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Abstract  4 

Governments in both England and Korea prioritise a comparable set of childcare 5 

policies and strategies to promote young children’s development and wellbeing and 6 

maternal labour market participation This paper   compares the two marketised 7 

childcare systems and policies and their impact on family outcomes,, in the context of 8 

public policy aims to increase maternal employment . Despite Korean financial support 9 

for its childcare system being proportionally much greater than England’s, maternal 10 

employment rates in England far outstrip those in Korea.   As our conceptual approach, 11 

we adopt Kagan’s (Kagan et al., 2016; Kagan with Landsberg, 2019) application of 12 

systems theory to childcare systems. Important aspects of these two marketised 13 

systems and their infrastructure appear to be operating inefficiently, impeding 14 

equitable access to high quality, sustainable provision. This evidence fails to relate, 15 

though, to lower maternal employment levels in Korea, where a lack of active labour 16 

market policies coupled with socio-cultural factors form additional barriers. Both 17 

countries may be close to tipping points in childcare policy development. Extending 18 

childcare support beyond working families and curbing market operations may need 19 

considering in England, while in Korea expanding high-quality universal childcare 20 

support through public and not-for-profit providers and family friendly employment 21 

policies require addressing. 22 
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maternal employment; policy tipping points 24 

 25 

Introduction  26 

In the last three decades, both the British and Republic of South Korea’s1 governments 27 

have developed a range of similar childcare2 policies with dual aims. On the one hand, 28 

childcare is being officially supported to promote children’s development, learning, and 29 

well-being before they enter compulsory schooling, while on the other, it is promoted 30 

to encourage parents to share working and caring equally. In practice, this means 31 

encouraging maternal labour market participation (Lee, 2017; Lloyd, 2018; Moon and 32 
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Landsberg, 2018). Such policies are being implemented within these two countries’ 33 

marketised childcare systems, which feature public, private-for-profit and not-for-profit 34 

providers as delivery partners. 35 

The present paper explores and compares the impact on family outcomes of England’s 36 

and Korea’s marketised childcare systems and policies, in the context of policy aims 37 

to increase maternal employment. Its rationale further derives from the fact that 38 

recently both England and Korea witnessed major government investment aimed at 39 

an expansion of their marketised childcare systems. The role of publicly supported 40 

childcare in relation to maternal employment is a global issue and has a considerable 41 

policy profile in the Asia Pacific region’s highly industrialised nations, including Korea, 42 

Singapore and Japan, just as it does in Europe (Alajääskö and Fluchtmann, 2023). 43 

Maternal employment rates are related to a wide range of socio-economic, normative 44 

and institutional factors. However, governments in many industrialised nations, 45 

including in England3 and Korea, have been prioritising childcare policies and 46 

strategies among a range of measures targeted at promoting parental, notably 47 

maternal, employment.  48 

The most recent OECD Family Database (OECD, no date) highlights some interesting 49 

contrasts between the UK4 and Korea in respect of levels of public expenditure on 50 

childcare and pre-primary education, and between patterns of maternal labour market 51 

participation among mothers of young children.  52 

The overall expenditure on childcare and pre-primary education in Korea (0.9 per cent 53 

GDP) is almost twice that of the UK (0.5) and exceeds the EU (0.7) and OECD 54 

averages (0.8), while the UK overall rate is substantially below that of the OECD and 55 

EU. This difference comes mainly from the expenditure on childcare. In the UK, it 56 

registers almost zero, as this figure reflects lower spending on parental subsidies in 57 

contrast with the publicly funded childcare entitlements, while in Korea, it is more than 58 

half of the total public expenditure on childcare (0.5) and pre-primary education (0.4) 59 

(OECD Family Database indicator PF3.1). Similarly, public spending on childcare and 60 

pre-primary education per child aged 0-5 in USD purchasing power parity (PPP) in 61 

Korea is nearly twice as high as that in the UK, especially for children under two. It is 62 

also much higher than the EU average and that in the OECD.  63 
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The rise in differences between UK and Korean expenditures is reflected in the 64 

timeline of public spending on ECEC (See Figure 1). In Korea, as a percentage of 65 

GDP, it has increased substantially, from 0.08 per cent in 1998 to almost 1 per cent in 66 

2020, whereas the UK expenditure only increased from 0.49 per cent to 0.52 per cent 67 

during the same period. Interestingly, around 2012, spending in both countries started 68 

to proceed in opposite directions. That is, Korea’s ECEC expenditure soared upward, 69 

while the UK’s dropped significantly. 70 

 71 

Figure 1 Time line public spending on early childhood education and care (per cent GDP) 72 

Note: Authors’ selection from the data source below. 73 

Source: OECD Family Database, indicator PF3.1 Public spending on childcare and early education, in 74 

per cent of GDP, 1980-2019/20 75 

 76 

Nevertheless, OECD data in Figures 2 and 3 below highlight that in 2019, UK maternal 77 

employment rates were equivalent to EU and OECD averages, despite lower 78 

government ECEC investment than that found in Korea. Maternal employment rates 79 

in Korea for 2019 were significantly lower, both by the age of mothers’ youngest 80 

children and by the number of children. The only situation where the 2021 Korean 81 

maternal employment statistics approximate with the OECD and EU averages, is in 82 

the case of women with more than three children, but this was still the lowest compared 83 

to the UK, OECD and EU averages.  84 

 85 
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 86 

Figure 2 Maternal employment rate (per cent) with children aged 0-14, by age of youngest 87 

child, 2021 88 

Note: Authors’ selection from the data source below. 89 

Source: OECD Family Database, indicator LMF1.2.C Maternal employment rates by age of youngest 90 

child, 2021, or latest available year  91 

 92 
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Figure 3 Maternal employment rates (per cent) by number of children, 2021 or latest available 95 

data 96 

Note: Authors’ selection from the data source below. 97 

Source: OECD Family Database, indicator LMF1.2.D Maternal employment rates (per cent) by number 98 
of children, 2021, or latest available data 99 

 100 

 101 

We employ Kagan’s systems theory of change as an analytical framework (Kagan, 102 

