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Abstract 

 
Since the beginning of the 1990s, there has been a steady increase in childcare 
coverage for children aged 0-3 in Spain. The coverage has risen from 4 per 
cent in 1992 to 13.5 in 2004. Despite this positive trend, the supply of 
childcare services for the under-3 is among the lowest in Western European 
countries. This situation is particularly negative for a country that presumably 
aims at encouraging female employment (45% in 2004) and promoting the 
reconciliation between family responsibilities and paid employment. The 
short supply has often been accounted for cohesive family structures and 
strongly embedded moral obligations for family care, which have indirectly 
prevented the state from interfering in family matters. In this paper we 
challenge the cultural explanation with the argument that the use and 
development of childcare is mainly associated with women's material 
constraints at the individual level and with the characteristics of the 
municipalities at the aggregate level.  
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Introduction 

The title of this paper reflects the concern of many working parents in Spain 
who are neither wealthy enough to afford private childcare and nor poor enough 
to qualify for the short supply of public childcare. This issue is particularly 
problematic in Spain, a country that currently faces low fertility rates (1,26 
children per woman in 2002) and low overall female activity rates (45% in 2004) 
(INE: Spanish National Statistical Institute). A question then remains as to why 
services such as childcare centres, which support family needs and the 
employment of working parents, are still so poorly developed. Many authors 
have tried to answer this question from different standpoints. It is argued that 
families have traditionally cared for children themselves, which has indirectly 
prevented the state from interfering in family matters (Bettio and Villa, 1998; 
Saraceno, 1995). It is also argued that there is a strong preference among women 
for caring for children at home because of their strongly embedded moral 
obligations towards family responsibilities (Flaquer, 2000; Millar and Warman 
1996). It is finally argued that social actors did not demand childcare due to the 
reminiscences from the family policy in the authoritarian regime (Valiente, 
2002). 

In this paper the relatively low use of childcare services is interpreted, firstly, as 
a result of socio-economic exclusion in accessibility caused by the scarce supply 
of the public sector services, expensive and limited private services. Secondly, it 
is interpreted as a result of the women’s weak position in the labour market. The 
weak position arises from women’s unstable employment and low salaries, 
which undermine the bargaining power women have with their partners to 
negotiate whether they should remain in paid employment or purchase childcare 
in the market place.  

The paper has been structured in three parts. The first part is a general overview 
of the development of childcare services in Spain. The second part presents an 
empirical analysis of the socio-economic characteristics of the users of childcare 
arrangements. The aim of this section is to ascertain the extent to which the use 
of childcare depends on the partners’ and wives’ incomes and women’s labour 
market situation. The analysis is based on the 7th wave of the Spanish enlarged 
sample of the European Community Household Paned (ECHP) conducted in 
2000. The third and last part is, instead, focused on the development of childcare 
services (the supply). The case of the Catalan municipalities has been 
instrumentally chosen for this analysis. The aim here is to explore the factors 
associated with the development of childcare services at the local level. This 
section is mainly based on census and municipality register data.    
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1. Recent developments of childcare provision in Spain 

The latest available data on the use of formal childcare arrangements reveals that 
most European countries (EU-15) have reached relatively high levels of 
coverage for children aged 3 and above. The use of childcare arrangements is 
particularly high (above 90%) in countries as diverse as France, the Netherlands 
or Spain. However, acute across-country variations emerge in the use of 
childcare arrangements for the under-3s (see first column in Table 1). In this 
latter category, there is a group of countries with a relatively high proportion of 
young children using childcare arrangements (40% and over) namely the so-
called ‘social democratic’ countries: Denmark, Sweden and Norway. Finland is 
the exception within Scandinavian countries with only 22% of children using 
childcare arrangements; a fact that shall be attributed to its lower spending effort 
compared with their neighbouring countries (Meyers and Gornick, 2000). 
Denmark is an extreme case in childcare coverage (64% for the under-3s) within 
Western industrialised countries. Danish families can even apply to the local 
authorities for subsidies for up to one year when they cannot access a public 
program for childcare (Meyers and Gornick, 2000). Social democratic countries 
are closely followed by countries with more liberal approaches to social policy 
such as Ireland (38%) and England (34%) concerning the use of childcare 
arrangements for under-3s. Finally, Austria and Greece appear at the low end of 
childcare use with proportions that fall below 5 per cent. Germany, Spain, Italy 
and the Netherlands are also within the group of relatively low coverage (6-
13%).  

