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An increased focus has been placed on the topic of 
childcare and its affordability in Ireland in recent 
years. Childcare refers to non-parental care provided 
to children before they enter the formal education 
system (also known as Early Learning and Care 
(ELC)) and care provided to children in formal 
education, outside of school hours (also known as 
School-Age Childcare (SAC)).

Ireland has been criticised for its lack of affordable 
childcare by international institutions1 and it has also 
become a widely debated topic domestically. Ireland 
has been found to have the highest childcare costs 
in the EU. Recent data estimates that,the average full-
time fee was €184 a week in 2019.2

The European Commission have pointed to this as 
a contributing factor to Ireland’s relatively low 
labour market participation rate, which leads to 
an underutilisation of Ireland’s workers.3 The OECD 
have advised that measures should be taken to 
increase the availability of affordable childcare and 
incentivise labour market participation.4 

This paper explores:

•  Why public money is used for childcare; 

•  The childcare market in Ireland;

•  Current spending and childcare programmes; 

•  The impact on prices and labour market  
participation.

The PBO will also identify a number of outstanding 
questions regarding childcare in Ireland and propose 
areas for further research.

1 European Commission (2019) Country Report 
Ireland 
2 DCYA (2019) Press Release: Minister Zappone publishes 
new data on the cost of early learning and care and school-
age childcare to families
3 European Commission (2019) Country Report Ireland
4 OECD (2018) Economic Survey of Ireland 

Why is public money used for childcare? 

The purpose of public spending is to fund goods and 
services which benefit society. Although individuals 
may also benefit from public spending, there must be 
some societal benefit to justify the spending.

Investing in childcare has been linked to two main 
societal benefits:

•  Promoting childhood development

•  Higher labour market participation

Childhood Development
Investing in childcare at an early age has been 
found to provide returns in terms of child 
development, when the care received is of high 
quality. Several studies have found that high quality 
pre-school can result in better outcomes for the child 
in later life. For example, high quality pre-school has 
been found to be linked to better health outcomes, 
higher future wages and reduced risky behaviour such 
as smoking or alcohol consumption.5

The Perry Preschool Program is one of the most 
frequently cited programmes in research. It took 
children from disadvantaged backgrounds and 
provided high quality pre-schooling to half of the 
children. This study followed the children into 
adulthood and found that children who received 
the pre-schooling were more likely to finish high 
school, earn higher wages, own a home and less 
likely to engage in criminal activity, compared to the 
disadvantaged children who did not receive the pre-
schooling. 

The programme was found to have positive economic 
returns to investment as every $1 USD spent was 
associated with a between $4 to $16 USD of benefit.6 

5 OECD (2011) Investing in high-quality early childhood 
education and care 
6 Heckman et al. (2009) The Rate of Return to the High/
Scope Perry Preschool Program 

Childcare in Ireland: 
An Analysis of Market Dynamics, Public Programmes and Accessibility
PBO Publication 70 of 2019

Introduction

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-country-report-ireland_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-country-report-ireland_en.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/675a67-minister-zappone-publishes-new-data-on-the-cost-of-early-learning-an/
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/675a67-minister-zappone-publishes-new-data-on-the-cost-of-early-learning-an/
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/675a67-minister-zappone-publishes-new-data-on-the-cost-of-early-learning-an/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-country-report-ireland_en.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/economy/ireland-economic-snapshot/
https://www.oecd.org/education/school/48980282.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/school/48980282.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w15471.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w15471.pdf


2

Labour Market Participation
The availability of affordable, high quality childcare 
can affect an individual’s decision to enter or stay 
out of the work force. Numerous studies have 
found that lack of available childcare negatively 
affects labour market participation, for women in 
particular.7,8,9

Ultimately, this decision to enter or stay out of the 
labour market is for each individual parent to make. 
However, policies which lead to more affordable 
childcare can remove one potential barrier to 
employment.

Ireland’s total participation rate is currently higher 
than the EU average at 62% for those aged 15 and 
over. However, Ireland’s participation rate for 25 – 
44 year olds is lower than the EU average for both 
men and women. This means that compared to EU 
countries, for the prime working age group, there is 
a larger number of people in Ireland who are neither 
in employment nor seeking work. Figure 1 shows 
the participation rate of 25 – 44 year olds in Ireland, 
Sweden and Italy, along with the EU average.

