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Introduction
This briefing paper provides a detailed overview of the Childcare For All conference held in Belfast
on Monday 11 March 2019. This conference was organised with the aim of bringing together the full
range of available research and policy analysis to inform the development of childcare policy in
Northern Ireland. The purpose of this paper is to present the information that was shared and
discussed on the day to ensure the evidence base to shape future childcare policy is captured. We
hope that it can serve as a practical tool for policy makers to inform their own research and practice.
As the conference was a participative event encouraging dialogue from attendees, we have also
included in this paper a summary of the reflections from conference participants. This shares their
views on what the priority issues are that need to be addressed and includes suggestions of actions
that should be taken by policy makers.
The Childcare For All campaign will use this paper in our engagements with political representatives,
public servants and all those who represent parents, children and childcare providers as we seek to
work together for a childcare system that meets everyone’s needs.

About the Childcare For All campaign
The Childcare For All campaign was launched in 2018. It calls for universally affordable, accessible,
quality childcare provision that meets the needs of children, families, childcare staff and providers in
Northern Ireland. The campaign is made up of a growing number of civic society organisations who
bring together a range of knowledge and experience from across sectors including women’s
organisations, children’s charities, umbrella bodies and trades unions. The campaign provides the
opportunity for these groups to speak with one collective voice.
One year on, the campaign continues to push for progress. We have developed a Childcare For All
Charter (Appendix 2) setting out a vision for a childcare system that can work for parents, the
childcare sector and employers. We have organised a number of events to bring together
stakeholders including parents and childcare providers, along with elected representatives, policymakers and others with an interest in the issue. Our events have included:


Campaign launch at Stormont (1 May 2018): provided an overview of the campaign and
highlighted key areas for action, securing support from political representatives.



Family Fun Day (17 November 2018): this gave families an opportunity to meet and discuss
their experience of accessing childcare, putting their views directly to a range of political
representatives.
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Policy Conference (11 March 2019): brought stakeholders together to hear research and
evidence from those working in and on the childcare sector in Northern Ireland.

As a coalition we continue to work collectively on this campaign, engaging with policy-makers to
ensure childcare policy is on the political agenda and that childcare provision and delivery can work
for all – families, childcare providers, employers and society as a whole. We have also worked hard
to mobilise public support for universal childcare, providing a platform for parents to tell their
stories and outline what support they think is needed. Despite having launched during a period of
political instability in Northern Ireland, Childcare For All has successfully kick started a visible
campaign for action on childcare that has brought together years of work by various organisations
and ensured that childcare is firmly on the agenda of politicians and policy makers.

About the Conference
On Monday 11 March 2019, the Childcare For All Campaign convened a policy conference ‘Childcare
Policy Development in NI: Exploring Drivers and Addressing Barriers’ in Riddel Hall, Belfast. The
conference was sponsored by the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland and the Administrative
Data Research Centre for Northern Ireland (ADRC-NI). ADRC-NI also co-organised and co-hosted the
conference. Equality Commissioner Eileen Chan-Hu delivered the opening address acknowledging
the importance of the conference and how fundamental it is to have a childcare system that can
work for all in society.
The conference brought together stakeholders from different sectors, with varying perspectives and
experiences, who have been working on the issue of childcare. There were more than ninety
participants from a range of roles in the childcare sector, from government departments including
education, health and finance and from diverse organisations who are concerned with child poverty,
disability and gender equality. Participants heard from academics and from a range of panellists
from different sectors who presented a comprehensive evidence base on childcare policy and
outlined key issues facing the childcare system. They highlighted policy drivers across sectors and
identified current barriers in the context of limited reform to childcare policy in Northern Ireland.
The conference was a positive opportunity to frame solutions, establishing and using a robust
evidence base of research, and mapping out opportunities for improvement that exist within the
current policy framework.
A short film was also launched at the conference sharing the voices of the parents who are at the
heart of the Childcare For All Campaign. It contains the powerful everyday stories of parents
discussing the difficulties they face in accessing affordable childcare in Northern Ireland.
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Panel overview
The Childcare For All coalition members identified four key areas which underpin childcare policy
and practice in Northern Ireland. These established the themes for four panels during the
conference. Within each panel, three to four experts with experience in the sector were invited to
speak. Panel presentations and papers can be found in Appendix 1.
Each panel featured experts who work in various roles that are relevant to childcare policy and
provision. The diverse nature of the panellists highlights the extent to which childcare is a crosscutting issue. Each expert presented contemporary evidence and research from their own work
which provided participants with the opportunity for stimulating and engaging discussions.
Panels


Early years development

Experts
Fiona Cole, Mencap

Themes: Quality of childcare, childcare for

Noel McAllister, Early Years – the organisation

children with additional needs, improving

for children and young people

educational outcomes.

Trása Canavan, Barnardos NI

Chaired by Aoife Hamilton

Alan Herron, PlayBoard NI



Gender inequality

Roisin Mallon, Equality Commission

Themes: Increasing maternal employment,

Siobhán Harding, Women’s Support Network

childcare provision in the women’s sector,

Eleanor Jordan, Windsor Women’s Centre

valuing unpaid childcare in families.

Dr Corina Miller, ADRC-NI

Chaired by Kellie Turtle


Sectoral development

Fiona Clendinning, Northern Ireland

Themes: Developing the childcare workforce,

Childminding Association

sustainability of childcare providers.