Table 1. Proportion of young children using formal childcare arrangements 
(public and private): selected European countries, late 1990’s and early 2000’s 

  Aged under 3 Aged 3 to mandatory school 
age Year 

Denmark 64 91 1998 
Sweden 48 80 1998 
Norway 40 80 1997 
Ireland a 38 56 1998 
England 34 60 2000 
Belgium 30 97 2000 
France 29 99 1998 
Finland 22 66 1998 
Spain e 13 97 2004 
Portugal 12 75 1999 
Germany 10 78 2000 
Italy 6 95 1998 
Netherlands 6 98 1998 
Austria 4 68 1998 
Greece 3 46 2000 
a) Proportion of children aged under 5 in paid childcare. e) These data refer to the 
children attending regulated private and public centres and, therefore, informal 
care is not considered. Data for the second column in Spain only corresponds to 
children aged 3.  
Source: OECD (2001); Spanish data: MEC (2004).  
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Thus, Spain is rather well situated in the European context concerning the 
provision of services for children aged 3 and over (96.7%) and rather badly 
situated concerning the under-3s (13.5%). The coverage among the under-3s has, 
however, been increasing in the last years, as illustrated in Table 2. This trend 
shall be interpreted in the context of the latest educational reform, the Law for 
the General Regulation of the Education System, or LOGSE (Ley Orgánica de 
Ordenación General del Sistema Educativo), which was put into practice in the 
school year 1991-92.  The LOGSE was considered to be a pioneering reform for 
the Spanish and European context. For the first time, the State assumed the 
responsibility of regulating the care of very young children within the education 
system and, in support of the petition of most influential pedagogic movements, 
explicitly recognised the benefits of early education on children’s development 
and learning. Infant education was then organized into two cycles of voluntary 
attendance: the first cycle for the under-3s, and the second cycle for children 
aged between 3 and 6 years; the mandatory school age for compulsory education 
was established at 6. Infant education for the under-3s is generally available on a 
full-day, all-year basis, although public schools may have the typical two months 
summer break (from mid July to mid September).  

 

Table 2. Children enrolled in Infant Education (%): Spain 1992-2005 

     Academic course:   

Age group:  1992-93 1997-98 2001-02 2004-05 

Under 3  4.0 6.6 10.1 13.5 

3 years 45.9 72.6 92.8 96.7 

Source: MEC (2002), MEC (2004).  
Note: the enrolment of children aged 3 was already 100% by the academic year 1994-
95 in the Barque Country, 97% in Catalonia and 96% in Navarra (MEC 2000). 

 

The LOGSE also imposed minimum standards for infant schools. These 
standards were primarily adopted by public centres, whereas private centres 
were urged to catch up with these standards in order to qualify as registered 
infant schools.  The agreement on these minimum standards infused a great deal 
of trust among families for public childcare services (Escobedo, 1999). It is 
worth noting, though, that even public childcare may involve some costs for 
families which are normally around 20% of the total cost (lunches and other 
expenses). Only very low-income families may obtain full scholarships.(1) 

The main drawback of the LOGSE is the underfunding of the first cycle of infant 
education (the under-3s). In principle, the law states that competent 
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administrations (mainly the Autonomous Communities) have to guarantee the 
places demanded by families, but these administrations are not accordingly 
rewarded by the State. As a result there is not only an under-provision, but also 
an irrational funding system, unclear competences across administrations. As a 
result there are acute territorial inequalities in the provision of services across 
regions, provinces and even municipalities mainly ascribed to different political 
agendas, priorities and economic resources (González and Quiroga, 2003; 
González 2004).  

 

Percentage of children aged 0-2 enrolled in the first cycle of the educational system 
by province, Spain 2001-2002. 
 
 

% children enrolled
0 - 4
5 - 9

10 - 14
15 - 19
20 - 34  

 
Source: own calculations based on data from MEC (2004). Data not available for Navarra. 
Note: Spain is divided into fifty provinces (NUTS 3) and seventeen Autonomous Communities 
(NUTS 2). 

 

The abovementioned 13.5% of childcare coverage in officially registered 
schools among the under-3s for the whole of Spain conceals severe territorial 
inequalities which have been illustrated in the Map 1. There are many provinces 
with a complete shortage of services (0-4%) and, generally, with a rather low 
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presence of the public sector. In contrast, a reduced number of provinces have 
relatively high levels of coverage. Catalonia and the Basque Country are indeed 
close to the coverage levels attained in countries such as Finland (22%) or 
France (29%) according to the data in Table 1. The following sections explore in 
further detail, on the one hand, the factors associated with the use of childcare 
services and, on the other hand, the factors associated with the provision of 
childcare services. 

 

2. The users of childcare services: an individual approach 

The use of childcare services is meant to approximate the current demand of 
services, but not latent demand. In the context of a limited supply of services, the 
demand that surfaces merely resembles the tip of the iceberg, as potential users 
would tend to adapt to constrained means. Many studies confirm that the 
creation of services generates an increase in demand because of the diffusion of 
expectations amongst potential users (Trifiletti, 1998). The study of current 
demand provides an insight into the socio-economic profile of families who 
regularly use childcare arrangements for children aged 0-2 years. It is worth 
noting that the usage of childcare arrangements according to the survey data 
(ECHP) only reflects the extent to which families externalise the care of 
children, which is not the same as children enrolled in Infant Education. 

