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PREFACE

Poverty in childhood can be damaging to children’s physical, emotional and spiritual 
development. Growing up in poverty can have detrimental effects on children which 
are difficult and costly to reverse at a later stage. Child poverty differs from poverty in 
general, and poverty impacts more acutely on children than adults, because of their 
vulnerability. Lifelong cognitive and physical impairment can occur due to poverty 
during childhood. Therefore, investing in children, and ensuring child well-being in 
the early years, plays a critical role in achieving equitable and sustainable human 
development.

UNICEF has long emphasized the importance of adopting a multidimensional 
approach to child poverty, incorporating aspects like education, health, nutrition, 
water, sanitation, shelter, information and income. Child well-being is about accessing 
a certain level of household income, but it is also about adequate nutrition, education 
and so forth. 

The well-being of young children is often provided for at the expense of their mothers, 
pushing them out of the labour market. This points to a need for social protection 
schemes and mechanisms which support the well-being of children in the public and 
private sectors. Social protection schemes are crucial to lighten the existing burden 
of caregiving responsibilities on women, and to promote women’s full economic and 
societal participation. 

This policy paper sets out to discover the relationship between child well-being in 
the early years and women’s employment. It also analyses the current policies in 
Turkey and some of the policies adopted by other countries that may provide good 
examples for the Turkish country context. In addition, the paper proposes new social 
policy options that may advance the well-being of children in Turkey while seeking 
to encourage women’s employment through various social protection mechanisms 
including child care services. 

The paperhas been prepared under the leadership of the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Security with the technical assistance of UNICEF and active involvement of the 
Ministry of Development and the Ministry of Family and Social Policies. We would like 
to extend our thanks to the authors, Assist. Prof. Fatma Umut Beşpınar and Prof. Ayşe 
İdil Aybars, for their hard and diligent work. 

Dr. Ayman Abulaban
Representative
UNICEF Turkey
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CHILD WELL-BEING IN THE EARLY YEARS AND WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT

A POLICY PAPER 

I. DEFINITIONS AND CONCEPTS 

CHILD WELL-BEING

Well-being is defined as ‘one’s realization of his/her unique potential with respect to 
oneself, others and his/her environments through physical, emotional, mental and 
spiritual development’. Focusing on child well-being requires a new perspective that 
regards children as active individuals playing an important role in shaping their lives. 
Children should be seen both as a special social group with specific rights and as free 
individuals. Child well-being means that children are given priority in national policies. 
The protection and promotion of child rights is both an important target per se and a 
big investment in the future of a society. This perspective also constitutes the basis of 
the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

According to a document released by the European Council in 2011, child poverty 
and child well-being need to be examined multi-dimensionally. Hence, child well-
being requires a comprehensive approach that addresses such issues as employment 
opportunities, income support and childcare for parents and access to social services 
including health and education together.1 A happy and affectionate family environment, 
the rights of the child to decent living standards, protection from violence and abuse, 
the highest possible standards of health, equal access to education opportunities and 
the child’s own perception of his/her well-being are the major factors which determine 
a child’s well-being.2

The need to develop social policies enabling children to reach their full potential 
has been a topic of much recent discussion by social and political actors on both 
national and international platforms. In addition to national institutions, international 
organizations such as the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Bank 
identify in their reports some priority goals such as alleviating poverty as a condition 
that directly affects children and improving opportunities for children to realize their 
full potential. While aiming at bringing up a healthier and better equipped generation 
in the short-term, investment in children contributes, in the longer term, to economic 
growth, reducing crime and inequalities, settling social conflicts and ensuring equality 
and social justice. Providing children with equal opportunities from the very start is 
crucial in helping them to realize their full potential in the years ahead and also a very 
important step to reduce social inequalities. 

Social investments in children must aim at providing all citizens equal opportunities at 
the start of their lives and reducing, as far as possible, the impact of such factors as 

1 Council conclusions, Tackling child poverty and promoting child well-being, 3099th EMPLOYMENT, SOCIAL 
POLICY, HEALTH and CONSUMER AFFAIRS Council meeting, Luxembourg, 17 June 2011.
2 UNICEF (2007) Child poverty in perspective: An overview of child well-being in rich countries. Innocenti Research 
Center, Report Card 7.
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family’s socioeconomic status or place of birth on children’s access to opportunities 
in life. Children’s rights to life, healthy development, proper nutrition and social and 
cultural rights must be safeguarded. Economic, physical and social investments must 
be made for children to complete their physical, emotional and mental development. 
Investing in children in the context of Turkey’s social, economic and human development 
strategy will also yield positive outcomes in terms of their potential to mitigate social 
inequalities in the longer term. 

For economically advanced countries, six major dimensions of child well-being have 
been identified: material wealth, health and safety, educational achievement, relations 
with family and friends, behaviour and risks, and subjective well-being.3 A total of 
40 indicators related to children’s life and their rights are used to assess all these 
dimensions. Taken as a whole, the six dimensions suggest that child well-being 
should be assessed from a holistic perspective. For example, poverty affects child 
well-being in many dimensions. Long-term poverty in particular has profound effects 
on children’s health, cognitive development, school performance, self-perception, 
relations and future employment opportunities. Meanwhile, it is clear that economic 
poverty alone is not the basic criterion in child well-being. When assessing child well-
being, other factors also need to be taken into account, including adequate clothing, 
shelter, nutrition and protection, whether all theseare sufficient for children to realize 
their full potential, and whether they are disadvantaged from the point of view of full 
participation in life and its opportunities. Even more important is to ensure that children 
feel affection and support in their families and society and to mobilize public policies 
and resources for this. Thus, a multi-dimensional and holistic approach needs to be 
taken for more detailed understanding, better monitoring and supervision and more 
effective policies. Child well-being can be developed only through multi-dimensional 
and diversified policies. 

Similarly, the European Union (EU) Task Force maintains that child well-being should 
be monitored with respect to seven dimensions: economic security and material 
situation, housing, local environment, education, health, social participation and family 
environment, and exposure to risk and risk behaviour. The United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) stresses the need to safeguard the rights of 
children to survival (through access to health and other services), development (i.e. 
right to education), protection (from abuse and exploitation) and participation (right 
to freedom of expression). Given that families are primarily responsible for the initial 
care and protection of children, the UNCRC also emphasizes the need to support 
and safeguard the roles of the family in children’s rights to survival, development, 
protection and participation.4

3 UNICEF (2007) Child poverty in perspective: An overview of child well-being in rich countries. Innocenti Research 
Center, Report Card 7.
4 EU Task-Force on Child Poverty and Child Well-Being (2008): Child Poverty and Child Well-Being in the EU.
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EFFECTS OF EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE ON CHILD WELL-
BEING 

Early childhood education is determinative of a good educational life. The ages of 
0 to 6 constitute the most critical phase in child development. The foundations of 
children’s cognitive, mental, linguistic, physical and social skills are laid down during 
this phase. The learning capacity of individuals is considerably enhanced if this phase 
is experienced as it should be. This phase, when learning is most intensive, determines 
the future course of life. An early start in education and a well-informed upbringing are 
crucial for children’s development. 

The provision of an encouraging and safe environment for quality early learning is a 
precondition for children to attain success in education. The fundamental principles in 
the process of early learning determining developmental standards for children in the 
age group 0-6 are as follows:5

1.  All children, regardless of sex, ethnic origin, religion, socio-economic and cultural 
differences, different health and special needs, should have the opportunity to 
access the education system;

2.  All children can learn. They deserve high performance expectations from their 
learning process in accordance with their age and socio-cultural context;

3. Children learn best through play. In the learning process, play is accepted as a 
learning instrument;

4. The children’s learning environment encourages curiosity and corresponds with 
their physical and emotional needs, and thus they feel safe;

5. Children’s learning development fully depends on quality caregivers who 
are interested in their own continued professional training, development and 
collaboration with children and their parents;

6. Respect for the personality and individual characteristics, needs, interests and 
abilities of every child, including children with special needs and children of all 
socioeconomic and ethnic groups;

7. The content of the standards cover all domains of development of the children’s 
personality, without favouring certain domains. The holistic approach in the 
standard development is the basis for their design, considering that the child 
perceives the world as a whole;

8. Joint action in the family and community to encourage the development of 
children’s early learning;

All children have the potential to achieve the expected standards to a great extent at 
a specific age, if given the adequate support, instruction and stimulation for their early 
learning development; 

5  UNICEF (2009) Early Childhood Development: Early Learning and Development Standards for Children from 0-6 
Years.
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Fundamental values that children will impart upon the attainment of early learning 
and development standards include independence, creativity, initiative, responsibility 
towards oneself and others, tolerance, solidarity and respect for diversity, society and 
the State. 

Many studies suggest that early childhood development standards for the full 
development of children should cover the following areas: physical health and 
motor development; social-emotional development; development of approaches to 
learning; linguistic development, literacy and communication; cognitive development 
and overall information building. Development in one of these areas largely influences 
others. The interdependence and complementary nature of these areas reveals the 
need for a holistic approach to early childhood development standards. 

Affectionate, stable, comforting, encouraging and rewarding relations with family 
members and caregivers during the early years of life are crucial for all aspects of 
child development. Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) makes significant 
contributions to child well-being and overall welfare. It is possible to gather its benefits 
under the four general headings of the child’s individual development, employability in 
adulthood, social justice and equity, and overall social benefits. 

Universally accessible, high quality, inclusive ECEC services are to the benefit of all 
citizens. These services not only assist children in realizing their full potential but also 
help parents and other family members to improve their employability through job-
related training and to diversify their leisure time activities. 

Individual Development 

ECEC is of fundamental importance for life-long learning, socialization, personal 
development and employment in future. Complementing the central role of the family, 
ECEC has a deep and long-lasting impact on the life of individuals. Measures or 
interventions introduced in later phases of life are not as effective as those introduced 
during the early years. The experience gained by children in the earliest phase of 
their life is the solid basis of their future learning. If foundations are firmly laid early 
in life, the learning experience in later years becomes richer and is likely to continue 
for longer. All this adds up to reduced school dropout rates, more equal outcomes in 
education and reduced social costs, including public spending in such areas as social 
protection, health and even justice.6

ECEC contributes to the natural and healthy physical, psychomotor, emotional, 
mental, linguistic and social development of children. Programmes implemented and 
environments provided by ECEC are planned and systematic and they are supportive 
of children’s age and development characteristics. A well designed ECEC programme 
ensures higher school performance and academic success in the longer term. Among 
15 year-old Turkish students participating in the PISA 2009 tests, the average score of 
those who have attended preschool education for one year or less is 42 points higher 
than the average score of those who have never been in preschool education. Since 

6 European Commission (2011) Communication from the Commission: Early Childhood Education and Care: 
Providing all our children with the best start for the world of tomorrow. Brussels, 17.2.2011 COM(2011) 66 final.
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children receiving preschool education are better prepared for formal schooling, their 
school retention is also higher, many continuing with university education later and 
finding better jobs.7

Employability 

Quality ECEC has multi-dimensional benefits in social, economic and educational 
terms. It plays an important role in enhancing the capability of future citizens. As 
the main instrument for inclining individuals towards life-long learning, ECEC makes 
a specific contribution to the creation of a highly qualified and skilled labour force 
capable of adapting rapidly to technological changes. Individuals with enhanced 
learning capacity constitute the qualified labour force that our age demands and this 
can be ensured only through quality education delivered at an early age. By improving 
the welfare status of children, ECEC supports both their future learning and their social 
integration. 

ECEC also helps adults to shorten their work leave periods and thus contributes to 
the retention of the labour force. High quality ECEC contributes to employability by 
enabling families to balance their family and working lives better. Another important 
outcome of publicly-provided childcare services which needs to be stressed is the 
provision of employment opportunities for childcare workers, the majority of whom 
are females.8

Social Justice and Equality

Quality ECEC services are extremely important in reducing socioeconomic inequalities 
and improving learning outcomes. ECEC services benefit families and society as a 
whole as well as the young children concerned. ECEC provides significant opportunities 
for helping young people to make a good start for tomorrow’s world, so breaking the 
cycle that transfers disadvantages from one generation to the next. Many studies show 
that it is the disadvantaged children of low income and migrant families who benefit 
most from ECEC services. ECEC is the most important step to be taken to ensure 
that all children start school on an equal footing. Quality ECEC makes a significant 
contribution to the achievement of targets as reducing school dropout rates, poverty 
and social exclusion by empowering all children to realize their potential. ECEC is 
important for ensuring social justice and combating inequalities.

Early childhood is the stage that affects child development most profoundly and has the 
greatest potential for breaking the cycle of disadvantaged status. Research shows that 
poverty is closely associated with poor education outcomes. Even at the age of three, 
there are significant differences between children of poor and better-off backgrounds in 
terms of cognitive, social and emotional development. Unless necessary interventions 

7 Çiğdem Kağıtçıbaşı, Diane Sunar, Sevda Bekman and Zeynep Cemalcılar, Erken Müdahalenin Erişkinlikte Etkileri, 
2005; ERG (Eğitim Reformu Girişimi) İlköğretim ve Eğitim Kanunu ile Bazı Kanunlarda Değişiklik Yapılmasına 
Dair Kanun Teklifi: Alt Komisyonun Kabul Ettiği Metin Hakkında Bilimsel Bulgular ve İnsan Hakları İlkeleri Işığında 
Değerlendirme, 4 March 2012 (Effects of Early Intervention on Adulthood (Education Reform Initiative), Draft Law 
on Amending the Law on Primary Education and Education and Some Other Legislation: An Evaluation of the Draft 
Adopted by the Sub-commission in the Light of Scientific Findings and Human Rights Principles)   .
8 Staab, S. and R. Gerhard (2010), ‘Childcare Service Expansion in Chile and Mexico: For Women or Children or 
Both?’, UNRISD, Gender and Development Programme, Paper No. 10, May 2010.
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are made, these gaps tend to grow even wider from the age of five onwards. Studies 
conducted in the US point out that the positive effect of ECEC on children from poor 
families is double that on children from more advantaged families. It may therefore 
be inferred that ECEC is particularly beneficial to disadvantaged children and families 
such as migrants and minorities. 

ECEC is also a helpful tool in reducing school dropouts which are closely associated 
with disadvantaged socio-economic status. Universally accessible and high quality 
ECEC has the potential to break the cycle of underperformance and disinterest which 
leads to school dropouts and thus to the intergenerational transfer of poverty by 
bridging social development and literacy gaps between advantaged and disadvantaged 
children. 

Studies on this issue reveal that there is a significant gap between the levels of 
achievement of children from migrant families and other children and that the school 
dropout rate in the former is about twice as high as in the latter. ECEC programmes 
contribute significantly to the cognitive and linguistic development of children of 
migrant families. Model programmes implemented in the US have demonstrated the 
positive impact of ECEC not only on future educational life and earnings but also on 
for the likelihood of delinquency.  Improving the linguistic skills of children during the 
early years prepares them better for formal schooling and ensures that they get an 
equal start with their peers. 

ECEC also facilitates the integration of children with special education needs into 
society and the education system. 

Social Contributions

The benefits of ECEC go beyond poverty mitigation and are valid for all sections of 
society. ECEC contributes to the solution of education-related problems in a more 
sustained and less costly way than interventions in later phases of life. 