2018; Kagan with Landsberg, 2019) for our analysis of the two marketised childcare 103 

systems’ impact on family outcomes and for our exploration of any potential 104 

relationship with maternal employment rates. Particularly, in light of the fact that 105 

despite Korea’s financial support for its marketised childcare system being 106 

proportionally much greater than England’s, maternal labour market participation rates 107 

in England far outstrip those in Korea.  108 

In the next sections, we describe the current format of English and Korean childcare 109 

and its funding model, followed by a literature review, and an introduction to Kagan’s 110 

theory. We compare systemic challenges within the two childcare systems  in the 111 

context of  divergent maternal employment rates. Our discussion and conclusion 112 

suggest new policy directions for each country to address current risks to achieving 113 

both the childcare policy aim of improving maternal employment and boosting all 114 

young children’s wellbeing, learning and development.  115 

Main features of the current English and Korean childcare systems  116 

This section provides a brief comparative overview of the two childcare systems, 117 

covering current policy aims, funding, governance, regulation, provision and the 118 

workforce.  119 

England 120 

In England, compulsory school starting age is five, while most four-year-olds start 121 

attending non-compulsory Reception classes in primary schools in September after 122 

their fourth birthday (DfE, 2023a). All three- and four-year-olds have been entitled to 123 

15 hours of directly funded childcare since 2010, delivered weekly during term-time. 124 

Two-year-olds growing up with disadvantage have benefitted from the same - targeted 125 

- entitlement since 2013.   126 
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The provider split is roughly two-thirds private and one-third public, i.e. school-based, 127 

childcare in nursery classes in primary schools, in a dwindling number of children’s 128 

centres (Lewing et al., 2020) and in freestanding nursery schools (DfE, 2023a). Among 129 

private providers, for-profits outnumber not-for-profits. Apart from maintained nursery 130 

schools and children’s centres, childcare for under threes is virtually exclusively 131 

located in the private sector. School-based provision for two-, three- and four-year olds 132 

is term-time only (DfE, 2023a). 133 

Since 2017 the 15-hour entitlement has been doubled to 30 hours for three- and four-134 

year-old children whose parents meet certain employment criteria. From September 135 

2025 the British Government is extending the 30 hours entitlement to all children from 136 

the age of nine months to five years in working families, after a phased roll-out of this 137 

expansion programme which started in April 2024 (Farquharson, 2024a). 138 

Supply-side provider subsidies, that is the childcare entitlements, are distributed by 139 

local government on behalf of central government. Parents can also apply for central 140 

government help with the cost of additional childcare hours beyond the entitlements, 141 

through demand-side subsidies delivered via the tax and benefits systems. 142 

The Department for Education has a wide remit in respect of early education and 143 

childcare provision in England, including for supply-side funding. The Department for 144 

Work and Pensions and the UK Tax Authority (His Majesty’s Revenue and Customs - 145 

HMRC) are responsible for demand-side funding via the tax and benefits systems. 146 

Apart from distributing supply-side funding to childcare providers, local government is 147 

also responsible for securing enough daycare centres and other forms of early years 148 

provision. The private and public sector childcare workforces in England differ greatly. 149 

Graduate early years teachers are employed in state nursery schools and classes, 150 

although childcare practitioners with lesser qualifications can also work in publicly 151 

funded academies and free schools. The English private childcare sector employs far 152 

fewer graduates. Instead, it features mostly childcare practitioners with vocational 153 

qualifications. Up to 50% of the private sector childcare workforce can be unqualified 154 

provided such practitioners do not have a supervisory role (DfE, 2023b). No official 155 

wage scale applies beyond statutory minima. 156 

Since 2006 all of England’s childcare provision has been subject to the same curricular 157 

and regulatory framework, the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), which extends 158 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/education-provision-children-under-5
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until the end of primary Reception class (DfE, 2023b). The Office for Standards in 159 

Education, Children’s Services and Skills, Ofsted, (Ofsted, 2023) registers, regulates 160 

and inspects childcare providers against EYFS provisions.  161 

Korea 162 

In Korea, the compulsory school starting age is six, while most three- to five-year-old 163 

children make use of either childcare in daycare nurseries and/or non-compulsory 164 

early childhood education in kindergartens. In 2011, the Korean government confirmed 165 

the implementation of the ‘Nuri Curriculum’ as a shared integrated programme for 166 

childcare and kindergarten services for children aged three- to five (Na and Park, 167 

2013). It is designed to develop children’s physical, emotional, cognitive and social 168 

skills as a national-level curriculum (MOE, 2019). 169 

 In 2012, the Korean government implemented universal free childcare services 170 

equivalent to 35 hours per week for all parents with children aged up to two years. In 171 

2013, this universally funded childcare entitlement was extended to all families with 172 

children aged three- to five, qualifying them for provision equivalent to 7-hour universal 173 

childcare per day (09:00-16:00, Mondays to Fridays). Childcare centres operate 174 

continuously for at least 6 days a week, year-round. Extended childcare service hours 175 

(16:00-19:30, Mondays to Fridays) are also available along with overnight care (19:30-176 

24:00), 24-hour care (07:30-07:30) and holiday/Sunday care, especially for those 177 

families who need extra childcare due to work or special circumstances. The extent of 178 

the need for extended childcare services is determined by local government officials 179 

reviewing the reasons for the request. However, these extended childcare hours may 180 

not always be available in the private childcare sector (MHW, 2023a).  181 

There are seven different types of childcare centre ownership models in Korea.  As of 182 

2023, the public centres constituted approximately 21% of the total, not-for-profit 183 

entities made up about 11%, and the remaining 68% can be considered for-profit 184 

(MHW, 2023b).  185 

There are also two sides to Korean government childcare subsidies: the supply-side, 186 

financing childcare centres’ operating costs, and the demand-side subsidies 187 

supporting parents’ childcare costs. Private sector fees are unregulated (Moon and 188 