Neil Hutcheson, Federation of Small Businesses

Chaired by Clare Moore

Dr Roisin McCooey, Belfast Childcare
Partnership



Improving children’s outcomes

Goretti Horgan, Ulster University

Themes: Child and family poverty, impact of

Anne Moore, Save the Children NI

welfare reform, cost and availability of

Aoife Hamilton, Employers For Childcare

childcare in Northern Ireland.
Chaired by Kellie Turtle
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Discussion themes
Early years development
The early years development panel focused on the benefits of early intervention, childcare for
children with additional needs, and on linking childcare and early education to help improve
strategic direction and provision.
Early years strategies in England, Scotland and Wales are inclusive of childcare services. There is a
wealth of literature and research that inextricably links childcare and early education, particularly
Heckman’s cost-benefit analysis of state provided childcare which concluded that there is a 7% to
10% per year return on investment in early years education.1 This was based on children’s increased
school and career achievement and reduced costs in the health and criminal justice systems. Much
of this investment is required before school, and even before pre-school. Childcare is key to this
investment yet is often overlooked as a tool in giving children and young people the best start in life.
Participants suggested that a greater integration of childcare and education strategies and policies in
Northern Ireland could be more effective in helping to support early years development. At present,
childcare and early education are largely seen as two separate policies with the Department of
Education guidance stipulating that funded pre-school places are not to be regarded as childcare.2
Panellists and participants agreed the most crucial years for learning and development are from
birth to the age of six. The benefits of providing good quality childcare during these years are
substantial and include improvements in cognitive skills such as language development, reasoning
and concentration. This was also outlined in ‘Learning to Learn: A framework for Early Years
Education and Learning’3 which advocated for greater collaboration and integration for early years
support, and included in the Draft Programme for Government4 Outcome 14: ‘We give our children
and young people the best start in life’. Participants welcome the inclusion of the provision of highquality pre-school education under this outcome to enable children to fulfil their potential.
Trása Canavan (Barnardo’s NI) highlighted how childcare plays a key role in child development.
Childcare providers play a crucial role during these formative, developmental years of 0-3. Good
1

http://jenni.uchicago.edu/papers/Heckman_Moon_etal_2010_NBER_wp16180.pdf
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk
3
‘Learning to Learn: A Framework for Early Years Education and Learning’ (Department of Education, 2013)
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/de/a-framework-for-ey-education-andlearning-2013.pdf
4
Draft Programme for Government (Northern Ireland Executive, 2016)
https://www.northernireland.gov.uk/sites/default/files/consultations/newnigov/draft-pfg-framework-201621.pdf
2
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quality, well-informed and affordable childcare can shape the social, emotional and cognitive
development of children, with Barnardo’s NI advocating the Five to Thrive approach, which identifies
five building blocks to develop a child’s healthy brain.
This may be particularly the case where children are living in deprivation. Melhuish’s overview of
international research in this area concludes that the benefits of intellectual, social and behavioural
development through good quality pre-school education and childcare are more substantial for
disadvantaged children.5 Long term benefits include improved educational attainment, less risk of
juvenile arrests, lower rates of substance misuse, better adult employment and enhanced earning
prospects. Good pre-school care is also proven to develop a child’s sociability, peer-relationships and
independence.
Similar sentiments were highlighted by Alan Herron (PlayBoard NI) who discussed findings from the
“State of the School Age Childcare Sector”6 carried out by PlayBoard in 2017. The research found that
childcare which is supported through early education, care and development can result in better
outcomes for children and society. Alan noted there is strong evidence to suggest that further
investment in School Age Childcare is necessary to benefit parents, families and their children. This
can also play a role in supporting the labour market and economy.
Alan noted that importance of introducing a Childcare Strategy that is aligned with a funded
Workforce Strategy. These would support the development of the workforce, and provide greater
recognition and value to childcare as a profession to recruit and retain more people in the sector,
particularly men. To date, Northern Ireland does not have either strategy.
Noel McAllister (Early Years – the organisation for children and young people) gave an overview of
childcare policies, strategies and the legislative frameworks across the UK and Ireland noting that,
outside of Northern Ireland, the provision of childcare is underpinned by legislation. He provided
evidence on the role of high quality education and childcare for children aged 0-12 and their families
making reference to the findings from the Early Years report ‘Workforce Development Sector Survey
2017’7 highlighting issues and challenges such as in the fields of recruitment, inclusion and training.
While there is broad support for the need to invest early to achieve greater returns, Noel
emphasised that in order to achieve improved outcomes for young children, there needs to be
5

https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/Edward%20Melhuish%20%20The%20Impact%20of%20Early%20Childhood%20Education%20and%20Care%20on%20Improved%20Wellb
eing.pdf
6
State of the School Age Childcare Sector (2017): https://www.playboard.org/wpcontent/uploads/2019/02/State-Of-The-School-Age-Childcare-Sector-Survey-2017.pdf
7
Workforce Development Sector Survey 2017 http://www.early-years.org/misc-docs/WORKFORCEDEVELOPMENT-SURVEY-2017-REPORT.pdf
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robust investment in programmes that work, and his presentation sets out a number of
recommendations from Early Years based on their research within the sector.
Fiona Cole (Mencap NI) provided detailed insight and information on challenges for children with
additional needs in accessing high quality and inclusive childcare services. According to Government
statistics8, in Northern Ireland there are 5,000 children aged 0-7 years old with a learning disability.
Amongst Mencap’s strategic priorities is to ensure that children with additional needs have the best
start in life. Fiona’s presentation highlighted that children who have a learning disability are more
likely to have Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE). Further, research has found that parents who
have a child with additional needs face several barriers to accessing childcare. Fiona identified some
reasons for this, including a lack of strategic direction, a lack of specialist equipment and inflexible
provision. It was acknowledged that parents feel more confident accessing formal childcare when
they feel their child’s needs are understood and are being met.
To overcome such barriers and improve children’s outcomes, Mencap have developed an Early
Intervention Framework underpinned by three themes – supporting the child, supporting the family
and influencing system change. Fiona also highlighted Mencap’s recommendations for wider policy
and practice, these include:


Equal access to high quality, inclusive early intervention services.



A Northern Ireland Childcare Strategy that addresses the specific needs of children with
additional needs.



Increased availability of local, high quality and affordable childcare.



Greater information for parents about different types of local childcare available for children
with additional needs.