Some Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries 
have also started to see childcare services as a panacea for falling birth rates. This 
has led to increased focus on the transformation of childcare. The transformation in 
childcare creates a significant potential for children, their families and society at large. 
With ECEC, children may benefit from their interaction with other children and childcare 
specialists; furthermore, their cognitive, linguistic, emotional and social development 
can be strengthened. Most important of all, early childhood education and care offers a 
unique chance to reduce the risk of future poverty and disadvantage awaiting millions 
of children by extending quality early education and care opportunities to all children. 
It must be added that quality childcare provides equal opportunities to women in 
particular. 

Hence, public investment in effective ECEC programmes has high returns in educational, 
social and economic terms. Cost-benefit analyses of early childhood interventions, 
including the Heckman curve, show that investment in early childhood education and 
care is extremely efficient, bringing in eight US dollars for each US dollar invested. The 
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OECD report ‘Doing Better for Families’9 confirms that childcare services delivered at 
reasonable cost increase parents’ earnings and assure significant achievements on 
the part of children. In Turkey too, academic studies on the issue have showed that an 
investment of one lira in preschool education will bring a return of 6-7 liras.10 According 
to the Mother Child Education Foundation (AÇEV), providing one year of preschool 
education to children will increase family income by 8%, reduce the proportion of 
poor families by 11% and improve women’s employment by 9%.11 

II. EFFECTS OF WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT ON CHILD WELL-BEING 
AND DEVELOPMENTS IN TURKEY 

Both the dimensions of child well-being as addressed by the EU and UNICEF and 
the four fundamental rights of children underlined in the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child are closely associated with the status of families, particularly with their 
material means. In the report on Child Poverty and Well-Being in the EU prepared 
for the European Commission, the status of families is addressed in its material and 
non-material dimensions.12 Here, it is critical not to ignore the relationship between 
these material and non-material dimensions. The composition of the household and 
the relations of household members to the labour market (i.e. short and long-term 
unemployment, full or part-time work, secure or insecure jobs etc) directly affect child 
well-being. Family income, material deprivation, housing and labour market status are 
all factors that determine children’s enjoyment of their rights to survival, development, 
protection and participation. 

It is well established that the status of household members in the labour market 
affects children’s well-being and their enjoyment of their rights. In particular, the active 
involvement of the mother in the labour market affects children’s lives in both material 
and non-material terms. When a child’s mother is employed, the risk of that child 
suffering from poverty is significantly reducedto the quality of life and life satisfaction 
of children whose mothers working in secure and well-paid jobs are enhanced, and 
their capabilities are diversified further. 13 

Adult unemployment, on the other hand, is known to be related directly to household 
poverty. Studies show that child poverty tends to be deeper in households experiencing 
poverty and unemployment. The risk of child poverty is more likely in single-parent 
families or in families where one of the parents is unemployed. Unemployment in 
single-parent families increases the risk of child poverty three times. The risk of child 
poverty in families where both parents are unemployed is four times higher than in 
families with one working parent and 14 times higher than in families where two or 
more adult members are working.14 

9 OECD (2011) Doing Better For Families. 
10 Kaytaz, M. (2005) Türkiye’de Okulöncesi Eğitimin Fayda-Maliyet Analizi.AÇEV, Istanbul
11 AÇEV (2012) 222 Sayılı İlköğretim ve Eğitim Kanunu ile Bazı Kanunlarda Değişiklik Yapılmasına Dair Kanun Teklifi 
ile ilgili Görüş ve Öneriler, www.acev.org.tr  (Opinions and suggestions regarding the draft on amending the law no 
222 on primary education and education and some other laws) 
12 Child Poverty and Child Well-Being in the EU, Report for the EC prepared by TORKİ Social Research Institute  Child Poverty and Child Well-Being in the EU, Report for the EC prepared by TORKİ Social Research Institute 
and Applica, 2010.
13 Child Poverty and Child Well-Being in the EU, Report for the EC prepared by TORKİ Social Research Institute  Child Poverty and Child Well-Being in the EU, Report for the EC prepared by TORKİ Social Research Institute 
and Applica, 2010.
14 www.oecd.org/social/family/database www.oecd.org/social/family/database
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In those European Union countries where the incidence of child poverty is high (Italy, 
Spain, Greece and Poland), both the employment and wages of women are low. 
In these countries, there are serious gaps in the delivery of childcare services, and 
childcare is generally left to the extended family. Material support extended to poor 
families is also limited. 

According to data from the Turkish Statistical Institute (TurkStat), the rate of poverty 
amongst children under 15 was 24.5% in the year 2008, and 25.8% in 2009. For 
children under 6, this rate was 17.1% in 2008 and %18.08 in 2009. While the rate of 
household poverty is as high as 44.5% among unemployed single-parent families, it 
drops to 28.3% if the single parent is employed. In households with two parents the 
rate of household poverty is 25.8% if all adult family members are unemployed, but 
this drops to 20% in cases where one adult is employed and further to 16.1% in cases 
where two or more adults are employed.15

Even when working outside the home, women are mostly employed in precarious, 
short-term, part-time and low-paid jobs. The well-being of children whose parents 
work in low-paid and precarious forms of employment is negatively affected in several 
respects. In such cases, the child not only faces material poverty but is also unable 
benefit from some social services, since his/her parents are not covered by any social 
security scheme. The rate of working poor among employed women is quite high. 
Low-paid women can reach only low-quality services in the fields of education and 
health. According to UN data, while women do 66% of all work, their share in earnings 
is only 10%.16 Women make up 70% of all people in poverty in the world. While 
working women spend 90% of their earnings on the family and social welfare, this 
rate varies between 30% and 40% among working men. By investing their earnings in 
the health and education needs of their children, women are actually taking poverty-
mitigating measures for the longer term. Hence, women’s participation in employment 
and increases in their earnings have positive impacts on their children’s welfare and 
well-being. 

Women’s participation in employment is crucial to their economic empowerment, 
increasing their ability to take decisions that affect their own lives and the lives of 
their children positively in the long-term.17 Children of working mothers are more likely 
to benefit from quality education services. Socialization in working life also makes 
women more aware of their rights – another factor which contributes to children’s 
well-being. Working women have higher chances of having access to pre- and post-
natal care services than non-working women, and the quality of the services they 
receive is also higher. Access to such services clearly has direct positive effects on 
child survival and health. The employment of a woman in a secure and well-paid job 
positively affects her child’s present and future capabilities and his/her interaction 
with the social environment. When women participate in working life, their children are 
more likely to develop more egalitarian perceptions of gender. When the child grows 
up with an empowered mother capable of taking decisions, he/she will have a more 
egalitarian understanding of gender issues in adulthood. Women’s participation in the 

15 www.oecd.org/social/family/database www.oecd.org/social/family/database
16 World Bank (2012) Removing Barriers to Economic Inclusion. Washington: WB.
17  Women’s Economic Empowerment: Scope for Sida’s Engagement, 2009.  Women’s Economic Empowerment: Scope for Sida’s Engagement, 2009.
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labour force can lead to positive outcomes in terms of their children’s social relations 
and social participation. Children of working mothers, if they are sent to crèches 
and childcare centres, have the opportunity to socialise with their peers and child 
development specialists. This type of socialization contributes positively to children’s 
emotional, cognitive and social development.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT AND CHILDCARE IN THE 
WORLD AND IN TURKEY 

The importance attached to early childhood education and care is closely associated 
with social transformations, including the fact that today more than two-thirds of 
women of working age, especially in the OECD countries, are employed outside the 
home. Compared to earlier generations, many women are now postponing their first 
childbirth for up to ten years. The results of the Turkey Demographic and Health Survey 
(TDHS) 2008 show that the age group with the highest rate of fertility is no longer 
20-24 but 25-29.18 The inclusion of more women in the labour force has increased 
GNP and tax revenues while reducing the cost of welfare schemes. Meanwhile, the 
increasing competitiveness of the information economy has convinced families and 
governments that preschool education is an investment in future academic success 
and employment opportunity. 

According to Eurostat figures, worldwide, women’s employment rates  are generally 
lower than those of men.  Iceland has the highest rate with 77.9% in 2011. The rates for 
Sweden and Norway are 77.2% and 77.1%, respectively. The rate is 71.1%, 71.4%, 
67.9% and 64.7% in Germany, the Netherlands, UK and France, respectively. The 
figures for Greece, Italy and Spain are 48.6%, 49.9% and 55.5%. In Turkey, according 
to Eurostat figures, 29.7% of women and according to TURKSTAT figures 25.6% of 
women are employed.19 20

Women’s employment rate in Turkey is far behind the rates in all European countries 
and countries having similar economic status. This situation derives from various 
factors including limited employment opportunities for women, lack of skills needed 
for employability and the necessity for women to undertake traditional roles as a part 
of existing patriarchal structures. 

As a result, the roles of women as wives and mothers come to the fore as a part of 
traditional gender attributions, and associated responsibilities dominate their daily 
life. In the traditional family structure, women can only work outside the home with 
the permission and approval of men. In spite of the fact that Article 159 of the old 
Civil Code was annulled by the Constitutional Court in 1990, studies show that 36% 
of non-working women in Turkey in general and 52% of non-working women in the 
eastern part of the country stay away from labour market because of their husbands’ 
objection.21 

18 Koç İ., E. Yiğit ve Y. Coşkun (2009) Türkiye Nüfus ve Sağlık Araştırması 2008 Ön Raporu. Mart 2009, Ankara.
19 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdec420&plugin=1
20 http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/VeriBilgi.do?alt_id=25
21 Altınay, A. Ve Arat Y. (2008) Türkiye’de Kadına Yönelik Şiddet. İstanbul: Metis Yayınları.
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Furthermore, the limited availability and high cost of crèche and day care services 
supporting women’s employment is one of the most important obstacles to their labour 
force participation. Social policies geared to supporting women’s employment are not 
very meaningful unless they include services which support women’s participation in 
working life outside the home. The limited availability and quality of childcare services, 
their failure to respond to the different needs of working mothers (non-alignment with 
working days and hours) and their high cost make it difficult for women to access 
these services and this in turn negatively affects the labour force participation of 
women with children. An examination of the factors which keep women aged 15-24 
out of the labour force shows that while the overall tendency in the EU countries is 
for young women of this age still to be in education, the major factor in Turkey is their 
childcare and family responsibilities.22  For women aged 25-54, the labour force non-
participation among women is much higher in Turkey (64%) than in EU countries23. In 
Eastern and Central European countries, women are known to tend to withdraw from 
working life when social support to employers for the free or low-cost provision of 
childcare services is cut.24 Hence, social policies geared to promoting the employment 
of women with children are of great importance. 

Due to their childcare responsibilities, women generally work in part-time and low 
paid jobs. Such jobs constitute a serious obstacle to women’s realization of their full 
potential and to their social and material satisfaction in working life. In 2010, 75.5% 
of all part-time workers in 27 EU countries were women.25 In OECD countries 21.7% 
of working women are in part-time jobs while among working males this rate is only 
4.4%.26 This situation is not the outcome of women’s own wishes or preferences; they 
are obliged to work part-time although they want to work full-time. In 2010, more than 
two-thirds (68.4%) of all employees in 27 EU countries who work part-time but want 
to work full-time are women.27 While in OECD and EU countries it is quite common for 
women to have part-time jobs so as to be able to fulfil their childcare responsibilities, 
this phenomenon is very limited in Turkey. For the year 2009, among working women 
in the age group 25-54, the proportion working part-time is 22.4%.28

It is quite likely for children living with parents who have part-time and precarious 
jobs to face poverty and social exclusion. Social policies designed to reconcile family 
and working life are crucial for women who are trying to provide childcare and family 
subsistence alone. Studies show that the likelihood of child poverty in single-parent 
families is three times greater than in families with two parents.29 Also, the risk of child 
poverty is three times higher in two-parent families where only one parent is working 
than in families where both parents are working.

22 Eurostat (2012)  Eurostat (2012) Labour Market Participation by Sex and Age, epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/
index.php/Labour 
23 Ibid. Ibid.
24  International Labour Organization, (2005), �Women’s employment: Global trends and ILO responses�. ILO   International Labour Organization, (2005), �Women’s employment: Global trends and ILO responses�. ILO 
contribution to 49th Session of the Commission on the Status of Women, United Nations, February 28–March 11, 
New York.
25 Antuofermo, M. and Di Meglio, E. (2012),  Antuofermo, M. and Di Meglio, E. (2012), Population and Social Conditions, Eurostat Statistics in Focus, 
9/2012.
26 OECD (2011),  OECD (2011), Doing Better for Families.
27 Antuofermo, M. and Di Meglio, E. (2012),  Antuofermo, M. and Di Meglio, E. (2012), Population and Social Conditions, Eurostat Statistics in Focus, 
9/2012.
28 OECD (2011),  OECD (2011), Doing Better for Families.
29 OECD (2008),  OECD (2008), Babies and Bosses: Balancing Work and Family Life, OECD Policy Brief, July 2008.
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In 2010, 26.9% of children aged 0 to 17 in the EU-27 countries were living with the 
risk of social exclusion and poverty.30 In OECD and EU countries where single-parent 
families are common as a result of increasing divorce rates within the last 40 years, 
women’s employment in part-time and low paid jobs constitutes a serious risk in terms 
of poverty in general and child poverty in particular. When alone without a partner, 
women are generally only able to fulfil their double responsibility of childcare and 
family subsistence by working in part-time jobs. In Australia, Ireland, New Zealand 
and the UK, the rate of employment of single parents is only between 45% and 55%. 
In Turkey, the parents of 75.7% of the children under 15 living in single-parent families 
were unemployed in 2008.31 This situation arises from weak material incentives for 
employment. Improvement of such incentives will play an important role in mitigating 
the problem of unemployment among parents. Another solution could be the 
introduction of material incentives exclusively for parents regardless of whether they 
are employed or not. In OECD countries, the best policy outcomes are observed in 
those countries where social policies are such that employment and quality childcare 
support is extended together with financial support. 

In the present policy paper the impact of women’s employment on child well-being 
is addressed mainly under two headings. The paper will first deal with policies 
that help balance family and working life. Secondly, since the main purpose of the 
Paper is to assess relevant practices in different countries by focusing on childcare, 
childcare practices will be examined and best practices in this area will be highlighted. 
Subsequently, the state of children in Turkey and child policies will be examined. The 
final part of the paper contains an overall assessment and policy suggestions. 

III. PROGRAMMES AND SERVICES DEVELOPED FOR CHILD                
      WELL-BEING 

PRACTICES IN THE WORLD 

1. VOCATIONAL TRAINING FOR WOMEN

Studies show that vocational training and skills training have positive impacts on 
women.32 These programmes, varying in duration between 6 months and one year, 
aim either to update existing skills and know-how or to teach skills in a completely new 
occupational area. Training programmes of this kind have much more significant effects 
on women than men, in terms of labour market outcomes, particularly in countries 
with low female labour force participation rates. In countries such as Austria, France, 
Germany, Norway and Poland, these programmes have increased female labour force 
participation.33

30 Antuofermo, M. and Di Meglio, E. (2012),  Antuofermo, M. and Di Meglio, E. (2012), Population and Social Conditions, Eurostat Statistics in Focus, 
9/2012.
31 www.oecd.org/social/family/database www.oecd.org/social/family/database
32 Kluve, J. (2006) ‘The Effectiveness of European Active Labor Market Policy’, available at http://www.tinbergen.
nl/cost/london/kluve.pdf
33 Bergemann, A. And G. J. Van den Berg (2006) Active labor market policy effects for women in Europe: a survey, 
IZA Discussion Papers, No. 2365
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In the case of Germany and the UK, in addition to short-term qualification courses 
aiming to increase professional and practical skills, and training programmes aiming 
to meet the special needs of women who have interrupted their work for maternity or 
childcare purposes, so that they can adapt to work again, various other alternatives 
are offered, including certificated vocational training programmes of up to two years’ 
duration. Such programmes play an important role in making it possible for women to 
overcome the various obstacles and difficulties which they face in the labour market. 
Particularly in the UK, an important aim of vocational training programmes is to keep 
women in work with continuous education.