Landsberg, 2019). Some providers, including publicly funded and provided childcare 189 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/childcare-providers-and-inspections-as-at-31-march-2023/main-findings-childcare-providers-and-inspections-as-at-31-march-2023#summary-of-findings
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/childcare-providers-and-inspections-as-at-31-march-2023/main-findings-childcare-providers-and-inspections-as-at-31-march-2023#summary-of-findings
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centres, also receive subsidies for their staff salaries. Parents/families can apply for 190 

the government childcare subsidy, which is given to them in the form of vouchers.  191 

The Korean public sector workforce is composed of three levels. For childcare centre 192 

teachers (teacher levels 1, 2 and 3), the minimum education level is a high school 193 

diploma and 1-year vocational training (teacher level 3). There are more promotion 194 

opportunities for levels 1 and 2. Wages in the public and private sectors differ in that 195 

public childcare teachers are paid on a salary scale not applicable to private sector 196 

teachers. 197 

The central government’s responsibilities for childcare used to be split between the 198 

Ministry of Health and Welfare and the Ministry of Education, for childcare and early 199 

education, respectively. Since January 2023, an integrated system has been promoted 200 

(called ‘yubo tonghap’ in Korean); both ministries are currently discussing the ultimate 201 

responsibilities for financing and the central operation, while local governments are 202 

responsible for distributing the subsidies, taking into account the type of daycare 203 

centre and regional conditions.  204 

In summary, while featuring similarities at system and infrastructure level, some 205 

pronounced contrasts exist between the Korean and English childcare systems. Not 206 

only does Korea offer far more publicly funded childcare hours, including atypical 207 

hours, but the evolution of the two countries’ childcare funding models has also 208 

proceeded along a different timeline. Almost a decade before England, Korea 209 

substantially increased the number of funded childcare hours children aged zero to 210 

five are entitled to. Korea also operates a separate funding stream to support providers’ 211 

staff costs. However, the Korean childcare system relies much more heavily on 212 

demand side funding income than the English system. 213 

Korea has separate forms of both public and private provision for all age groups, 214 

whereas in England the number of public services accessible to children under three 215 

is very small. In both countries, though, childcare provision for all age groups is 216 

dominated by private-for-profit providers.  217 

Childcare governance in both countries is shared between central and local 218 

government and to a limited extent regional government (Sylva et al., 2018; Moon and 219 

Landsberg, 2018). Although childcare uptake by children aged three to five is 220 

comparable, Korea is considerably more successful than England in encouraging the 221 



 9 

uptake by children under three. In Korea: “In 2022, about two-thirds of children under 222 

the age of 3 were enrolled in early childhood education and care programmes, the 223 

highest rate across the OECD” (OECD, 2024a, p.1). In England, figures for the same 224 

year show enrolment rates of 57% of two-year-olds, 40% of one-year-olds and 7% of 225 

infants below one (DfE, 2023a).  226 

Exploring maternal employment patterns in England and Korea: a 227 

literature review 228 

Evidence from a range of studies suggests that in both countries the introduction of a 229 

raft of childcare policies initially improved maternal labour market access and boosted 230 

service availability for parents across the socio-economic gradient (Lloyd, 2020; 231 

Murphy et al., 2022; Lee, 2021). But the current situation is more complex. 232 

The negative impact of motherhood on Korean maternal employment rates persists, 233 

irrespective of substantial public support for childcare provision. Despite the number 234 

of extended childcare hours having doubled over the past few years, among 51 out of 235 

229 Korean municipalities, 22.3% were still lacking extended childcare provided (Lee, 236 

2022). This may also be linked to other factors, including a lack of institutional support 237 

during pregnancy and post-childbirth in Korea and long working hours according to 238 

research (OECD, 2019c; Sung, 2019; Choi et al., 2021).  239 

There is not only a high-intensity working culture (Yang et al., 2018) that may clash 240 

with the demands of motherhood (Oh and Mun, 2022), but also, little availability of 241 

workplace-based childcare centres (4%) or of adequate maternity leave (MHW 2022).  242 

Therefore, there are still gaps in childcare support and many Korean parents, in 243 

practice mothers, have to rely on additional or alternative informal care arrangements, 244 

thus discouraging their work participation (Park et al., 2020; Kim 2017).   245 

Whereas OECD maternal employment data for the UK may, at first sight, suggest that 246 

ECEC policies are achieving their objectives as far as increasing maternal labour 247 

market participation is concerned, evidence from administrative UK data sets (Murphy 248 

et al., 2022) and cross-European surveys indicate that these figures may hide 249 

substantial socio-economic and regional variation (Neimanns, 2020). The 250 

‘motherhood penalty’, that is the negative effect of childbirth on maternal employment 251 

patterns and progress, also applies to mothers in England. The effect is even stronger 252 
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for women with a disability or belonging to an ethnic minority (Harkness et al., 2019; 253 

de Henau et al., 2019).  254 

Other social policy and economic research suggests that identifying drivers behind the 255 

anomalous maternal employment rate for Korea may be a complex endeavour. 256 

Sociocultural factors have been implicated in the lower Korean maternal employment 257 

rates, despite the presence of a comprehensive formal childcare and kindergarten 258 

system (OECD, 2019c).  259 

An analytical study by Sung (2019) concludes that gendered patterns in women’s paid 260 

and unpaid work have not so far proved susceptible to improved childcare policy 261 

implementation. Choi et al., (2022) trace the government’s focus on encouraging 262 

gender-equal labour market participation among parents to its 2018 and 2020 Low 263 

Fertility – Aging Society strategic plans (Korean Government, 2019). Using 264 

quantitative data sources from surveys and panel studies, Choi explores the same 265 

factors identified by Sung, as well as labour market factors that may affect mothers’ 266 

choice to participate in paid work.  267 

An economic analysis of the impact of paid childcare leave on working mothers’ fertility 268 

using data from the National Fertility and Family Health Survey from the years 2006, 269 

2009, 2012, and 2015 – a nationally representative cross-sectional survey conducted 270 

triennially by the Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare and the Korea Institute for 271 

Health and Social Affairs (Kim and Parish, 2022), found that, while fertility increased, 272 

no definitive conclusions could be drawn regarding mothers’ return to the labour 273 

market. 274 

Reviewing studies of factors implicated in the country’s steeply declining birth rate, the 275 

lowest among OECD member countries, revealed that while studies may touch on the 276 

pertinence of childcare policies, they do not explore the current childcare system’s 277 

operations in depth (Song et al., 2018; Yun et al., 2022; Jeong et al., 2022). 278 