Different analyses are conducted in this section to capture the factors influencing 
the use of paid childcare. Paid childcare may include a large array of cases: 
public childcare which represents a low economic burden for the family 
(families tend to assume a small part of the expenses), private childcare, and 
even verbal contracts with childminders which, however, are not so widely used 
in Spain (Escobedo, 1999). The aim here is to explore the use of childcare 
arrangements under specific socio-economic conditions of the family and, in 
particular, of the women. It is hypothesised that the decision of acquiring paid 
childcare may be a function of the household’s income, but also of the individual 
situation of women concerning their position in the labour market and their 
contribution to the household’s economy. According to the literature on 
bargaining models of the family (Bergstrom, 1996; Lundberg and Pollak, 1996; 
Winkler 1998), it is expected that the greater the woman’s relative earnings, the 
more control she would have over family financial decisions. In other words, as 
women’s income relative to their partners’ income increases, household 
allocations would more closely reflect women’s preferences concerning the 
proper care of children and the safeguarding of their position in the labour 
market.  
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Data and Methodology  

The analysis is based on the enlarged Spanish sample (an approximate 46,000 
individuals aged 16 and over and 15,000 households) from the European 
Community Household Panel (ECHP) corresponding to the 7th wave from 2000. 
The sample consists of 1,024 households (n=1,034 unweighted cases) with at 
least one child aged 0-2 years old and a woman aged 18-45. The household 
structure of this sample consists of 97% nuclear and extended families, and 3% 
lone-mothers. Lone-fathers were excluded, because of our interest in factors that 
affect the decision of using childcare arrangements for women in specific 
contexts. In the age group 18-45, women headed 97% of lone-parent families. 
Therefore, a meagre number of households with at least one child aged 0-2 
made up of lone-fathers are left out of the study (3%).  

Regarding the question of whether there were any children in the household 
looked after on a regular basis by someone other than their parent or guardian, 
at home or outside such as at a crèche or kindergarten, only 31% of households 
answered positively. This percentage, however, reflects both formal and 
informal childcare. In fact, 4 out of 10 users of childcare arrangements acquired 
it informally, that is to say, did not pay for the service. In short, only 18% of all 
families with children aged 0-2 used any type of paid childcare arrangements 
(lone-father households not included). This figure almost doubles the 13.5% 
above-described concerning the percentage of children aged 0-2 enrolled in 
childcare centres. The difference between both percentages has to be attributed 
to the fact that ECHP is more inclusive when capturing actual use of childcare 
such as private non-officially registered childcare centres and privately 
organised nannies. The same occurs with the percentage of families using 
childcare arrangements across regions in which case the differences are not as 
large as the differences depicted in Map 1. 

The statistical model used in this study is logistic regression, which predicts the 
probability that a young family would use paid childcare arrangements. It should 
be taken into account, however, that the analyses are based on cross-sectional 
data. Therefore, results should be interpreted in terms of association between 
variables rather than pure causation relationships. As described in section 2, 
there is a clear problem of availability and affordability of childcare services in 
Spain. Therefore, the use of childcare may quite probably follow an income-
related pattern. The quartile distribution of equivalised household’s net income 
is introduced as a covariate in the models presented in the next section to test the 
impact of economic resources in the presence of other covariables such as 
women’s educational attainment, individual income and labour market situation. 
The equivalised income for any household shall be interpreted as the amount of 
disposable yearly cash income that a one-person household would require to 
maintain the same standard of living as the household in question, regardless of 
the size or composition of the latter. 
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Women’s relative income is measured as the ratio between women’s and men’s 
individual net income whereby values around 1 reflect similar individual net 
income. This is introduced in the model as a dummy variable in which the 
reference category is one-earner couple and the other categories of dual earner 
couples are divided as follows: male partner earns much more (0.00-0.16), earns 
some more (0.17-0.46), earns few more (0.47-0.90), both partners have similar 
earnings (0.91-1.20) and, finally, female partner earns more (1.21+). The results 
are discussed in the next section. 

 

Main results 

The results have been summarised in Table 4. First of all, one of the factors 
affecting the likelihood of using paid childcare is the number of children - 
basically the fact of having three or more children. Thus, paid childcare is partly 
associated with the caring needs in particular overloaded periods of family life. 
The place of residence, Autonomous Communities, has also been tested in the 
models as a contextual variable to capture the predisposition in the use of a 
particular service according to the place of residence. However, this variable did 
not prove to be significant and was eventually omitted from the analysis. 