Several countries have tried to address the issue of organizing vocational training 
programmes in areas that are suitable to the special needs of women in the labour 
market and to the structure of the markets. A study conducted in the UK34 reveals that 
vocational training programmes targeting women tend to focus on traditional, low-paid 
occupations, and that this situation significantly decreases the motivation of women 
to participate in these programmes. As a result, programmes offered in a variety of 
areas in the UK now aim to focus on the different interests of women themselves.

The UK case also underlines the importance of continuous contact with employers 
at the local level. Cooperation with local employers both in the identification of 
training subjects and determination of course contents, and in the actual provision 
of courses, ensures that employers are informed about the quality of the training and 
conveys a positive message to participants about their prospects of recruitment upon 
successful completion of the programme. Another positive practice in the UK concerns 
incentives for voluntary work during the training programmes within the framework of 
an agreement with employers. This practice helps the women to develop their skills 
while increasing the likelihood that they will be recruited by the employers whom they 
work for during the vocational training courses.

In Germany, emphasis is placed on the role of consultancy services in increasing 
the success of vocational training. Consultancy services are clearly important for 
identifying the fields of vocational training which match the skills and characteristics 
of the applicants, ensuring the quality and determining the content of the training 
programme, and locating prospective jobs for participants completing their courses.

2. BALANCING WORK AND FAMILY LIFE 

Maternity leave 

Social policies related to maternity leave should be developed with both women’s 
labour force participation and child well-being in mind. Entitlement to long periods of 
maternity leave carries the risk of stressing the traditional role of women as mothers 
and confining them to this role. Short, unpaid maternity leave, on the other hand, may 
cause women who want to have children to drift away from working life. Some women 
are known to plan to work only until they have children; others quit working after 
having faced the difficulty of reconciling the responsibilities of childcare and work. 

34 L. Miller et al. (2007) Employment Outcomes for Women in London’s Economy. Report 449, The Institute for 
Employment Studies.
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Thus, the length and nature of maternity leave is of crucial importance. In countries 
where maternity leave for parents is longest (i.e. 3 years in Austria, Czech Republic, 
Finland and Hungary), the material support extended during this period is lower than 
the level of earnings prior to maternity, but still makes it easier for parents to take 
care of their new-born children. It must be added, however, that this practice may 
negatively affect the intention of parents to return to working life after some time. 

Research on the issue suggests that it is best when parental leave is between six 
months and two years. Where men do not take an active part, women have to spare 
more time on childcare and household responsibilities. Women’s participation in the 
labour market tends to increase if fathers devote more time to their children. In many 
European countries including France, Germany and the UK, fathers also have rights 
to parental leave. Although the leave is only for a brief period, this is an important step 
towards ensuring that women do not leave the labour market. 

In France, paid maternity leave has been set since 1970 at 16 weeks for the first and 
second child and 26 weeks for the third child. In case of twin births, working mothers 
have the right to 34 weeks of paid leave. There is also some flexibility in maternity leave: 
for example, in case of complications during pregnancy, it is possible to add a further 
2 weeks before and 4 weeks after birth (including cases of caesarean section). If the 
mother wants to return immediately to her job, she has the right to use her maternity 
leave only for 8 weeks. The wages payable during maternity leave are calculated as 
the equivalent of net pay. Fathers are also entitled to paid leave when their wives give 
birth. Paternity leave was only 3 days until 2002 after which it was extended to 14 days 
usable within the first four months following birth. Of these 14 days of leave, 3 are paid 
and the remaining 11 days are covered through �capped compensation.� In the year 
2004, for example, two-thirds of new fathers were observed to be using 14 days of 
parental leave. However, fathers in management positions, in particular, tend not to 
use the additional 11 days of leave since they are worried about the salary loss. 

Mothers’ ties with the labour market are further consolidated in cases where paid 
maternity leave is not too long and accorded equally to both parents. Research points 
to positive outcomes of 6 months of paid leave in this respect. 

Mothers in France have had the right to use extended maternity leaves since 1977. 
Here, the target group consists of mothers having three or more children. These 
mothers may take maternity leave for up to one year. During this period, they are 
paid 35% of the minimum wage. This one-year period of leave may be extended to 3 
years. Employers are not expected to contribute to the pay, but are obliged to retain 
the position of the woman employee. In 1984, this extended leave was rearranged so 
as to cover fathers as well. Since that time, both parents have been able to use this 
right to leave following the birth of the second child. Since 2003, the parent concerned 
also has a right to work reduced hours. Also since 2003, parents in France have had 
the right to use 6 months of leave following the birth of the first child. From 2006 
onwards, parents have had the right to choose either maternity leave of up to one 
year with 60% of minimum wage or maternity leave of up to three years with 35% 
of the minimum wage. It is worth noting that 96% of parents using maternity leave 
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are women. Mothers tend to use their extended maternity leave after the birth of 
their second child, and especially after the birth of the third child. While low-paid 
women prefer full-time maternity leave, those in management positions usually opt 
for part-time (mostly 4/5) leave. Those who use part-time leave constitute 40% of all 
employees on maternity leave, and this ratio is on the rise. Significantly, 40% of full-
time maternity leave users are those working in precarious/unsecure jobs. This means 
that they are unable to return to their jobs when their leave comes to an end, and that 
maternity leave is therefore experienced as a period of waiting until a new job can be 
found.  

In Germany, women are entitled to full-paid maternity leave for 14 weeks - 6 weeks 
before and 8 weeks after birth. According to legislation put into effect in 2000, parents 
have the right to share parental leave up to 3 years after birth. This is a significant 
step in combating traditional gender roles. Until the child reaches the age of 8, both 
parents have the right to use maternity leave as they wish. Adopting parents have the 
same rights. There are also some newly introduced rights for job-seeking parents. 
Provided unemployed parents are employable and able to work at least 3 hours a 
day, they have the right to receive counselling services from Employment Centres 
in matters related to childcare and other financial affairs. Single mothers covered by 
social protection schemes are given priority in access to childcare and job-seeking 
services. When applying to employment agencies, job-seeking mothers with children 
attending school are not obliged to accept part-time afternoon jobs. 

In the UK women have the right to ordinary maternity leave of 26 weeks after delivery. 
After this period, they are entitled to return to their previous jobs at the wages they 
used to receive. They may also opt to extend their period of leave for another 26 
months, making a total of a year. Even after an absence of one year, women still have 
the right to return to their jobs. However, an employer may claim that a woman’s 
former position at work has disappeared during her absence.  In such a case, the 
woman concerned may start working in another position of similar status and with 
similar benefits. If a woman who originally planned to use 26 weeks of maternity 
leave decides to return to her job before completing this period, she has to inform her 
workplace about her decision 8 weeks in advance. Fathers too have the right to an 
additional parental leave of up to 26 weeks following their initial two weeks’ leave. The 
additional leave must be used between the 20th week following the birth of the child 
and the child’s first birthday. 

In Sweden parental leave of 480 days may be divided between the parents. 390 days 
of this total are paid at 80% of normal earnings. There is a fixed rate of pay for the 
remaining 90 days. In this scheme, at least 60 days are used by the mother and 60 
days by the father, and the remaining days can be divided by the parents as they 
wish. 35% of fathers use these 60 days of leave, which is the highest among OECD 
countries. 

In 2011, an arrangement was introduced in Australia under which both parents may 
use 18 weeks of parental leave while receiving the minimum wage. Paid maternity 
leave is financially covered by the Government. Starting from 2013, the maternity leave 
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system will be revised so as to cover full and part-time workers, the self-employed, 
seasonally employed fathers (including adopting fathers) and their partners. 

Practices supporting nursing 

Looking at practices supporting nursing mothers we come across different approaches 
in different countries. The International Labour Organization (ILO) includes in its 
Conventions specific articles that seek to ensure that enterprises in Member States 
avoid working arrangements that may jeopardize the health of mothers and their 
children (i.e. Convention No. 183). Arrangements which encourage nursing-friendly 
enterprises are common in EU countries. Especially in Northern countries like Sweden, 
Denmark and Norway, the established perception that extended breastfeeding of 
new-born children is ideal for their growth and development appears to be important 
in shaping these policies. There is strong support for 52 weeks of maternity leave in 
these countries. 

In some other countries, although there may be no support for year-long leave directly 
geared to supporting nursing mothers, there are still some intermediary measures in 
place, like having hygienic breastfeeding rooms in work places. It is an important step, 
for example, that lunch breaks are complemented by breastfeeding/lactation breaks. 
In the UK, it is important for nursing mothers to inform their workplaces in writing to be 
able to exercise some rights in this area. Upon this information, enterprises are obliged 
to provide mothers not only with safe and hygienic breastfeeding rooms but also flexible 
working hours (i.e. different breaks during a work day) and cold stores to keep ejected 
breast milk. It is officially laid down that toilets or special sections in toilets should not be 
used for this purpose. Mothers are free to decide for how long they keep breastfeeding 
their children. In Ireland, nursing mothers can extend their breastfeeding breaks for up 
to an hour. During this break, the mother can breastfeed her child either in the nursery 
in her enterprise, in a special breastfeeding room or at home. 

Practices supporting return to work 

Services to be offered to women who want to return to their jobs after maternity leave 
have to be arranged so as to respond to their needs. In France, women may attend 
centres where they receive training, if necessary, before returning to their earlier jobs. 
Also, the system known �validation of acquired experience� enables women to work 
in jobs that require similar skills and experience. In Australia also a similar training 
programme is offered free to women who have been out of work for three years due 
to childcare responsibilities but want to return now. Positive outcomes are obtained 
if training is organized for one year in a flexible way taking account of the needs of 
parents. In the UK, a similar form of support is extended in priority and exclusively to 
parents. Childcare services are provided during the period of the parents’ training. 

Flexible work arrangements in workplaces 

There are some countries where flexible working hours operate in practice. In the 
Netherlands, for example, working hours may be modified in enterprises employing 
10 and more workers without requirement for any specific reason. In the UK, parents 
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with children under the age of 6 have the right to ask for flexible working hours. In the 
UK again, if women have uninterrupted working experience of longer than 26 weeks 
and have the responsibility of caring for a child under 16 or a disabled child under 
18, they are entitled to ask for flexible working hours and employers are obliged to 
consider this request. The alternatives offered under flexible working aim at responding 
to the needs of women with their varying priorities. Mothers have the right to choose 
what suits them best among many alternatives including part-time work, work at 
home, compressed work (completing 37 hours of work in 4 days and not working 
on other days), starting a different job, working in breaks and after working hours, 
sharing a specific task with others, working with flexible timing (deciding on when 
to work) and yearly working hours (calculating working hours on an annual basis). 
These alternatives enable parents to decide for themselves in the light of factors 
such as their children’s ages, preschool education, school attendance, extracurricular 
activities and vacations. 

Legislative arrangements of this kind emerge as an alternative solution to women 
working in part-time employment, which is mostly low paid. The system is based 
upon parent’s request and the employer has to give a legitimate explanation if s/he 
is to reject any request for flexible working hours. Since low-paid workers also have 
weaker bargaining power, it is important to extend the necessary support to them in 
this system. 

Quality, low cost or free childcare and preschool education services fine-tuned to 
working hours of parents are important in providing more favourable conditions for 
working parents. Childcare services not only for preschool children but also for those in 
formal education, offered outside school hours or during summer vacations, positively 
affect women’s labour force participation and working conditions. 

 (i) Leave for parents with sick children 

The possibility of leave for parents with sick children is a positive practice which 
supports women’s employment. Since working parents cannot send their sick children 
to school or leave them at childcare centres, they have to stay home and take care 
of them. Granting parents leave in such cases is important in terms of family-friendly 
industrial policies. In Germany, each parent has the right to fully-paid leave of 10 
days a year to take care of a sick child. For single mothers, this leave is for 20 days. 
If parents have more than 2 children, each parent is entitled to 25 days’ leave. Single 
mothers with more than 2 children are entitled to 50 days of paid leave a year.  

 (ii) Rearranging school/out-of-school hours 

The situation gets more complicated if school hours are not arranged to take account 
of parents’ working hours. In countries like Denmark and Sweden, where there are 
comprehensive after-school childcare services, and also in France and Quebec, 
where similar policies are in effect, although not as comprehensive as the former, 
positive outcomes have been obtained in reconciling working life and child care 
responsibilities. 
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Supporting family-friendly workplace practices 

Enterprises too have their responsibilities in helping to balance family and working life. 
Support to family-friendly enterprise practices (paid maternity leave, flexible working 
hours, long-term leave, leave in cases of sickness of child, vacations, childcare 
support) is observed more in the public sector and in big firms with large numbers 
of female workers. Especially in enterprises employing qualified and well educated 
women, these practices are adopted as a measure against the loss of the qualified 
labour force. This, however, means that less qualified male and female workers have 
a smaller chance of benefiting from such family-friendly practices. The cost of these 
practices is high particularly when small firms are concerned. As a solution, firms 
either share the cost of family-friendly practices with beneficiaries or make it possible 
to work out offside the enterprise by using the fast and easy communications facilities 
of modern technology. 

Governments are unwilling to take an active part in this process and to support 
companies that adopt family-friendly practices. The major reason for this unwillingness 
is concerns about rising labour costs. Hence governments prefer to assume the limited 
role of intermediation between employers and employees. Yet, if governments were 
to take an active role in this field, they would be supporting women’s labour force 
participation and hence child well-being. It would be an important step forward if 
governments were to impose sanctions in industrial relations for establishing family-
friendly working life practices. This kind of government intervention helps especially low 
paid workers to adapt to working life and contributes significantly to social justice. 

Besides ensuring the quality of services delivered by the private sector, another way 
for the State to support childcare services responsive to the needs of parents and 
children is to extend financial assistance to parents in this field. UNICEF suggests 
subsidizing childcare services for at least 25% of children under age 3 in developed 
countries. Accordingly, 48.7% of children under age 3 in France benefit from State-
supported and State-organized childcare services. In Australia and the Netherlands, 
the State covers a part of the cost of childcare services provided by the private sector, 
based on the income levels of families. Since this State support is extended on the 
condition that the private sector observes relevant quality standards, the outcome is 
positive for parents and their children. 

3. CHILDCARE

“Parental preference” practices in childcare 

Parental choice policies that aim for both parents to arrange their lives on the basis 
of their preferences regarding childcare and work constitute an important target 
that all OECD and EU countries pursue. Inclusion of both parents in the process of 
childcare and enabling them to choose which of various options suits them best will 
both support women’s labour force participation and affect child well-being positively. 
I countries where such policies are absent, gender-biased approaches are known to 
influence parents’ decisions. 
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Offering parents more options in childcare yields positive outcomes for mothers 
and children who have different needs at different periods. It is important to provide 
sustainable and long-term support to parents with children rather than being content 
to provide support only during the period just after birth. It is an important issue 
for debate what kind of social policies would be relevant for parents who want to 
have home-based childcare. It must be born in mind that policies supporting home-
based care may lead women to become estranged from the labour market. The best 
alternative could be combined-support policies that are responsive to different needs 
of parents and children. 

