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Executive Summary
The out-of-pocket costs for Early Childhood
Education and Care (ECEC) services in
Australia are high, causing many families to
limit their use of paid childcare (The
Parenthood 2021). This disproportionately
affects women, who perform the majority
of unpaid childcare in the home (Pearson
2019; Fortier 2020). As a consequence of
the high cost of ECEC services, Australian
women with young children are
disincentivised from participating in fulltime work – since a large proportion of
their earnings would be lost to childcare
expenses (Wardell-Johnson & Kitchen
2018; Wood, Griffiths & Emslie 2020). As a
result of this structural disincentive, in
combination with socio-cultural gender
norms, the majority of Australian mothers
reduce or limit their hours of paid
employment after having children (Wood,
Griffiths & Emslie 2020). This arrangement
is an exploitative one, as it promotes an
unequal division of paid and unpaid labour
between men and women. It contributes to
women’s relative economic disadvantage,
amid a network of gender equality issues in
Australia today (Donath 2000; Workplace
Gender Equality Agency 2019).
This report draws upon a wide range of
literature and secondary data to analyse
the specific effect of the Australian
Government’s Child Care Subsidy (CCS) on
women’s inequality. Specifically, it looks at
the relationship between the affordability
of services, as determined by the level of
subsidy, and levels of female workforce
participation. This report offers a unique
contribution to the body of research on
this topic by bridging feminist discourse
with the most up-to-date policy analysis. It
provides a deep understanding of the
gendered nature of ECEC policy, while also
producing actionable recommendations to
policymaker and researchers, aimed at
supporting Australian women.
This report concludes that the current level
of government funding for the ECEC is
insufficient, and that this is contributing to
women’s
structural
inequality.
It
demonstrates that the out-of-pocket cost
of ECEC services are a major factor in low
workforce participation rates of Australia
women (Wood, Griffiths & Emslie 2020).
This has lifelong negative effects on their

career development and earning potential,
which directly results in the higher
likelihood of financial insecurity and
insufficient retirement funds among
women (Workplace Gender Equality
Agency 2017). Accordingly, this report
asserts that making ECEC service more
affordable is essential to addressing gender
inequality in Australia. It recommends an
incremental increase or ‘boost’ to the
current level of CCS, to be implemented as
soon as possible. It is further
recommended that a transition to a
universal system of fully subsidised ECEC
should be the ultimate goal for
policymakers over coming years. This is the
most effective way to promote women’s
workforce equality, with additional
benefits of improving the wellbeing of
Australian children and promoting
economic growth.
Furthermore, in applying a critical feminist
lens, this report also analyses the
underlying factors as to why the Australian
Government has been resistant to greater
public provision of ECEC, when the social
and economic benefits are clear. This is
considered particularly in
relation to ECEC policy choices in the wake
of the COVID-19 crisis. It concludes that
hesitancy to increase funding for ECEC
services has been influenced by
androcentric biases in governmental and
economic systems. These biases relate to
the exclusion of unpaid labour, including
childcare, in national macroeconomic
calculations. This exclusion distorts the
cost-benefit relationship of publicly
subsidised childcare, and its value in
supporting both women’s equality and
national
economic
productivity.
Accordingly, this report additionally
recommends the implementation of
gender responsive apparatuses in the
policy-making
process,
to
remedy
structural biases against women and their
labour contributions. This should influence
more equitable policymaking regarding
ECEC in the future.

Limitations:
This report primarily analyses ECEC
policies as they impact women in dualparent heterosexual couples, since this
is the composition of the vast majority
of households with young children
(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2015).
The impact on single parents,
particularly single mothers, is also
considered; however, more analysis
specific to this demographic is
recommended (Australian Bureau of
Statistics 2015). This report does not
address the unique challenges faced
by same-sex couples and other
LGBTQI+ families with children,
though this is an important topic
deserving of further research.
Additionally, this report relies upon
existing gender disaggregated data,
meaning it focuses upon ‘men’ and
‘women’ as the main categories of
analysis. An investigation into the
intersectionality of these categories is
not conducted here due to data
limitations. Future studies should seek
to collect and analyse data
disaggregated by gender as well as
other identity factors which are likely
to compound the challenges faced by
women in balancing paid employment
with childcare responsibilities. This
may include the experiences of
migrant women, indigenous women,
women living in rural communities, or
in disadvantaged socio-economic
areas.
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Abbreviations
CSS — Child Care Subsidy
COVID-19 — the Coronavirus pandemic
ECEC — Early Childhood Education and Care
GDP — Gross Domestic Product
OECD — Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
UN — United Nations
SNA — United Nations System of National Accounts
WDR — Workforce Disincentive Rate

