
In the absence of policies to support working
mothers, childbearing and childcare can inter-
rupt women’s careers and permanently constrain
their earning power. Research indicates that
mothers in paid employment tend to earn even
less than other women. According to recent
research in several industrialized countries, one
child could lead to a ‘penalty’ of 6 per cent to 
7 per cent of earnings for women; the penalty
for two children can be as high as 13 per cent.38

Although research shows that quality parental
care is an essential component of child devel-
opment and that the early experiences of 
children have a significant impact on their future
welfare,39 working families are often struggling
to balance the demands of work and childcare.

The demands of work also often leave parents
with less time to spend with their children. A
study from the United Kingdom shows that
parents there are working longer hours or are
increasingly focused on work activities.40

Working long hours can be problematic for
lower-income families, yet many employers do
not regard work-schedule flexibility to be an
option for low-wage workers.41 More than
two thirds of the low-income parents inter-
viewed in a recent study in the United States
reported having at least one child with either a
chronic health issue or a special learning need,
and that they were often unable to devote
quality time to their children without jeopard-
izing their ability to support their families.42

These difficulties are exacerbated by a lack of
affordable, quality, childcare facilities. Children
who receive high-quality childcare that provides
a safe, stable and stimulating environment and
fosters their learning skills demonstrate stronger
mathematical ability, cognitive skills and alert-
ness and exhibit fewer behavioural problems
than children who receive low-quality care.43

In many countries, the absence of state provi-
sions or subsidies results in high-quality child-
care remaining prohibitively expensive for
low-income families. In others, quality child-
care is expensive even for middle-income fami-
lies.44 Parents often rely on extended family
members to care for their children while they
work. Studies conducted in China and in West

Java, Indonesia, for example, show that
grandmothers, in particular, play an active role
in childcare when mothers are away at work.45

The availability of affordable, quality childcare
outside the home increases the probability that
mothers will enter the labour force. In poor
areas in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, access to public
childcare facilities enables mothers to work out-
side the home, in full- or part-time employ-
ment. This also holds true for the Russian
Federation, where subsidized out-of-home
childcare raises maternal and household
incomes and brings mothers into the labour
market. In Kenya, the reduction of childcare
costs has been shown to have a positive correla-
tion with higher wages for working mothers.46

Some countries – notably those Scandinavian
nations with high levels of gender equality as
measured by the GEM (see Chapter 1, page 8)
– have managed to attain and sustain elevated
levels of high-quality, affordable childcare.
One example is Sweden, where municipalities
provide public childcare nurseries and centres,
as well as publicly paid and regulated care for
children in private homes and subsidized pri-
vate childcare centres with fees based on
income.47 In the Netherlands, the Childcare
Act (which entered into force in January
2005) places responsibility for the cost of
childcare jointly on parents, employers and 
the government. The government provides
subsidies directly to parents, who choose the
day-care centre for their children. Employers
are required to contribute one sixth of the 
cost of childcare per employee, while the 
local government monitors quality and regu-
lates operators.48

In many industrialized countries, large compa-
nies have introduced family-friendly initiatives
including parental leave, maternity benefits,
career breaks, flexible hours, childcare
arrangements and work-share schemes (see
Panel, page 46).49 Such initiatives can have
substantial benefits for employers as well as
employees. Working parents and employers
agree that work-schedule flexibility reduces
the conflict between work and family life, giv-
ing parents the opportunity to attend to their
children’s health and educational needs.50

work in the formal sector. One particular area
that has received increasing scrutiny in recent
years is domestic service. Women make up the
majority of domestic workers, most of them
informally employed. When mothers who
work in domestic service take on childcare
responsibilities for the employer’s family, this
often results in a conundrum: The day-to-day
security of the employer’s children is depend-
ent on an employee who has to be away from
her own children in order to work.30

A childcare crisis in the formal sector 

The increasing participation of women in the
labour force is challenging the traditional 
breadwinner-homemaker model of paid work
by men and unpaid work by women. In its
place, a new model is prevalent in many coun-
tries, such as the high-income OECD countries,
transition economies and the rapidly growing
nations of East Asia, where both men and
women engage in paid employment.31 In the
United Kingdom and the United States, for
example, two out of every three families are cur-
rently double-income families.32 In the Russian
Federation, in 52 per cent of households in
which there are young children, all adults between
the ages of 25 and 55 are working. The corre-
sponding figure for Viet Nam is 88 per cent.33

But even as this new model of household
income generation steadily takes root, in gen-
eral women are still expected to take on the
majority of the housework and childcare. As a
result, and in the absence of greater participa-
tion by men in both domestic chores and
childcare, it is becoming increasingly difficult
for working mothers to reconcile work and
family responsibilities.34

Women working in the formal sector are 
more likely to have shorter careers than men
of equivalent age because there may be peri-
ods during their careers when they are unable
to engage in full-time employment. Many
women in high- and middle-income countries
tend either to leave their jobs or work part-
time to raise children – typically between the
ages of 25 and 35 – and return to full-time
employment at a later stage.35 In the
European Union, around half of working
mothers with a child aged six or younger
work part-time.36 These temporary absences
from full-time employment can result in lower
pay or fewer promotions. In addition, posi-
tions that require long working hours, travel
or even relocation may be less of an option
for mothers in paid employment because of
their family commitments.37
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Figure 3.5 Many women across the developing world work in the informal sector

* Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.

Source: Employment Sector, International Labour Office, Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A statistical picture, International Labour Organization,
Geneva, 2002, page 19.
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