Design of ECEC Programmes

Taking full advantage of the potential of ECEC services for supporting social inclusion 
depends, first and foremost, on how the ECEC system is designed and financed. 
Research shows that ensuring universal access to ECEC services is more effective than 
interventions that target only vulnerable groups. Delivering ECEC services through the 
targeting method poses problems like difficultly in correctly identifying target groups, 
tendency to stigmatize beneficiaries and possible segregation at further stages of 
education. 

ECEC services can only partially compensate for family poverty and socioeconomic 
disadvantages. In order to augment the long-term benefits of quality ECEC services 
to disadvantaged children, these services must be closely associated with efforts 
in other policy areas including employment, housing and health, in the context of a 
holistic strategy. 

Financing 

The highest return is when investments in ECEC specially focus on disadvantaged 
children. Investments in higher levels of education are relatively more beneficial for 
children from families of higher socioeconomic status. 

Unit cost per child attending ECEC is as high as in formal schooling, especially when 
these services are of high quality. However, studies show that quality ECEC services 
have a favourable cost/benefit ratio. In other words, even when costly, investments 
in early childhood bring along savings at later stages. In spite of this, investment per 
child in early childhood is still much lower than investment in later stages of childhood 
in many countries including EU members. 

Today, EU countries have quite different models for financing ECEC services. These 
models are based on both public and private resources. All European countries finance 
ECEC services to children over the age of 3 through public funds. For children under 
the age of 3, the tendency is to rely on private financing. Some member countries 
mobilize additional financial support, personnel and incentives for services to given 
risk groups. 

Market-based services have the potential to save on public spending and present 
parents with more opportunities in terms of choice and supervision. However, this 
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should not be interpreted as a reason to avoid the responsibility to extend quality 
services to all. Low-income families need childcare services at the earliest age and the 
lowest cost possible.  Yet they generally lack the economic means to afford market-
based ECEC services for their children. 

State support to families for access to childcare services 

For many families, absence of affordable childcare opportunities is a serious obstacle 
to participation in working life. For many children, informal care by relatives or 
neighbours is either unavailable or unsustainable. Families may face serious problems 
as a result of the limited availability of formal childcare, the low quality of what exists 
and the high cost of quality services. Low income families therefore have to between 
affordable but low-quality services and the experience of poverty due to not working 
because of childcare responsibilities. 

In order to improve access to formal childcare services, the State has to provide 
material support particularly to low income families. There is need to develop policies 
that give priority to investments targeting children living in disadvantaged regions and 
children with special needs. Supporting low income families in childcare services is 
important in combating child poverty. In Ireland and the UK, formal childcare services 
are so expensive that in some cases one of the parents, mostly the one working 
part-time, has to spend the whole of his or her earnings on these services. The 
same problem is also faced by single parents in France and Switzerland. In Northern 
European countries, on the other hand, substantial material support extended to 
families accessing childcare centres enables them to benefit from these services 
either totally free or with a small fee. 

 (i) Taxation and Support Schemes 

Consideration also needs to be given to reshaping taxation and financial support 
schemes in such a way as to support women’s labour force participation. Taxation 
arrangements and financial support to families may negatively influence mothers’ 
preferences for paid employment or for full-time rather than part-time jobs. For 
instance, the majority of OECD countries have individualized taxation systems. That 
means the second wage-earner in a household (typically a mother) pays less tax than 
the first wage-earner. This kind of taxation encourages women to seek paid work. On 
the other hand, almost all OECD countries also provide tax rebates for non-working 
spouses and family support benefits determined according to the sum of the earnings 
of the two parents. Tax rebates and benefits like this have a negative influence on the 
labour force participation of women, who are usually the second wage-earners in their 
families. 

Quality of ECEC Services 

 (i) Curriculum 

ECEC services have to be designed so as to respond to all the needs of children - 
cognitive, emotional, social and physical. These needs are quite different from the 



26

needs of children of formal school age. Studies show that the early years constitute 
the most critical period in child development. Major habits and patterns of behaviour 
that will be influential throughout the child’s lifetime are shaped in this early period.

Early acquisition of non-cognitive skills such as zeal, motivation and interaction with 
others is vital for future learning and success in social relations. Hence, the ECEC 
curriculum must go beyond cognitive learning and encompass socialization and non-
cognitive skills as well. In this context, the ECEC system must integrate care and 
education without prejudice to the need to provide differently for children aged 0 
to 3 and children between the age of 3 and the age of formal schooling. In order to 
maximise the impact of ECEC services, it is necessary to focus on the quality and 
relevance of the curriculum 

 (ii) Personnel

The level of competence of personnel is of central importance for quality ECEC. It 
is critical to recruit, train and retain qualified personnel. The tendency coming to the 
fore in integrating childcare and education is the professionalization of ECEC workers 
through higher levels of education and training, higher pay and better working 
conditions. However, the personnel profile is rather diverse. Currently, there is a 
tendency in OECD countries to assign education-related services to more qualified 
personnel and care services to others with lower qualifications. This undermines the 
education-care continuum.

Furthermore, the diversity of issues and children that ECEC workers deal with 
requires continuous thinking on pedagogical practice and a systematic approach 
to professionalization. Yet, in many countries today, ECEC workers have limited 
opportunities for orientation, in-service training and professional development. 

Another important point with respect to ECEC workers is the necessity to strike a 
balance in the gender distribution of ECEC personnel. Today, almost all ECEC workers 
are females. There are very few countries that have set targets for recruiting men or 
taken other initiatives to redesign the sector so as to observe a gender balance. 

 (iii) Governance

A systematic approach to ECEC services requires strong cooperation among 
sectors like education, employment, health and social policy. Such approaches help 
governments manage policies more easily and effectively and combine resources 
for children and their families. This in turn requires a holistic vision adopted by all 
stakeholders including parents, a common policy framework with consistent targets, 
and well-defined roles and responsibilities at both central and local level. This approach 
also enables ECEC services to respond better to local needs. 

Smooth transition from one institutional environment to another (i.e. from preschool 
to primary education) depends on effective communication between institutions and 
continuity in terms of content and standards. Also, the increasing diversity of socio-
cultural environments makes transition from family to ECEC services and from one 
age group to another within the same institution more and more important. 
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Quality control mechanisms in ECEC services have to be based on an accepted 
pedagogical framework covering the whole process from birth to formal schooling. 
Such a framework must be wider in scope than the traditional curriculum and address 
personnel needs, pedagogical orientation and standards and a regulatory framework. 
It should also set out expected outputs for the monitoring of child development 
by parents and ECEC personnel and facilitating the transition to further stages of 
education. 

WOMEN’S LEGAL RIGHTS IN WORKING LIFE IN TURKEY 

The Constitution guarantees equal rights for women and men. Under Article 10 of the 
Constitution the State is obliged to observe this equality in practice. The Constitutional 
clause �measures adopted by the State for this purpose cannot be interpreted as 
in contradiction with the principle of equality� clearly allows, at constitutional level, 
positive discrimination for women. Article 48 states that everyone has the freedom to 
work. After an amendment introduced in 2001, Article 49 reads as follows: �The State 
shall take the necessary measures to raise the standard of living of workers, and to 
protect workers and the unemployed in order to improve the general conditions of 
labour, to promote labour, to create suitable economic conditions for prevention of 
unemployment and to secure labour peace.� The importance of this clause in terms 
of women’s employment is clear: the State is obliged to take measures to support 
women’s employment. 

Article 192 of the Civil Code states that a spouse is not obliged to obtain the permission 
of the other when selecting an occupation or job. However, this firm statement is 
somewhat mitigated by the following clause, which states that the interests of family 
unity should be upheld in such matters. 

Article 5 of the Labour Code aims to combat any discriminatory attitudes that women 
may face in working life: �Except for biological reasons or reasons related to the nature 
of the job,� the article reads, �the employer must not make any discrimination, either 
directly or indirectly, against an employee in the conclusion, conditions, execution and 
termination of his (her) employment contract due to the employee’s sex or maternity. 
Differential remuneration for similar jobs or for work of equal value is not permissible. 
Application of special protective provisions due to the employee’s sex shall not justify 
paying her a lower wage.� The last sentence provides a safeguard against any cut in 
wages due to protective measures favouring women. 

Again, according to Article 18 of the Labour Code; �An employer who terminates 
the contract of an employee engaged for an indefinite period who is employed in an 
establishment with thirty or more workers and who meets a minimum seniority of 
six months must depend on a valid reason for such termination connected with the 
capacity or conduct of the employee or based on the operational requirements of the 
establishment or service�. Paragraph (d) of the same article states that factors like 
race, colour, sex, marital status, family responsibilities, pregnancy and maternity shall 
not constitute a valid reason for termination. 
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Labour Code Article 74 sets forth the principle that female employees must not be 
engaged in work for a total period of sixteen weeks, eight weeks before confinement 
and eight weeks after confinement. In case of multiple pregnancy, an extra two week 
period is added to the eight weeks before confinement. A female employee whose 
health condition is suitable, as approved by a doctor’s certificate, may work if she so 
wishes up until three weeks before delivery. In this case, the extra time which she has 
worked shall be added to the time period allowed to her after confinement. During 
pregnancy, female workers are entitled to paid leave for periodic checkups. The same 
article provides that in cases where it is deemed necessary, based on a doctor’s 
report, pregnant workers should be assigned to lighter tasks within the workplace 
without any loss of pay. 

The article in question was amended through Law No. 6111 in 2011 in such a way 
as to add a clause specifying that a worker who has been unable to use her pre-
confinement leave because she has given birth early is entitled to add the unused 
period of leave to her period of leave after birth. 

If the female employee so wishes, she shall be granted unpaid leave of up to six months 
after the expiry of the sixteen weeks, or in the case of multiple pregnancy, after the expiry 
of the eighteen weeks indicated above. This period shall not be taken into consideration 
when determining the employee’s one year of service for entitlement to annual paid 
leave. Female employees shall be allowed a total of one-and-a-half hours a day nursing 
leave in order to enable them to feed their children under age 1. The employee shall 
decide herself at what times and in how many periods she will use this leave. The length 
of the nursing leave shall be treated as part of the daily working hours. 

Article 9 in the Regulation on Working Conditions of Pregnant or Nursing Women, 
Nursing Rooms and Child Care Centres forbids night work for nursing mothers for 
a period of 6 months following delivery. At the end of a period of eight weeks after 
birth and at the end of a period of 6 months in nursing, female employees are still not 
allowed to work at night ıf they present a doctor’s report to the effect that such work 
may be hazardous from the point of view of safety or health. According to the same 
article, female employees cannot be forced to work at night within the period between 
becoming pregnant, as confirmed by a doctor’s report, and birth. 

Article 10 of the same Regulation limits the maximum daily working hours of pregnant, 
neonatal and nursing employees to 7.5 hours. 

Article 15 on the Obligation to Provide Nursing Rooms and Childcare Centres obliges 
work places employing 100 to 150 female workers, regardless of their age and marital 
status, to provide a nursing room on separate premises not more than 250 meters 
away. According to the same article, workplaces employing more than 150 female 
workers, regardless of their age and marital status, are obliged to provide a childcare 
centre separate from and close to the establishment for children aged 0 to 6. Employers 
falling into this category are also obliged to establish a preschool at the childcare 
centre. Employers may come together to provide nursing rooms and childcare centres 
and may fulfil this obligation through contracts with other childcare centres which 
meet the required conditions. 
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Article 16 states that children of female workers can benefit from nursing room and 
childcare services together with children of male workers whose wives have died or 
who have assumed the guardianship of their children. Rooms are for children aged 
0-1 and 0-6. This article clearly shows that it is essentially mothers who are regarded 
as responsible for childcare and responsibility is given to fathers only when children 
are without their mothers. 

Article 13 of the Prime Ministry circular of 25 May 2010 on �Increasing Female 
Employment and Providing Equal Opportunities� states that �The crèche and 
day care centre obligation of public and private workplaces will be enforced and 
inspected in line with relevant provisions of the Labour Law No. 4857�. In line with 
this provision, work on crèches is being conducted by the World Bank, the Women 
Entrepreneurs Association of Turkey (KAGİDER) and AÇEV. The stated objective is 
to facilitate childcare, which is the most important obstacle preventing women from 
joining the labour force. The Ministry of Family and Social Policies is also working on 
the provision of a monthly cash payment to support working mothers making use of 
crèche services, within the limits of its budget and targeting sustainability. In the same 
context, neighbourhood day care centres are being re-considered. Crèches are also 
envisaged as an area of employment for women with low educational status. The idea 
is to reduce fees charged by private crèches by creating competition and to provide 
care for mothers working - or receiving training with a view to working - in medium 
and small-scale enterprises. 

In order to support female employment, an amendment was made in the Law on 
Income Tax in 2007 to exempt women selling certain goods produced at home, without 
establishing a workplace, from income tax.

A parallel regulation concerns the provisional Article 16/3 of Law No. 5510, which 
provides for the possibility of low-premium voluntary insurance for women who are 
working in handicrafts as exempt from income tax. For the year 2012, an unconditional 
30-day right to insurance is accorded to women who pay their premium for 19 days. 

Incentives have an important function in combating inequalities in access to 
employment. As is well-known, Law No. 5763 introduced incentives to increase 
the employment of women older than 18 years and of young people aged 18-29. 
This Law provides for the payment of the employers’ insurance premium from the 
Unemployment Insurance Fund for five years for the employment of women.

Law No. 6111 dated 13.2.2011 promotes measures to increase women’s employment 
and restructures the incentives. The new incentives aim to increase women’s labour 
force participation and employment, but also to decrease the risk of unemployment by 
increasing the skills of employees, to encourage vocational and technical training, and 
to increase the number of workforce members with vocational qualification certificates. 
Within this framework, where women older than 18 years of age are recruited as additional 
employees, the employer’s insurance premium is to be paid from the Unemployment 
Insurance Fund for 24-54 months (calculated on the basis of earnings). It is now also 
possible for the insurance premium incentives targeting women and young people to be 
involved simultaneously with the 5-points premium reduction.
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STATE OF CHILDREN AND CHILD-RELATED POLICIES IN TURKEY

According to 2012 statistics, the age group 0-18 makes up approximately 30% of 
Turkey’s total population. In Turkey with such a large size of child population, child 
focused social policies are not sufficiently holistic. Due to the lack of this holistic 
approach, some practices can only bring short-term and temporary solutions to the 
problems. This situation affects both the present and future of the country negatively. 
2009 TURKSTAT data shows that the rate of child poverty is 25.8%. 

There are serious problems and deficiencies when it comes to the right of children to 
life, survival, protection and full realization of their potential. Firstly, children benefit 
from very limited public resources in Turkey. Only 6.5% of public social spending is 
allocated to children aged 0 to 6. It is interesting to note that per capita spending for 
population aged 44 and over is 2.5 times greater than spending for children.35 

2009 data suggests that non-educational spending for children amounts to only 1.31% 
of GDP. When spending for primary and secondary education is added, the figure 
rises to 3.65%. According to year 2012 central government budget forecasts, the 
spending on education by the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) is only 2.74% of 
GDP. In 2011, the ratio of public spending on education to GDP was 4%.36 This figure 
is lower than corresponding figures in all OECD countries. In this respect, Turkey also 
lags behind such countries as Argentina, the Philippines, Jamaica and India.37 

Net enrolment rates for the school year 2011-2012 were 98.67% in primary, 67.37% 
in secondary and 35.51% in higher education. According to MoNE data, preschool 
enrolment in the school year 2011-2012 was 30.87% for the age group 3-5 and 44.04% 
for the age group 4-5.38 65.69% of children at age 5 attend preschool education. 
This rate has increased significantly as a result of recent campaigns and initiatives 
stressing the importance of preschool education. 