Figure 1. Participation Rate of 25-44 Year Olds

Source: PBO calculations on ILO statistics.

7 Chevalier & Viitanen (2002) The Causality Between 
Labour Market Participation and Availability of 
Childcare 
8 Connolly (1992) The Effect of Childcare Costs on 
Married Women’s Labour Force Participation 
9 Givord & Marbot (2015) Does the cost of childcare affect 
female labour market participation 

Sweden has one of the highest participation rates 
in the EU while Italy has one of the lowest. Ireland’s 
participation is below the EU average for this age 
group, although it has been nearing the EU average in 
recent years (as well as surpassing its previous peak in 
2007).

Figure 2. Difference between participation rate of 
Male (25-44) and Female (25-44)

Source: PBO calculations on ILO statistics.

The difference in participation rates between men 
and women has been decreasing in recent years in 
Ireland, which can be seen in Figure 2. This can be 
explained by an increasing trend overtime in female 
labour participation but also by a decrease in the 
participation of younger men.

However, the gender gap is still slightly larger than 
the EU average and still quite a bit larger than the 
difference seen in the top performing country, 
Sweden.

Lowering the cost of childcare through 
policies directed at childcare can help increase 
participation leading to benefits such as increased 
revenue from income taxes and reduced 
depreciation of work skills by minimising time spent 
out of the labour market after having a child. This in 
turn can have positive effects on an individual’s future 
earnings.
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Overview of childcare market in Ireland 

Demand for Childcare
It is estimated that there are 313 thousand children 
aged under 5 in Ireland.10 It is assumed that the 
majority of these children are not in the formal school 
system yet and therefore require full time care either 
from parents or from childcare providers.

There are an estimated 568 thousand children aged 
between 5 and 12 currently, who likely receive some 
level of formal education but may require formal 
childcare outside of school hours.

The fertility rate is decreasing in Ireland and the 
number of children is expected to decrease in coming 
years.

There are no official statistics on how many of 
these children receive some form of childcare. 
However, the Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs (DCYA) collect survey data from providers 
and report that 203 thousand children availed of a 
funded Early Learning and School-Age Childcare 
Programme in 2017/2018.11 Of this total number of 
children availing of services, 156 thousand were aged 
under 5 while 47 thousand were aged 5 and over.12

Public funding is only provided for programmes 
offered through Tusla-registered providers. Other 
forms of childcare such as childcare provided by 
relatives or unregistered childminders  are not 
covered by publicly funded childcare subsidies or 
schemes. Therefore, complete data on how many 
children are receiving childcare overall or how many 
providers there are, is not available.

As DCYA Programmes cover only registered 
childcare providers, the figure of 156 thousand 
children under 5 receiving childcare is an 
underestimation of how many children receive 
childcare in Ireland.

Using Growing Up in Ireland survey data, the ESRI13  
report that of children aged three, half received some 
form of non-parental childcare. Of the children 
receiving childcare:

10 Estimated using 2016 Census figures F2 fertility 
assumptions.
11 DCYA (2018) Early Years Sector Profile Report 
12 ibid. p.62 
13 ESRI (2018) Maternal employment and the cost of 
childcare in Ireland 

•  54% received centre-based care,

•  23% received care from childminders (registered 
and unregistered) and;

•  23% received childcare from a relative.

The percentage breakdown of types of childcare 
used, likely differs depending on the age of the child. 
However, these findings do highlight that a significant 
proportion of childcare is supplied through informal 
providers.14

Using these figures, if we take a conservative 
estimate that 25% of 3 year olds receive childcare 
from informal providers, this adds an additional 
15 thousand children to the estimated demand for 
childcare.

It should also be noted that only the number of 
children that demand childcare are being analysed. A 
more appropriate measure of demand would take into 
account both the number of children and the hours of 
childcare required. The hours of childcare needed has 
large implications for the resources required to meet 
the demand.