8

Approximate figures calculated by Mencap using learning disability prevalence rates from Public Health
England (2016) and population data from the Office for National Statistics (2017)
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Gender inequality
This panel highlighted how the ability to access and afford childcare impacts on women and how it
can be a key component in increasing maternal employment. Panellists discussed childcare provision
in the women’s sector, and also provided insight on how best to support and value those who
provide unpaid childcare.
Roisin Mallon (Equality Commission for Northern Ireland) discussed how an inability to access
affordable childcare can be a barrier to accessing, progressing in and remaining in employment,
particularly for women. She noted that women in Northern Ireland experience lower employment
rates and higher economic inactivity rates compared to Great Britain.
Roisin explained how equality of access to childcare for some specific groups of parents is very
limited including rural families, parents of children who have additional needs, minority ethnic
families, lone parents and those on low incomes. Making reference to the Equality Commission
research report entitled “Childcare: Maximising the Economic Participation of Women”9 Roisin
identified a lack of affordable and appropriate childcare provision in Northern Ireland. This report
correlated the inability to access affordable childcare to a negative impact on women’s participation
in public and political life, education, and sport. The report recommended introducing a Childcare
Strategy with agreed objectives, cross-departmental commitments and actions to deliver tangible
outcomes.
The Commission continues to raise the impact of childcare on people’s lives at the highest of levels.
Roisin, along with several other individuals who attended and presented at the conference, provided
evidence to the United Nations Committee on the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW) in Geneva during its formal examination of the UK Government.
Fittingly, the concluding observations10 were published on the same day as the conference. The
CEDAW Committee welcomed the measures taken to expand childcare entitlements for working
parents in England, Scotland and Wales. However, they are concerned that childcare costs remain
‘excessive’, particularly in Northern Ireland, and that this constitutes an obstacle for women in

9

Childcare: Maximising the Economic Participation of Women (2013):
https://www.equalityni.org/ECNI/media/ECNI/Publications/Delivering%20Equality/MaximisingChildcareMainR
eport2013.pdf
10 Concluding observations on the eighth periodic report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern
Ireland (2019):
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW/C/GBR/CO/8
&Lang=En

8

September 2019

particular to enter and progress in the workplace. The Committee recommends that the UK
Government:
Ensure the availability of affordable and accessible childcare facilities and/or arrangements
throughout the State party, in particular in Northern Ireland.
The Commission continues to highlight this issue and work with stakeholders across the wider
women’s sector and government departments to address the barriers childcare presents to
employment for parents.
Siobhán Harding (Women’s Support Network) presented her research on behalf of the Women’s
Regional Consortium which explored the perspectives and experiences of women living and working
in disadvantaged and rural areas in Northern Ireland, examining in particular the impact of welfare
reform policies11. The research found that a combination of high childcare costs and poor financial
gains from working can combine to explain why many low-income mothers do not enter or remain in
work. Some parents reported leaving work due to the cost of childcare and others discussed the fact
that high childcare costs meant that they felt they did not work for a ‘purpose’ as most of their
wages went on childcare.
Access to childcare is a particular problem for marginalised and vulnerable women especially from
disadvantaged and rural areas. For many, the prospect of increased economic participation can
depend on the availability of childcare. Siobhán outlined the role of the Women’s Centres Childcare
Fund in providing fully subsidised childcare places for many of these women over the last 8 years.
She highlighted the fact that this resource was intended to be an emergency fund to tackle the acute
barriers faced by women in disadvantaged areas in the absence of a wider childcare strategy but has
been rolling over ever since as no further progress on childcare policy has been made.
The impact of Universal Credit (UC) was also identified as an issue for families because it is paid
monthly in arrears when childcare normally has to be paid up front to childcare providers. Many
low-income families cannot afford to make these large payments up front. Siobhán summarised the
feedback the women’s sector gave to the consultation on the childcare strategy outlining some of
the concerns that women’s organisations still have. These include a concern at the lack of
investment proposed to underpin the childcare strategy, the absence of any gendered approach to
job creation and the lack of connectedness to community based education for women. She