Preschool education, as a component of early childhood development, is one of the 
most important tools for tackling the structural barriers facing children. In spite of 
the significant steps which have recently been taken for the preschool enrolment of 
children aged 5 and 6, many children still do not have access to preschool. There are 
several early childhood development programmes implemented through public and 
civil society channels, and awareness building initiatives like �7 is too late�, supported 
by AÇEV, have contributed to parental awareness and mobilization of public resources 
in early childhood education. There is a need to increase the capacity of preschool 
classes in existing primary schools. These locally financed services are also subject 
to user fees. However, these fees may be unaffordable for low income families. 
According to the World Bank, the monthly cost of childcare in Turkey averages TL600. 
The monthly cost may be as high as TL2,000-2,500 a month in İstanbul while falling to 
more modest levels like TL150 in some other regions.39 All in all, the cost of child care 

35 Dünya Bankası (2010) Türkiye: Gelecek Nesiller İçin Fırsatların Çoğaltılması. 48627 TR (s. 13)
36 Öz, S. (2012) Türkiye’de Eğitim Harcamaları ve Eğitim Reformu. Koç Üniversitesi.
37  Ibid.Ibid.
38 Milli Eğitim İstatistikleri: Örgün Eğitim 2011-2012. Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı, Resmi İstatistik Programı.
39 World Bank (2010), Türkiye: Gelecek Nesiller İçin Fırsatların Çoğaltılması: “Yaşam Fırsatları” Konulu Rapor. 
Rapor No: 48627-TR, February 2010  (Increasing Opportunities for Future Generations) .
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is a great divide for families to cross. At least a part of this cost should be covered 
by the State by placing these services within the framework of a national budget 
and programme. Turkey spends about 0.5% of its GDP on the age group 0-6. This 
percentage falls well below the criteria for Early Childhood Development forest by 
OECD countries. 

Less than 1% of children in the age group 5-6 benefit from private centres. Of all 
enrolled children in the age group 4-6, only 6% attend private schools.40 There are very 
few private crèches and preschool education service providers. Under the existing 
regulatory framework related to crèches and preschools, importance is placed on the 
quality of infrastructure. In other words, there must be playgrounds, dormitories and 
health cabins in these facilities. Also, all spaces in crèches and preschool institutions 
must be arranged with an eye to the safety and needs of children (i.e. lavatories, 
tables etc must be compatible with the height and weight of children). To address 
this issue, a By-Law on the Establishment and Operation of the Private Crèches and 
Day Care Centres and Special Child Clubs published in the Official Gazette on 8 
October 1996 and numbered 22781, highlights that institutions are responsible for 
meeting the standards so as to provide care and education in a healthy environment. 
Attention also needs to be paid to the quality of training and working conditions of the 
personnel working in these facilities. The provision of qualified personnel and quality 
infrastructure is very important for education as the foundation stone of a healthy 
society. 

Preschool, infant school and crèche options are offered by both public and private 
sectors but in relatively more prosperous regions of the country. In other words, 
these services are not used by lower income families who need them most. Similar 
inequalities can be seen also in the context of the rural-urban distinction. The rates of 
preschool enrolment are higher in the better-off provinces. 

Since preschool education is not a part of compulsory education, preschools under 
MoNE request monthly fees from families varying from TL50 to TL200 in order to 
cover their expenses. 41 This cost to families deters many of the families who need 
these services most from making use of them, with negative implications for efforts 
to ensure equal opportunities. Under the project �Nutrition in Preschool Education� 
conducted jointly by the Ministry of National Education and AÇEV in the period 
2006-2008, Education Directorates in 21 provinces extended nutrition support to 
45,000 children attending preschool classes at identified schools without charging 
families. It was observed that enrolment in preschool education in these provinces 
increased by 17.8% on average, while the rate of increase was as high as 60% in 
some provinces. 

The 36-month, €16.8 million �Strengthening Preschool Education Project� which 
is being conducted by MoNE with the support of UNICEF and EU aims to create 
alternative preschool education models that are accessible to children of families with 
different circumstances and needs, especially in disadvantaged regions. Meanwhile, 

40 Ibid.   Ibid.   
41 World Bank (2010), Türkiye: Gelecek Nesiller İçin Fırsatların Çoğaltılması: “Yaşam Fırsatları” Konulu Rapor. 
Rapor No: 48627-TR, February 2010.
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starting from 1995, the Mother and Child Training Programme implemented jointly 
by the General Directorate of Lifelong Learning and AÇEV ensured the training of 
400,000 mothers and children in total by successfully translating into life a �home-
based� preschool education programme. 

Gender and class status directly influence access to, participation in and completion 
of preschool education. It is the children of wealthier families who are able to access 
preschool and crèche facilities, rather than children from poor families. The Ministry 
of Family and Social Policies allocates a 5% quota in private crèches to the children 
of needy families. At present, however, only a 2% portion of this quota is actually 
filled. Since this service is not sufficiently publicised and promoted in all regions and 
provinces, only a limited number of families - especially in smaller settlements - are 
benefiting from this opportunity. Family training programmes such as the UNICEF-
supported �My Family� programme have been able to reach only 3.5% of children 
under the age of 6. 

Not all children in Turkey today enjoy equal opportunities to start, continue and 
complete their schooling. Girls benefit less from these opportunities than their male 
peers. Factors keeping the girl child out of education or barring her attendance are 
not solely economic; there are also social and cultural factors.  Economic barriers 
have largely been removed especially in rural areas; but as far as girls are concerned 
problems such as late starting, poor attendance and dropping out - particularly at 
the ages of 11-13 (grades 6-8) - linger on. When the Gender Parity Index (GPI) used 
in measuring boys’ and girls’ access to education is applied to all three levels of 
education, the gender disparities are seen to widen as the level of education gets 
higher. 

As stated in the World Bank 2010 report �Turkey: Increasing Opportunities for Future 
Generations�42, the child’s birthplace, first language and number of siblings are among 
the factors that determine his or her life opportunities. The poor quality and insufficiency 
of accessible education services is another social problem. Even when children attend 
their schools, what they often get is low quality education. Furthermore, due to an 
education system that partly depends on contributions by parents, even the most 
basic infrastructure and hygiene cannot be secured in low income neighbourhoods. 
Attending schools that are unhealthy in terms of physical environment, and sitting 
in overcrowded classes, students perform poorly in international tests like PISA 
(Programme for International Student Assessment). According to PISA 2009 ranking, 
Turkey ranks 43rd in competency in sciences and mathematics and 41st in literacy 
skills among 65 countries. 

Moreover, children may be awarded their diplomas without acquiring information and 
skills that are necessary for their future educational and professional lives. Most of these 
children are trapped in cycles of poverty because they are unable to access quality 
health and education services. Given its existing character, the system of education 
restricts social mobility and fails to provide equal opportunities to all children, let along 
cases where inequalities are further deepened. 

42 World Bank (2010), Türkiye: Gelecek Nesiller İçin Fırsatların Çoğaltılması: “Yaşam Fırsatları” Konulu Rapor. Rapor 
No: 48627-TR, February 2010.
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Child labour is another social issue. The Labour Code prohibits the employment of 
children under the age of 15. Yet, there are problems in enforcement. Despite important 
steps taken recently, large numbers of children are still engaged in agricultural work 
in rural areas or working on the street in urban centres.  Many children go out to the 
streets to work in order to help support their families or to gain relief from the ongoing 
stress at home triggered by poverty. The risk that these children suffer abuse and 
exploitation doubles in the absence of care and supervision by adults. Since most 
child workers are school dropouts, or have never enrolled, their chances of improving 
their situation in the future are meagre. The great majority of child workers remain 
trapped in the vicious circle of poverty. 

There are social policy gaps in the context of children with special needs and others 
with physical, mental, visual and hearing disabilities. The capacity and level of 
standardization of institutions where children with disabilities and their families can 
seek counselling services, support and special education are poor. Neither do schools 
have sufficient quotas for children with disabilities. In the school year 2011-2012, there 
are in total 1.037 special education institutions including formal and informal ones.43 
According to the last Disability Survey conducted in 2002, only 26% of 8.5 million 
disabled persons in the country are literate. This is an indicator of the difficulty with 
which persons with disabilities are confronted in access to education. Also limited is the 
institutional support that extraordinarily talented children can enjoy. Services focusing 
on the psychological health of children are limited. In rural areas, such services are 
almost totally absent. In existing health institutions and rehabilitation and counselling 
centres there is shortage of infrastructure and specialised personnel. 

With respect to the struggle against poverty, an important measure that also has 
important implications for child well-being is the Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT) 
programme. Turkey’s CCT programme was launched in 2001 as a component of the 
Social Risk Mitigation Project (SRMP) implemented via a loan from the World Bank. The 
CCT programme was implemented as a pilot project in 6 provinces in the year 2002, and 
was gradually expanded by the year 2004. Since the SRMP came to an end in March 
2007, of the programme has been financed by the Social Assistance and Solidarity 
Support Fund. In terms of the number of beneficiaries and resources allocated, the CCT 
programme is among the most comprehensive assistance programmes implemented 
by the Social Assistance and Solidarity General Directorate, now part of the Ministry 
for Family and Social Policies. CCT are used to support the education of school-age 
children of disadvantaged families, and to ensure that health checks are completed 
for children of the same families in the 0-6 age. The programme also supports regular 
health checks for pregnant women and hospital deliveries. The programme makes 
positive behavioural changes of disadvantaged families a precondition for providing 
assistance. An impact assessment of the CCT programme has been completed, but 
its results have not yet been shared with the public. 

43 Milli Eğitim İstatistikleri: Örgün Eğitim 2011-2012. Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı, Resmi İstatistik Programı.
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IV. BEST PRACTICES APPLICABLE TO TURKEY 

BEST PRACTICES IN CHILDCARE 

OECD

One of the most important factors affecting child development is the quality of early 
childhood education and care services. High-income families who can generally afford 
quality services experience positive outcomes in this regard while the situation is the 
reverse for lower-income groups. This reality lays bare the importance of delivering 
quality services to all children regardless of their families’ income status. In this context, 
10 criteria have been identified which are internationally applicable and can be tested 
in countries (at similar levels of economic development): 

1.  Effective parental leave (including, in particular, parental leave for fathers) 

2.  A National Plan giving priority to socioeconomically disadvantaged children 

3.  State-financed and organized childcare services for at least 25% of children 
under age 3 (lower than EU Barcelona targets) 

4.  Early education services publicly financed and evaluated, covering at least 80% 
of children at age 4 (at least 15 hours a week) 

5.  Minimum level of appropriate training for personnel working in care services 
delivered to children in the age group 0-3 

6.  Higher level of training for those working in childcare services covering children 
in the age group 3-6 

7.  Keeping the ratio of preschool children aged 4-5 to trained personnel (trainers 
and their assistants) to a maximum of 15 to 1, with the size of groups limited to 
24 at most 

8.  Public funds for early childhood education and care (age 0-6) 

9.  Child poverty rate under 10% 

10. Provision of basic services 

European Union

So far the focus of many initiatives taken in the EU context has been to provide 
quantitatively for childcare and preschool education in order to support the labour 
force participation of parents, particularly women. At the Barcelona Summit of 2002, 
member states adopted the target of including at least 90% of children between the 
age of 3 and the age of formal schooling, and at least 33% of children under the age of 
3, in formal childcare arrangements starting from 2010. The pace of progress towards 
achieving these targets has not been uniform in all countries. 
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In 2009, education ministers of member states adopted a new target for the year 2020 
envisaging the ECEC enrolment of 94% of all children between the age of 4 and the 
age of starting formal schooling. At present, the EU average is 92.3%, but there are 
many countries where enrolment remains significantly below this average. Hence, 
expanding the coverage of preschool education emerges as a significant need. 

Another important issue is the quality of ECEC. Member states have expressed their 
willingness to enhance their EU-level cooperation to improve quality in ECEC services. 
In 2006, the ministers underlined that ECEC would yield the highest returns in the 
lifelong cycle of learning, especially in the case of disadvantaged children. In 2008, 
a series of priorities were identified at EU level for the coordination of school policies 
including accessible and quality preschool education. In 2009, a strategic framework 
was developed for cooperation in the field of education extending to the year 2020. 
The framework envisages the development of effective curricula, improvements in the 
skills of workers in this area, and the introduction of arrangements in governance for 
the delivery of these services. 

Netherlands

Since 2005 Dutch legislation on childcare has enshrined the principle that ‘childcare 
centres and childminders must create a healthy and stimulating environment for 
children’.44 The law also sets out that ‘the most important goals for childcare workers 
and childminders in developing quality provision are the promotion of children’s 
emotional well being, personal and social competence, and learning about shared 
values, rules, and standards’.

In 1996, the Netherlands Youth Institute launched a project on well-being which 
resulted in an instrument used since then to measure and assess child well-being. 

Emphasis is also placed on ensuring that services are accessible to children from 
different sections of society and their families, and on promoting the role of men as 
childcare providers. 

Sweden

The great majority of children aged 1-12 in Sweden enjoy publicly financed childcare 
services in preschools, family day care houses or leisure time centres. It can be said 
that the national childcare programme has reached �full coverage� as foreseen in 
legislation.45 As a result of ECEC services covering all preschool children, the need 
for care for school age children has also fallen swiftly. Within the last ten years, the 
proportion of children aged 6 to 12 spending their out-of-school time at public leisure-
time centres is rapidly increasing.

However, the definition of this �full-coverage� practice is associated with the rights 
of parents to work or to attend school. The ECEC system in Sweden is a part of an 

44 Sandy Ruxton (2011)  Sandy Ruxton (2011) Child Well Being and Quality Of Childcare. Synthesis Report, European Alliance for Families 
Best practice Workshop 30th June 2011, European Commission.
45 OECD (1999), Early Childhood Education and Care Policy in Sweden. Background Report prepared for the 
OECD Thematic Review of Early Childhood Education and Care Policy.
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overall family support scheme and a precondition for gender equality. Hence, it is a 
system adapted to the needs of the labour market. 

The transfer of the mandate in this area from the Ministry of Health and Social 
Affairs to the Ministry of Education and Science represents a step taken to bring the 
education side of ECEC to the forefront and to integrate the child care and education 
systems. Childcare services provided by the public sector today constitute a part of 
the education system. 

The wide coverage of publicly provided childcare services is easy to understand when 
it is considered that the labour force participation rate of women with children younger 
than 6 is 76.6%. Of women with children younger than 3, 44% work full-time and 
36.3% work part-time. 

The rate of child poverty in Sweden is 4.2%. While being among the lowest in the 
OECD, this rate has nevertheless increased by 50% in recent years. The age for starting 
compulsory schooling is 7 and public funds allocated to ECEC services had a share 
of close to 2% in GDP in 2004. Spending per child attending ECEC services is the 
highest after Denmark, at 12,097 US dollars in Sweden in 2004. Parents contribute 9% 
of the costs of preschool education, which corresponds to 2% of average income.46 

By law, all children from the ages of 1 to 12 have a right to preschool education. 
Starting from the age of 4, children are formally entitled to free morning services 
of 3 hours (from 3 years if the child has special needs).47 The main service types 
include leisure-time centres, open pre-schools, family day care homes and pre-school 
classes. Preschool provides full-time care to preschool children aged 1 to 6 and is 
open throughout the year. Daily working hours are adjusted according to the needs of 
working parents. Leisure-time centres offer part-time activities to children in the age 
group 6-12. Open pre-school also provides part-time activities for preschool children, 
aimed at parents caring their children at home. Family day care homes offer full-time 
care for preschool children. Preschool for children in the age group 6-7 is particularly 
oriented towards facilitating the transition to primary education. 