The ESRI have also found evidence of unmet need 
for childcare in Ireland.15 Using EU-SILC survey data 
from 2016, they found that 16% of families do not 
have all their childcare needs currently met, with 
the main reason being affordability. Lone parents 
and working-age families with a disability were more 
likely to report unmet need than other families.

Overall, this suggests that the actual demand for 
childcare is larger than figures of enrolments 
collected by DCYA.

Supply of Childcare
Data from the Annual Early Years Service Profile 
found that there were 214 thousand childcare 
spaces in 2017/2018.16 These figures only account 
for places provided by Tusla-registered childcare 
providers. This is larger than the current number 
of children receiving State supported childcare 
however, the number of vacant places is less than the 
year previously. This suggests that demand may be 
increasing faster than supply, despite the decreasing 
number of children. This means that capacity issues 
may arise in the future.
14 ibid.  
15 ESRI (2019) Access to Childcare and Home Care 
Services across Europe 
16 DCYA (2018) Early Years Sector Profile Report 

https://www.pobal.ie/app/uploads/2018/11/Early-Years-Sector-Profile-Report-2017-2018.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/publications/maternal-employment-and-the-cost-of-childcare-in-ireland
https://www.esri.ie/publications/maternal-employment-and-the-cost-of-childcare-in-ireland
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/2019-08-29-Access%20To%20Care%20Services%20Final%20Version%202.0_1.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/2019-08-29-Access%20To%20Care%20Services%20Final%20Version%202.0_1.pdf
https://www.pobal.ie/app/uploads/2018/11/Early-Years-Sector-Profile-Report-2017-2018.pdf
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In terms of geographical variation in supply of 
childcare, providers by county are operating between 
86% (Offaly) to 97% (Carlow) capacity for 0-3 year 
olds, with the majority of counties operating between 
90% and 96% capacity.17  Supply is even more 
constrained for 3 to 5 year olds, with capacity over 
98% in some counties (Sligo, Longford). The majority 
of counties are operating at over 95% capacity for 3 to 
5 year olds.

There is large variation when it comes to 
the geographical distribution of registered 
childminders. Limerick has the largest number of 
registered childminders at 21, and Leitrim and Offaly 
have no registered childminders.

It is not known how many unregistered childminders 
are currently providing childcare services and 
whether the numbers vary greatly by region.

The geographical variation in supply of different 
types of childcare seen highlights the important 
point that not all childcare options are available to 
all people. For example, a person may not have access 
to a relative to mind their children, there may not 
be certain childminding options available in certain 
areas or certain jobs which require non-traditional 
work hours might mean that some formal childcare 
arrangements are not suitable.

Cost of Childcare
As previously stated, the cost of childcare in Ireland 
has been found to be one of the highest among high 
income countries,18 although different sources state 
different estimates of the cost of childcare.

The DCYA report that across different types of 
childcare providers, the average cost of full day 
childcare was €184 a week, average part time was 
€110 a week in 2019.19 This represents an increase of 
3.6% and 8% respectively compared to the previous 
year.

Different types of childcare providers have different 
costs associated with them. One Irish study20 has 
found that care from relatives is associated with low 
or no costs.
17 Data sourced from Pobal Early Years Survey 
18 OECD (2017) Starting Strong
19 DCYA (2019) Press Release: Minister Zappone 
publishes new data on the cost of early learning and care 
and school-age childcare to families 
20 ESRI (2018) Maternal employment and the cost of 
childcare in Ireland 

Childminders in the home was found to be the most 
expensive form of care, followed by childminders 
outside the home and centre based care.21 They found 
that half of care provided by relatives had no cost 
while the other half cost an average of €90 a week.

In 2015 it was estimated that up to 41% of disposable 
income is spent on childcare in Ireland in the case of 
a lone mother with two children and low earnings.22

It is unclear why the cost of childcare is so high in 
Ireland. Low supply relative to demand is likely one 
contributing factor. There may be several motivating 
factors for the low supply of childcare such as high 
running costs for providers, however data on private 
earnings of childcare providers were not available for 
analysis.

