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Executive summary

This report presents the findings of a study of the demand for childcare among parents of
children aged 14 and under in England. The survey was carried out by the National Centre
for Social Research on behalf of the Department for Education and Skills (formerly the
Department for Education and Employment (DfEE)), between February and July 2001. It
represents a follow-up of a survey conducted in 1999 (the ‘baseline’ survey), the results of
which were published in the DfEE Research Report series (No. 176)?.

The survey collected comprehensive information on the current use of childcare for 0-14
year olds. Both formal (e.g. playgroups, day nurseries, early years education, out-of-school
clubs) and informal (e.g. grandparents, friends) arrangements were of interest, as was
childcare used on an irregular basis. The only types of childcare that were excluded were
times when a child was at school or when they were being looked after by the respondent or
their spouse. Details were collected on usage 24 hours a day, seven days a week, which
therefore included ‘non-standard’ times such as early mornings, evenings and nights, as
well as weekends. Parents were asked a number general questions about their use of
childcare in the last year, while more detailed information was collected about the childcare
used in the reference week.

Characteristics of families

Childcare use was analysed by looking at a number of key distinguishing features of the
families that were interviewed. As is shown elsewhere in this report, these characteristics
help to explain variations in the type and amount of childcare used by parents.

Personal and family characteristics
e A quarter (25 per cent) of the families interviewed were headed by a lone parent.

e Just over a tenth (11 per cent) of the main respondents were from a non-white ethnic
background.

e The average size of household was four. Two-fifths of the households contained one
child (39 per cent), 43 per cent contained two, and the remaining 17 per cent had three or
more children. Four-fifths (80 per cent) of households had children that went to school,
with just over half (54 per cent) having only children of school age.

e In a fifth of households (19 per cent) either the main respondent or their partner (if
present) had a disability that limited their activities. The proportion of households that
contained a child with a special educational need or other special need was 14 per cent.

o A fifth (19 per cent) of all households were claiming Working Families” Tax Credit, and 3
per cent were also getting the childcare tax credit.

Work and economic activity of families
e In 17 per cent of households no parent was in work. This was higher in lone parent
households (54 per cent) than in those headed by a couple (5 per cent).

1 Ivana La Valle, Steven Finch, Andrea Nove and Charlotte Lewin (2000), Parents” Demand for Childcare, DfEE
Research report 176.



Around a third (35 per cent) of respondents had an atypical work patterns. Of those
currently in work as an employee, around one-in-ten (11 per cent) regularly worked
shifts, one-in-fourteen (7 per cent) usually worked more than 45 hours per week, a fifth
(21 per cent) sometimes had to work on a weekend and around one-in-eight (13 per cent)
sometimes worked from home.

Around a third (33 per cent) of respondents who were currently in work reported that
their employer made available to them some form of assistance with childcare. A broad
definition of assistance was employed here as it covers term time working contracts and
the provision of information about childcare as well as the provision of childcare
facilities and help with the cost of childcare. Considerably fewer parents (20 per cent)
made use of this assistance.

In just over a fifth (21 per cent) of households at least one parent was enrolled in a course
that would lead to a qualification.

Parents’ use of childcare

Usage of childcare in the last year and last week

The analysis of childcare usage indicates that most parents (86 per cent or approximately
4.56 million families in England) had experience of using childcare at some time in the
past year with just over half (56 per cent or 2.97 million families) saying they had done
so in the week prior to being interviewed (the reference week). We believe the latter
figure represents the proportion of families that use childcare regularly.

The use of childcare was closely related to parental work status. Where at least one
parent was in work, almost nine in ten parents (88 percent) used childcare in the past
year compared with just under three-quarters (74 per cent) where no parent was in
work. Usage of childcare was greater in higher income households and it was lower
where the respondent was from a non-white ethnic background.

Types of childcare provider used

Childcare provision was more likely to be of an informal nature. Around half of families
(52 per cent or 2.76 million families) had used either early years education or some other
formal childcare provider in the past year compared with three-quarters (72 per cent or
3.82 million families) who had used an informal provider. The use of early years
education and other formal childcare was positively related to household income.
Couples were more likely to have used these types of childcare than were lone parents.

Grandparents were the most commonly used childcare providers - 58 per cent of
households had used a grandparent for childcare in the past year and 24 per cent had
done so in the reference week.

When do parents use childcare?

Parents” using childcare tended to use it across the year rather than at particular times.
Relatively few used childcare only in school holidays (9 per cent) or just in term-time (12
per cent). Most parents (79 per cent) used childcare across both these periods.

In terms of when during the week parents” used childcare, weekday daytime (40 per
cent) and late afternoons (37 per cent) were the most popular times. However, this
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varied considerably according to the work status of the family. For instance, 69 per cent
of lone parents in full-time work and 56 per cent of couples that both worked full-time
used a late afternoon session of childcare.

Quantity of childcare used

Most parents used more than one childcare provider in the past year. Just under three-
quarters of families that used childcare in the past year used more than one provider (72
per cent) with a quarter using exactly two (28 per cent).

Across all parents, the average number of hours of childcare used in the reference week
was twelve. However, restricting the estimate to households that used childcare in the
reference week increases the average to 21.4 hours per week. This varied significantly
according to the work status of a household. Lone parents in full-time work (30.9 hours)
and couples where both worked full-time (24.6 hours) used considerably more hours of
childcare than did other parents.

Patterns of childcare use among children

The use of childcare was closely related to the age of the child. Children in the 3-4 age
category were more likely than other children to have received some childcare. Four-
fifths (80 per cent) had used childcare in the reference week, with almost three-fifths (58
per cent) attending early years education or some other formal provider. Childcare was
less common among other children with fewer than 56 per cent in any of the other age
group having received some childcare in the reference week.

Grandparents aside, the type of childcare provider used was closely related to the age of
the child. Children aged 0-4 were more likely to attend a creche, playgroup or nursery
than were other children. Out-of-school clubs were much more commonly used by 5-11
year olds than for children of other ages.

Reasons for not using childcare in the past year

The chapter concluded with an analysis of the reasons why some parents don’t use
childcare. Rather than being because of a problem with the cost or availability of
childcare, a majority reported that they did not do so out of choice. This was usually
because they had made the decision to look after their children themselves.

Changes in parents’ use of childcare since 1999

Chapter 4 describes how parents” use of childcare has changed since the baseline survey was
conducted in 1999.

Changes in the usage of childcare

A slight fall was recorded, from 58 t