11

Impact of Ongoing Austerity: Women’s Perspectives (2019)
http://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/sites/default/files/Impact%20of%20Ongoing%20Austerity%20Women%
27s%20Perspectives.pdf
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concluded by recommending any progress on childcare provision recognises the need for low cost/
no cost childcare provision for marginalised and vulnerable women in disadvantaged and rural areas.
Eleanor Jordan talked about her experience as the manager of Windsor Women’s Centre, an
organisation she co-founded in 1990. Eleanor’s key message is that when working to address the
needs of women in marginalised or disadvantaged communities, childcare is central to everything
else. Women’s centres work in a holistic way with every woman using their services and this includes
mental health support, training and education, holistic therapies, welfare advice and advocacy,
health and well-being support and relationship building. For women to be able to access any of
these services it is essential that they can be provided with childcare. Women’s centres like Windsor
provide free crèche places to women undertaking other activities in the centre as well as having
established social economy childcare facilities that allow women to get back into training and
employment by providing quality, affordable childcare places. This model should serve as an
example of how essential funded childcare is to addressing the barriers women face to full equality.
Despite the success of the childcare provision in tackling gender inequality, Eleanor described the
endless fight for funding that women’s centres face such as the Women’s Centres Childcare Fund,
which Siobhán had outlined. The lack of concrete commitment to funding this childcare provision in
women’s centres means that committed, professional childcare workers have to be put on
protective notice every year and it brings huge uncertainty to parents who have no guarantee that
childcare places will be available in the long term.
Dr Corina Miller, keynote speaker for the conference, also sat on this panel following her
presentation ‘Mothers in Northern Ireland: Who is economically active?’ She highlighted the
importance of addressing inequality, and posed a challenge to a policy makers – if you think that it
will be expensive to deliver and achieve equality, the alternative - perpetuating inequality, is worse.
Referencing economic literature, it was identified that having a child is a “premium” for a father in
terms of career and pay, while in similar terms this marks a “punishment” for women. Corina
reflected that a high quality childcare infrastructure is driven not only by state regulation, but also by
women being able to have a choice. She commented on the recognition of women’s education as
having a positive impact on child development, and extended this discussion to make the connection
that in giving women the choice to be directly involved in the labour market, and hence society,
there is a positive improvement in outcomes for childcare provision alongside other economic and
societal outcomes. Corina advocated for childcare provision to be treated as education, and not
targeted to specific groups. She questioned why, given the established importance of good quality
childcare provision in positive childcare development, childcare provisions is not treated in the same
way as education provision.
10
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Sectoral development
This panel focused on developing a sustainable childcare workforce. It identified some key
challenges facing the sector and discussed solutions on how to overcome these.
Fiona Clendinning discussed key findings from the State of the Sector 12 carried out by the Northern
Ireland Childminding Association (NICMA) in 2017. Fiona provided an overview of the profile of
childminders, the services they provide, qualifications and training they undertake as well as
recommendations for the workforce. The childcare workforce is changing and, in recent years, there
has been a decrease in the number of childminders in Northern Ireland. The research also found that
nearly half of respondents to the State of the Sector research had considered giving up childminding
at some stage with some respondents linking this to factors such as increasing requirements
following the introduction of the Minimum Standards13.
Issues around recruitment and retention were discussed. Fiona noted that only 1% of childminders
in the sector are male and very few are from different ethnic minority backgrounds. It was also
highlighted that some childminders may only do this for a set period of time, for example, some
parents may become childminders when their own children are young and need childcare. This may
have an impact on the number of childminders joining or leaving the workforce.
Another concern highlighted by Fiona is the number of unregistered childminders who continue to
operate illegally. Not only has this the potential to put children at risk but NICMA believe it makes it
harder for registered childminders to be sustainable when they are faced within this unfair
competition.
To ensure sustainability in the childminding sector, Fiona outlined several recommendations
including a Childcare Strategy that recognises the role of the childcare workforce to ensure long
term positive outcomes, and greater funding for providers to undertake formal training.
The challenge of maintaining a sustainable business in the childcare sector was discussed by Neil
Hutcheson from the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) in Northern Ireland14. The FSB has awarded
the issue of childcare ‘Special Interest Group’ status. Neil expressed the FSB’s commitment to
examining the cost and accessibility of childcare in Northern Ireland to determine what role small
businesses play in the childcare industry and to identify how they can make improvements. Neil
12

State of the Sector Report (2017) https://nicma.org/News-Events/News/NICMA-State-of-the-SectorReport.aspx
13
Childminding and Day Care for childcare under age 12 – Minimum Standards (2012) https://www.healthni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/dhssps/early-years-standards-full-version.pdf
14
The FSB has over 6,000 members in Northern Ireland, including a number in the childcare industry.
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noted how the childcare sector is facing a difficult situation as it is characterised by high staffing
levels, operating costs and staff wages. Staff training costs and business rates can also have a
significant financial impact on providers and can leave some struggling to maintain a viable business.
To help alleviate financial pressure there is potential to learn from other parts of the UK, as a rates
relief system has been put in place by both the Scottish and Welsh government. The FSB in England
is calling for a new 100% business rates relief scheme for childcare providers there, reflecting the
mounting cost pressures on the sector. This may be something to explore further in Northern
Ireland. Neil also suggested a key step in ensuring sustainability for providers is to understand how
much it costs to deliver a childcare place. Broadly, the FSB NI is considering:


Childcare policy impact upon parental employment and entrepreneurship



Employment within the childcare sector



Sustainability of current policies in the context of rising costs



NI Statutory intervention and comparisons



Statutory engagement and the use of policy indicators as a way to form policy itself



Factors affecting SMEs and their employees in relation to childcare.

Dr Roisin McCooey from the Belfast Childcare Partnerships15 discussed the importance of developing
a sustainable childcare sector. Speaking about the work of the Childcare Partnerships, Roisin
detailed the success of Sure Start and Brightstart Projects across Northern Ireland in supporting
families. Alongside this, she highlighted that a key source of information is the Family Support NI16
website which signposts parents to a wide range of family support services and registered childcare
in Northern Ireland and has recently been updated and refreshed.
Roisin provided figures on early years registered provision in Northern Ireland, as well as information
on the Childcare Partnership regional training programme. This presentation also explored key
findings from the Workforce Matters report. Up to date statistics are published annually on the
Department of Health website: www.health-ni.gov.uk/articles/childrens-day-care.
Following the Conference, in June 2019, the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) launched a policy
paper - Childcare in Northern Ireland: Care, Cost and Gender Equality - which, amongst other issues,
documents the current childcare workforce as characterised by low pay and little or no career
progression, and predominantly female. The paper calls for improvements in support for childcare
provision and the quality of childcare jobs.

15
16

http://childcarepartnerships.hscni.net/
http://www.familysupportni.gov.uk/
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Improving children’s outcomes
This panel discussed a range of issues and solutions for improving children’s outcomes. There was a
strong focus on the affordability of childcare and the impact of welfare reform on families.
Aoife Hamilton (Employers For Childcare) presented research from the ninth annual Northern Ireland
Childcare Survey17 carried out by Employers For Childcare. Aoife stressed the importance of
collecting this data as it provides insight into the experiences of parents and childcare providers in
Northern Ireland. In 2018, the research found that for two thirds of families the childcare bill is their
largest or second largest monthly outgoing. After housing, the childcare bill continues to exceed
groceries, heating, transport and other household costs. This can have a significant financial impact
on families. For some, the lack of disposable income means they are unable to put money into
savings or into pensions for the future. In other cases, families have had to use overdrafts and credit
cards which can also reduce their long term financial stability.
At the same time, many childcare providers report they are either making a loss or are just breaking
even. They are experiencing an increase in their annual expenditure whilst seeking to limit any
increases in fees.
Aoife noted that by not investing adequately in childcare, the Government is not only impacting on
the ability of families to access the support they need to get into and stay in work, they are putting
children’s life chances at risk. The findings demonstrate how our current childcare infrastructure is
not being supported to meet the needs of parents, childcare providers or employers. Aoife also
stressed the importance of understanding what the cost is if we do not invest in securing the
childcare infrastructure we need – that is affordable and accessible for parents, whilst sustainable
for childcare providers to deliver.
Anne Moore from Save the Children in Northern Ireland outlined how early years are critical to a
child’s development and outcomes for later life. Recent research suggests that, at just 3 years old,
children growing up in poverty are already nearly 1.5 years behind their more affluent peers when it
comes to early language development18. This is highlighted in Save the Children’s analysis of levels of
child poverty in Northern Ireland which show that the biggest proportion of children in low income