The model of childcare in Ireland and the level of 
state investment is also likely to somewhat explain 
the high costs seen. When comparing internationally, 
different countries have different models of childcare 
in place. In some countries, public expenditure 
on childcare is high and childcare is largely state 
provided. In Sweden, for example, over 50% of 
childcare is state provided and covers full time care. 
This places a low-cost burden on parents which likely 
motivates the high labour market participation seen.

Alternatively, other countries spend less public 
money on childcare and provide little public services. 
In Italy, for example, only 15% of childcare is provided 
by the state, and even public childcare is associated 
with high costs.23 The supply of public childcare 
is very low relative to the demand in all regions in 
Italy, leading to long waiting lists. Private childcare 
is available, but costs are higher. Informal childcare 
arrangements are relied on heavily in Italy and make 
up a large proportion of the childcare used. These 
availability and cost issues likely contribute to the low 
female participation rate in Italy.

Like Italy, Ireland has been found to rely on informal 
childcare arrangements such as care from relatives, 
however, to a lesser degree than seen in Italy.24 
Compared to Sweden, Ireland invests significantly less 
public funding to childcare, which may largely explain 
the differences in childcare arrangements between 
these two countries.
21 ibid.
22 European Commission (2019) Country Report 
Ireland 
23 European Commission (2017) Female labour supply and 
childcare in Italy 
24 Janta (2014) Caring for Children in Europe 

https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiN2FjZDZhNGUtNmE3NS00NDI5LTg5YjctNTgzMTMxNDBhNDgzIiwidCI6ImFlYWU1NDM2LWE5OTctNDg5Zi1iMGUxLWFlMjgzY2VkNDdmNyIsImMiOjh9
https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/starting-strong-2017_9789264276116-en#page112
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/675a67-minister-zappone-publishes-new-data-on-the-cost-of-early-learning-an/
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/675a67-minister-zappone-publishes-new-data-on-the-cost-of-early-learning-an/
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/675a67-minister-zappone-publishes-new-data-on-the-cost-of-early-learning-an/
https://www.esri.ie/publications/maternal-employment-and-the-cost-of-childcare-in-ireland
https://www.esri.ie/publications/maternal-employment-and-the-cost-of-childcare-in-ireland
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-country-report-ireland_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-country-report-ireland_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/sites/jrcsh/files/jrc105554.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/sites/jrcsh/files/jrc105554.pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.458.2917&rep=rep1&type=pdf
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Ireland has been found to have the second lowest 
public spending on early childhood education 
and care in the OECD.25 It must be noted that 
expenditure across countries is not exactly 
comparable because in many countries, children don’t 
start school until 6 or 7 and therefore expenditure 
on education below this is categorised as pre-
school expenditure. It is also important to note that 
expenditure is measured as a percentage of GDP and 
this is recognised as a misleading indicator in the 
Irish context.

The Irish model relies heavily on private providers 
of childcare, with relatively few public or 
community provided childcare places. In theory, a 
model entailing the public provision of childcare may 
lead to lower childcare costs for families than a model 
based on private providers as these will generally 
aim to set costs at a level which allows them to make 
a profit. However, substantial investment would 
be needed to introduce a model of childcare based 
around public provision.

What Public Programmes are in Place? 

There are a number of Government led childcare 
programmes in Ireland. These can be split into two 
categories:

•  Universal (available to all – no means test 
required);

•  Targeted (recipients must meet certain 
criteria).

Universal Programmes
The Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) is a 
universal programme which was introduced in 2010. 
This programme gives free pre-schooling to children 
in a certain age bracket. Originally, one free year of 
pre-schooling was provided under the scheme, but 
this was increased to two years from September 2018. 
This programme covers childcare for three hours a 
day, five days a week for 38 weeks in the year.

Universal subsidies are also provided to families 
with children younger than three years old, who are 
not yet eligible for the ECCE Programme. These 
subsidies aim to reduce the cost burden of childcare 
by providing parents with up to €20 per week for 
childcare.

25 OECD (2019) Public spending on childcare and early 
education 

Targeted Programmes
Targeted programmes aim to alleviate the cost of 
childcare for low income families who are most 
burdened by the high cost of childcare.