Women’s labour force participation also appears to significantly increase the 
chances that a family would use paid childcare arrangements. However, women 
have temporary contracts or are self-employed they are much more likely to 
externalise childcare on an unpaid basis.(2) Women with permanent contracts 
would instead be much most likely to pay for childcare arrangements (the log of 
the odds increases significantly by 1.65 compared with homemaking women; see 
Model 1 in Table 3).(3) Therefore, women with the most secure position in the 
labour market, those with permanent job contracts, have the highest odds ratio of 
acquiring paid childcare compared with homemaking women. We may argue, 
then, that the uncertainty or precariousness in the labour market faced by 
unemployed, irregular (without job contracts) or temporal female workers 
coupled with low income discourage the use of paid childcare arrangements. The 
results consistently show that women with the highest likelihood of using paid 
childcare have high incomes and permanent job contracts. 
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Table 3. Estimate models for the probability of using paid childcare 
arrangements (women aged 18-45; lone-fathers exclude), Spain 2000 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3  
 ß Sig. ß Sig. ß Sig. 
Women’s age:       
18-22 -- * -- * -- * 
23-27 0.44   0.08   -0.36   
28-32 1.35 * 0.98   0.66   
33-37 1.46 * 1.10   0.79   
38-45 1.43 * 1.14   0.94   
Women’s education:       
Primary -- *** -- *** -- *** 
Secondary 1.01 ** 0.86 ** 0.85 ** 
Higher education 1.62 *** 1.32 *** 1.34 *** 
Age of youngest child:       
Aged 0 -- *** -- *** -- *** 
Aged 1 0.91 *** 0.96 *** 0.97 *** 
Aged 2 1.29 *** 1.39 *** 1.48 *** 
Number of children:       
1 child --   --   --   
2 children 0.21   0.26   0.30   
3 or more children 0.52 * 0.60 * 0.61 * 
Third generation at home -0.84 * -0.83 * -1.54 ** 
Household Net Income 
Quartiles: 

 
    

1st quartile  -- *** -- *** 
2nd quartile  0.37   0.44   
3rd quartile  0.69 ** 0.77 ** 
4th quartile  1.08 *** 1.28 *** 

Labour market situation:      
Homemaking  -- ***   
Working  1.19 ***   
Unemployed  0.34     
Ratio women’s/men’s personal 
income: 

 
    

One partner without income     -- *** 
He earns much      0.58   
He earns some      0.76 *** 
He earns few      0.80 *** 
Similar earnings     0.95 *** 
She earns more     1.06 *** 
Labour force situation:       
Homemaking -- ***     
Unemployed 0.40       
Permanent job contract 1.65 ***     
Temporary 1.08 ***     
Without contract 0.91       
Self-employed & others 1.09 ***     
Constant -5.38 *** -5.46 *** -5.26 *** 
N of cases 1032  1021  977  
-2 log 877.9  861.54  832.29  

Coefficients statistically significant * at 0.05 level; ** at 0.01 level; *** at 0.001 level.  --  
Reference category. 
Data: ECHP-Spanish enlarged sample from 7th wave. 
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In Table 3, we can also see that women’s education has a positive and highly 
significant effect on the use of paid childcare. More educated mothers seem to 
be more inclined to engage their son/daughter in childcare. Equally, the 
likelihood of using paid childcare according to the age of the children follows 
the typical pattern: the older the infant, the higher the chances of using the 
service. This trend partly reflects the availability of places in infant schools and 
may also reflect the parents’ reluctance to leave their very young offspring in 
childcare. Finally, the situation of living in an extended family significantly 
reduces the chances that the family would use paid childcare. If they can rely on 
this third person in the family, normally grandmothers or fathers, they would 
tend to avoid incurring further costs. 

It should be noted, however, that extended families are more the exception than 
the norm amongst young households. Grandmothers and grandfathers (also 
relatives in-law) traditionally become part of the household at a late stage of 
their lifespan. Nowadays, most young families form nuclear households rather 
than extended families. Intergenerational solidarity may work in another way, 
however, as young families rely on relatives that live nearby. We do not have 
precise information on this, but a large portion of unpaid care may consist of this 
type of informal family support. In any case, the situation described by 
Kamerman whereby ‘...Spain [is a country] where a formal system of family day 
care has yet to be developed and in-home caregivers are readily available’ 
(2000: 14) seems far from reality. Certainly, the demand is greater than the 
supply provided by caregivers from the family. In the sample here analysed 
(lone-fathers excluded), only 13% of households had a third generation living 
with them of which 11% were with a couple and child/ren and 2% were with a 
lone-mother. Furthermore, as the female participation increases, it is more likely 
that both mother/fathers and daughters/sons are in the labour market during the 
same period. 

Model 2 in Table 3 focus on the probability of using paid childcare whilst 
controlling for the equivalised household net income. Women’s educational 
attainment has a significant and positive effect on the likelihood of using paid 
childcare arrangements even after controlling for the household income. This 
means that more educated women hold more positive attitudes about childcare 
outside the family regardless of the income.  

The labour market situation is, as expected, a clear predictor of the use of paid 
childcare. Being in paid employment is associated with an increase of 1.19 in the 
log-odds of using paid childcare (significant at p<0.001 level, see Model 2 in 
Table 3). Thus, for employed women the odds ratio of using paid childcare 
increases by 229 percent compared with homemaking women.(4) Being 
unemployed does not have any significant effect because the coefficient may be 
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very similar to the relative category. In other words, the unemployed are as 
unlikely as homemaking women to use paid childcare. This is a relevant finding 
insofar as unemployed women may be trapped in a no-win situation whereby 
their difficult access to childcare services also restrains their chances to invest 
time in searching for jobs and training to prompt their return to employment. 