Denmark

In Denmark the development of ECEC services is directly related to increasing and 
facilitating women’s labour force participation. In Denmark, ECEC mainly includes 
services for children who are below the age of compulsory education (the age group 
0-5/6). ECEC services for this age group include day care services, preferential infant 
class practices and school-based leisure time activities. There are also special services 
for children attending the first years of basic education. 

According to the Law on Social Services, the main responsibility for ECEC services 
rests with the Ministry of Social Affairs. The Ministry of Education, for its part, is 
responsible for primary and secondary education and the training of child pedagogues 
and school teachers. As stated in the Law on Social Services, the objective of ECEC 

46 OECD (2006), Starting Strong II, Early Childhood Education and Care,  OECD (2006), Starting Strong II, Early Childhood Education and Care, http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/37425999.pdf

47 Ibid. Ibid.
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services is to support and strengthen child development, well-being and autonomy by 
acting with parents. Day care centres have, in addition, three important objectives as 
related to education, socialization and care. 

The Government Child Committee and Inter-ministerial Child Committee were both 
established in 1987. These committees seek to strengthen cooperation among the 15 
ministries that have mandates directly concerning children and families. The mission of 
the Government Child Committee is to secure accord for incentives targeting children 
and families and to develop inter-sectoral measures for improving the living standards 
of children and adolescents. 

France

In France conventional childcare services consist of the following: crèches (providing 
for at most 60 children); caregivers (at most 4 children per caregiver – 6 in care 
before and after school); preschool for children aged 2-3 (providing for at most 245 
children); and family day care centres (‘family crèches’ each providing for at most 100 
children). Family day care centres directly employ care givers and children are taken 
to caregivers’ homes. Even so, children under this type of care are taken to participate 
in joint activities at the centres once or twice a week. 

Among more innovative solutions, there are micro-nurseries (for 10 children at most) 
and childminder houses (where each of 4 childminders gives care to 4 children at 
most). Micro-nurseries are smaller units compared to conventional crèches and they 
have their own renewed buildings. They are regarded as facilities particularly suited 
to rural environments. The practice of childminder houses started in 2010. It consists 
of a group of childminders working together out of their homes. They often work at 
premises allocated by municipalities. Each childminder is an employee of the family 
whose child is cared. This too is regarded as an appropriate solution in rural areas. 

The regulatory arrangements made for the sector constitute an important quality factor 
in collective centres. These arrangement encompass the following: ECEC standards 
(child health, safety, well-being and development; balancing family and working life, 
etc); the capacity of each unit (at most 60 for each unit); building arrangements; adult/
child ratios (one adult for 5 infants, one adult for 8 children under age 3, one adult for 
15 children age 3 to 6); and the qualifications required of personnel and managers. 
In all these facilities two documents related to quality are required: a ‘performance 
development project’ and an ‘internal regulation’. 

Plans for the future include the following: 

-  Working on the concept of child well-being 

- Combating poverty (How can childcare services be improved for those who receive 
minimum social assistance?) 

- Evaluation of innovative solutions in 2011 and 2012 

- Developing a national plan for the early childhood sector.
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63% of children under-3 in France are cared by one of their parents, usually the 
mother. Another practice involves �maternal assistants” - women who have received 
certificates following a short period of training and who are permitted to provide care 
to 1 to 4 children at their own homes. Since day care services delivered by the State 
are more costly (about 1,200 Euros a month), 10 out of every 100 children under age 
3 benefit from these services. The French Government supports parents paying for 
childcare financially through tax rebates. 

UK

In the UK, attention has been paid to ensuring the provision of a diversity of childcare 
services in order to respond to the varying needs of parents. ECEC services are 
organised separately for the age groups 0-5, 5-11 and 11-16. Counselling services 
are provided to parents to inform them about the different ECEC options. Parents 
may choose the best option in view of their working hours, their budgets and their 
preferences for where they would like to place their children and for the number of 
other children they would like their children to be cared for with. 

The options available for children in the age group 0-5 can be summarized as follows: 
free early education opportunities for the age group 3-4; Sure Start Children’s Centres; 
infant schools and classes; preschool education and play groups; day care centres; 
childminders, and home-based childcare. At ages 3 and 4, children have free access 
to ECEC services for 38 weeks a year and 15 hours a week. Families can complement 
this free service by selecting some other alternatives. 

The function of Sure Start Children’s Centres, in particular, is very important for children. 
Children of working parents can benefit from the services of these centres from birth. 
By providing health, family support and parental, career and education counselling 
services in addition to full day care, these centres offer life support to the families of 
new-born children as well as to the children themselves. 

Services responding to the special needs of children in the age group 5-11 are 
delivered through care services and activities covering the hours before and after 
school (extended service through schools). These services include after-school clubs, 
breakfast clubs, weekend and play clubs, services where minders take children to 
and from school and provide them with care in their homes, and caregivers who visit 
children at home. 

Services extended to children in the age group 11-16 are designed to support 
children’s cognitive and emotional development through hobbies and participation in 
out-of-school activities. Care services and activities again cover the hours before and 
after school (extended service through schools). They respond to the needs of this age 
group through breakfast clubs, after school/weekend care, vacation and play clubs 
and caregivers. 

Most of these services are free of charge. Even where there is a charge, families make 
only a small cost-sharing contribution. 
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Slovakia

In Slovakia, preschool institutions attended by children between the age of 2 and the 
age of compulsory schooling have been developed systematically since the 1990s. 
While the number of responsible actors (the state, the church, the private sector) 
has increased, the preschool starting age has been lowered to 2. Municipalities have 
emerged as the most important actors in this process. Nevertheless, the system as 
a whole and the setting of standards fall under the responsibility of the Ministry of 
Education. Since 2008, infant schools have been regarded as ‘schools’ providing 
preschool education. No fee is charged for the first year. There has been a fall in 
the number of preschool institutions as a result of increasing unemployment among 
adults. 

Special attention is given to children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds (i.e. 
families receiving minimum income support, families with unemployed and/or less 
educated parents, and those in sub-standard housing and hygiene conditions). There 
are various measures for children at risk including free admission and programmes for 
cooperation with families. 

Mexico

In Mexico, programmes targeting the children of working mothers who are not covered 
by social security have been implemented since 2007 under the leadership of the 
Ministry of Social Development. This programme specifically targets low-income 
households.

Mothers working in the formal sector have a right to access to institutional care for 
their children from their 43rd day of life up to the age of 4 under the Social Security Law 
adopted in 1973. 

In 1997, the Social Security Institution of Mexico (SSIM) decided to expand the scope 
of services by making agreements with employers, non-governmental organizations 
and families as alternatives to direct delivery. The new service providers subsequently 
developed enterprise-, neighbourhood- and home-based services, financed and 
regulated by the SSIM. As of 2007, only 8.6% of day care services were operated by 
the SSIM. 

In 2002, preschool education was made compulsory for all children in the age group 
3-5. This policy, which focuses on children’s needs rather than those of parents, has 
brought about significant achievements. The rate of preschool enrolment for the 3-5 
age group rose from 50% to 80%. As of 2007-2008, all 4 and 5 year-old children were 
covered while the rate of enrolment for children aged 3 increased from 15% to 34%. 

Another important childcare programme was launched in 2007. This programme 
focused on women’s access to childcare services rather than early education. The 
Federal Daycare Programme for Working Mothers significantly extended childcare 
opportunities for working mothers who not covered by social security. This programme 
is a part of a wider national strategy to combat poverty. 

The programme aims to provide daily care services to children in the age group 1-3 
(starting from the 11th month for low-income families). This is intended to make it 
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easier for participating mothers to work, study or look for jobs. of the target for 2012 
is to provide daily care services for 500,000 children.  

Families who want to benefit from the day care centres are required to satisfy the 
following conditions: the mother of the child must be working, studying or seeking a job. 
Household income should be less than six times the minimum wage and the mother 
should not be receiving care services extended by the SSIM. Fathers can also apply 
for the service if they are single parents. Centres serve two hot meals a day as well as 
snacks. The fees paid by the parents correspond to 22.5% of the minimum wage. Fees 
vary with respect to the support received and hence to household income. 65% of the 
operational costs of the programme are covered by the state and 35% by parents.48

Chile

The ECEC approach in Chile is closely associated with the work of the Ministry of 
Education (MoE). Educational objectives are observed even for the youngest groups. 
ECEC services are structured with respect to age groups: from 84 days to age 2 
(crèche); age 2-3 (intermediate level) and age 4-5 (transitional level). Though some 
services are for vulnerable groups and delivered by private institutions, most services 
are supervised by the MoE. The private sector plays an important role in education. 

The coverage of ECEC services and the nature of the institutions which provide them 
show a significant level of differentiation depending on household income. 94% of the 
children of the wealthiest 20% of the population are enrolled in preschool while the rate 
of enrolment is only 81% for the poorest 20%. Moreover, the latter are concentrated 
in state schools. 

An important increase has been observed in ECEC coverage since 2003. Services 
have started to reach younger ages and lower income groups. 

In 2004, the Government made an appeal to the national women’s institution (SERNAM) 
to offer childcare facilities to ease women’s participation in working life. The institution 
launched ‘community centres’ (comunicentros) as a pilot initiative. 

Starting from 2006, the Education and Finance ministries have taken important steps 
to develop formal-institutional ECEC services. In 2006, the Government launched the 
‘Chile is Growing with You’ (Chile Crece Contigo) initiative. The programme has two 
main targets: ensuring access to crèche and preschool services for all children from 
the poorest groups up to the age of 3, and attaining 100% preschool enrolment for 
the age group 4-5. The programme establishes it as a right for the children of poor 
families up to the age of 3 to receive free crèche and preschool services. 

It is compulsory for those working in State-run crèches and infant schools to have five 
years of higher education in the field of early childhood education. 

While the major goal of recent reforms is to ensure a ‘fair start’ for disadvantaged 
children, the stress on gender and employment is still maintained. A large majority of 
children attend full-day programmes and at present there are initiatives to extend daily 
programmes until 7:30 in the evening.49 

48 Staab, S. and R. Gerhard (2010), ‘Childcare Service Expansion in Chile and Mexico: For Women or Children or  Staab, S. and R. Gerhard (2010), ‘Childcare Service Expansion in Chile and Mexico: For Women or Children or 
Both?’, UNRISD, Gender and Development Programme, Paper No. 10, May 2010.
49 Ibid. Ibid.
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TABLE 1: POLICIES ON WORK-LIFE BALANCE ACROSS DIFFERENT COUNTRIES 

Country

Women’s 
labour force 
participation 
*

Maternity	leave Paternity 
leave Parental	leave Supporting 

measures

Sweden 77%

-480 days
-Can be shared 
between parents 
-390 days paid 
leave (80% of 
earnings)
-Flat rate payment 
for the remaining 
90 days 
-60 days used by 
mothers, 60 used 
by fathers 

-60 days

-480 days
- Can be shared 
between parents
-390 days paid 
leave (80% of 
earnings)
- Flat rate payment 
for the remaining 90 
days 
-60 days used by 
mothers, 60 used 
by fathers

-School hours 
adapted to 
the working 
hours of 
employed 
parents 

Germany 71%
-14 weeks (6 
weeks before, 8 
weeks after birth) 

-3 years
-Parents can share 
the leave up until 
the child reaches 
the age of 8 
-Same for parents 
adopting a child 
-Job search and 
childcare support 
for job-searching 
parents
-Priority to 
single mothers 
in childcare 
services and job 
opportunities 

-Right to 
full-paid 
leave of 10 
days to each 
parent, 20 
days to single 
mothers, for 
the care of a 
sick child 
-Right to full 
paid leave of 
25 days for 
parents with 
more than 
2 children, 
50 days 
for single 
mothers

UK 67.9%

-26 weeks (after 
birth) 
-Right to return 
to job at previous 
earnings level at 
the end of leave
-Maternity leave 
can be extended 
by additional 26 
weeks 

-2 weeks
-Additional 
26 weeks 
paternity leave 

-Hygienic 
nursing room 
at work place 
for nursing 
mothers 
-Flexible 
work hours 
(different 
break 
schedule) 
-Fridge for 
conserving 
milk 
-Training to 
support single 
mothers’ 
return to work 
-Free 
childcare 
service for the 
duration of 
training 
-Flexible 
work hours 
for mothers 
with children 
under 6 years 
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France 64.6%

-16 weeks for 1st 
and 2nd, 26 weeks 
for 3rd child 
-34 weeks for 
working mothers 
who have given 
birth to twins
-Complications 
in pregnancy: 
additional 2 
weeks before, 4 
weeks after birth
-8 weeks if 
mothers want to 
return to work 
immediately
-Paid at the level 
of earnings 

14 days to be 
used in first 4 
months (full-
pay for first 3 
days; ‘capped 
compensation’ 
for remaining 
11 days)

-1 year (35% of 
minimum wage)
-Can be extended 
up to 3 years 
-Maintenance of the 
position at work 
-Can be used by 
both parents after 
the birth of 2nd child 
-Right to reduce 
work hours 

-Training 
centres to 
support return 
to work
-Validation of 
skills gained 
during the 
3-year care 
period
- School 
hours 
adapted to 
the working 
hours of 
employed 
parents

* 2011 data

V. CONCLUSION: EVALUATION OF THE PRESENT SITUATION AND    
    POLICY OPTIONS 

EVALUATION

In addition to the overview of existing policies and programmes, the preparatory work 
conducted for the development of this policy paper included in-depth interviews with 
senior staff from organizations and agencies that have the potential to develop and 
implement policies related to women’s employment and child well-being. The records 
of interviews conducted with numerous senior managers from the 10 organizations 
from which the consulting team received a positive response have been submitted 
to UNICEF. Both consultants were present during these interviews and had the 
opportunity to pose detailed questions. 

Having examined existing policies and programmes and interviewed officials of the 
relevant organizations and agencies, it has been possible to arrive at a number of 
findings: 

Firstly, although it seems to have been rising in recent years, women’s employment 
in Turkey is still low. Today there is a large female population which is neither in 
employment nor in education. The fact that family responsibilities constitute the most 
important obstacle to labour force participation even in the case of women in the age 
group 15-24 suggests that traditional gender roles will continue to make women’s 
labour force participation difficult in the future. For Turkey, this is a problem so 
important as to require both urgent and longer-term measures. Although the National 
Employment Strategy includes various measures to increase women’s employment, 
the targets specified will be difficult to achieve due to the delay in the official launch 
of the strategy. 
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Secondly, family responsibilities including care for children and the elderly, are 
the leading factor keeping women out of working life. The importance of women’s 
employment as a factor directly affecting child well-being was underlined by many 
respondents. Women’s retention in employment is closely associated also with the 
duration and quality of education that the child will receive. For example, respondents 
stated that the mothers of a large majority of the children working on the streets just 
stay at home, and that children are more likely to be regarded in terms of economic 
potential as the level of education infamilies falls. 