Introduction
State decisions about the redistribution of
wealth and resources within a society have
the ability to either address or exacerbate
structural injustices, such as gender
inequality (Fortier 2020; Pearson 2019).
The allocation of budget funds and design
of public policies have gendered
implications, even if they do not explicitly
relate to ‘men’ or ‘women’. The provision
of Early Childhood Education and Care
(ECEC) is a prime example of this. In most
heterosexual parenting couples, women
take on the primary responsibility for
providing unpaid childcare and family
labour (Craig 2007; Dawson, Kovac & Lewis
2020; Rose et al. 2015). Though this is often
a ‘choice’, it is one which is heavily guided
by gender norms and structural incentives
created by public policies. The affordability
of ECEC services, as determined by state
subsidies, has a major impact on the
amount of childcare performed by
mothers, and as a consequence, the degree
to which they are able to participate in paid
work (Wood, Griffiths & Emslie 2020). This
has broader implications for women’s short
and long-term financial security, career
progression, and overall wellbeing; making
ECEC services a clear factor in gender
equality performance (Wood, Griffiths &
Emslie 2020).
Currently, Australian parents pay some of
the highest fees for childcare in the world
(Dawson 2020). The affordability of ECEC
services has come under even greater
pressure as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic and subsequent economic
recession (Priestley 2020). The pandemic
exacerbated the burden of childcare upon
parents, which was disproportionately
shouldered by women, having the effect of
entrenching
existing
structural
disadvantages (Craig & Churchill 2020). The
need for the Government to increase
public subsidisation of ECEC services to
support women’s uptake of paid work has
become increasingly clear in the wake of
COVID-19. However, as this report will
demonstrate, adequate ongoing support is
yet to be delivered.

From a critical feminist standpoint, this
report analyses the effects of Australian
Government’s Child Care Subsidy (CCS)
upon women’s workforce equality. It is
divided into four main sections. The first
section provides context with an overview
of gendered labour relations within the
national economy. The second section then
analyses the influence of the CCS upon
women’s workforce participation, and how
this relates to gender inequality. It also
considers the effects of temporary changes
to the CCS made during COVID-19
pandemic. The third section then offers a
feminist analysis of the Government’s ECEC
policy choices during the pandemic,
identifying androcentric biases in the
policymaking process. The fourth section
discusses public policy options for
supporting women’s workforce equality. It
recommends increased subsidisation of
ECEC services, as well
as the
implementation of gender responsive
procedures in policy and budget
formulation
to
promote
genderprogressive policymaking in the future,
especially regarding ECEC.
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Section 1
Feminist political economy: the origins of labour inequality
Drawing on the discipline of feminist
political economy, this section provides an
overview of Australia’s national economy
as a gendered structure. It demonstrates
how unpaid family labour, performed
disproportionately by women, has been
devalued and disregarded within the
political and economic institutions that
govern society. This sets up a critical
feminist view of gendered labour
relations, as context for the evaluation of
Australia’s ECEC policies in following
sections.

1.1 The gendered
division of labour
Women occupy a disadvantaged position
in the national economy relative to men
(Donath 2000). This disadvantage hinges
on a gendered division of labour within
Australian society, where the types of
work that are done primarily by women
are more likely to be lower-paid or unpaid
(Broadway & Wilkins 2017). For example,
women perform the majority of unpaid
care work or ‘family labour’ – such as
routine housework, child care, and
associated domestic duties (Workplace
Gender Equality Agency 2019). In turn,
this enables men to engage in larger
amounts of paid work (see figure 1
below). As a result, the economic costs
and benefits of labour are unequally
distributed between men and women
(Elson 1993). This is a key contributor to
gender inequality, even in advanced
economies like Australia.

1.2 The
institutionalised
invisibility of
domestic work
This inequality is not simply a
consequence of women ‘choosing’ to
prioritise family responsibilities. Rather, it
is a product of the androcentric bias of
capitalist political economies, in which
women’s contributions to society through
unpaid domestic and family labour are
marginalised and devalued (Molyneux
1979). Dating back to the late eighteenth
century, theorists of the emerging
discipline of political economy established
a distinction between ‘productive’ and
‘unproductive’ activities within society
(Lutz 2011; Folbre 1994). Work occurring
outside the marketplace, such housework
and
child
care,
was
deemed
‘unproductive’ and thus not relevant to
national macroeconomic analysis (Folbre
1994). As a result, a large proportion of
women’s labour was made formally
invisible, and in this way, exploited as an
expendable, free resource within society.
This invisibility of domestic work
continues to be upheld in contemporary
macroeconomic accounting practices
(Messac 2018). The clearest example is
the United Nations System of National
Accounts (SNA), which determines how
countries calculate their national income
or GDP. The SNA does not account for the
value of unpaid care in work its
calculations. This perpetuates a false
notion that unpaid labour is insignificant