Research into problems affecting UK, including English, mothers’ access to the labour 279 

market yields evidence of childcare system barriers (McLean et al., 2017; Harkness et 280 

al., 2019; Hochlaf and Franklin, 2021). An economic analysis of the impact of the 15 281 

funded childcare hours on parental labour market participation in England, failed to 282 

show any effect, in contrast with that of children entering compulsory education 283 

(Brewer et al., 2016). McClean and her colleagues highlighted the difficulties parents 284 
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face in accessing childcare in the UK and five other European countries, even where 285 

systems are considered comprehensive and affordable. Harkness’ study focused on 286 

the ‘motherhood penalty’ affecting women’s careers after childbirth.  287 

Hochlaf and Franklin’s (2021, p.3) representative survey of UK mothers provides 288 

further evidence of this impact. They found that 46% of respondents were unable to 289 

extend their working hours, 30% had to reduce their working hours, 34% were unable 290 

to take a potential job, while 15% had to leave work altogether, all due to childcare 291 

access and affordability problems. This equated to 4.5 million UK mothers facing 292 

employment barriers. Another representative survey of working parents with children 293 

under five reported 11% of partnered mothers and 13% of single mothers had left their 294 

job for these reasons (Fawcett Society, 2023). 295 

An analysis of longitudinal data by Niewenhuis (2022, p. 808), examined the interplay 296 

of both active labour market policies and childcare in 30 OECD member states, 297 

including Korea and the UK, over 33 years. He cautiously concluded that large 298 

investments in both childcare and active labour market policies are not only associated 299 

with the highest rates of maternal labour market participation but also with diminishing 300 

returns in economic value.  301 

The concept of active social policy was also employed by Bonoli (2013) in a 302 

comparative study of the application of an active labour market and new childcare 303 

policies across seven European countries between the mid-nineties of the 20th century 304 

and the first decade of the 21st. At this point, parental labour market participation 305 

became a key social policy objective (Bonoli, 2013), whereas overall this was a time 306 

of welfare state retrenchment. Bonoli’s research focussed only on European case 307 

studies, but a similar dynamic may be at work in Korea according to a more recent 308 

study (Hwang et al., 2022).  309 

This brief overview of pertinent literature suggests that the present paper’s focus on 310 

the impact of childcare systems and policies in the context of maternal employment 311 

patterns in England and Korea may begin to fill a gap in the literature. 312 

Analytical framework  313 

The search for an appropriate analytical framework for this analysis initially targeted 314 

approaches dealing with factors and actors operating in a range of policy areas, which 315 

seemed applicable to the relationship between childcare systems and policies and 316 

maternal labour market participation.  317 
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Hall (1993) developed a typology of policy developments, including those that achieve 318 

paradigmatic change. Hall defines paradigmatic change as a change in policy aims, 319 

which he regards as a third order policy development among the ranking he 320 

developed. While his case studies focus on British economic policy development, this 321 

study is regularly cited in research on childcare system change (Lewis and West, 2017; 322 

Prentice and White, 2020). Korea and England have been pursuing childcare policies 323 

aimed at promoting maternal employment and children’s wellbeing, learning and 324 

development since the mid-nineties. However, in the absence of clear policy change, 325 

we concluded that recent developments should therefore not be viewed as third order 326 

policy development. This rendered Hall’s approach less well suited for our purposes. 327 

Room (2011) applied complexity theory to social policy development, offering a 328 

different approach to the conceptualisation and measurement of dynamic processes 329 

of socio-economic change within what he called ‘a complex and turbulent world’ (2011, 330 

p. 1). Key to Room’s argument is the recognition that these are two-way processes, 331 

involving interactions between agents, in our case employed mothers in dual or single 332 

earner families, and institutions, in our case central and local government 333 

departments, as well as childcare regulations and systems. This conceptualisation 334 

seemed possibly more complex than required for the analysis and interpretation of our 335 

findings.  336 

Instead, we opted for the application of systems theory to childcare systems developed 337 

by Kagan and colleagues (Kagan et al., 2016; Kagan, 2018; Kagan with Landsberg, 338 

2019). Kagan’s definition of systems is that of services plus infrastructure. This 339 

approach is more suited to our research question centred on comparing the impact on 340 

family outcomes of Korea’s and England’s marketised childcare systems in the context 341 

of maternal employment rates. However, Kagan’s framework does also take account 342 

of many contextual factors, as illustrated in Figure 4 below.  343 

Kagan’s systems theory of change framework aims ‘to untangle complex, highly 344 

interactive systems’ (Kagan, 2018, p. 51) to explain how they contribute to the 345 

achievement of child and family wellbeing in different societies. This wellbeing is 346 

defined as including both childcare’s developmental impact on children and its impact 347 

on family economic wellbeing by enabling parental employment.  348 
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The framework encompasses childcare related inputs, outputs and outcomes at the 349 

microlevel. Inputs at this level include boundary spanning mechanisms and 350 

programmes across education, health, and welfare, which integrate childcare 351 

programmes and services delivered by different government departments or agencies. 352 

 At this level, infrastructure subsystems form another essential input. These include 353 

governance, finance, pedagogical quality, transitions, workforce development, data-354 

driven improvement, plus engagement and support strategies. Importantly, these 355 

inputs, outputs and outcomes, are embedded within a temporal context, reflecting 356 

econo-political factors such as demographics, social thinking/movements, government 357 

leadership, and funding, alongside a sociocultural context, reflecting factors such as 358 

values, beliefs, heritages and religions (Kagan, 2018). In Figure 4 below the latter can 359 

be found under G and H. 360 

Within this conceptual framework, effective childcare systems are an output entirely 361 

dependent on the positive interplay between seven input factors and boundary-362 

spanning mechanisms. In combination these generate effective childcare systems, 363 

which are characterised by four system outputs: quality, equity, sustainability and 364 

efficiency, alongside family supports. When working well, these systems deliver the 365 

intended outcome of child and family wellbeing.  366 

 367 

 368 
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Figure 4 Kagan’s systems theory of change 369 