A household’s net income has a significant and positive effect on the use of paid 
childcare even after controlling for women’s education, labour market situation 
and household structure. As household income distribution increases, the log-
odds of using paid childcare arrangements also increases. Therefore, income 
inequality is likely to affect children’s access to regulated forms of childcare. 
This evidence supports the necessity to increase the supply of high quality 
childcare centres to counteract the family’s underprivileged situation. Currently, 
children’s access to childcare centres seems to be mainly determined by 
household income.  

 

Figure 1. Women’s relative income (female/male earnings ratios) 
effects on the probability of making use of paid childcare 
arrangements (controlling for covariates of Table 6, Model 2): Spain, 
2002 

0.00

0.50

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

3.00

3.50

4.00

One partner
out of labour

market

He earns much
more

He earns some
more

He earns few
more

Similar
earnings

She earns
more

O
dd

s 
ra

tio

Reference 
category

 
Note: Odds ratios (Exp(ß)) taken from Table 6. 
 

In Model 3 a new variable has been included to explore the extent to which 
women’s relative income influences the use of paid childcare. It is expected that 
women who make an important contribution to the household’s economy and 
who also have a higher earning capacity than their male partner, will have a 
stronger work orientation and stronger positive attitudes about the use of paid 
childcare than other women who are also in paid employment. Interesting 
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enough, the category with the highest likelihood of using paid childcare 
corresponds to women that earn more than their male partners, and the category 
with the lowest likelihood corresponds to women with a partner who earns much 
more (see Figure 1 and Model 3 in Table 3).  

The likelihood of using paid care arrangements is much higher for women in 
‘homogamous partnerships’ (both with similar income) than for women in one-
earner partnerships. However, the likelihood for the former group is not as large 
as expected (see Figure 1). The reason may be the heterogeneity of 
‘homogamous partnerships’ where both couples may be at the bottom and at the 
top of the income distribution. As other studies suggest, partnerships at the 
bottom of the income distribution or from low occupational categories tend to 
uphold more traditional gender attitudes in family life (González, 2001). 
Therefore, women in this group would be more likely to temporarily withdraw 
from paid employment while their children are small rather than using paid 
childcare arrangements. On the contrary, women in ‘homogamous partnerships’ 
from the top income distribution may presumably be more prone to use paid 
childcare arrangements. 

In short, grandmothers and fathers certainly help young families to overcome the 
problem of the underdevelopment of childcare services, but the use of paid 
childcare is very much income-related in both directions; it is related to the 
households’ income and it is related to the women’s relative income. 
Nonetheless, money is not the only condition to that governs the use of 
childcare, because some municipalities may not have any place to take the 
children at all. The factors associated with the development of childcare services 
across municipalities are next described. 

 

3. The supply of childcare services: an aggregate approach  

This section analyses the development of childcare services for the under-3s at 
the municipality level.(5) The research is based on the regional case study of 
Catalonia for which statistical data on childcare are available at the local level.  
Catalonia has also one of the highest childcare coverage in Spain (27%), 
although services are very unevenly distributed in the territory. These 
inequalities have been portrayed in Map 2. It is worth noting that the 
municipalities highlighted in white-coloured have zero coverage on childcare, 
but these municipalities are almost uninhabited (i.e. less than 10 children aged 0-
2). Therefore, they should not be interpreted as badly performing in childcare 
provision. The real bad performance should be found among municipalities with 
zero childcare coverage but sufficient potential users, that is to say, with 10 or 
more children aged 0-2. At first sight, childcare coverage across municipalities 
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does not seem to follow any clear pattern. There is only relatively high childcare 
coverage alongside Mediterranean coastline, where more population are 
concentrated, and acute shortage in the northwest inland municipalities. Apart 
from these patterns, territorial inequalities on childcare coverage are difficult to 
explain as many other authors have also acknowledged (Flaquer and Oliver, 
2002; González and Quiroga, 2003).   

 

Map 2. Percentage of children aged 0-2 enrolled in the first cycle 
of the educational system by municipalities: Catalonia 2001-2002 
 
 

Childcare coverage:

0% (9 children onwards)

< 14%
15-29%

> 30%

0% (less than 9 children)

 
Source: rates estimated with register data from IDESCAT (Statistical Institute 
of Catalonia). 
 

Regional inequalities on childcare coverage may be partly explained by different 
priorities or political agendas of the Autonomous Communities that have full 
competence on educational policy. Inequalities at the local level, however, are 
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more difficult to understand. In principle, the municipalities have authority, 
although not necessarily the obligation, to decide upon the creation of public 
childcare services. The problem lies on the fact that they do not have permission 
to collect taxes for this purpose. The cost of public childcare services is usually 
shared by different administrations together with the contribution of the parents 
(regular school fees). Thus, local governments may be in favour of investing in 
public childcare service, but they are seldom able to assume the costs or 
maintenance of infrastructure especially the poorest municipalities. The funding 
capacity of the local governments seems to be largely related to the size of the 
municipality (Brugué, Gomà and Subirats, 2001). Large municipalities may also 
have more incentives to stimulate the creation of private and public childcare 
centres, as they would enjoy more flexible funding resources and higher 
potential users. The “wealth” of the municipality will be controlled in the 
analyses with the family mean income and the fiscal pressure of local 
government. 