to macroeconomic trends (Waring 1988).
In truth, research shows that the
economic value of unpaid labour in
Australia is equal to around half of total
GDP (Dawson, Kovac & Lewis 2020). In this
way, the SNA belies the reality that the
market-economy depends upon domestic
labour in order to function (Molyneux
1979). Not only does this labour literally
reproduce the future workforce, but it
also enables other family members to
enter paid work (Esplen 2009; Smith et al.
2021). In this way, it becomes clear that
the SNA is not a ‘self-evident’ or valuefree way of representing economic activity
(Waring 1988). Rather, its failure to
recognise, value, and account for such a
vast amount of unpaid labour is an explicit
bias built into the system – a bias which
disproportionately disadvantages women.
This is exclusion is especially pernicious
because national accounting practices
heavily influence public policy outputs
and decisions regarding budget allocation.
The
information
drawn
from
macroeconomic
data
informs
governmental priorities and provides the
background for policy formulation.
Therefore, it is not a stretch to posit that
those activities which are left out of GDP,
are more likely to be left out of policy
considerations as well (Waring 1988). This
report will illuminate that the effects of
this bias against the role of unpaid care
labour are particularly evident in recent
Government choices regarding public
provision of ECEC services. In failing to
account for the costs of family labour in
the
private
sphere,
which
are
disproportionately born by women, the
benefits of publicly provided childcare
services are obscured, as is an important
aspect of gender inequality (Folbre 1994).
As explored further in section 3, this bias
has
contributed
to
suboptimal
government support for ECEC services and
consequently, the perpetuation of an
unfair gendered division of labour.

Figure 1
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Section 2
A gender analysis of Australia’s ECEC policies
This section provides an overview of
Australia’s ECEC sector and fee
subsidisation model – the Child Care
Subsidy (CCS). It analyses the gendered
effects of the CCS, including temporary
changes instituted in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

2.1 Early Childhood
Education and Care
in Australia
In Australia, formal ECEC refers to
education and care services for young
children (including childcare and kinder or
pre-school programs) provided in
registered centres (Joseph 2018). Though
some families also utilise informal
childcare
arrangements,
such
as
babysitters, the bulk of purchased
childcare occurs in formal centres (Wilkins
& Lass 2018). These centres operate
within a ‘managed’ market-based model
(Productivity Commission 2014). This
means the majority of ECEC is delivered by
non-government providers (for-profit and
not-for-profit) who charge service fees.
The Australian Government ‘manages’ this
privatised system by subsidising the cost
of care.
At present, the Government’s primary
subsidy mechanism is the CCS, where the
Government pays a percentage of a child’s
fees directly to the provider, reducing the
out-of-pocket cost to parents (Baxter et al.
2019). The CCS model has been in place
since July 2018, replacing previous
subsidies known as the Child Care Benefit
and the Child Care Rebate. The CCS is a
means tested payment, based upon both
an income-test and an activity test. The
income-test determines the percentage of
a child’s hourly fees – or the percentage of
a set hourly rate cap, whichever is lower –
that will be covered by the subsidy, up to
a maximum of 85% (Baxter et al. 2019).
The subsidy reduces from the 85% as a
family’s combined annual income
increases (see figure 2). Additionally, an
annual cap on the amount of subsidy that
can be claimed per child (up to $10,190) is
applied to high-income families, with a
combined income over $189,390 per
annum. The activity-test is used to
calculate the number of subsidised hours
of care a child is eligible for per fortnight,
based on the time spent by parents in
approved activities such as work, study or
volunteering (Baxter et al. 2019).

Government spending on ECEC totals
around $8.6 billion per annum, most of
which is used to fund the CSS (Klapdor &
Clark 2019). As a percentage of Australia’s
national GDP, this is below the OECD
average, and far lower than spending in
nations with high-quality ECEC systems
and high levels of female workforce
participation (Dawson, Kovac & Lewis
2020). As a consequence, the cost of
childcare for Australian parents is the
fourth highest in the OECD. Australian
families spend approximately 31.1% of
their household income on covering the
costs of childcare, compared to an OECD
average of 11% (Dawson 2020).
Correspondingly, the participation rate of
Australian children in ECEC is low by
international standards, with pre-school
aged children less likely to access formal
ECEC services than in comparable nations
(The Parenthood 2021). This indicates that
high costs are acting as a barrier to the use
of ECEC services.

2.2 How Australia’s
ECEC subsidy model
perpetuates gender
inequality
When the cost of formal childcare is high,
the proportion of unpaid childcare that is

provided in the private sphere, mostly by
women, increases (Connelly 1992; Power
2020). This effect is clear in Australia. The
structure of the current CCS means that
for most families it makes more financial
sense to have one parent, usually the
mother, to limit, reduce or cease their
employment and care for children at
home – rather than working full-time and
paying high costs for formal care. The
extent to which women with young
children are deterred from full-time work
has been represented as a ‘workforce
disincentive rate’ (WDR) (Wardell-Johnson
& Kitchen 2018; Wood, Griffiths & Emslie
2020). The WDR is a measure which
reveals a clear disincentive for the primary
caregiving parent – modelled as the
second earner in a parenting couple, or
sole earner in a single parent family – to
work more than three days a week. This is
due to a high proportion of any additional
income being lost to tax, reduced level of
CSS, and withdrawal of other family
benefits. The WDR calculates the exact
percentage of the second (or sole)
parent’s earnings that are effectively
‘lost’.
For example, a WDR of 50% means that if
the second or sole earner increases their
hours of work, half of their extra earnings
will effectively be lost to tax, CCS
reduction and benefit clawback. A WDR of
100% would mean there is no financial