17

Northern Ireland Childcare Survey 2018: https://www.employersforchildcare.org/report/northern-irelandchildcare-cost-survey-2018/
18
‘A Bright Start: Improving childcare for disadvantaged families through Universal Credit (2018)
https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/core/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/CSJJ6068-Childcare-Report181127.pdf
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households live in families where the youngest child is under 519. This, coupled with the fact that
child poverty is set to increase, led Anne to conclude that it has never been more urgent to redouble
efforts to tackle the impact of poverty on children’s early learning outcomes and reiterate the
importance of access to high quality and affordable childcare in supporting child development.
The research report examines the link between early learning outcomes and poverty in Northern
Ireland and outlines how the association between learning outcomes and disadvantage can be
prevented. Save the Children in Northern Ireland are therefore calling for
1. A world-class early education and childcare system for all children.
2. Better support for parents to engage in their children’s early learning-at home and in school.
3. A co-ordinated approach to supporting children’s early learning in communities.
4. Better data to improve our understanding of the early learning gap.
Anne also noted that while the rationale for social security cuts is to make work pay, the largest
proportion of children in poverty are living in families where at least one parent is in work. The
impact of Universal Credit was a theme that ran throughout discussions during the conference and
were a key focus of this panel.
Goretti Horgan (Ulster University) discussed the introduction of Universal Credit in Northern Ireland
and highlighted the difficulties for families when it comes to childcare costs. Universal Credit
contains a childcare element, where parents may be eligible to claim up to 85% of their childcare
costs, providing them with additional financial support. However, this is paid in arrears which means
parents must pay their childcare upfront, provide receipts and then wait to be reimbursed. Goretti
and Anne noted how this places a burden on parents and can act as a significant barrier to work.
Goretti referred to a report by the Work and Pensions Select Committee20 which highlighted several
issues with the current design of the childcare element, recognising the difficulties parents face to
get into work. Households on Universal Credit may already be in a precarious financial position,
which managing upfront childcare costs could exacerbate.
Goretti highlighted the particular impact that welfare reform and cuts to benefits are having on
women in particular, as primary carers and as secondary earners. Cuts to child related payments for
third and subsequent children (the two child cap) are unfair to children, and are likely to have a

19

Tackling the poverty related gap in early childhood learning in Northern Ireland (2017)
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/content/dam/global/reports/education-and-child-protection/tacklingpoverty-related-gap-ni.pdf
20
Universal Credit: Childcare (Department for Work and Pensions, 2019)
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmworpen/1771/177102.htm
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greater impact in Northern Ireland where there tend to be more larger families than in other parts of
the UK. She also argued that the way in which Universal Credit is being implemented increases the
risk of financial abuse for women in controlling relationships and, due to the delay in receiving a first
payment, increases the likelihood of families getting into debt or arrears in their rent, having to visit
foodbanks, or turning to family and friends for financial support. Importantly, the broader context is
that alongside these cuts, the government has failed to invest in greater support for Northern
Ireland’s childcare infrastructure.
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Academic presentations
Three academics from Ulster University and Queens University Belfast presented their research
related to childcare in Northern Ireland.
Academics

Presentations

Dr Corina Miller

Mothers in Northern Ireland: Who is

Administrative Data Research Centre Northern Ireland

economically active?