Different programmes target different kinds of 
families including those who are in receipt of a 
medical card and other social welfare payments, 
parents who are attending particular training courses 
to help them find employment, and certain parents 
who are entering the workforce. Other programmes 
specifically target families settled in Ireland under the 
Irish Refugee Protection Programme.

Families can receive up to €145 a week towards 
childcare costs, depending on eligibility and the 
amount of time the child spends in childcare.

These targeted programmes are to be consolidated 
into the National Childcare Scheme (NCS), which will 
encompass both targeted and universal subsidies. This 
was formerly referred to as the Affordable Childcare 
Scheme (ACS). It was stated that this scheme would 
act as a single targeted childcare programme, 
providing childcare supports and subsidies under 
different circumstances to low-income families.26

The scheme was launched in 2019 and applications 
will open in November 2019. Additional funds were 
announced in Budget 2019 to enhance the scheme 
and allow an increase in the income thresholds of 
those eligible for targeted schemes, allowing for more 
people to become eligible for the scheme. The amount 
of subsidy available under the new scheme is tailored 
to every individual household’s circumstances.

Recent Policy Developments
Along with the introduction of the NCS, the DCYA 
has launched a Draft Childminding Action Plan in 
August 2019.27 This action plan outlines a number 
of measures to increase access and ensure quality of 
childcare, including an action to extend registration 
to childminders who currently are not required to 
be registered. This would allow a greater number of 
families to avail of publicly funded subsidies as well 
as ensuring quality of care of these providers and 
improving data on the childcare market.

26 Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2018) Press 
Release: New Affordable Childcare Scheme to open for 
applications in October 2019 
27 DCYA (2019) Draft Childminding Action Plan 

https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF3_1_Public_spending_on_childcare_and_early_education.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF3_1_Public_spending_on_childcare_and_early_education.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/f7e959-new-affordable-childcare-scheme-to-open-for-applications-in-october-2019/?referrer=/docs/en/06-11-18-press-release-affordable-child-care-scheme/5024.htm/
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/f7e959-new-affordable-childcare-scheme-to-open-for-applications-in-october-2019/?referrer=/docs/en/06-11-18-press-release-affordable-child-care-scheme/5024.htm/
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/f7e959-new-affordable-childcare-scheme-to-open-for-applications-in-october-2019/?referrer=/docs/en/06-11-18-press-release-affordable-child-care-scheme/5024.htm/
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/27263/79bad66596ba430d81b8ea71d79617b1.pdf#page=1
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In 2018, the First 5 strategy28 was launched which 
outlined a plan to develop supports given to children 
under five and their parents. This plan includes 
the development of a new funding model for Early 
Learning and Care.

How much public expenditure is spent on 
childcare programmes? 

Expenditure on childcare programmes is recorded 
under the Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
Vote group (Vote 40). Expenditure falls under three 
subheads:

•  B.3, ECCE and Aim Pre-School Programmes 
Expenditure,

•  B.4, Affordable Childcare Scheme and Other 
Childcare Programmes, and

•  B.5, Childcare Programmes: Delivery Supports & 
Other Initiatives.

Figure 3. Expenditure on Childcare Programmes

Source: PER Databank. 2019 data comes from REV.

Figure 3 shows the annual expenditure on childcare 
programmes from 2011, broken down by subhead. 
Expenditure increased substantially over this 
period with figures rising from €100 million 
in 2011 to five times this amount in 2018. It is 
expected that expenditure in 2019 will be €574 
million and the budget for total childcare services in 
2020 is €628 million, an annual increase of 9%.

28DCYA (2018) First 5

Most of the expenditure over this time is attributed to 
the ECCE programme which makes up the majority 
of the expenditure in each year. However, with 
the recent introduction of the National Childcare 
Scheme29  there has been an increase in non-ECCE 
Programme expenditure and the proportion of total 
expenditure on childcare programmes.

What effect do these programmes have? 

The aim of these childcare programmes is to 
improve access to high quality childcare and 
reduce the burden of childcare costs on families.

Lowering the burden of childcare costs can help to 
reduce poverty, improve outcomes for children and 
increase Ireland’s labour market participation rate. 
However, these goals will only be achieved if public 
policies, and the associated public spending, lowers 
the burden of childcare cost in Ireland.