Figure 2
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advantage to increasing their hours of paid
work; whereas 110% would mean that the
family is worse off financially (WardellJohnson & Kitchen 2018). Figure 3 presents
current WDR’s faced by primary caregivers
in dual-parent households across different
income levels. The first quadrant
represents the following scenario:
A couple with two pre-school
children both work for minimum
wage, with the potential to earn
$37,500 a year if working full-time.
The father works full time, and the
mother currently works part-time,
three days a week, but is
considering moving to four days a
week. Under the current policy
context, she faces a WDR of 88%.
This means she would lose 88% of
her income earned on that fourth
day. On a wage of $19.84 per hour,
she would effectively be working for
$2.38 an hour on her fourth day. If
contemplating returning to full-time
work, she faces a similar WDR of
86% (Wardell-Johnson & Kitchen
2018).
Across the spectrum of low to high income
brackets, primary carers looking to work
more than three days a week, face
consistently high WDR’s (Wardell-Johnson
& Kitchen 2018). At all income levels, outof-pocket childcare costs are the biggest
factor in producing such high disincentive
rates (Wood, Griffiths & Emslie 2020).

Although the WDR applies to the primary
caregiver regardless of gender, in both dual
and single-parent families, this is most
often a woman. There are many reasons
for this, including that women are more
likely to have taken parental leave after
giving birth and subsequently continue as
the primary caregiver; and that women are
more likely to work in lower-paid or casual
positions, meaning it makes more sense for
them to reduce their employment (Wood,
Griffiths & Emslie 2020). However, highearning women also frequently move to
part-time hours when raising a family,
suggesting that gendered norms and
expectations around women assuming the
role of primary caregiver also influence
couples’ negotiations of who takes up
caring responsibilities (Baxter, Hand &
Sweid 2016; van Egmond et al. 2010; Rose
et al. 2015). In single parent families,
around 80% of which are single mothers, it
is again predominantly women who are
adjusting their employment in relation to
the cost of ECEC (Joseph & Mueller 2019).
Therefore, the cost of ECEC is strongly
disincentivising women from participating
equally in the workforce, perpetuating an
unequal distribution of paid and unpaid
labour between genders. In 2020, 59.1% of
employed mothers of young children were
working part-time, compared to only 7.9%
of fathers (Australian Bureau of Statistics
2020). This is almost certainly a result of
high WDRs. Importantly, these statistics do

Figure 3

not mean that women are labouring less. In
fact, Craig (2007) found that when taking
into account both paid and unpaid hours of
labour, Australian mothers of pre-school
aged children work approximately 20 to
25% more than fathers. What this does
mean, however, is that women see fewer
economic benefits for their labour.
In this way, women’s disproportionate
performance of unpaid childcare has widereaching and long-term implications.
Women’s time spent out of the workforce
or working in a part-time capacity when
children are young results in reduced
opportunities for career development,
promotions, and pay-increases (Australian
Council of Trade Unions 2016; Power 2020;
Workplace Gender Equality Agency 2017).
This has a lasting negative effect upon
women’s lifetime earnings, contributing to
high rates of economic insecurity for
women later in life (Australian Council of
Trade Unions 2016; Workplace Gender
Equality Agency 2017). Women are far
more likely to retire with insufficient
superannuation savings, with their average
payouts less than half that of men’s
(Workplace Gender Equality Agency 2017).
Therefore, even though WDRs peak over
the few years while children are young and
in need of long hours of care, the labour
dynamics that are encouraged by ECEC
policy settings in the early years of starting
a family have long-lasting effects on
women’s relationship with the workforce.
This directly contributed to broad trends of
female economic disadvantage.
For this reason, facilitating women’s equal
participation in paid work during the early
years of raising children is a matter of
equality. This will require affordable
childcare solutions which reduce the
demand placed on mothers (Lutz 2011).
Since a large amount of childcare will
always occur in the home, any solution
must involve fathers taking on more
responsibility (Esplen 2009; Folbre 2006).
Shifting broad socio-cultural norms around
gendered parenting roles is an important
task for policymakers seeking to
redistribute the performance of family
labour (Flood et al. 2010; Rose et al. 2015).
However, this analysis concentrates upon
the contribution that access to formal ECEC
services can make towards reducing the
burden on women. There is consensus
among researchers that women would like
to engage in more paid work if childcare
were more affordable (Joseph & Mueller
2019; Wood, Griffiths & Emslie 2020).
Therefore, greater public subsidisation of
ECEC services is a key step in improving
women’s labour choices and economic
security.
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2.3 The effects of
changes to the CCS
during the COVID19 pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic drastically
altered patterns of work and childcare, in
a way that disproportionately affected
women. Throughout the crisis, women
were more likely to lose hours of paid
work and less likely to receive emergency
income support or other government
benefits (Wood, Griffiths & Crowley 2021;
Richardson & Denniss 2020). In addition to
this, prolonged ‘lockdowns’ and socialdistancing
restrictions
significantly
increased the amount of in-home
childcare provided by parents (Wood,
Griffiths & Crowley 2021; Craig & Churchill
2020). Although men’s proportion of time
spent caring for children increased from
pre-pandemic
levels,
women
still
shouldered the greatest share of the extra
workload (Craig & Churchill 2020). This led
many women to make the decision to
reduce their hours of employment, stop
studying or take leave from the workforce
(Wood, Griffiths & Crowley 2021). As a
result, the challenge of meeting children’s
care needs during the pandemic
deepened the existing gendered divisions
of paid and unpaid labour, with women
more likely than men to adjust their
engagement in the workforce to meet
their family’s childcare needs. As
discussed
below,
the
Australian
Government’s
pandemic
response
measures, although promising in the early
months, did not do enough to assist
women in managing the increased burden
of childcare caused by the pandemic
The emergency response:
universal free childcare.