The effect of the municipality size on the development of childcare services will 
be explored in the statistical analyses. This effect is not straightforward. We 
know cases, for instance, of large municipalities in the industrial belt of 
Barcelona that also suffer acute shortages of childcare services.  Therefore, 
municipality size is not the only condition for childcare development. Childcare 
service may also be related to the size of the female labour force. Thus, 
municipalities with a well developed service sector, high levels of female 
activity and young population may be more prone to develop childcare services 
(Rostgaard, 2000; OECD 2001b). Aged municipalities may instead suffer from 
competing demands between the elderly and the children for the provision of 
caring services and limited economic resources. These municipalities tend to be 
highly interested in maintaining services such as childcare for young families in 
order not to lose population. Partisanship may also explain the political agenda 
and priorities of local governments. An empirical research conducted in Swedish 
municipalities found that left-wing governments with high presence of women 
had a positive effect on childcare at least at an early stage when services were 
poorly developed (Kjulin, 1995). Finally, the effect of the centrality of the 
municipality on childcare development was also tested with the daily commuting 
of women. This variable measures the commuting between municipalities for 
working purposes. 

Data and Methodology 

The analysis is based on a combination of different statistical sources. An 
important number of variables come from aggregated register data facilitated by 
the Catalan Statistics Institute (IDESCAT). The municipalities used in the 
analyses had more than 9 children aged 0-2 in 2001. As mentioned before, the 
creation of childcare services is a rather difficult task for municipalities with less 
than 10 children aged 0-2. In fact, 99% very small size municipalities have zero 
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childcare coverage. Therefore, the sample has been restricted to 645 
municipalities out of the 945 Catalan municipalities for which data on socio-
economic and demographic factors have been gathered. 

Several multivariate analyses have been run in order to test the hypothesis stated. 
First, a logistic regression analysis predicts the probability that a municipality 
will have any or nil childcare coverage. The dependent variable is coded 1 for 
childcare coverage and 0 for nil childcare coverage. The idea is to understand 
the reason why some municipalities have not succeeded in developing any 
childcare coverage at all. The next logical step is to understand the reason why 
some municipalities have succeeded in creating higher childcare coverage than 
others. This second question is explored with a multinomial logistic regression. 
The dependent variable has three possible outcomes: low coverage (less than 
14%), medium coverage (15-29%) and high coverage (30% or more). This 
breaks the regression up into a series of binary regressions comparing each 
group to a baseline group. We have chosen low coverage as the baseline group. 
Therefore, the odds of having medium or high coverage shall be compared to 
this baseline group.   

Main results 

The first question analysed through the logistic regression analysis is the reason 
why some municipalities manage to develop childcare services whereas other 
municipalities have nil coverage despite having potential users (i.e. 10 or more 
children). The results have been summarised in Table 4 that contains three 
different models: public, private and total childcare. They have been run 
separately because it is expected that different factors will trigger the creation of 
services in the public and private basis.  

The variable most clearly associated with the development of childcare 
provision is, as expected, the size of the municipality. There is a clear linear and 
significant relationship between size of the municipality and private childcare 
coverage. This is a rather rational effect of the private sector which mainly 
develops when immediate benefits are foreseen. Daily female commuting also 
has negative and significant effects on the likelihood of having childcare 
coverage in either public or private basis. This may be interpreted as the effect of 
the centrality and periphery of the municipalities. Thus, municipalities which 
have a major role as administrative or trade centre tend to concentrate social 
services as compared with more peripheral or residential municipalities. 
Therefore, a high degree of commuting may be associated with a more 
peripheral municipality and more poorly developed services. Similarly, 
municipalities where households have a high mean income (i.e. the fourth 
quartile of the municipal mean income distribution) are more prone to have 
private childcare than poorest municipalities (i.e. the first quartile). The effect of 
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households’ mean income is less clear-cut on the development of the publicly 
financed childcare services.  

