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On the Road to a New Childcare System? Barriers to
Childcare Use in the Netherlands

Policy Brief

Childcare services have been the subject of much debate in the
Netherlands in recent years, culminating in major changes to the
childcare system. The scandal in childcare benefits led to the fall
of the government in January 2021. A key promise of the new
government coalition emerging in December 2021 outlines a policy

promise of nearly free childcare for working parents and the abolition of the
benefit system. On this road to a new childcare system, what do parents know about childcare
benefits? Or their eligibility? And do parents feel childcare services are easily accessible? In the
project “From perceptions to behavior?” we look at parents' perceptions of the availability and
costs of childcare. We also study what parents do and don’t know about the organization of
formal childcare and eligibility criteria for childcare benefits. Further, we want to understand
whether parents’ childcare perceptions and knowledge depend on their level of education and
migration background. This policy brief outlines initial key findings from the study.

KEY FINDINGS

» More than one-third (38%) of parents said sufficient childcare places are available. This
percentage hardly differs between parents with and without a migration background nor
between lower and higher educated parents.

» One-third (32%) of parents feels formal childcare is hardly affordable anymore. Parents
without a migration background and parents with higher educational levels perceive
formal childcare as less costly than parents with a migration background and parents with
lower educational levels.

» One-quarter (25%) of parents thinks the application process for childcare benefits is
complicated. Higher educated parents (university education) are more likely to say the
application process is complicated than lower educated parents (pre-vocational secondary
education or lower).

» Many parents are unfamiliar with the different types of formal childcare. Half (46%) of
parents have never heard of early childhood education and care (Vroege- en Voorschoolse
Educatie; VVE). Parents with a migration background are more informed about this
program (68%) than parents without a migration background (51%).

» Parents often lack information about the conditions required to access childcare benefits.
Only half of parents (49%) are aware that childcare benefits are also accessible to
unemployed parents following a workforce re-integration program. Awareness of this type
of eligibility criteria does not differ between ethnic groups. However, lower educated
parents (pre-vocational secondary education or lower) are significantly less informed
about this type of eligibility criteria than highly educated parents (university education).
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How do parents perceive the availability and costs of formal childcare?

Parents vary in their perceptions regarding the availability and costs of formal childcare. More
than one-third (38%) (strongly) agree there are enough childcare places available in the
Netherlands. Differences in migration background only appear to explain some of the
differences between parents: parents with a migration background are slightly less likely (34%)
than parents without a migration background (39%) to feel sufficient childcare places are
available. In contrast, highly educated parents (university education) are much more likely
(47%) than lower educated parents (pre-vocational secondary education or lower; 25%) to
agree sufficient childcare places are available.

A relatively large group of parents (around 32%) also (strongly) agree with the statement that
childcare is hardly affordable anymore. Parents without a migration background perceive
formal childcare to be significantly less costly than parents with a migration background.
Education also matters. The higher the educational level, the more likely parents are to
disagree with the statement that formal childcare is hardly affordable anymore. In short,
higher educated parents perceive formal childcare as less costly than lower educated parents.

Figure 1: (Dis-) Agreement with statement "Formal childcare is
hardly affordable anymore" (%), by parental background
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Application procedures for childcare benefits: easy or complex?

In July 2021, nearly three-fourths (73%) of parents surveyed received or had received childcare
benefits from the Dutch government. One-quarter (25%) of these parents felt the application
process was complicated. Interestingly, this perception applies less to parents with a lower
educational background (pre-vocational secondary education or lower; 7%) than to highly
educated parents (university education; 27%).

17% of parents are
afraid of making
mistakes when
applying for childcare
benefits.

21% of parents have
difficulty with the
amount of
information required
for the childcare
benefit application.

Although several societal organizations offer parents support with the application process,
most parents do not make use of these services. Nearly all parents (99%) said they don't seek
support from organizations such as the municipality, ‘application brigades’
(Formulierenbrigades), trade unions, parenting groups, or social council members. When

parents need help with the application process, they are mostly likely to turn to their partner
(34%) or childcare organizations (5%).
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What do parents know about the organization of formal childcare?

Most parents are aware of the
most common forms of formal
childcare in the Netherlands,
including daycare, afterschool
care, and ‘guest parents’.

Less known forms include
parental-participation creches and
early childhood education (Vroege-
en Voorschoolse Educatie; VVE).
Parental-participation creches
only became officially recognized
as formal childcare on 1 July 2021.
It is therefore unsurprising that
almost 60% of parents have never
heard of it. We hardly see any differences in parents’ knowledge about the organization of
childcare based on migration background or educational level.

Conversely, education matters less for parents’
knowledge of early childhood education (VVE), which is
particularly designed for children who need extra
support for their (language) development. Around 46%
of parents have never heard of early childhood
education, with little variation across educational
groups. However, parents with a migration background
are much more familiar with early childhood education
than parents without a migration background. Two-
thirds (68%) of parents with a migration background
have heard of early childhood education, compared to
51% of parents without migration background.
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What do parents know about the eligibility for childcare benefits?

Eligibility for childcare benefits in the Netherlands
generally depends on both parents being
employed. However, several exceptions exist.
These exceptions are particularly relevant for _m_
vulnerable groups such as parents with lower o
educational levels and parents with a migration
background. To what extent are parents aware of E/J —
these exceptions? -

ﬁ

Nearly half (49%) of parents are aware that they are (\/| —
eligible for childcare benefits if they are following a
workforce re-integration program. But once again, \/ —

education matters. Parents with a university
education are much more aware of this regulation
(56%) than parents with pre-vocational secondary
education or lower (38%). No ethnic differences
were found in relation to knowledge of this type of
eligibility criteria.

Shutterstock.com

43% of parents know
that students are
eligible for childcare
benefits.

31% of parents know
that people who have
been unemployed for
less than three
months are eligible for
childcare benefits.
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More information?

Want to know more about the Perceptions to Behaviour project or these findings? Send an
email to Dr. Verena Seibel (v.m.k.seibel@uu.nl).

Authors: Verena Seibel and Mara A. Yerkes, Utrecht University

Methodological note

This project, “From perceptions to behavior? Examining knowledge barriers to formal
childcare usage among Dutch parents,” was made possible with funding from the Open Data
Infrastructure for Social Science and Economic Innovations (ODISSEI). The ODISSEI grant
allows for survey data collection in the LISS panel (Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social
Sciences, https://www.lissdata.nl). The LISS panel is a representative, online survey panel
based on a true probability sample drawn by the Dutch National Statistics Office (CBS) from
Dutch population registers. The survey was administered in July 2021 by CentERdata, located
at Tilburg University, the Netherlands. The sample drawn for the purpose of this study
included all panel members who currently are parents of at least one child between 0-12 years
as well as members who expect to have children within the next 12 months. In this study, we
concentrate on parents who already have children. Atotal of 868 panel members were eligible
for the study, and 751 parents took part in the survey (response rate of 86,5%). Of the 751
respondents, 559 parents currently or have previously received childcare allowances.

Note that when we write about childcare, we are referring to formal childcare services. These
include early childhood care, daycare, afterschool care, ‘guest parents, early childhood
education and care, and parental-participation créches. Moreover, in relation to migration
background, we rely on data on whether parents identify as Dutch versus other ethnic groups
(besides Dutch). We refer to parents who identify solely as Dutch as parents without a
migration background. Parents who identify with other ethnic groups (besides Dutch) are
referred to as parents with a migration background.

All findings presented have been controlled for differences in relation to migration
background, as well as gender, and level of education.
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