 Source: Kagan, 2018, p. 65, fig. 1.1   370 

 371 

Next, we applied Kagan’s framework to the English and Korean marketised childcare 372 

systems in order to identify similar and different issues that might hamper the 373 

achievement of policy aims relating to maternal employment. In doing so, we chose to 374 

focus mainly on the set of four system outputs found under D in Figure 4 above. In the 375 

next section, the impact of each output is analysed by comparing system challenges, 376 

which could be associated with varying levels of maternal employment. We do this by 377 

utilising relevant policy measures for each output, including governance, regulations, 378 

operations, finance, quality and quality assurance, and workforce development. 379 

Comparing system challenges  380 

We start our analysis, with ‘equity’, in contrast to Kagan’s ordering, which puts ‘quality’ 381 

first, because reaching all children equitably is a foundational policy aim for public 382 

investment in the English and Korean childcare systems (Sylva et al., 2018; Moon and 383 

Landsman, 2018). Arguably, true quality can only be achieved and maintained in the 384 

context of equity (Lloyd, 2020).  385 

Equity  386 

Current childcare financing patterns in England reflect a prioritisation of access for 387 

children with employed parents rather than for children living with disadvantage 388 

(Farquharson, 2024a; National Audit Office, 2020). The level of demand-side subsidies 389 

delivered via the tax and benefits systems now lags far behind the level of supply-side 390 

subsidies for the childcare entitlements (Lewis and West, 2017; Farquharson and 391 

Olorenshaw, 2022).  392 

The trend is now towards prioritising childcare for working families over ensuring 393 

generous access to early education and childcare for all children, particularly children 394 

from low-income families (NAO, 2024a), among whom at least 50% have a parent in 395 

employment (DWP, 2024). Among low-income families, children from Black and ethnic 396 

minority communities are disproportionally represented and they use proportionally 397 

more informal care (Bordone et al., 2020). Currently, 47% of UK Black and minority 398 

ethnic children are growing up in poverty (DWP, 2024).  399 
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Access to childcare provision by children with SEND, i.e. special educational needs or 400 

disabilities, or both, is particularly problematic. In 2022 only 5% of two-year-olds with 401 

SEND were registered for the 15 funded childcare hours per week they were entitled 402 

to (DfE, 2023a). This impedes their mothers’ access to the labour market. There is 403 

strong evidence that the private-for-profit childcare sector discourages access by 404 

children growing up with SEND, socioeconomic, and other kinds of disadvantage, in a 405 

variety of ways (NAO, 2024b; La Valle et al., 2024). 406 

The value of childcare entitlements has not kept pace with inflation and cost of living 407 

increases, disadvantaging providers (Drayton and Farquharson, 2023). As a result, 408 

they may raise fees and charge ‘top-up’ fees even for the publicly funded hours (La 409 

Valle et al., 2024). Parental fees for a part-time day nursery place for under twos grew 410 

by 60% between 2010 and 2021, at a rate twice as fast as the rise in average earnings 411 

and three times as fast as the overall growth in consumer prices during that period 412 

(Farquharson and Olorenshaw, 2022), putting formal childcare increasingly out of 413 

reach of even middle-class parents (House of Commons Education Committee, 2023).   414 

In Korea, the current childcare financing model embodies ‘universal childcare’, 415 

supporting childcare for all children aged nought to five regardless of parental income, 416 

employment status, number of children or region. Yet, the parents’ childcare costs 417 

burden can be different for those who use public centres and those who use private 418 

ones. This is because public childcare centres receive government support for staff 419 

salaries, whereas the latter do not. Parents may also receive different levels of 420 

childcare subsidy, depending on the upper limit of regional childcare costs. For 421 

example, among private daycare centres, the highest 2021 cost for three-year-olds 422 

was KRW430,000 (approx. equivalent to $310) in Seoul, while the lowest was 423 

KRW323,000 ($233) in Sejong. For four- to five-year-olds, the highest was 424 

KRW411,000 ($296) in Seoul and the lowest KRW310,000 ($223) in Sejong. 425 

Moreover, some cities and provinces set different standards for admission fees, 426 

special activity costs, and event costs, depending on whether providers are public or 427 

private (MHW & KICCE, 2021b).  428 

The universal childcare funding model also covers daycare services for children with 429 

special needs. They can attend either specialised childcare centres or integrated ones. 430 

However, the latest national household survey shows that nearly 50% of disabled 431 

children attended regular daycare centres, followed by those who did not attend any 432 
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institutions (23%), specialised daycare centres for the disabled (13%), general 433 

kindergarten classes (9%), integrated centres for the disabled (3%), and special 434 

kindergarten classes (3%). Notably, the most common reason given for not using a 435 

centre was there being no suitable childcare centres for these children (MHW & KICCE, 436 

2021a).  437 

Current childcare financing also attempts to cover extended childcare hours (16:00-438 

19:30). However, the gap between public and private childcare centres continues due 439 

to a lack of available teachers for those extra hours. Moreover, among some of the 440 

private childcare centres as well as some of the childcare centres in rural areas, 441 

children’s numbers are insufficient to make running extended hours viable (MHW & 442 

KICCE, 2021b).  443 

Quality  444 

The issue of quality is closely associated with equity. Arguably, true quality childcare 445 

cannot be achieved unless the system offers accessible and affordable services 446 

equitably to all children and families within their communities (Lloyd, 2020). 447 

In England, important quality-related aspects of private provision are not inspected by 448 

Ofsted, including staff pay and employment conditions and provider financial viability 449 

(Simon et al., 2022). Parents may be reluctant to use provision whose quality they do 450 

not trust, affecting maternal employment choices (DfE, 2023c). Other factors also 451 

militate against England’s childcare system offering enough high-quality provision.  452 

The unfettered growth over the last two decades of large for-profit childcare 453 

corporations, some with shareholder business models and some supported by private 454 

equity firms, has not led to an increase in ECEC places (Simon et al., 2022). In fact, 455 

nearly 50% of under-fives are now living in childcare ‘deserts’, i.e. areas with three or 456 

more children for every place (Pollard et al, 2023; Hurley et al., 2024). Alongside 457 

quantity, provision quality is also unevenly distributed across regions (Ofsted, 2024). 458 