Professor Ann Marie Gray
Ulster University

Economic drivers and participation

Dr Sirin Sung

Experiences of BME (Black and Minority

Queens University Belfast

Ethnic) women in accessing childcare

Dr Corina Miller is from the Administrative Data Research Centre Northern Ireland (ADRC-NI) and
was the keynote speaker for the conference. Corina presented findings from a research study on
maternal employment in Northern Ireland. Using 2011 Northern Ireland Census data, Corina
explored household characteristics and labour market conditions to identify the correlation between
economic inactivity and having children.
In Northern Ireland, the gap between men’s and women’s participation in paid work is the highest in
the UK. At UK level, the main reason given by women for not participating in paid work is “looking
after family/home” (40%). The research found that similarly, in Northern Ireland, two in five
economically inactive women are not working because they are looking after home and family.
While this may be a choice for some, it is important to understand what factors are at play as these
have the potential to exacerbate inequalities. The findings reinforce that many women who leave
the workforce to care for their children find it extremely difficult to get back into work once their
children are older. Lone mothers’ prospects of returning to paid work are also lower. Corina’s
research finds that support from grandparents increases the mother’s labour force participation. For
many women who leave employment to look after their children for a few years, it is extremely
difficult to get back to work once their children are in primary school.
Corina identified how childcare affordability and accessibility can present barriers to mothers
accessing the workforce. For those in the workforce, their employment status is conditioned by and
consistent with the household needs, such as working hours, childcare arrangements and caring
responsibilities.
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The research findings show the extent to which having a child can impact on a mother’s ability both
to access and to participate in the workforce. However, having a child has no impact on the labour
market activity of fathers.
Professor Ann Marie Gray outlined the economic drivers underpinning access to childcare and
women’s participation in the labour market. Ann Marie emphasised how childcare cannot be
examined without looking at gender and gender inequality. She also noted that the neglect of social
infrastructure projects reflects gender bias in economic thinking which is potentially derived from
outdated gender division of labour.
Dr Sirin Sung’s research explored experiences of Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) women in
accessing childcare in Northern Ireland. Sirin emphasised that this group is largely unheard and,
while the proportion of births to Northern Ireland mothers born outside the UK has increased, little
research has been carried out on understanding BME women’s experiences of balancing work and
motherhood.
This research, which was primarily qualitative in its methodology using focus groups with BME
mothers and policy makers/practitioners, found that BME mothers face a range of difficulties in
accessing formal childcare. Many research participants were unaware of financial schemes available
to help with childcare costs. This presents a challenging environment for BME women, and is often
coupled with an inability to access family support. There are also cultural factors at play, with
childcare continuing to be seen as ‘women’s work’ within certain communities.
To encourage more equal distribution of care between mothers and fathers, Sirin noted that it is
worthwhile to look at Nordic countries which offer longer periods of paid parental leave, compared
with the UK. Sirin discussed the implementation of the father-specific leave, such as the ‘daddy
quota’ in Sweden. This policy reserves a part of parental leave period for fathers. If the fathers do
not use the quota, the family loses the weeks reserved for them. Research shows that men have
responded to the introduction and expansion of the quota by taking more parental leave. On top of
this is an extensive subsidised childcare system.
All academics acknowledged the lack of public spending on childcare, visualised in the OECD
statistics presented by Sirin, and noted that childcare affordability remains a persistent barrier to
parents participating in the workforce.
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Participant reflections
All participants at the conference were invited to provide their views on the key issues explored on
the day and their recommendations for policy makers. Some clear themes emerged, documented
below.
Childcare for children with additional needs
Delegates reflected on the importance of quality, accessible childcare in supporting better outcomes
for children with additional needs, particularly those with learning disabilities. Several comments
pointed to a need for more specialist early years provision for these children, but also to a need for
enhanced support within the school system. It was recommended that specific policies should be
targeted to support children with additional needs, and that this should be a strand within a new
Childcare Strategy.
Practical suggestions included the Childcare for All group meeting with the individual Trusts to
promote and progress services for children with additional needs, and ensuring that there is training
in place for playgroups, crèches, childminders and day nurseries to assist them in meeting the needs
of these children. Some delegates recommended that settings could have a ‘designated worker’ for
children with a disability.
What is meant by ‘childcare for all’
Many delegates commented on the importance of ‘childcare for all’ with references including to
childcare that is accessible regardless of:


Race



Religion



Background



Financial position or employment of parents



Family make up (lone parent households, same sex couples, kinship carers, number of
children in the family)



Whether in a rural or urban location



Whether a child has complex or additional needs.
“Why not universal childcare free for all like the NHS.”

“Childcare being open for all or at least a fixed cap on cost for all regardless of means, will have a
positive impact on economic development.”
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Affordability of childcare
A recurring theme was the affordability or ‘cost’ of childcare. Some delegates suggested placing a
‘cap’ on childcare costs, while others pointed to the importance of looking at how the system is
structured in order to ensure affordability. While some comments were more general, others made
specific suggestions such as funding free places, or extending the current pre-school education
programme to last for two years rather than one year. For some delegates they referred to personal
experience as well as professional:
“As a parent with me and my husband both working full time, we are using 1 full wage to pay for our
fantastic childcare. It’s our choice but it is for our children’s best interests and development and it is
peace of mind for us.”
Flexibility of provision
As well as affordability, flexibility of childcare to meet the needs of families, was an emergent
theme. In particular, delegates noted that parents who are working in shift patterns such as medical
or health staff or factory workers, should be catered for. This can be a particular issue for lone
parents who work unsociable or irregular hours, weekends or early mornings.
Learning from other jurisdictions
Delegates pointed to developments in other jurisdictions and reflected that Northern Ireland is
being ‘left behind’ in comparison with other parts of the UK and the Republic of Ireland, with specific
reference made to the 30 hours funded childcare policy. Others looked further afield and suggested
looking at models such as ‘use it or lose it’ paternity leave in Nordic countries, or conducting an
economic analysis of the impact of publicly funded childcare, such as in Scandinavia, on the
economy.
“NI should be equal to UK and all receive 30 hours free childcare per week.”
“We are currently sitting well behind other regions in the UK and the gap is widening in the context
of no executive.”
Sustainability of childcare settings and support for childcare workers
Reflections from delegates highlighted the importance of ensuring the sustainability of childcare
settings, investing in the childcare sector, and valuing the childcare workforce. Specific issues raised
included pay, qualifications and training, conditions, and career progression for members of the
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workforce. It was suggested that addressing these issues could support recruitment into the sector
and work towards achieving a workforce that is more reflective of the make-up of society, including
in terms of gender balance and ethnicity.
Several delegates noted that a focus on the cost of accessing a childcare place can obscure the cost
of delivering a childcare place, with a perception that increasing fees are generating increasing profit
for providers. It was suggested that work should be undertaken to identify the costs to providers, so
that these can be addressed. One suggestion was to reduce overheads for settings by exempting
them from rates payments, such as in Scotland and Wales.
“The high cost of childcare is portrayed in the media as ‘profit making’ for the private sector, this is
not the case. Many day cares are worried about their futures.”
Gender inequality
Comments from delegates reflected the need for a social infrastructure that supports equality in
terms of economic development, addressing gender inequality and the gender pay gap. Access to
affordable childcare was identified as playing a key role in this, offering parents – particularly
mothers – the opportunity to get into, stay in, and progress in the workforce. At the same time,
where women do choose to care for their children, there was a suggestion that the value of this
should be recognised and should not attract the label of ‘economic inactivity’.
“Women should have a genuine choice whether to work or stay at home.”
“New category to record domestic labour/caring that is not ‘economically inactive’.”
Range of stakeholders
Delegates identified a wide range of stakeholders who need to be engaged in delivering a childcare
infrastructure that works for all, including employers, elected representatives, Government and
Departments, the media as well as wider families including grandparents and children.
“Employers need to be more supportive of when child is sick and no childcare is available.”
“Raise awareness about the childcare issue in NI – to the public, the media, and politicians to bring
about change and change attitudes.”
“Incentives for grandparents near retirement to play larger role.”
“The children’s voice and perspective needs to be priority.”
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Importance of childcare as an issue
Finally, there was a clear consensus that childcare needs to be recognised as a critical part of our
infrastructure in Northern Ireland, attracting significant investment and reflected in a wide range of
governmental strategies including the Programme for Government, Child Poverty Strategy and any
economic strategy.
“Childcare needs to be seen as an essential service and provided for as such.”
“Should not be seen as an add on – affects the life chances of children, women, families and
communities.”
“NI has a real opportunity to take on important issues which are cross-cutting and become leaders in
the UK.”
“Childcare in disadvantaged communities vitally important to improve life chances- if you don’t do
this it will actually cost more!”
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Appendix 1: Panellists’ presentations
Panel 1 Early Years Development: Paper 1