short-lived

The ‘Early Childhood Education and Care
Relief Package’ was the Federal
Government’s first major emergency
support measure; announced on April 2,
2020 and implemented the following
week (Department of Education, Skills and
Employment 2020a). Under the package,
the means-tested CCS was temporarily
replaced by the blanket provision of free
childcare (Department of Education, Skills
and Employment 2020a). The Government
paid ECEC providers the full amount of
their service fees, removing all out-ofpocket costs to patents; in addition to
relaxing
activity-test
requirements
(Department of Education, Skills and
Employment 2020a).
This was a radical policy for a conservative
Government, born out of necessity in
response to a crisis situation (Batchelor

2020). The pandemic revealed the fragility
and shortcomings of Australia’s reliance
on market-based provision of ECEC
services, with four out of five ECEC centres
struggling to remain financially viable and
at risk of closure at the end of March 2020
(Baker 2020; Hurst 2020). As such, the
Relief Package can be seen as less about
providing parents with a generous support
measure (although it was greatly
beneficial to many families) and more
about preventing the ECEC system from
financial collapse. The clearly stated
intention of the Package was to ensure
the ongoing viability of providers (Tehan
2020). The policy achieved this objective,
with 99% of centres remaining operational
by the end of May 2020 (Department of
Education, Skills and Employment 2020b).
However, rather than continuing this
support to families during the ongoing
recession, the Package was concluded on
12 July, as soon as centres were no longer
at risk of collapse. Despite widespread
calls for increased ongoing support, the
conclusion of free care was not succeeded
by another model of additional fee
support in its wake (Bryant 2020; Jackson,
Noble & Pilcher 2020). Instead there was a
‘snap-back’ to the pre-pandemic CCS, with
only very minimal transitional support
measures contained in the Transition and
Recovery packages (Department of
Education, Skills and Employment 2020b).
This ‘snap-back’ was detrimental to
women’s workforce participation. Fees
under the CCS were already high before
the pandemic and became unsustainable
for many families in the COVID-19
financial downturn. A large proportion of
families either reduced their hours or
stopped using formal care altogether
(Hislop 2020). Furthermore, over half of
Australian families who had already lost
income as a result of the pandemic
needed a parent (most of whom were
women) to reduce their employment to
provide in-home childcare after the ‘snapback’ (Hislop 2020). Therefore, despite the
Relief Package initially being a beneficial
line of support for parents and centres
alike, its premature withdrawal failed to
support working mothers. Ultimately, it
did little to address the effect of the
pandemic in compounding women’s
labour force inequality. Women’s reengagement in paid work will remain
constrained under the current CCS model,
especially as the recession persists (Hill
2020).
The 2020-21 Federal Budget and pandemic
recovery spending

