https://hdl.handle.net/10986/35062
https://heckmanequation.org/
https://hdl.handle.net/10986/35062
https://hdl.handle.net/10986/35062
https://hdl.handle.net/10986/35062
https://hdl.handle.net/10986/35062
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/%40dgreports/%40gender/documents/briefingnote/wcms_900115.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/%40dgreports/%40gender/documents/briefingnote/wcms_900115.pdf
https://hdl.handle.net/10986/35062
https://hdl.handle.net/10986/36479
https://hdl.handle.net/10986/36479
https://rdcu.be/eIQxf
https://rdcu.be/eIQxf
https://rdcu.be/eIQxf
https://hdl.handle.net/10986/35062
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/40184
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/40184
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/620928/bp-time-to-care-inequality-200120-summ-en.pdf
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/620928/bp-time-to-care-inequality-200120-summ-en.pdf

growth” by restraining productivity and 2000 and 2010 (World Bank, 2021). Therefore,

underutilizing talent (World Economic Forum, by prioritizing low-cost or free childcare
2025). options, governments can help to break the
intergenerational cycle of poverty linked to
FOR SOCIETY: poor early learning outcomes (World Bank
e Poverty reduction: Access to high-quality 2023).
childcare provides a crucial pathway out of
poverty for vulnerable families by enabling e High return on investment: Investing in high-
parents to secure stable, decent jobs (World quality childcare for children from birth to age
Bank, 2020). When women earn their own five is one of the most effective public
income, they tend to channel more resources investments a country can make, yielding a
directly toward their children’s health and strong return on investment that can reach up
education (World Bank, 2020). This to 13% annually for every $1 invested, by
empowerment has a significant and significantly improving long-term outcomes for
measurable impact. For example, rising female children, particularly in disadvantaged families
labor income in Latin America accounted for (Heckman Equation, 2016). Public expenditure
28% of the region’s inequality reduction and savings and increased revenues are beneficial
30% of extreme poverty reduction between to communities and the country as a whole.

What Can Policymakers Do?

Realizing the benefits of childcare for children, women, and society, requires policymakers to adopt
comprehensive national policies that establish childcare as a public good. This necessitates development of
national policy frameworks, budget allocations, implementation plans, and coordination mechanisms that
cut across various ministries, including education, health, finance, labor, and social protection. By assigning
clear responsibilities across ministries, governments can effectively guarantee widespread availability,
affordability, accessibility, and high-quality childcare for all young children.

To strengthen childcare systems, policymakers should take the following actions:

Establish structured national frameworks for childcare quality and regulation.

|—_|J Define mandatory national standards for quality, accessibility, and affordability across all types of
childcare provision (i.e., public, private, and community-based). This action will create a robust
mechanism for licensing and regulation, thereby preventing uneven service provision and
supporting all children to reach their developmental potential.

| f ’I Formalize and professionalize the childcare workforce.

LHfl{ Address key issues affecting the workforce (i.e., low wages, poor working conditions, and
exploitation) by establishing a framework for fair employment conditions. Governments should
create training, certification, and career progression pathways for childcare workers, recognizing
them as professional educators and increasing their compensation which will improve retention
and quality service delivery.

Invest in integrated care infrastructure and social protection.

Integrate childcare, healthcare, and education systems to advance child development by
establishing ‘one-stop-shop’ centers for service delivery and unified enrollment/referral protocols
so that families access seamless, comprehensive support. In addition, governments should expand
social protection systems like universal child benefits, parental leave, and employment programs
to promote decent work for parents.
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Mobilize adequate public investment and complementary financing.

. Allocate funds for childcare infrastructure, workforce, subsidies, monitoring, etc. across different
sector budgets to facilitate widespread implementation and impact of inclusive childcare
services. Incentivize or mandate private sector businesses to contribute to childcare provision
through funding and delivery. ldentify and leverage other innovative financing mechanisms to
complement public funds and ensure equity and sustainability.
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What Has Worked in Other Countries?

Some countries around the world have already taken steps to strengthen childcare systems and their
examples can guide policymakers. Lessons learned are grouped into three strategic recommendations:

Strategies

Country examples

1. Provide financial support to families to make services affordable.

Childcare subsidies and fee reduction:
Governments fund private childcare providers to
reduce fees for families and/or implement
temporary fee reductions during economic crises.

Australia’s Child Care Subsidy (CCS) program pays a
percentage of childcare fees directly to providers, reducing the
out-of-pocket cost for eligible families.

Financial support to families: Governments give
families financial aid through refundable income
tax credits, family allowances, or conditional cash
transfers for vulnerable populations.

Public childcare centers: Governments fund the
establishment and operation of public childcare
centers, ensuring widespread availability and
accessibility across all regions.

Brazil’s Bolsa Familia Program provides cash transfers to low-
income mothers that is conditional on their children attending
school and receiving required health check-ups and
vaccinations.

Chile's Salas Cuna and Jardines Infantiles program involves
the government directly funding the construction and operation
of a nationwide network of high-quality, free public centers
primarily for children from low-income families.

Integrated services: Governments expand
services by offering childcare options integrated
with other public services, such as health clinics
or primary schools.

India’s Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) is a
national program that delivers an integrated package of health,
nutrition, and preschool education services through local
community centers (Anganwadi Centres) to children under age
six and mothers in vulnerable communities.

Childcare infrastructure development: Policies
direct government funds towards essential
infrastructure needed at and around childcare
facilities.

3. Set labor standards to compensate for the
Care workforce professionalization and
protection: Governments implement policies to
invest in professional training and certification of
the childcare workforce.

Kenya's integrated ECD policy is a multisectoral framework
guiding government investment in physical infrastructure at
childcare centers, specifically prioritizing key services like
water, sanitation, and hygiene to create a safe environment.

skill and expertise required for care work.
Ecuador's government-funded programs offer childcare workers
formal educational pathways and certified, ongoing job training
and simultaneously adopted laws that legally recognize and
secure workers' rights, including minimum wage, social security,
and protection against exploitation.
South Africa’s legal protections for domestic workers align with
ILO standards.

Parental and care-supporting workplace
provisions: Legal frameworks require companies
to provide paid parental leave that encourages
equitable caregiving and/or provide on-site
childcare facilities and childcare benefits.

Chile's comprehensive paid parental leave framework
includes 18 weeks of full-pay maternity leave and an additional
transferable postnatal parental leave that can be shared with
the father. It also mandates care-supporting workplace
structures like flexible work hours and on-site childcare.

Sri Lanka's labor laws require employers with a specified
number of female employees to provide on-site or near-site

childcare facilities (créches) for young children.

The diverse examples presented show that the path to implementation is not one-size-fits-all. While the
principles of quality, affordability, and accessibility remain universal, countries must adapt and localize the
proposed policy and financing mechanisms to fit their specific national context, fiscal realities, and the
varied needs of families, particularly those in the informal economy.
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