Childcare for All Conference: 11 March 2019
Barnardo’s NI– Early Years Development
Barnardo’s NI is the largest children’s charity in Northern Ireland. We work with approximately
10,000 children, young people and families, across more than 50 different services and
programmes, and in over 200 schools. We provide a wide range of services including working
with children affected by trauma or adversity, as well as supporting children in or leaving care,
promoting good mental health and wellbeing amongst children and young people, and providing
family support and early intervention. We believe that every child deserves the best possible
start in life, and our service provision reflects that philosophy.
Barnardo’s NI joined the Childcare for All campaign as we believe that good quality, childcentred, affordable and accessible childcare plays a key role in the early development of a
child. The ages of 0-3 years are a crucial time for cognitive, emotional and social development
and warm, responsive caregivers are central to an infant’s sense of safety. This relationship with
the caregiver helps the child develop strong attachment, which in turn supports good infant
mental health.
In terms of cognitive development, infancy represents the fastest growth in brain development
for humans: one million brain connections are formed every second in the first year of life.
These connections are developed and strengthened through repetition, and form the building
blocks for development. A child’s brain doubles in size in the first year of life; if a child were to
grow at the same rate in height, they would be 4ft tall by the age of one.
We can see a child’s emotional development through expressions such as tantrums and strong
emotional outbursts – these are a totally normal stage of a child’s development. When a child is
developing, quality interactions are integral to promoting secure attachment, which in turn acts
as a ‘buffer’ when a child experiences a stressful situation and encourages the development of
resilience.
Finally, when we look at social development, we know that children are born ready to socialise.
Babies love people-watching, listening to adults talk, and being held. The quality of the
relationship with their caregiver is more important than the material circumstances they are
born into. Activities such as reading, nursery rhymes, visits and play can have a positive effect on
an infant’s social development.
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In our early years services, we put this theory into practice using the Five to Thrive approach,
which identifies five building blocks for a healthy brain. Five to Thrive, developed by KCA
Training21, is based on attachment theory research and neuroscience, and identifies five key
everyday activities that promote good infant mental health and secure attachment. These
building blocks are designed to be used in sequence, and each builds on the one before. A brief
summary of the Five to Thrive building blocks:
RESPOND:
Crying is how a baby communicates and is not always a negative expression. Being responded to
feeds a baby’s brain, while responding to caregivers exercises their brain. Copying the
expressions of others helps a baby understand their own feelings, and responding to a baby in
the same way every time helps develop strong brain connections. Babies are naturally curious
and caregivers can help them safely explore the world – help them see things around them, and
pass them (safe) objects they are interested in.
CUDDLE:
Cuddling a baby helps to develop patterns in a baby’s brain, which in turn promotes the
development of secure attachment – when a baby feels safe with safe people. At this age, a
baby can’t have too much contact. A baby’s body responds to the adult’s; babies will mimic the
breathing and heartrate of their caregiver, so if you are breathing heavily and your heart is
beating fast, a baby’s body will copy this. When they begin to get older, infants may not want as
many cuddles, however they still need reassuring contact.
RELAX:
Babies need adults to help them relax until they are able to self-regulate. It is important to
factor in wind-down time after play by turning down lights and music, to help them learn how to
calm down. Over-tired and over-stimulated babies will need particular help to wind down.
PLAY:
Play refers to playful interaction rather than toys, and play is an important form of non-verbal
communication. Playing is a positive experience and helps babies learn, think, plan, and develop
social skills. Caregivers should try to spend time outside each day with infants to learn about the
world around them; this also helps develop their vision. It is important to encourage creative
play and pretending games.
TALK:
Language development by 2 years old is the single most reliable indicator of success later in life.
In positive learning environments, children hear 45 million words by 4 years old; in poorer
learning environments, this is reduced to 13 million words. Reading is a great way to talk to a
baby and caregivers can also narrate their daily activity. Simple rhymes and rhythms, like
Twinkle Twinkle Little Star, are great for holding a baby’s attention.
Barnardo’s uses the Five to Thrive approach in many of its services, including ABC PiP
(Attachment, Bonding & Communication Parent Infant Partnership). This is a strategic
partnership between Barnardo’s NI and the South Eastern Health and Social Care Trust focusing
on promoting good infant mental health. Barnardo’s have also produced a booklet – Promoting
21
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Good Infant Mental Health (Information for Parents) – which looks at how to develop
emotional wellbeing in 0-3s and promote good infant mental health.
Childcare providers play a crucial role during these formative, developmental years of 0-3 years.
Childcare professionals also play a key role in ensuring consistent messages for parents and in
delivering a consistent approach for children. Good quality, well-informed and affordable
childcare will shape the social, emotional and cognitive development of our children. We have a
responsibility to get it right for all children in order to give all children the best start in life.
Further reading from Barnardo’s Northern Ireland:






Barnardo’s NI (2018) Promoting Good Infant Mental Health: supporting emotional
wellbeing for 0-3 year olds
Barnardo’s NI (2018) Connections: Parenting Infants in a Digital World
Barnardo’s NI (2018) Executive Summary - Connections: Parenting Infants in a Digital
World
Barnardo’s NI (2014) Believe in Childcare? An investigation into the childcare needs of
ethnic minority communities in Northern Ireland

The above publications are available at www.barnardos.org.uk or from the Barnardo’s NI Policy
Team.