redress the pandemic’s disproportionate
effect on women were consistently
ignored. The 2020-21 Budget did little to
promote greater engagement of women
in the workforce, notably passing over the
opportunity to increase investment in the
ECEC sector – as an effective option to
address gendered labour inequalities
deepened by the crisis (National
Foundation of Australian Women 2020; De
Henau & Himmelweit 2020). The majority
of the Government’s recovery budget
went to the $74 billion JobMaker plan.
The bulk of this stimulus was directed at
construction projects, flowing to maledominated ‘hard-hat and high-vis’ sectors
(Wade 2020). According to analysis by the
Grattan Institute, two-thirds of this
spending went to creating jobs that would
be taken up by men, whereas only onethird went towards creating jobs for
women (Wood, Griffiths & Crowley 2021).
The Budget did contain some targeted
support for women in the $240 million
Women’s Economic Security Statement;
however, this fraction of spending
contained
no
allocation
towards
improving access to childcare or to
redistributing the burden of unpaid work.
Across the budget as a whole, a
disproportionate share of economic
support flowed to men (National
Foundation of Australian Women 2020).
The COVID-19 crisis exposed the need for
funding reform in the ECEC sector, and
highlighted that women, particularly
mothers of young children, are being
saddled
with
lifelong
economic
disadvantage
due
to
their
disproportionate
responsibility
for
meeting family care needs (Wood,
Griffiths & Crowley 2021). Unfortunately,
the Government’s lack of support for
childcare in its recovery plan showed a
disregard for the gendered effects of the
pandemic. Increased spending in the ECEC
sector – whether through continued
universal free care, or via another model
of subsidy expansion – could have been a
panacea for policymakers. Investing in
ECEC, a female-dominated labour
intensive industry, would have resulted in
greater direct job creation than from
physical infrastructure projects (making it
a more effective economic stimulus);
while also addressing gender inequities of
the pandemic by supporting mothers
across the economy to return to paid work
(De Henau & Himmelweit 2020; Wood,
Griffiths & Crowley 2021). The following
section examines the neglect of women in
the Government’s pandemic response in
further depth.

As policy priorities moved from
emergency relief measures to strategies
for economic recovery, opportunities to
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Section 3
A critical feminist view on Australia’s ECEC model
This section provides a feminist analysis of
policy choices regarding ECEC during the
pandemic, producing a critical awareness
of the gendered effects of these choices. It
deduces that there exists an androcentric
bias in the policymaking process,
specifically in relation to the ignored
economic value of unpaid childcare
labour.

3.1 ECEC policy
decisions during the
pandemic
disregarded
women’s wellbeing
In withdrawing the provision of free
access to ECEC prematurely, the
Australian Government showed disregard
for the wellbeing of Australian mothers
(Craig & Churchill 2020). The ‘snap-back’
to
the
CCS
effectively
shifted
responsibility for the increased burden of
childcare from the Government into the
home. This was both an inequitable and
an economically inefficient decision. It was
a choice to rely upon parents, and
disproportionately mothers, to absorb all
the extra childcare work resulting from
the pandemic and the unaffordability of
formal ECEC services. This choice failed to
acknowledge, or account for how this
would diminish women’s capacity to
engage in paid employment (Pearson
2019; Elson 1993). The impact of the
‘snap-back’ was then compounded by the
federal Budget for 2020-21 released in
October, which contained no extra
funding for ECEC services, and completely
neglected to plan for women’s reentrance into the workforce (National
Foundation of Australian Women 2020;
Ozkazanc-Pan & Pullen 2021). Instead, it
banked the pandemic recovery on
creating jobs for men (Wade 2020). These
choices reveal that the Australian
Government has been either wilfully blind
to the gendered effects of its policies, or
that it has consciously chosen to exploit
women’s unpaid labour in favour of
prioritising the productive capacity of
male-dominated industries (Ozkazanc-Pan
& Pullen 2021). Either way, the pandemic
has exposed how disregarded women’s
childcare labour is in Australia.

3.2 The
androcentric bias of
economic
policymaking
practices
During 2020, the ECEC sector was
overlooked as a key industry through
which the Government could have taken
action on gender inequality and promoted
a faster, more inclusive recovery. This
must be seen as a result of underlying
biases in the way that childcare is viewed,
valued
and
accounted
for
by
policymakers. Conventional statistics used
by the Government, like GDP, reflect a
distorted picture of the macroeconomics
of childcare (Donath 2000). This relates
back to the SNA’s exclusion of unpaid care
labour from GDP calculations, discussed in
Section 1 of this report (Waring 1988). In
this way, when childcare is provided by
paid workers in ECEC centres, the
economic costs and benefits are
accounted for and reflected in
macroeconomic analysis. However, when
the same service is provided on an unpaid
basis in the private sphere, usually by
mothers, it is treated as an invisible public
good (Folbre 1994; Mullan 2010).
Consequently, the provision of childcare
straddles both the market-economy
(reflected in GDP) and the ‘other’
economy of unpaid work (invisible to GDP)
(Donath 2000). This inconsistency in
accounting for paid childcare labour but
not its unpaid counterpart leads to an
inaccurate picture of the distribution of
the costs and benefits of childcare.
Particularly, this system of accounting
conceals the costs that are absorbed by
those responsible for unpaid family labour
(primarily women) when public support
for formal care services is cut back (Folbre
2006; Pearson 2019). These costs do not
only apply to women as individuals, but to
society more broadly in the perpetuation
of exploitative labour relations which limit
female labour supply within the market
economy – as a result of the demand for
unpaid labour at home (Elson 1993). By
not accounting for the financial and social
costs that result from women’s time spent
providing unpaid care, reduced public
spending on childcare services appears as
savings (Donath 2000). However, when
accounting for the fact that increased time
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Section 4
The next steps: using public policy to address gender inequality
This section discusses two key ways in
which the Government can mitigate the
inequalities resulting from women’s
disproportionate
performance
of
childcare. The first is through making
formal ECEC services affordable to support
women’s greater participation in paid
work. The second is through instituting
gender mainstreaming and gender
responsive budgeting practices in
government, to promote equality
focussed ECEC policy choices moving
forward.