 

Table 4. Estimate models for the probability of having childcare centres in the 
municipalities (children aged 0-2), Catalonia, 2000† 

  Public   Private   Total   
 ß ß  ß  

     
Population:       
< 1000 (ref) --  --  --  
1000 - 5000 2,01 *** 3,02 *** 2,48 *** 
5000 - 12000  5,26 *** 3,81 *** 
> 12000  6,75 *** 5,75 *** 
     
5000 – 20000 1,75 ***    
> 20000 2,58 ***    
Female activity:           
< 45% (ref)  --   --   --    
45 - 55% 0,44   0,24   0,26   
<55% 0,60 * 0,34   0,67 * 
Mean income:      
1st quartile (ref) --  --  --  
2nd quartile 1,00 *** 0,53  1,05 *** 
3rd quartile 0,68 * 0,58  0,83 * 
4th quartile 0,59  1,44 ** 1,39 *** 
Service sector employment:            
<40% (ref)  --   --   --    
40-55% 0,00   -0,50   -0,32   
>55% 0,12   -0,44   -0,64   
Socialdemocratic vote  0,01 ** 0,00   0,01   
Women in local council           
<10% (ref)  --   --   --    
10-25% 0,29   -0,68 * 0,04   
>25% 0,80 ** -0,93 ** 0,38   
Fiscal pressure  -1,98 ** 2,00  -1,60  
Population aging 0,04   -0,21   -0,17   
Daily commuting -2,79 *** -2,43 ** -2,80 *** 
Intercept -1,77 * -4,37 *** -1,02   
N 527  527  527  
Y = 1  198  149  287  
- 2 Log Likelyhood (naive model) 697,67  627,67  726,38  
- 2 Log Likelyhood 556,25  325,96  432,34  
* Coefficients statistically significant at 0.05 level; ** at 0.01 level; *** at 0.001 level. 
† Municipalities with less than 10 children aged 0-2 are not considered. 
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Female activity rate and the weight of the service sector in the municipality do 
not seem to significantly affect the development of childcare services. The most 
interesting results is the fact that the presence of women the in local council 
significantly increases the probability of having public childcare coverage. On 
the contrary, the higher the presence of women in local government, lower the 
likelihood of having private childcare in the municipality. Likewise, the 
representation of social democratic parties in the local government has a week 
but significant effect on the likelihood of having public childcare coverage in the 
municipality.  

The second question analysed through the multinomial regression analysis is the 
reason why some municipalities manage to develop different degrees of 
childcare coverage. The coefficients of the multinomial analysis are shown in 
Table 5. The first column refers to the baseline group (low coverage), the second 
and third column refer to the coefficients for medium and high childcare 
coverage. Results are shown separately for both public and private childcare. 

Again the size of the municipality turns out to have a negatively and significant 
effect on the provision of public childcare. Therefore as municipalities become 
larger, increases the presence of the private sector.  Municipality size is a clear 
determinant of the territorial inequalities. The effect of the households’ mean 
income is also positive and significant to predict high levels of private childcare 
coverage, whereas the effect is not so clear on public provision. These models 
also show the effect of the centrality the municipality measured by the female 
daily commuting rate. Finally, the presence of women in the local government 
have a significant and negative effect on the likelihood of having high levels of 
private childcare provision as compared to low levels of private childcare 
provision. In other words, the presence of women in local government seems to 
be positively associated with high levels of public childcare coverage.  

In short, large municipalities seem to be in the best position to develop childcare 
services. The private sector is more motivated to develop the service in these 
municipalities, because of the potential users, and the public administration also 
relies on more resources to promote the public childcare. Larger population 
means higher funding capacity. The position of medium size municipalities to 
create childcare services is more ambiguous. They actually have distinct 
situations in childcare coverage. In the case of enjoying particularly favoured 
economic conditions, they may be able to react to the demand, but for those with 
fewer resources would be rather difficult. Furthermore, the private sector may 
not be as inclined as in large municipalities to invest unless fast benefits are 
visibly anticipated. Finally, as it was expected, in a context of shortage of 
childcare services, the presence of women’s in local government seems to favour 
the development of public childcare which in turn would support the 
employment of women in these municipalities.  



 

 
19

 

Table 5. Multinomial logistic regression estimates to predict the probability of 
having different degrees of childcare coverage (children aged 0-2) in the 
municipalities by the type of centre (public and private): Catalonia† 
       
  0-14%  15-29%   <30%   

PUBLIC CHILDCARE ß SIG. ß  SIG. 
Population:           
5000-12000 inhabitants  --  0,63   -0,83 ** 
>12000 inhabitants  --  0,14   -3,86 *** 
Mean income:      
2nd  quartile  --  2,37 ** 0,88 ** 
3rd  quartile  --  1,01  0,69 * 
4th  quartile  --  1,17  0,59  
Female activity:           
45 - 55%  --  0,42   0,28   
<55%  --  0,48   0,40   
Women in local council:      
10-25%  --  -0,75  0,64 ** 
>25%  --  -0,55  0,77 ** 
Dependency Ratio  --  -1,75 *** -0,10   
Fiscal pressure  --  1,77  -0,76  
Social democratic vote  --  0,01   0,01 ** 
Daily commuting  --  -5,47 *** -3,51 *** 
Y = xi 361  53 113  
-2 log likelyhood 728,78  Chi-squared 135,84   