For further information, please contact:
Trása Canavan
Policy & Research Officer
Barnardo’s NI
trasa.canavan@barnardos.org.uk
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Panel 1 Early Years Development: Paper 3
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Panel 1 Early Years Development: Paper 4
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Panel 2 Gender Inequality: Paper 1
Childcare Conference 11 March 2019:
ECNI Presentation: Summary points
The importance of addressing issues relating to childcare provision in NI cannot be
understated.
Barriers associated with childcare impact on equality groups, particularly women. Further,
whilst it can be a key barrier in terms of accessing, progressing and remaining in
employment, it is not just a barrier in the area of employment, in that they can for example,
these barriers impact on women’s ability to participate in public and political life and
peacebuilding; impact on women’s ability to access education and life-long learning,
including further and higher education and vocational training. Childcare costs have also
been found to be a barrier to women participating in sport.
The Equality Commission’s recent Statements on Key Inequalities in employment and
participation in public life set out in detail the nature and extent of how barriers associated
with childcare impact on how women access, progress within and remain in employment, as
well as its impact on women’s ability to participate in public and political life and
peacebuilding.
The Equality Commission research in 2013 entitled “Childcare: Maximising the Economic
Participation of Women” identified the lack of affordable and appropriate childcare
provision and recommended the implementation of a Childcare Strategy. Unfortunately
these findings remain as relevant today as they were six years ago.
Northern Ireland continues to have one of the lowest levels of childcare available within the
UK, despite an increase in childcare places being made available over the last decade. The
cost of childcare in Northern Ireland remains high. It was reported last year that the average
cost of a full-time childcare place per week equates to 37% of the average household
income in Northern Ireland. The cost of childcare directly impacts on people’s ability to work
and the number of hours they can commit to.
We know that women experience a lower employment rate and a higher economic
inactivity rate when they have dependents. Female employment rates and economic
inactivity rates are lower here than in GB. About a third of working age women in NI are
economically inactive. One in three women cite family or home commitments as the reason
they are unavailable for work - the comparable figure for men is approximately one in
twenty.
The Commission has identified five main areas for potential reform and continue to
highlight the need for these including: the need for a childcare strategy, the supply of
suitable childcare, equality of access to childcare, addressing barriers to employment and
attitudes to childcare and mother’s employment.
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One clear recommendation from ECNI research (2013) was the need to develop and
implement an effective full childcare strategy that has sets out a centralised strategic
direction and leadership with agreed objectives and cross departmental commitments and
action to deliver on tangible outcomes. It has to adequately resourced and underpinned by
a robust monitoring and review mechanism.
A consultation on the draft Childcare Strategy was carried out in November 2015 but there
have been no further developments since that time. An effective Childcare Strategy is
essential to creating a thriving and successful future but it will require considerable
investment in the first instance – but the tangible outcomes will be beneficial to our
economy and wider society.
The childcare that is available is often inflexible, with rigid limited hours which are not
suitable for parents who start work early, who work evenings or weekends and providers
often close around holiday times including bank and public holidays –childcare is also very
expensive. According to Employers for Childcare (2018) in almost a third (30%) of
households, the childcare bill is more than the mortgage or rent that is an expensive burden
for any young family.
Equality of access to childcare for some specific groups of parents is very limited – those
who find accessing childcare difficult include: rural families, parents of disabled children,
those with more than two children, Traveller, migrant and minority ethnic families plus
single parent and those on low income.
Childcare can and does create a barrier to employment for many but this needs to be
tackled strategically by government departments as part of a programme of employment
and employability support. It should include welfare and family policies and subsidies and
statutory flexible work arrangements.
Equally childcare issues related to employment should not be looked at in isolation. For
example, employers have a part to play in ensuring they accommodation the needs of
working parents. There must also be an onus on employers across Northern Ireland to be
more accepting and innovative when it comes to accommodating parents needs for
flexibility and understanding in the workplace.
The Commission’s Statement on Key Inequalities in Employment (2018) has highlighted that
the low costs of childcare, or even free childcare, are not sufficient if mothers cannot adjust
their working hours in a way that allows them to carry out their caring responsibilities’.
There is also a need to change attitudes and tackle gender stereotypes including in
education, employment and the media concerning women, parenting and childcare roles in
society in general and in the workplace, including the childcare workforce.
Commission research on childcare (2013) found that attitudes towards the role of the
mother as the primary caregiver prevail in Northern Ireland and may lead to the higher rates
of economic inactivity experienced by women.
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To achieve these reforms we need commitment by Government and departments to
actively tackle the issues identified - this work could further be used to develop a gender
pay strategy and action plan for Northern Ireland.
The Commission continues to raise the impact of childcare on people’s lives at the highest of
levels. We raised the impact of childcare on women’s lives in our submission to the United
Nations CEDAW Committee in Geneva during its formal examination of the UK Government.
We will continue to highlight this issue were appropriate and work with stakeholders across
the wider women’s sector and in government departments to address the barriers to
employment caused by childcare and caring responsibilities.
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Panel 2 Gender Inequality: Paper 2

40

September 2019

41

September 2019

42

September 2019

43

September 2019

44

September 2019

Panel 3 Sectoral Development: Paper 1
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Panel 3 Sectoral Development: Paper 2
This is available at rebrand.ly/FsbChildcare where the FSB will also publish a
‘roadmap’
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Panel 3 Sectoral Development: Paper 3
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Panel 4 Improving Children’s Outcomes: Paper 1
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Dr Sirin Sung
Experiences of BME (Black and Minority Ethnic) women in accessing childcare
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Appendix 2: Childcare For All Charter
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Appendix 3: Childcare research resources
The WRDA website contains an e-Library with a section dedicated to relevant research, consultation
responses and resources on childcare.
The e-Library is available here: wrda.net/resources/e-library/childcare/
This will be updated regularly as new research is published so please check back regularly.
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