heightened investment will boost GDP –
with returns increasing consistently with
additional investment (Richardson &
Denniss 2020; De Henau & Himmelweit
2020). Having established these benefits,
a variety of options for increased
investment are discussed below.
The 2021-22 Federal Budget Childcare
Package

Making ECEC services more affordable is
the most effective way the Government
can support women’s equal participation
in paid work and reduce economic
inequalities (Wood, Griffiths & Emslie
2020). Cross-national data consistently
shows that higher government subsidies
which reduce the costs of childcare result
in increased utilisation of services, and in
turn, higher levels of female employment
(Baxter et al. 2019; Vuri 2016). Improving
affordability of ECEC in Australia requires
increased public investment, in the form
of greater subsidisation of service fees.

During the compilation of this report, the
2021-22 federal Budget was released,
containing an additional $1.7 billion in
funding over five years, towards reducing
the cost of ECEC services (Commonwealth
of Australia 2021). The announcement
contained two primary changes to the
current CCS model, which are scheduled
to apply from July 2022. The first is the
removal of the annual subsidy cap, aimed
at reducing WDRs for women in highearning households (Lowrey 2021). The
second change is an increase in subsidies
available to families with more than one
child under the age of five in care at the
same time. According to this change, a
family’s second or subsequent children in
care will receive a 30% greater subsidy on
their hourly fees than the first child; up to
an increased cap of 95% applied to those
second or subsequent children (Lowrey
2021). For example, this means that a
family who currently receive a 60%
subsidy for two children in care, will
receive a 90% subsidy on the ‘second’
child’s fees after July 2022.

Investing more heavily in the ECEC sector
would produce a trifecta of positive
outcomes for Australia, benefitting
women, children, and boosting economic
output (Wood, Griffiths & Crowley 2021;
Pearson 2019). As has been thoroughly
discussed, access to affordable childcare
allows women to experience less
disruption to their employment after
having children, reducing the inequalities
caused by unequal divisions of labour. On
top of this, the utilisation of quality,
professional care supports the cognitive,
social and emotional development of
young
children,
especially
those
experiencing forms of disadvantage (The
Parenthood 2021). Considering that
currently 22 percent of children start
primary
school
developmentally
vulnerable, the advantages of more
children having access to care is very clear
(The Front Project 2019). Moreover, public
spending on ECEC services is a secure
economic investment. In the short term
increased spending is an effective fiscal
stimulus, and in the longer term

While the Government maintains this
reform will benefit low and middleincome parents, it is limited to families
with multiple children under five, who
must be in care at the same time;
meaning it excludes many families in
lower income brackets (Noble & Hurley
2021). The Budget report estimates that
250,000 families will benefit from the
proposed changes, but this is only around
a quarter of the number of Australian
families that rely on ECEC services
(Commonwealth of Australia 2021).
Although it will be beneficial to families
with multiple children in care who
currently face some of the highest WRDs,
this policy still does not do enough to
reduce the cost of care for most (threequarters) of families (Bell 2021; Noble &
Hurley 2021). And those who do stand to
benefit will be left waiting until July 2022.
This package is both ‘too little’ and ‘too
late’. It will not address the affordability
problem in the ECEC system as a whole,
and will do little to change the broad
labour patterns which reinforce women’s

4.1 Support
women’s workforce
participation by
making ECEC more
affordable

systemic disadvantage (Noble & Hurley
2021). Furthermore, it adds great
complexity to the CCS model, which,
ironically, was introduced in 2018 as a way
to simplify subsidy provision (Baxter et al.
2019). It will require additional
information about family circumstances to
be processed, meaning there will be
difficulties
associated
with
the
communication and implementation of
these changes (Roberts 2021). As an
attempt to redress the insufficiency of
policy outputs during 2020, this new
package quite simply falls short.
A better option for reform: 95% subsidy
boost
There are a range of more effective and
less complex funding reforms available to
the Australian Government which would
do more to improve affordability, reduce
WDRs for women, and produce greater
economic outcomes sooner. A recent
report from the Grattan Institute has
modelled the economic costs and benefits
of various reforms, as well as how they
would impact WDRs for women at various
income levels (Wood, Griffiths & Emslie
2020). It concluded that the most feasible
and immediately implementable policy
option is to lift the maximum childcare
subsidy to 95% of the cost of care (up
from 85% currently), and to flatten the
subsidy taper, in addition to removing the
annual cap on high-income families (see
figure 4) (Wood, Griffiths & Emslie 2020).
This ‘subsidy boost’ option would cost an
additional $5 billion per annum; however,
it would produce a net gain to society in
adding around $11 billion to annual GDP
(Wood, Griffiths & Emslie 2020).
Importantly, this subsidy boost would
reduce the cost of care to all families,
especially those with combined annual
incomes lower than $150,000. The effect
would be to bring the majority of WDRs
faced by women below 70%, resulting in
about a 13% increase in maternal hours of
paid work (Wood, Griffiths & Emslie 2020).
This reform would be simple to
implement since it operates in the same
way as the current CCS. It represents an
incremental,
easily
achievable,
improvement on the existing system. By
comparison, the planned changes
announced in the 2021-2022 federal
Budget are far narrower, standing to
benefit fewer families, and distributed less
equitably (Noble & Hurley 2021). A
system-wide 95% subsidy boost would
improve the affordability of ECEC at all
income levels, having a greater effect on
gendered labour patterns. Though the
16