PRIVATE CHILDCARE      
Population:            
5000-12000 inhabitants  --  2,85 *** 0,76   
>12000 inhabitants  --  2,49 *** 0,18   
Mean income:  --  8,22 *** -0,31   
Female activity:           
45 - 55%  --  0,70   0,15   
<55%  --  0,84   0,47   
Women in local council:      
10-25%  --  -0,69  -0,32  
>25%  --  -0,66  -1,23 ** 
Dependency Ratio  --  -0,35   -0,29   
Fiscal pressure  --  2,06  3,04 * 
Social democratic vote  --  -0,01   0,00   
Daily commuting  --  -2,66 ** -2,52 * 
Y = xi 425  68  34  
-2 log likelyhood 483,26  Chi-squared 164,44   
Reference category: 0-14% childcare coverage  
* Coefficients statistically significant at 0.05 level; ** at 0.01 level; *** at 0.001 level. 
† Municipalities with less than 10 children aged 0-2 are excluded. 
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4. Conclusions 

The aim of this paper was to analyse the demand and supply factors associated 
with the development of childcare services in Spain. Currently, Spain has low 
levels of childcare provision compared with other EU countries. Only 13.5 
percent of children aged 0-2 were in officially registered childcare centres in the 
school year 2004-2005, although the coverage vary extensively across regions 
and municipalities. Regions such as Catalonia or the Basque Country are close to 
the childcare provision reached in countries such as France or Finland, and a 
significant part of their supply is publicly provided. In Catalonia, the region with 
the highest provision in Spain, there are also some municipalities with universal 
childcare coverage and others with almost nil or very low level of childcare 
coverage. The size of the municipality and the presence of women in local 
government are some of the factors associated with the development of public 
childcare. The presence of women in local governments, however, is still rather 
low and will not have consequently strong effects on childcare development at 
least at the short term. 

Low childcare coverage may be to some extent compensated for by the help of 
relatives. Actually, families with a grandmother or father at home (a third 
generation) are consistently less likely to use childcare than nuclear families. 
The proportion of extended families among young couples is, however, rather 
low. Therefore, a large proportion of families are confronted with the decision of 
how to organise the care of their child. The main users of childcare services in 
Spain are dual-earner couples and, among them, those with the highest income. 
This means that a large proportion of the under-3s does not benefit from the 
attendance to officially regulated childcare centres. 

Most studies on childcare use have paid special attention to the extent to which 
mothers are sensitive to the cost of childcare services. This paper shows that 
highly educated women and also women with a strong position in the labour 
market (permanent job contracts) are more inclined to use paid childcare 
services than other more precariously employed women. As expected, women’s 
relative income also appeared to be a significant predictor in the use of paid 
childcare. Therefore, if a woman makes a relevant contribution to the 
household’s economy there is no question about the payment of childcare. The 
households that are less inclined to use paid childcare are, on the contrary, those 
in which the financial contribution of women (the relative income) is rather low. 
Therefore, women’s weak economic bargaining power with their partners 
significantly determines the use of paid childcare arrangements. This in turn may 
have a negative impact on certain categories of female employees (i.e. weaker 
attachment in the labour market) who may be less likely to remain in the labour 
market. Longitudinal data should be used to test this hypothesis further. 



 

 
21

As a final point, it should be mentioned that the extended family is an important 
provider of informal care in Spain. However, they are not necessarily the first 
resort for the care of children and, more than ever, they prove to be incapable of 
catering for current and latent demand. At present, with low coverage of public 
services, better-off families and women with a good position in the labour 
market are the main users of paid childcare services. This conclusion has strong 
policy implications. On the one hand, a system based on restricted access to 
private or public childcare centres creates a systematic exclusion of children 
from less favoured families. In the medium term, this exclusion may reinforce 
social inequalities, as only selected groups benefit from the cognitive and 
stimulating effects associated with early education and care. On the other hand, 
low-income families are more reactive to the cost of services, and this may 
negatively affect the working life of women. By the same token, this may 
reinforce the formation of one-earner families that tend to be poorer than dual-
earner families. The availability of universal high quality childcare services 
would instead prevent the poverty trap of one-income families (i.e. women 
outside the labour market). Meanwhile, it generates social equality through 
support of equal educational and care opportunities for our very young citizens. 

 

Notes 

1 It is difficult to review the situation concerning the cost of public childcare for 
families across different regions. Autonomous Communities decide upon the 
eligibility conditions and costs. In the Regional Government of Catalonia, for 
example, during the school year 2002-2003, the means-tested criteria for public 
childcare was replaced by a 210€ universal fee and the possibility to apply for a 
reduction for very low-income families (Cruz, 2002). 

2 Statistical models to predict the likelihood of using unpaid childcare services 
have not been included in this paper due to space limitation. Results are made 
available upon request to the authors. 

3 In the category of ‘self-employed and others’ (women aged 18-45 with at least 
one child aged 0-2 years old) the ‘other’ refers to a small group of women (13%) 
who were either unpaid workers in a family enterprise (8%), working with an 
employer in training (2%) or working with an employer in apprenticeship (3%).     

4 Since =(exp(1.19)-1)*100= 229%. 

5 We wish to thank our colleague Águeda Quiroga for her participation in the 
construction of the municipality database, and her inspiring comments and 
discussions in the early design of this work. 
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