Even where private provision is available, in the absence of a parental fee cap, fees 459 

charged for hours additional to the publicly funded childcare entitlements for two-, 460 

three- and four-year-olds and younger children, have been deterring low-income 461 

families’ access (Garcia and Topping, 2023).  462 

The quality and qualifications of the childcare workforce are pivotal to service quality. 463 

In England, the childcare workforce is split between teachers and practitioners working 464 

https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10142357/7/Childcare%20Main%20Report%20010222.pdf
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10142357/7/Childcare%20Main%20Report%20010222.pdf
https://neweconomics.org/uploads/files/Early-years-education-childcare-report-web.pdf
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in the school sector, i.e. in state nursery classes and nursery schools, where 465 

remuneration and employment conditions are better, and those employed in the 466 

private sector. In 2022, only 9% of the childcare workforce had accredited graduate 467 

status, while the number of graduates registering for university-based Early Years 468 

Initial Teacher Training has decreased by 77% cent since 2013.  Among the rest of the 469 

private childcare workforce, 70% of practitioners have a level 2 or level 3 vocational 470 

qualification, while 21% have no formal early years qualification at all (Orso et al., 471 

2023).  “This disparity in the level of qualifications between the maintained and private 472 

and voluntary sector has implications for the quality of provision and outcomes for 473 

children” (Archer and Oppenheim, 2021, p. 24.) 474 

The expansion of large for-profit childcare corporations has negatively affected staff 475 

conditions in the private sector, where salaries were on average 14 per cent lower than 476 

in not-for-profits (Simon et al., 2022). Whereas the workforce is the key factor 477 

determining provision quality, particularly for children growing up with disadvantage 478 

(OECD 2019c), the childcare system is suffering a major recruitment and retention 479 

crisis (Hardy et al., 2023). This may affect parental employment decisions (DfE, 480 

2023c). 481 

In Korea, nearly 80% of childcare centres are operated by private-for-profit providers 482 

(MHW, 2023b), while the proportion of private kindergartens is also quite dominant at 483 

46% (MOE, 2023). One of the reasons why the dominance of private childcare is 484 

concerning in Korea is that there is relatively higher engagement with service 485 

monitoring in public childcare centres. Parents also report a better childcare services 486 

experience in the public sector (MHW & KICCE, 2021a). The evidence also suggests 487 

that parents prefer the not-for-profit private centres, because they trust them more, 488 

while also being able to pay relatively lower fees. 489 

The higher satisfaction rates among those public users may be explained by teaching 490 

quality. Both kindergarten teachers and daycare centre teachers in the public sector 491 

require higher qualifications than those in the private sector. These qualification gaps 492 

are also associated with significant wage differences. While standards for public salary 493 

grades are annually announced by the MHW and MOE, most private childcare centres 494 

and kindergartens are exempt from implementing the standardised salary grades 495 

(MHW, 2023a; MOE: 2023). Considering approximately 64% of kindergarten teachers 496 

and about 82% of childcare teachers work in the private sector (KICCE, 2023), the 497 
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gap in conditions and qualifications between the public and the private sectors is 498 

concerning.  499 

Efficiency 500 

Among features of childcare governance in England, complexity appears to be a 501 

dominant characteristic. Complexity is shown to interfere with efficiency as regards 502 

access and affordability. Governance is also highly centralised.  503 

This complexity affects parents. They are particularly confused about eligibility for 504 

childcare subsidies through the tax and benefit systems, while the application process 505 

for working families whose children are eligible for directly funded places is also 506 

problematic (Farquharson et al., 2023). This system has been described as 507 

‘dysfunctional’ (Archer and Oppenheim, 2021). It is particularly affecting mothers 508 

combining paid work and caring (Fawcett Society, 2023).  509 

As for staff training and qualifications, development and oversight of vocational 510 

workforce qualifications and the agencies issuing them is the remit of the Department 511 

for Education, while the Office for Students, an arms-length agency of the DfE, 512 

oversees pertinent university degrees. The latest workforce development plan was 513 

issued in 2017 and has made little difference to the workforce crisis (Foley and 514 

Roberts, 2024).  515 

In Korea, the efficiency of the current childcare system was questioned by Lee (2021). 516 

The universal free childcare initiative fails to have a major impact due to the continuing 517 

predominance of the private childcare sector. Indeed, the household national survey 518 

(MHW & KICCE 2021a) reveals that, especially among employed mothers, only 60% 519 

of them said there were some childcare centres they could trust. Moreover, many of 520 

these mothers expressed the view that the expansion of public childcare centres 521 

should be the government’s main policy priority. Despite the universal childcare 522 

support policies, parents eagerly called for expanded government support, to help 523 

reduce childcare expenses for families with young children as well as for service 524 

quality improvements.   525 

Sustainability 526 

System efficiency is directly related to system sustainability, since factors limiting 527 

efficiency may pose risks to sustainability. A steady decrease in childcare settings 528 

hampers maternal employment. 529 
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The 2006 and 2016 Childcare Acts in England and Wales reduced the strategic 530 

governance role of local government in respect of its oversight of local childcare 531 

markets and quality support. It retained only a ‘sufficiency duty’, (DfE, 2023b, p. 27).  532 

This restricted its powers to intervene if market operations exclude certain children’s 533 

access to affordable childcare, with potential consequences for maternal employment. 534 