Thirdly, there is a direct relationship between economic difficulties and low level of 
education on the one hand, and traditional attitudes which discourage women’s 
participation in social life and defines them by their roles as mothers, on the other. 
Although not reducible to economic factors alone, problems such as killings of 
women and violence against women are closely related to material hardship and low 
level of education. Some interviewees stressed that women’s roles as mothers are 
being highlighted in the context of a recent political discourse. It was underlined that 
the increasing prevalence of discourses which encourage births and exalt women’s 
fertility and marriage are in contradiction with policies designed to encourage their 
participation in the labour force. The need for programmes and policies to promote 
women’s visibility and participation in social life is often emphasized. In the same vein, 
it is argued that arrangements made with the emphasis on the family run counter to 
positive amendments to the Constitution related to gender equality. 

One important point to stress is that the leading reason why many women in lower-
income groups are not working is their low qualifications and lack of sufficient education 
and training. It is therefore of crucial importance to raise the qualifications of the 
female labour force through active labour market measures.  However, unqualified 
and uneducated women are largely unaware of the existing policies and practices 
of the Turkish Employment Agency (İŞKUR) including active labour force policies. 
Even where awareness of these services exists, women have difficulty moving out 
of the home to reach them due to material constraints, safety issues and poor self-
confidence. Yet, as stressed many times in the present paper, women’s distance to 
working life is one of the leading causes triggering child labour and poverty. 

In addition to the above, it has been suggested that some amendments in the labour 
legislation are not supportive of female employment, and that the existing regulation 
concerning severance pay often tends to exclude women from working life. There is 
a serious gap in policies geared to balancing working life and family life. The care of 
the elderly, children and the sick is traditionally assigned to women. The basic fact 
that needs to be underlined is that all policies are shaped so as to determine the 
social status of women within the framework of traditional gender roles. In this context 
too, it is clear that there is an urgent need to develop gender-sensitive policies and 
measures. 

With respect to child well-being, it is generally held that the extension of compulsory 
education to 8 years in 1997 is the most important step that has been taken to combat 
child labour, as testified to by a substantial fall in the number of child workers. However, 
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respondents also point to outstanding deficiencies and problems in the education 
system, some of them deriving from the absence of a well-established ground due to 
frequent changes, and to the problem of quality in the education given to children. 

Finally, attention must be drawn to deficiencies related to institutional mechanisms. 
Almost all interviewees spoke about poor coordination among the institutions engaged 
in activities related to child rights and well-being. A lack of efficient coordination is 
observed in terms of the responsibilities of various institutions working in similar 
fields, the projects and programmes implemented and the services provided. This 
poor coordination leads to redundancy, inefficient utilization of available resources 
and failure to achieve the desired standards. In order to solve this problem, the Child 
Rights Monitoring and Evaluation Board was established, and held its first meeting on 
May 8th 2012 with the participation of senior representatives of all relevant ministries 
and of relevant non-governmental organizations, and of the two national coordinators, 
a girl and a boy, of the provincial child rights committees. However, in order to ensure 
that this newly established committee serves the intended purpose, it will be necessary 
to work on, and monitor the sustainability and the way in which it functions.  

Priority issues voiced by institutions with the mission of encouraging female employment 
include the absence of an �umbrella institution�, as mentioned n EU directives, and 
the problem of addressing gender issues within the overall confines of the family while 
the expectation was the establishment of a separate Ministry. 

Findings obtained from interviews with officials of institutions can be summarized as 
follows: 

While some top level managers and staff are quite well informed about issues related to 
child well-being others have significant deficiencies in this respect. In many institutions 
there is lack of sufficient information about such fundamental concepts as child well-
being, child poverty and rights of working women. 

Institutions do not have a holistic approach to child well-being and the encouragement 
of female employment. Managers from some institutions complained about the 
absence of such an approach and stressed the need for it. In some other institutions, 
however, there was an optimistic approach that small-scale efforts and initiatives 
would be sufficient to solve problems in this area. 

The issue of poor communication and collaboration among agencies is mentioned 
by authorities and managers from all institutions. Different institutions are engaging 
in the same kinds of work without having any information about each other’s actions. 
This leads to failure both in using resources efficiently and in developing integrated 
practices. It is clear that such problems can be tackled with a good division of labour 
on the basis of the expertise of respective institutions involved. However, repetitive 
service delivery by different institutions in the same geographical area causes 
uncertainty in the minds of beneficiaries. The delivery of similar (or even the same) 
services (e.g., the opening of crèches) by different institutions may lead to different 
standards, with a negative impact on clients. 



45

The absence of a common understanding and language is another factor that stands in 
the way of joint action by several institutions. While the managers of some institutions 
use a language sensitive to gender equality, others aim to install rather traditional and 
conservative patterns. For example, it is quite questionable how practices encouraging 
women’s employment can be launched by persons who believe that women’s 
employment would cause children to be emotionally and spiritually deprived. 

It is necessary to state here that some practices in institutions unfortunately go 
nowhere beyond business as usual. Some institutions, for example, take part in study 
tours organized for the purpose of obtaining information about practices in other 
countries without any prior preparation. Such tendencies cause serious doubts about 
how efficient resources are actually used. 

There is a need in all agencies for awareness-building programmes on the effects 
of encouraging women’s employment on child well-being. These programmes 
may be helpful in enhancing information and understanding related to the issue. 
Consciousness of the importance of this issue on the part of top management is 
crucial for the development and implementation of relevant policies. 

Different parties may be inclined to approach the issue with their own interests in mind. 
For example, while employers’ unions assert that employers should not be expected to 
meet the costs of establishing childcare centres, trade unions think just the opposite. 
Representatives of both employers and employees stress that legislation encouraging 
women’s employment is not used effectively. Employers consider the legislation to be 
too complicated and tend to implement only what they can understand easily. This 
finding shows how important it is to make legislation and regulations clear and plain. 

NGOs in particular underline the need for the State to be transparent in its services to 
women and children. It is important in terms of setting realistic targets to have relevant 
parties informed about the share of children and women in the State budget. 

POLICY SUGGESTIONS 

Policy suggestions are developed in three stages in this paper. Suggestions which is 
felt may need to be implemented with priority in the short run are discussed first. The 
following section outlines social policies to be implemented in the medium and long-
run, both in order to support short-term priorities and to reach ultimate goals relating 
to women’s employment and child well-being.

POLICY PRIORITIES

1.	Increasing	awareness	and	promoting	efficient	use	of	existing	services

As the primary beneficiaries of childcare services in Turkey are well-off families living 
in the centres of big cities, it is clear that priority should be given to expanding these 
services in an easily-accessible, free-of-charge format to the disadvantaged sections 
of society. Within this framework, the need to increase awareness and promote the 
efficient use of the services emerges as an issue to be addressed in the short-run. 
Priority should be given to promoting the efficient use of the quotas of places in public 
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and private crèches implemented by MoNE and the Ministry of Family and Social 
Policies. This will require information sharing and coordination between the Ministries. 
The efficient use of the Address Based Population Registration System (ABPRS) to 
fill the unused quotas is of utmost importance in this respect. The development and 
implementation of sanctions against unused quotas would be an important step in 
promoting their efficient use.

One of the most important steps that can be taken in order to increase awareness 
of existing services and to promote their efficient use, particularly by disadvantaged 
groups, would be to use resources allocated to social assistance in such a way as 
to support childcare. Directing social assistance towards childcare is important for 
families who cannot access these services due to economic difficulties. The expansion 
of school bus (shuttle) services to crèches and the public payment of fares are among 
the most efficient benefits that could be attained by transferring resources to this 
field. 

Furthermore, as the case of the UK demonstrates, the provision of consultancy 
services to inform parents about different ECEC alternatives can play an important 
role in increasing awareness. The provision of consultancy services of this kind would 
make it possible to offer the most suitable alternatives to parents depending on their 
working hours, budgets and preferences about where and with how many children 
they would like their children to receive childcare services.

2.	 Establishment	 of	 key	 objectives	 and	 standards	 in	 ECEC	 and	 preschool	
education

Another step to be taken urgently in Turkey is the recognition of preschool education as 
a right for children, as in the case of Sweden, and the inclusion of preschool education 
for children in the 3-5 age group within compulsory education, as has been discussed 
in Mexico. Compulsory preschool education should be mainly publicly financed. As 
can be seen in the case of Sweden, the public financing of diversified ECEC services 
in preschool family day care centres and leisure centres is the most important factor 
in ensuring universal access. It should be underlined that, in Sweden, only 9% of 
preschool education costs are met by parents, and that this corresponds to a mere 
2% of the average income of families. Public financing and public evaluation of ECEC 
services is also one of the major elements emphasized by the OECD.

Another issue that needs to be addressed in the short-term is the development of 
common standards for personnel and management in ECEC and preschool services, 
and the standardization of the training and skills of such personnel. As the OECD 
underlines, provision should be made to increase the educational levels of the 
personnel so as to enable them to offer care and education services appropriate to 
the special needs of different age groups and to continuously update their skills. As 
it is seen in the example of Chile, it would be an important step to make 4 years 
university degree in early education compulsory for staff working in public crèches 
and nurseries. Moreover, increasing the number of educators and care workers per 
student, as underlined by the OECD and implemented in countries like France, is 
another short-term priority to be addressed.
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In addition to the standardization of the curriculum and of personnel training, attention 
also needs to be attached, as the French example shows, to the standardization of 
ECEC services from the point of view of the health, safety, well-being and development 
of children, the standardization of service units and capacities, and the standardization 
and regular inspection of service provision buildings for safety and quality. Another 
step which can be taken in the short term is to ensure preparation of performance 
development projects and internal regulations, as in France, and their submission to 
institutions and units in charge.

As has been the case in Slovakia, the inclusion of preschool education within 
compulsory education in Turkey would lead to the categorization of nurseries and 
kindergartens providing this service as ‘schools’, thus bringing the whole system 
under the inspection of MoNE, which is responsible for the identification of national 
standards, as well as for the monitoring and control of education processes. On the 
other hand, the expansion of services through agreements with employers, NGOs and 
families, rather than direct provision, as in the case of Mexico, should be evaluated as 
another short-term policy suggestion. The organization of care services in a way which 
encourages the sharing of responsibilities between employers, local administrations, 
trade unions and NGOs, all implementing common standards and subject to regular 
monitoring and auditing mechanisms, is also of great significance for the diversification 
of services, which is discussed below.

3.	Diversification	of	care	services

Another issue that needs to be addressed urgently in Turkey is the diversification of 
free, quality and accessible ECEC services in line with the different needs of children, 
families and regions, alongside the development of a central monitoring mechanism. 
Within this framework, the importance of developing short and flexible modules and 
of ensuring that ECEC and school systems are sensitive to the needs of families 
and different age groups is apparent. The development and diversification of ECEC 
services for the special needs of different age groups within the 0-6 age cohort is 
also one of the most important elements underlined by the OECD. As in the case of 
the Netherlands, the need for the development of childcare services accessible by 
children of all age groups and all sections of society and their parents is pressing.

As in the cases of Sweden, Slovakia, Chile and Mexico, Turkey should also develop 
measures to ensure the participation of socially disadvantaged children in ECEC 
services. Since the cognitive and social skills of these children are uneven and they 
face the risk of exclusion from their peers, it is of utmost importance to organize 
quality ECEC in accordance with the specific needs of this group.

In this respect, the ‘Federal Day Care Programme for Working Mothers’ implemented 
in Mexico contains elements that could be exemplary for Turkey. The programme aims 
to expand childcare facilities particularly for working mothers who are not covered by 
social security. It focuses on making it easier for the target mothers to work, study 
or search for jobs. The establishment of care centres for mothers who are working, 
seeking work or studying is essential for Turkey in terms of targeting families below 
the minimum wage or mothers working in the informal sector. The provision of hot 
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meals, snacks and milk for children in these centres is a factor that would increase the 
efficiency of the programme. In Mexico, the fees paid by parents to benefit from these 
centres is fixed at 22.5% of the monthly minimum wage, which guarantees that it 
does not constitute a serious burden on the budgets of families in need. In Turkey too, 
the establishment of these centres following a pilot programme and the provision of 
the services on a free or low-fee basis would be a significant step to facilitate mothers’ 
labour force participation.

With respect to diversification of services in line with different needs, as was the case in 
Chile and the UK, efforts to start ECEC services at the earliest age possible should start 
immediately. The fact that these services start from the 84th day in lthe ife of the child 
in Chile - that is, from the moment of the termination of maternity leave - is important 
in terms of supporting mothers’ employment. Furthermore, the diversification of ECEC 
services for different age groups, as can be seen in the examples of Chile, France, 
Denmark and the UK, is among the short-term measures that should be taken in 
Turkey. In the UK, there are different practices for the 0-5, 6-11 and 12-16 age groups. 
The ‘Sure Start Child Centres’ developed for the 0-5 age group make it possible for 
children and parents to benefit from these centres from the moment of the birth of the 
child. Turkey should also pursue the option of making it possible for parents to choose 
the best alternative among free care services, depending on their own specific needs, 
as well as to transit between these alternatives in line with any different needs that 
may emerge.

On the other hand, the development of practices such as ‘duty classes’ to reconcile 
parents’ working hours and children’s school/care hours is of utmost importance. The 
example of Chile, where ECEC programmes continue until 19.30 in order to cover 
parents’ working hours, is worthy of consideration in Turkey. As in the examples of 
Sweden and Denmark, the establishment and expansion of public leisure centres to 
offer extra-curricular services is essential to support working mothers. Arrangements 
should be made for the provision of ECEC services in these centres during the whole 
year – not only during school semesters and covering holiday periods – on a full-time 
basis to all children in the 1-6 age group, and on a part-time basis to children in the 
6-12 age group. Care and activity centres such as breakfast clubs, weekend and play 
clubs provided for the 6-11 and 12-16 age groups also constitute good practices that 
are applicable to Turkey due to their free provision.

As in the case of Denmark, the provision of open education and care services for 
children below school-age whose parents are caring for their children themselves 
but who want them to socialize with other children (play centres where children can 
get together) is also crucial for the diversification of ECEC services. The ‘innovative 
solutions’ implemented in France, such as micro-nurseries and child minder houses, 
are also important alternativesto be considered when updating and diversifying care 
services according to the different needs that emerge. These could be particularly 
applicable to the needs of rural families in Turkey.
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4. Vocational training for women

In the area of vocational training for women too, a number of policies and practices 
emerge that Turkey should implement with priority in the short-term. It is significant that 
vocational training courses aiming to increase women’s employment have expanded 
over the last years. While this is a positive development, there are certain measures that 
need to be taken urgently in order to increase the efficiency of these programmes. The 
first step to be taken is to increase the diversity of the training programmes provided 
in these courses. As in the case of the UK, vocational training courses should be 
provided in a variety of subjects and should aim to orient women in diverse areas of 
interest. These courses should be improved so as to expand to new subjects beyond 
sick/child care and handicrafts associated with traditional gender roles. Along with 
the diversity of subjects, the diversity of alternatives in vocational training courses 
is also crucial. As in the cases of Germany and the UK, it is important to provide a 
range of different alternatives - such as short-term qualification courses aiming at 
professional and practical skills, training programmes for adaptation to work after 
long periods of interruption due to childbirth or childcare, or certificated vocational 
training programmes of up to two years’ duration – to enable women to cope with the 
different obstacles and challenges they face in the labour market. The development 
of vocational training programmes not only to support the recruitment of unskilled 
women but also to support women who have interrupted their careers and want to 
return to work by increasing their skills should be an important priority in Turkey.