Figure 4 shows the price of childcare as reported by 
the Consumer Price Index, indexed to base year 2016 
(i.e. price in 2016 is equal to 100), from April 2010 to 
July 2019. 30 

Figure 4. Monthly Index of the Price of Childcare

Source: CSO CPI for Childcare

Since 2010, the price of childcare has been steadily 
increasing year-on-year, with a 13.3 % increase over 
this time.

29 DCYA (2018) Press Release: Minister Zappone 
announces a €127m package as part of Budget 2019 
30 An adjustment was made to this index in April 2010 
to account for the introduction of the ECCE scheme. 
Therefore, a longer trend is not available. 
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https://www.gov.ie/en/news/f316e1-government-launches-first-5-a-whole-of-government-strategy/
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/8fb151-minister-zappone-announces-a-127m-package-as-part-of-budget-2019/?referrer=/documents/press/20181010_budget2019dcyainformationpack.pdf/
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/8fb151-minister-zappone-announces-a-127m-package-as-part-of-budget-2019/?referrer=/documents/press/20181010_budget2019dcyainformationpack.pdf/
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Although public expenditure has increased by a 
relatively large amount since 2010, it is not clear 
what effect these additional supports, provided 
under government policies, have had on price 
levels. Tracking the timing of individual policies, 
no clear change in price is seen in 2018 when the 
second year of free pre-school was introduced. 
However, caution should be applied when drawing 
any conclusions from this as it may be due to how the 
data is collected.

Performance measures for the provision of childcare 
identified in the Revised Estimates Volume (REV) 
include number of services provided and number 
of children attending different childcare services. 
These measures largely focus on the outputs of 
childcare policies, however, to fully evaluate the effect 
that public policies are having, outcomes should 
be measured. This would mean that data would be 
needed on the cost of childcare,  families’ incomes, 
quality of childcare and accessibility of childcare.

What effect do price changes have on the   
labour market? 

The decision to participate in the labour market 
is largely based on individual circumstances and 
personal choice. Factors such as the cost of childcare, 
the tax and benefit system, and expected wages can 
influence these personal choices.

A potential high wage would positively influence a 
person’s decision to work and the number of hours 
of work to provide. However, if childcare is needed 
to participate in the labour market and the cost of 
childcare increases, this effectively decreases the real 
wage earned, creating a disincentive to participate.

A recent Irish study found evidence to support this 
theory.31 Using survey data, they found that childcare 
costs do in fact decrease the financial incentives to 
work, and childcare subsidies improve the financial 
incentives to participate in the labour market.

An ESRI study published in 2018 analysed the 
relationship between mothers’ employment and 
childcare costs using individual level survey data.32 
This is the most extensive and up to date study 
currently available about the effect of childcare prices 

31 ESRI (2019) Work incentives adjusting for childcare 
subsidies and healthcare benefits
32 ESRI (2018) Maternal employment and the cost of 
childcare in Ireland 

on Irish mothers’ participation.

By analysing the employment of the mothers of 
a cohort of three-year olds, the study finds that 
the cost of childcare is negatively related to 
participation, meaning that when childcare costs 
increase, hours worked decrease.

This effect is strongest for households with lower 
incomes, suggesting that childcare costs are a larger 
barrier to employment for lower income households. 
This finding supports the idea that childcare policies 
which target lower income families will result in the 
largest impact on labour participation.

Overall, they find that a 10% increase in childcare 
costs is associated with half an hour less paid 
employment per week. Conversely, this implies that 
a 10% reduction in childcare costs is associated with 
an increase of half an hour paid employment a week.

It should be noted that this study is based on 
information from only one child in the family. Any 
siblings the child has, are not considered in the study. 
Therefore, it is not known what effect having multiple 
children have on this result.

Remaining questions on childcare in     
Ireland? 

Evidence suggests that high quality childcare can lead 
to beneficial outcomes for children and that lower 
childcare costs have a positive effect on individuals’ 
choice to participate in the labour market and the 
number of hours worked. It has also been found that 
the cost of childcare is a larger barrier to employment 
for lower income families. 