The impact of local government’s reduced strategic planning role has been 535 

compounded since 2000 by the introduction of publicly funded academies and free 536 

schools alongside state schools. Although they must implement the EYFS framework, 537 

any childcare such schools deliver is outside local government control, since they 538 

report directly to central government (West and Wolfe, 2018). This contrasts with 539 

childcare delivered within state, i.e. local government-controlled, nursery schools and 540 

classes. 541 

In England, childcare provider numbers are decreasing; the number of family-based 542 

settings has halved over the last decade (Ofsted, 2024). Providers increasingly report 543 

being unable to cover their costs, as public per-child funding rates have not kept up 544 

with inflation, whereas the cost of living and the minimum wage have risen 545 

(Farquharson et al., 2023). The English childcare market is also changing shape. The 546 

major for-profit childcare corporations have been engaged in a spate of acquisitions 547 

and mergers while taking on unsustainable debt (Davies, 2024). Such take-overs pose 548 

a real risk to not-for-profit providers, which are more likely to offer high-quality places 549 

to children growing up with disadvantage (Simon et al., 2022).  550 

Between 2018 and 2022, one third of non-profits in disadvantaged areas in England 551 

closed or were taken over by private companies, including private equity firms (Garcia 552 

and Topping, 2023). This represents an increasing threat to childcare access for 553 

children growing up with disadvantage, whether in working or unemployed families.  554 

Aware of these market dynamics, the Labour government now offers funding to 555 

convert empty primary school classrooms into childcare facilities, but this initiative is 556 

still in its infancy and its success is not guaranteed (Farquharson, 2024b). 557 

 When in September 2025 the childcare expansion programme for children aged from 558 

9 months in working families is fully rolled out, the government will be paying some 559 

80% of childcare costs. Getting the subsidy levels right then becomes a crucial issue 560 

for sector sustainability (Drayton et al., 2023).  561 
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The use of public money to pay shareholder dividends and interest to private equity 562 

firms in the expanding corporate part of the private-for-profit sector is another 563 

sustainability risk in need of mitigation (Jitendra, 2024). The National Audit Office 564 

(2024a) feared the childcare sector might prove incapable of implementing the 565 

government’s 2024/25 childcare expansion programme and remain financially 566 

sustainable. An official inquiry into childcare policy (House of Commons Education 567 

Committee, 2023) reached similar conclusions.  568 

A lack of strategic planning potentially affecting sustainability has also become 569 

problematic in Korea, especially since 2013, when universal free childcare was 570 

extended to all children aged up to five, regardless of parents’ employment status and 571 

income level. While this policy initiative should be considered a critical juncture in 572 

reforming childcare policy in Korea, the policy objectives have been rather inconsistent 573 

and uncertain, especially in terms of how to implement universal childcare and to what 574 

extent central or local government should be responsible for the budgetary allocation 575 

of childcare costs (Bae & Park, 2012; Joo, 2013).  576 

In Korea, the total number of childcare centres has fallen by 27% since 2012, with the 577 

majority of childcare centres continuing to be run by private for-profit childcare 578 

providers (MHW 2022). As of 2022, despite the portion of publicly funded and provided 579 

childcare centres having increased from 5% to 19%. Of all children attending childcare 580 

more than 60% were attending private centre-based and home-based centres (MHW 581 

2022), and even more in rural areas. As mentioned earlier in relation to quality, lesser 582 

quality in private childcare centres may influence sustainability.   583 

Furthermore, the lack of access to extended childcare, especially among private 584 

childcare users, impacts childcare service sustainability. For example, most working 585 

parents still have to spend more on additional private childcare services, such as 586 

babysitters or hakwon5 (MHW & KICCE (2021), due to the mismatch between 587 

childcare centre opening hours and parental, in reality maternal, working hours (Lee 588 

and Kwon, 2017).  589 

Discussion  590 

By applying Kagan’s systems theory of change, our comparative analysis produced 591 

evidence that the four output elements from her theoretical framework are not fully 592 

achieved in either country. The childcare system’s marketised nature and complexity 593 
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appears to interfere with parents’ ability to make optimal use of childcare for their 594 

children. This evidence can be construed as a barrier to increased maternal 595 

employment and hence to the two governments’ ability to fully realise their pertinent 596 

policy aim but does not shed light on Korea’s proportionally lower maternal 597 

employment rates.  598 

When the comparison is looked at in more detail, Korea and England appear to face 599 

similar systemic childcare challenges affecting family outcomes, with the exception of 600 

a couple of policy differences. For example, Korea features a predominantly demand 601 

side funding model versus a mixed model in England, where supply-side subsidies 602 

have grown exponentially. The Korean system recognises the need for childcare 603 

provision during hours that would be considered ‘atypical’ in the English context, 604 

although the reach of those policies remains limited as regards improving maternal 605 

employment rates. Finally, whereas most financial childcare support in England is now 606 

restricted to working families, Korea offers universal childcare support irrespective of 607 

parental employment status and income. But is that universal offer sufficient to meet 608 

the needs of Korea’s working families and the policy aim of increasing maternal 609 

employment?  610 

The financial burden on Korean parents still requiring extra childcare over and above 611 

the universal publicly financed element, remains considerable. Our analysis also 612 

highlighted that increasing the number of public centres could have been prioritised 613 

within the major programme of policy reform to ensure that funding goes towards 614 

improving service quality and working conditions for childcare teachers, as well as 615 

increasing the availability of extended childcare hours. Lower quality in private-for-616 

profit provision is associated with Korea stimulating demand and supply expansion by 617 

providing childcare subsidies, while prioritising public childcare infrastructure less.  618 

The Korean private-for-profit market has now grown significantly, benefitting from 619 

generous public subsidies, while parental access has suffered. Korean women’s 620 

organisations and progressive civil society organisations regularly insist that at least 621 

30% of centres should be public so as to control market quality, but such growth has 622 

not been realised (Kim 2017; Lee 2021).  623 

As for England, successive conservative governments came to view their role as 624 

supplying families, defined as consumers, with market choices. There has been a 625 
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general acceptance of the marketised system, without a strong demand, comparable 626 

to that in Korea, for public provision.  627 

Returning to Kagan’s analytical framework, we identified a clear need for more family 628 

friendly employment policies, which are not explicitly recognised within Kagan’s 629 

framework. Under ‘inputs, it only recognises, among so-called ‘boundary spanning 630 

mechanisms and programs’, specific policy roles in the areas of health, education and 631 

social welfare, but not in that of the labour market.  632 

In contrast, the temporal and socio-cultural contexts within which Kagan’s whole 633 

framework is embedded, now take on a new prominence, notably, the socio-cultural 634 

context. (See H in figure 4 above.) These complement the systemic barriers we 635 

identified to the realisation of increased maternal employment in Korea or making 636 

maternal labour market access in England easier than at present. The lack of work-637 

life balance within Korean families is acknowledged in the literature (Choi et al., 2022; 638 