As in the case of Germany, it is important that the job/career advisors of ISKUR should 
be able to set realistic targets and plans in accordance with the needs of women 
participating in vocational training courses. In this respect, one of the most important 
steps to be taken is the strengthening of coordination among different institutions 
offering courses. Information services need to be developed which are able to reach 
women at the local level with information about courses on offer in their area.

If such courses are to succeed, moreover, it is important that they should provide 
skills that conform to the needs of the labour market. Only courses that are opened in 
line with an efficient evaluation of the needs of the local markets can prevent waste of 
resources and the experience of personal disappointment.

Another issue that needs to be dealt with urgently in Turkey is the need to strengthen 
cooperation with local employers in the provision of vocational training, as has been 
done in the UK. Cooperation with employers in the identification of course subjects 
and the formulation of their contents on the one hand, and in the actual provision of 
the courses on the other, will ensure that employers are informed about the quality of 
the training and increase the prospects of recruitment for women who complete their 
programmes successfully.

Another urgent issue to address concerns the physical barriers and other problems 
faced by women in accessing training centres. It is important to establish centres that 
can be used collectively by several neighbourhoods and to organize these centres in 
such a way as to make women comfortable. In general, course participants with low 
levels of education and skills are also likely to lack experience of participation in social 
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life. For some women, even entering official buildings poses significant difficulties. For 
this purpose, it is necessary to arrange the courses in easily accessible places that 
are familiar to women and which they are comfortable about using. Arranging courses 
in or near buildings like health centres, schools or local government buildings could 
enhance participation and thus productivity.

Women may have difficulty participating in vocational training in centres that are 
far from where they live. For women from low-income households, transport fares 
constitute a serious obstacle to their continuous participation in training courses. 
In order to overcome such problems, free lunch and transport services should be 
provided for the duration of the programme. Another option to increase women’s 
participation would be to expand the cash payments to cover participant women’s 
food and transport costs. As yet another alternative, a cumulation of these cash 
payments could be provided at the end of the duration of the course, as a first capital 
for women. This could also enhance the motivation of the women, who participate in 
these courses so as to obtain daily payments, to develop their skills.

Another significant obstacle to the participation of women in training programmes is 
that they may have children to care for. Women are naturally concerned about where to 
leave their children during the courses. Care facilities should therefore be provided for 
women participating in vocational training programmes in in study centres, playgrounds 
or crèches, depending on their needs and preferences. A possible solution would be to 
make use of community centres for childcare during the programmes. The preparation 
of flexible, short-term ECEC modules, adaptable to the duration of the courses, for 
implementation in these centres would be a positive step for the participants and their 
children. Another option would be to enable the children of women who participate 
in vocational training programmes to benefit from Free Early Childhood Centres. Yet 
another possibility would be to provide crèche assistance for participant women’s 
children for the duration of the vocational training.

The provision of short-term intensive training programmes to equip women working 
in the care of children and the elderly with the necessary basic skills and information 
could have a significant impact both on women’s bargaining power in the labour 
market, and on the quality of care services.

5. Establishment of institutional mechanisms

The final element that needs to be underlined among the short-term measures 
to be taken concerns the establishment of institutional mechanisms that would 
increase the efficiency of ECEC and preschool services. In this context, the first 
issue that needs to be addressed is the identification of the areas of responsibility 
of the various institutions, and the determination of a clear division of labour and 
responsibilities amongst institutions. Arrangements also need to be made to improve 
inter-institutional coordination by ensuring a regular flow of correct information flow 
among the institutions concerned. In order to monitor the continuity of participation 
in ECEC and preschool services, a database should be established and efficiently 
used to ensure that information is exchanged. To begin with, all institutions should 
be encouraged to make efficient use of ABPRS to make ECEC placements should 
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be encouraged. Necessary arrangements should also be made in order to link crèche 
quotas to the Social Assistance Information System (SOYBIS), particularly in low-
income areas. This would also enhance coordination among different institutions, and 
facilitate the orientation of children and women to existing services. Similarly, it is vital 
to disseminate information relating to existing services in such a way as to inform 
all potential beneficiaries and direct them towards the right institution. Enhanced 
transparency in the criteria relating to the quotas set aside in private schools and 
crèches would also be beneficial. 

As underlined by the OECD, there is an urgent need to clarify public expenditures 
for ECEC and to increase resources in this field. In the first place, it is important to 
increase the budget of MoNE and to make necessary arrangements to ensure that 
MoNE allocates additional resources to preschool. In this respect, it is essential that 
public expenditure for children and women becomes transparent, and that NGOs are 
supported through institutional mechanisms to monitor, report on and advocate for 
the relevant budgets.

One of the most significant steps that can be taken in relation to ECEC and preschool 
education would be the preparation with the participation of all relevant stakeholders 
of a National ECEC Plan, similar to the plans adopted in Sweden and France, with 
the aim of expanding comprehensive childcare,. It needs to be emphasized that in the 
preparation of an integrated and comprehensive national ECEC policy which offers 
minimum services and rights on a universal basis but which is at the same time sensitive 
to differences and special needs requires close inter-sectoral and inter-institutional 
cooperation. It is crucial for Turkey that the national plan is prepared in such a way as 
to prioritize ‘children having disadvantaged socio-economic conditions’ – one of the 
10 indicators identified to increase the quality of ECEC services in OECD countries. 
Here, as in the case of Chile, the main target should be identified as providing a 
‘sure start’ for disadvantaged children, while gender equality and employment issues 
should also be underlined.

Institutional mechanisms could also be strengthened significantly through the 
establishment of an Inter-Ministerial Children’s Committee, as in the example of 
Denmark. The importance of such a committee rests on its potential to strengthen 
inter-sectoral cooperation amongst the ministries working on matters of direct concern 
to children and families. The proposed committee would be directly responsible for 
the provision and strengthening of child wellbeing. It would expand the scope of the 
existing institutional mechanisms, such as the Child Rights Monitoring and Evaluation 
Board and the Child Intersectoral Board, which have overlapping mandates. To take 
another example from Denmark, cooperation mechanisms should be developed, 
especially between the Ministry of Family and Social Policies and MoNE, in areas 
concerning ECEC services, and an efficient division of labour should be established 
with respect to institutional practices and service provision responsibilities.

As the case of the Netherlands demonstrates, measures also need to be taken in the 
short run to improve legal provisions and develop the quality of ECEC centres and 
caregivers. In this respect, it should be noted that ‘Sure Start Centres’ in the UK offer 
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parents counselling, training and occupational consultancy services in addition to full-
time care, health and family support, thereby providing comprehensive life support 
not only for the new-born children, but also for their families. Arrangements should be 
made for the establishment of similar centres in Turkey.

Last but not least, based on the example of Chile, it would be highly desirable to 
invite proposals from relevant institutions and establishments, as well as from 
NGOs specialized on women’s issues, on ways of facilitating women’s labour force 
participation through ECEC.

MEDIUM- AND LONG-TERM POLICY OPTIONS

In this section, medium- and long-term policy suggestions are discussed under various 
headings such as �promoting women’s employment�, �making leave flexible� and 
�change in mentality�. While the options discussed in this section are indispensable 
for promoting child well-being and supporting women’s participation in working life, it 
would be realistic to accept that they can only be implemented in the longer run. Since 
the short-, medium- and long-term policy suggestions made in this paper complement 
each other, they need to be addressed in an integrated manner in order to achieve 
success.

Promoting Women’s Employment 

•	 Development of a comparative, regional and socioeconomic status-based data 
collection system on women’s employment 

•	 Increasing the effectiveness of the units in charge of monitoring women’s 
employment established in each ministry and institution

•	 Development of policies to encourage women’s employment with due regard to 
the different needs of the public and private sector 

•	 Use of training programmes developed at local level by the private sector which 
impart the skills necessary for employment (including through opportunities for 
internship etc) and provide employment guarantee for trainees 

•	 Provision of intensive training programmes for women who have interrupted their 
careers due to child birth and childcare upon their return to work, to compensate 
for the losses incurred during the interruption 

•	 Promotion of flexible but secure modes of working in order to enable women 
to spare more time for their children. In this context, introducing venues for 
transition to full-time employment while preserving social security rights and 
providing opportunities for career development 

•	 Introduction of secure and part-time modes of employment in line with the 
preferences of women, particularly in the public sector, and the presentation of 
these as an attractive alternative 

•	 Ensuring the efficient use of the Unemployment Insurance Fund to promote 
women’s employment 



53

•	 Adjustment of taxation and incentives schemes so as to lend effective support 
to the participation of women in the labour force 

Making	Leave	Flexible

•	 Supporting family-friendly workplace practices with respect to leave, and in 
this context developing practices such as flexible working hours, rights to leave 
when the child has special needs (e.g. in case of illness), and the determination 
of working hours according to family needs as an alternative to lengthy unpaid 
leave 

•	 Extending the duration of maternity, parental and nursing leave without driving 
women out of working life 

•	 Guaranteeing the right to return to work after leave, and offering programmes to 
facilitate re-adaptation to working life 

•	 To consolidate women’s commitment to their work, making arrangements for 
early planning about how maternity leave is going to be used and for informing 
employers, and providing guidance services in this regard

•	 Increasing the duration of existing paternity leave 

•	 Introducing arrangements to ensure that all leave regulations and ECEC services 
are complementary and mutually supportive 

Development	of	Care	Services	

•	 In the medium-term, amending the �Regulation on the working conditions 
of pregnant or nursing women, nursing rooms and childcare centres�, which 
obliges enterprises employing 100-150 female workers to offer nursing room 
and crèche services, so that the key article reads �150 workers� instead of �150 
female workers�; and in the long-term placing the same obligation on enterprises 
employing 50 workers.  

•	 In the case of enterprises with less than 50 workers, encouraging employers 
to offer nursing room and crèche services jointly or to procure such services 
externally 

•	 In the long-term, granting each working women the right to crèche ser vices 
regardless of the number of workers in her enterprise 

•	 Directing State incentives to working women who need them as a part of the 
strategy to promote women’s employment, and covering all working women in 
the long term 

•	 Providing these incentives not only in the form of cash transfers, but also in 
different ways including tax reductions, promoting the diversity of practices

Development	of	ECEC	and	Preschool	Education	Programmes	

•	 Developing gender-sensitive approaches in ECEC practices 
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•	 Increasing preschool participation of children in the age groups 0-3 and 4

•	 Setting a 100% target for the access of the 0-3 age group to childcare services

Combating	Child	Poverty	

•	 Developing a nation-wide and holistic strategy to combat child poverty, and 
placing child well-being at the heart of this strategy  

•	 Studying and defining the concept of ‘child wellbeing’ in accordance with the 
specific conditions of Turkey

•	 As the first step in combating child poverty, developing programmes to provide 
job and income security to parents and improve their skills for employability 

•	 Organizing campaigns to propagate the idea that children should be in their 
schools rather than in workplaces or on the streets 

•	 Providing alternatives to women, and raising awareness on reproductive health 
and family planning, in order to transform the family structure based on large 
numbers of children, which is one of the main causes of child poverty and child 
labour

•	 Increasing the effectiveness of existing programs to prevent child labour and 
updating the related policies

•	 Launching social studies and surveys to gather data on children’s non-attendance 
at school and developing social policies that directly address this problem 

•	 Ensuring the sustainability of projects in the fields of combating child poverty 
and promoting school enrolment and attendance 

Change in Mentality

•	 Urgent implementation of comprehensive training and awareness-building 
activities for officials, staff and field-level workers in organizations and agencies 
in charge of developing social policies related to women’s employment and child 
well-being 

•	 Organizing meetings with the participation of international policy makers, opinion 
leaders, employers, academics, NGO representatives and activists in order to 
inform relevant officials and staff about best practices worldwide in the field of 
child well-being, women’s employment and reconciling family and working life. 

•	 To make such meetings more effective, opting for meetings with wider 
participation including international experts instead of study tours abroad in 
which participation is naturally limited 

•	 Organization of activities such as weekend camps and dinners in which relevant 
personnel participate with their spouses and children in order to develop a 
common language and understanding 
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•	 Ensuring the participation of successful managers from inside the country and 
abroad to make role models more visible, and in this way eliminating doubts and 
concerns about the compatibility of family and working life

•	 Launching awareness-building activities at all levels starting from the local level 
(e.g. female community leaders at neighbourhood level, headmen, health centre 
workers, etc) on the meaning and benefits of women’s employment for women 
themselves and their families; focusing on the right to work and rights in working 
life, reconciliation of family and working life, and gender issues 

•	 Further awareness building and visibility activities with the support of the media 
(e.g. short public information broadcasts on the benefits of women’s employment 
for the individual, family and society) 

•	 Promoting special incentives to change employers’ discriminatory practices 
against women and making female quota in recruitment compulsory 

•	 Rewarding employers through incentives, tax deductions etc for each woman 
employed 

•	 qualifying women’s employment as a priority area in social responsibility and 
introducing awards for social responsibility in this field

•	 Developing an system of incentives and rewards to make enterprises with family-
friendly practices and women employees visible nationwide 

Development	of	Policies	for	Gender	Equality	

•	 Adopting the principle that childcare and subsistence roles are equally valid for 
both men and women in all services and policies 

•	 Conducting awareness-building activities on parental leave for fathers and 
encouraging fathers to use this leave 

•	 Conducting awareness-building activities in places where men gather, such as 
mosques, coffee houses and military units, in order to address men from different 
occupational groups and levels of education 

•	 Expanding the coverage of free and quality care services for working women so 
as to include men as well 

•	 Developing and publicizing a model on the active role of fathers in improving 
child well-being and capabilities 

•	 Developing a family model within which both parents can assume equal 
responsibilities in response to the different needs of the child at various stages 
of development 
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Development	of	Social	Policies	responding	to	Needs	of	Different	Groups	

•	 Giving priority to children with special needs from low income and migrant 
families in all policies, programmes and services 

•	 Without waiting for these groups to have access to services, and in the light of 
existing obstacles, developing social policies to reach them directly 

•	 Developing a realistic plan for the infrastructure and personnel required for the 
delivery of services to groups with special needs 

•	 Promoting awareness and sensitivity in society regarding groups with special 
needs 

•	 Developing joint programmes and policies which bring children with special 
needs together with other children 

•	 Providing financial incentives to single parents and adolescent mothers regardless 
of their current employment status 

Establishment/Strengthening of Institutional Mechanisms 

•	 Ensuring coordination among agencies working in the fields of child protection, 
care, employment of women and vocational training 

•	 Encouraging and improving the participation of local governments, NGOs, 
universities, the private sector and the media in the policies and programmes 
which are developed 

•	 Establishment of institutional mechanisms for determining indicators for the 
present situation, collecting comparable data, developing policies and performing 
the functions of monitoring-evaluation and supervision 

•	 Developing and promoting the concept of results-based management based on 
regular action plans 

•	 Simplifying the existing legislation to make it comprehensible to all, and adopting 
new legislation in specified areas 

•	 Strengthening existing legislation with further incentives and penalties that can 
act as a deterrent

•	 Ensuring children’s participation in all decisions concerning themselves, and 
introducing institutional arrangements and support mechanisms to facilitate 
such participation 

•	 Ensuring that policies and programmes in the fields of education, health, 
environment, housing, family and gender are developed and implemented 
in cognisance of their interconnections and strengthening these policies and 
programmes accordingly.