The amount spent on childcare programmes targeted 
at low income families in Ireland have increased 
in recent years. Research findings suggest that this 
policy direction is in line with goals to increase labour 
market participation as the burden of childcare is 
largest for low income families.

However, there are outstanding questions on 
whether childcare policies in Ireland are successfully 
reducing the burden of childcare cost for families 
and maximising potential gains for children. For this 
reason, future research should focus on the following 
areas:

https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/WP634_0.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/WP634_0.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/publications/maternal-employment-and-the-cost-of-childcare-in-ireland
https://www.esri.ie/publications/maternal-employment-and-the-cost-of-childcare-in-ireland


Contact: PBO@Oireachtas.ie

Go to our webpage: www.Oireachtas.ie/PBO

Publication Date: 14 November 2019

An Oifig Buiséid Pharlaiminteach 
Parliamentary Budget Office

Tithe an 
Oireachtais 
Houses of the 
Oireachtas

Parliamentary Budget Office

Quar

Disclaimer: This document has been prepared by 
the Parliamentary Budget Office (PBO) in accordance 
with its functions under the Houses of the Oireachtas 
Commission Act 2003 (as amended) for use by the 
Members of the Houses of the Oireachtas to aid them in 
their parliamentary duties. It is not intended to be either 
comprehensive or definitive. The PBO may remove, vary 
or amend any information contained therein at any time 
without prior notice. The PBO accepts no responsibility 
for any references or links to, or the content of, any 
information maintained by third parties. Staff of the 
PBO are available to discuss the contents of these 
papers with Members and their staff, but cannot enter 
into discussions with members of the general public or 
external organisations.

•  Variety of childcare options covered: Policies 
aimed at lowering the burden of childcare 
only cover childcare provided in centres or by 
registered childminders. There may be reasons 
why these childcare options can’t be accessed 
by some parents. In these cases, the benefits of 
publicly funded subsidies are not available and 
therefore the burden of childcare costs will not 
be alleviated.  The impact of measures to extend 
the number of childcare providers covered by 
public programmes should be monitored and 
analysed to assess the outcome of these policies. 
Research into the types of childcare used and the 
characteristics of those using different forms of 
childcare would be beneficial in understanding 
the scale of this issue.

•  Non-cost barriers to childcare access: Public 
childcare policies are concerned with the ‘direct’ 
cost of childcare or the monetary amount which 
is paid by parents to receive childcare services. 
However, there may be other ‘indirect’ costs to 
accessing childcare services which are not being 
addressed by current policies. As we have seen, 
there is geographical variation in the supply of 
childcare which may mean long travel times 
are necessary to avail of childcare services in 
certain areas. This travel time and the associated 
cost of travel are indirect costs of accessing 
childcare which can deter an individual from 
using childcare and entering the labour market. 
The opening hours of childcare providers may 
also act as a barrier. Understanding how indirect 
costs of childcare act as barriers to access should 
be explored to assess whether spending on 
childcare policies is being used efficiently and 
the affordability and accessibility of childcare is 
improving.

•  Delivery channels for subsidies: Some public 
childcare policies provide additional funds using 
subsidies given directly to parents or be paid 
directly to providers. The aim of the subsidies is 
to lower the price paid by parents for childcare. 
However, childcare providers might recognise 
this as an opportunity to raise prices, ultimately, 
benefitting from these subsidies themselves. If 
this was the case, there would be no effect on 
the cost burden on parents. Further analysis of 
the price effects of providing subsidies to the 
childcare market in Ireland is needed to explore 

the effect of the channel delivery of funds and 
determine whether a change in delivery method 
is needed.

The lack of affordable childcare remains a significant 
challenge in Ireland which may help to explain 
Ireland’s lower labour market participation rates for 
women.

Despite the considerable burden of childcare cost, 
positive changes are being made to alleviate some of 
the pressure on families. The introduction of ECCE, 
the launch of the Childminding Action Plan, the First 
5 strategy and the roll out of NCS are encouraging 
steps towards tackling this issue.

However, further research and monitoring of the 
outcomes of these policies is needed to determine 
whether increased expenditure on childcare 
programmes is effectively improving the affordability 
of childcare as well as the accessibility and quality.
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