Sung, 2019; Lee, 2021), as is the disproportionate burden shouldered by mothers 639 

within both single and dual parent working families (Choi et al., 2021).  640 

Gender equality in the national workforce remains in need of reform (OECD, 2021). 641 

The high intensity working culture for both mothers and fathers in Korea (Yang et al., 642 

2018; Choi et al., 2022) makes demands that working mothers struggle to meet (Oh 643 

and Mun, 2022), particularly in light of socio-cultural norms regarding maternal roles 644 

within the family (OECD, 2019c). The latter report’s authors explicitly address this 645 

issue, recommending Korea consider a process of ‘cultural rejuvenation’. They also 646 

note income inequalities are wider than across the OECD on average, with about one 647 

in six Koreans living in poverty, partly as a result of deficient labour market policies, 648 

and they recommend change across a range of policies, not just childcare. 649 

While acknowledging the importance of the investments made in childcare support in 650 

Korea, Choi and colleagues (Choi et al., 2022) conclude that flexible labour market 651 

policies for both genders are needed in order to achieve both a rising birth rate and an 652 

increased maternal employment rate. In England a falling birth rate is as yet less 653 

critical, but labour market and childcare issues are implicated in the degree to which 654 

mothers of young children prefer part-time to full-time work (DfE, 2023c) or leave the 655 

labour market altogether (Hochlaf and Franklin, 2021). 656 
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The case of Korea appears to support the first part of the conclusion by Nieuwenhuis 657 

(2020) that the combination of large investments in both childcare and active labour 658 

market policies are associated with the highest rate of maternal labour market 659 

participation. Korean investments in the former are indeed large but without 660 

corresponding active labour market policies, which limits the economic value of such 661 

high public investment. Socio-cultural change can be sensitively promoted by econo-662 

political change but must be complemented by improvements to both labour market 663 

operations and the Korean childcare system, is the message emerging from our 664 

findings and the research literature. 665 

Conclusion 666 

Our adoption of Kagan’s framework was useful to explain how family outcomes are 667 

affected by the nature of the Korean and English marketised childcare systems . The 668 

evidence presented here strongly suggests that systemic challenges do impede 669 

equity, quality, effectiveness and sustainability. This stands in the way of realising the 670 

two countries’ policy aims regarding maternal employment. However, the context and 671 

impact of these challenges appear to be different.  672 

Based on this evidence, both countries would appear to be close to ‘tipping points’ in 673 

childcare policy development as identified by Room (2011), since systemic barriers to 674 

achieving childcare policy aims remain largely unaddressed. Room’s (2011, p.315) 675 

complexity theory offers pertinent suggestions for the agile public policy making that 676 

may be required at ‘tipping points’ in the journey of a particular policy. For Room, agile 677 

policy making means interpreting the signals, statistical and other indicators that flag 678 

the imminence of a tipping point and highlight a need for intervention.  679 

There are no grounds for regarding the planned childcare expansion in England as an 680 

instance of ‘third order change’ as conceptualised by Hall (1993). This is because it 681 

constitutes an intensification of state support by means of one particular policy tool, 682 

not a change in policy aims. Its initial impact reflects parental fee being replaced with 683 

government subsidies for parents already using the system (Farquharson, 2024b), 684 

while mothers not yet in paid work but wanting to join the labour market may continue 685 

to experience barriers to participation (NAO, 2024a). 686 

The two governments should reconsider whether their childcare policies are well-687 

targeted in line with their dual policy aims and are achieving the intended benefits for 688 



 24 

families, society and the economy. Could both countries be ready for a childcare policy 689 

change equivalent to Hall’s (1972) third order policy change? 690 

Korea has been investing a great deal of public money in its childcare system, 691 

employing universal subsidies, without a commensurate increase in maternal labour 692 

market participation till now. There appears to be a need for implementing equitable 693 

fiscal governance models (Docherty and Morabito, 2023) to counter territorial gaps 694 

and lack of provision for children in low-income families, as evidenced above.  695 

By comparison, in 2025 England is set to double its childcare budget within one year 696 

from 4 to 8-billion-pound sterling., Yet there is an uncertain prospect of the expansion’s 697 

impact on working families, its primary focus, coupled with a well-evidenced risk to the 698 

life chances of children growing up with disadvantage (NAO, 2024a). Transforming the 699 

childcare system alone is unlikely to provide a sufficient response to present 700 

dilemmas. If third order policy change were to be countenanced by either government, 701 

which direction should it take?  702 

Priority setting in England may require reversing the decision to boost childcare 703 

support only for working families, reducing the complexity of demand-side subsidies 704 

and substantially increasing support for the childcare workforce. In short, by 705 

addressing equity, quality, efficiency and sustainability within the childcare market, e.g. 706 

through increased regulation. In Korea, priority setting may require enforcing family 707 

friendly labour market policies, e.g. by capping working hours, at the same time as 708 

consolidating high quality universal childcare support and initiating a sensitive 709 

campaign to address prevailing notions of mothers’ roles as they affect families’ work-710 

life balance and the birth rate. 711 

 712 

Notes. 713 

1. From this point in the text onwards, we will refer to the Republic of South Korea as 714 

Korea. 715 

2. In this paper the term childcare is used to refer to Early Childhood Education and 716 

Care (ECEC) provision for children from infancy until they start school, except where 717 

referring to documents featuring the term ECEC 718 

3. From this point we will only refer to the UK when data are provided for the four 719 

jurisdictions making up the UK. 720 
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4. These OECD statistics are not disaggregated for the four UK jurisdictions. Since 721 

these UK figures largely reflect the situation in England, the largest of the four UK 722 

nations (Moss and Lloyd, 2013), they are used here for illustrative purposes. This 723 

paper’s discussion of the impact of recent ECEC policy developments focuses on 724 

England. 725 

5. This is a Korean term for a for-profit private educational institution. 726 
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