Government is unlikely to amend its
recent Budget plan, circumstances could
shift as a result of the next federal
election, which is expected to be called
before the changes are implemented in
July 2022. If the political climate shifts as a
result of election politics, this subsidy
boost option should be considered by
policymakers as an effective reform that
will show support for Australian women.
The best option for reform: universal
subsidy
For a government willing to pursue more
ambitious reform, a universal subsidy
model should be the ultimate policy goal.
A universal system would involve either a
very high (such as 95%) or complete
(100%) subsidisation of the cost of ECEC
for all families, like the temporary system
of ‘free’ childcare instituted during the
early months of the pandemic (Grudnoff &
Denniss 2020; Wood, Griffiths & Emslie
2020). It would mean no income-testing,
no annual subsidy cap, and could also
involve removing the activity-test. A
universal system would be easy to
administer in a practical sense since it
would eliminate the need to assess
eligibility. However, there are political and
cultural challenges associated with such a
major shift. As seen by the swift removal
of the Government’s emergency universal
funding, there is a lack of political will to
pursue such an ambitious reform outside
the context of a crisis. Nevertheless,
universal access to free or very cheap
ECEC is advocated by peak bodies in
Australia and is supported as a bestpractice system in international research
(The Parenthood 2021). A universal 95%
subsidy in Australia would cost an
additional $12 billion a year but it would
also deliver a huge boost to GDP of about
$27 billion per year. More importantly, it
would have the greatest effect of any
reform on reducing WDR’s for mothers,
which would fall below 60 per cent for
most families and below 40 per cent for
many (Wood, Griffiths & Emslie 2020).
These figures would be amplified if
moving to a 100% subsidy, creating a
completely free system (Grudnoff &
Denniss 2020). The political feasibility of a
universal system will require a shift in
both Government and society from
thinking of ECEC support as means-based
‘welfare’ to seeing it as an investment in
Australia’s national well-being, much like
primary education.

Figure 4

Figure 5

17

Recommendations
Researchers

Policymakers
•

Practice gender mainstreaming. This
should broadly involve policymakers
accessing, collecting and utilising
gender disaggregated data to inform
gender-progressive policy decisions.

•

Practice gender responsive budgeting.
This should include instituting a
mandatory requirement upon the
Government to publish gender impact
statements
alongside
budget
releases.

•

Investigate, develop and refine
measures of wellbeing as alternatives
to GDP, which are sensitive to the
gendered dimensions of economic and
social wellbeing in Australia. Time-use
surveys are one such measure.
Additional measures could further
assist the government in formulating
gender-progressive
policies.
Researchers should suggest how
alternative measures may be utilised
by policymakers and integrated into
the policy development process.

Conclusion
This report has evaluated Australia’s
current ECEC subsidy model, the CCS. It
has found that the CCS creates a financial
disincentive for women with young
children to participate equally in the
workforce. The gendered effect of the CCS
is both a consequence, and an ongoing
cause of women’s disadvantaged position
in the economy. It results in the
reinforcement of restrictive gender norms
around women’s role as primary caregiver
and entrenches a lifetime financial
disparity between men and women. This
report thus concludes that making formal
ECEC services more affordable is essential
to addressing women’s structural
inequality in Australia.

Consequently, this report advocates for
gender mainstreaming and gender
responsive budgeting practices in
government, to promote more informed
and equitable policy choices moving
forward, particularly regarding ECEC.

It is recommended that the Government
supports higher workforce participation
among women by increasing the
subsidisation of ECEC services. Additional
funding needs to be significantly more
than the $1.7 billion over five years
proposed in the 2021-2022 Budget if it is
to have a meaningful effect on gendered
labour patterns. At a minimum, an
additional $5 billion per annum to fund a
95% subsidy boost is recommended, with
a strong endorsement of a longer-term
plan to move to a universal system. The
COVID-19 crisis has reinforced that ECEC
services are a vital piece of social
infrastructure, which have been underprioritised in Australia for too long. This
report proposes that ECEC policymaking
has been adversely influenced by biases in
governmental processes which fail to
accurately account for the economic and
social dimensions of childcare.
19
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