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Abstract
In this contribution, we examine whether and why there is a gap in the use of formal childcare

services between immigrant and native families across 21 European countries. We focus on

three sets of potential determinants: (1) social class, education and labour market position;

(2) immigrant-specific factors such as norms in the region of origin, citizenship acquisition

and length of stay in the country of residence; and (3) contextual factors such structural con-

straints impeding access to childcare and traditional norms on motherhood in the region of

origin. Drawing on data from the 2010 ad hoc module of the EU Labour Force Survey, we

find evidence for an immigrant-native gap in formal childcare use. Adjusted for social class pos-

ition, education and maternal employment, immigrant families are less likely to use childcare

compared to native families across European countries. However, there are important

cross-country differences in the size of this gap. The study also provides evidence for immi-

grant-specific explanations: acquiring citizenship and staying longer in the country of residence

increases the probability to use childcare, while the strength of traditional norms in the region

of origin reduces the probability to use childcare. Finally, we find that structural barriers to

childcare use negatively affect childcare use for both native and immigrant families.

Removing barriers to childcare use in terms of availability and affordability will benefit

everyone.
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Introduction
In this article, we set out to examine and to explain if and why there is a gap in the use of formal childcare
services (henceforth ‘childcare’) between immigrant and native families across European countries. Formal
childcare services are government-regulated services, including certified childminders, family day care,
childcare centers and preschool. We aim to further our understanding of the mechanisms driving such poten-
tial gap. In doing so, we contribute to the discussion on two salient political and academic topics: the expan-
sion of childcare in European welfare states and the social and economic integration of immigrants.

First, the expansion of childcare for young children is a much-debated issue in scholarship on welfare
state change. Until the 1990s, only Nordic countries and, to a certain extent, France and the Benelux reached
high rates of childcare enrollment. Two decades later, European countries converged in terms of public
spending on childcare services and participation in childcare services (Van Lancker, 2018). Spending on
childcare and coverage of children aged 0–2 increased in almost all European countries, even during the
Great Recession of 2008, although there are still important cross-country differences (van Kersbergen
and Kraft, 2017). In many countries, childcare expansion was buoyed by the so-called Social Investment
(SI) strategy. In contrast to traditional, compensatory policies such as unemployment benefits, social invest-
ment emphasizes the importance of mobilizing and improving skills (Garritzman et al., 2018). One of the
main tenets of the approach is that investing in young children by means of high-quality childcare yields
both short- and long-term benefits in terms of human capital accumulation for children (Burger, 2010).
These investments are expected to be particularly beneficial for disadvantaged children in terms of
school readiness and (non-)cognitive development (Leseman, 2009).

Second, how social and labour market policies should be deployed to achieve social and economic
integration of immigrants in European welfare states is a contentious issue. Many immigrants have a dis-
advantaged position in the labour market in their countries of destination. The unemployment rates of
immigrants, in particular of non-European Union descent, are much higher than those of natives, and
their employment rates are usually much lower (Heath et al., 2008; Eurostat, 2020). Therefore, fostering
the integration of immigrant children through childcare can be a sensible policy strategy (Magnuson
et al., 2006). Previous research showed that the educational attainment of minorities is one of the
most important predictors of their longer-term integration (Cebolla-Boado and Finotelli, 2015). In par-
ticular, time spent in preschool helps children with migrant backgrounds to improve language skills
(Klein and Becker, 2017), and it has positive effects on both academic and socioemotional school-
readiness measures (Gottfried and Kim, 2015).

Yet, previous research also showed vast socio-economic inequalities in the use of childcare (Van
Lancker, 2013; Pavolini and Van Lancker, 2018; Kulic et al., 2019). The problem is that inequalities
in the use of childcare will translate into inequalities in education and in later life since especially children
born in advantaged circumstances also benefit from childcare while those who need it the most are least
likely to benefit. Studies examining social stratification in childcare use, be they comparative or country-
specific, usually focus on social class, income, or educational level as a marker of the social status of the
household. Although ethnic inequality in education is a much-studied issue (Kao and Thompson, 2003;
Levels et al., 2008; Borgna and Contini, 2014), few scholars focused on ethnic inequality in the early
years and most evidence is country-specific and descriptive. This article contributes to the debate on
ethnic inequalities and childcare use in three ways. First, it is the first comparative European study
that goes beyond a mere descriptive approach. Second, it tests for Europe the main mechanisms found
in the North-American literature on immigration and childcare use. Finally, it develops an integrated per-
spective on immigrant-specific factors and their interplay with the role of the state.

Theory and mechanisms
The majority of studies find gaps in childcare use related to the immigration background of children. In
Germany, several studies were conducted on childcare attendance amongst children with a migration
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background, finding differences in preschool attendance amongst native and immigrant households
(Biedinger et al., 2008; Moll De and Betz, 2014; Schober and Spiess, 2013; Stahl et al., 2018).
Similar results were obtained in other European countries, for example, Vandenbroeck et al., 2008 for
Belgium, Driessen (2004) for the Netherlands, Abrassart and Bonoli (2015) for Switzerland and
Sainsbury (2019) for Sweden.

Jehles (2017) is the only scholar so far adopting a broad European comparative perspective, drawing
on the 2012 OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) data. PISA includes a ques-
tion on the number of years students were enrolled in childcare or preschool before they entered school.
Jehles (2017) finds not only that native students are more likely to have attended childcare compared to
immigrant students but also that the differences between the two groups increased over time.

A more extensive body of research in the United States shows that migrant children are underrepre-
sented in childcare in the United States (for a review, see Johnson et al., 2017). The US literature pro-
vides several insights into the mechanisms that may explain such immigrant-native gap in formal
childcare use.

First, older studies showed that the immigrant-native gap in childcare is in fact a social class penalty,
not an immigration penalty, as the gap disappeared once controlling for social class and the employment
status of the mother (e.g. Kahn and Greenberg, 2010). However, more recent studies find that part of the
effect remains even after taking due account of social class and employment position (Miller et al., 2015).

Second, immigrant-specific factors seem to play a role. Factors such as citizenship status, language
proficiency and age at immigration emerge as important to explain access to childcare (Johnson et al.,
2017). The hypothesis is that these factors encourage a process of integration, in turn increasing the prob-
ability to enroll. Several studies in the United States also found that the region of origin of immigrants
played a role. This factor however tends to fade once controlled for socio-economic characteristics
and labour market participation (Vesely, 2013; Fram and Kim, 2008). Few studies in Europe tested
some of these factors. Lokhande (2013) provides evidence that children from second-generation immi-
grants do not differ in Germany from natives in terms of childcare enrolment rates. Seibel and
Hedegaard (2017) find in a comparative study on the Netherlands, Germany and Denmark significant dif-
ferences in the attitudes of immigrants and natives towards childcare but also that immigrant attitudes are
at the same time heavily influenced by native norms. Where the native norm is in favour of childcare use,
such as in Denmark, immigrants are also more likely to be in favour, compared to countries such as
Germany where the native norm is less in favour of formal childcare. Still, even in Denmark immigrants
appear less supportive of childcare than natives.

Third, the institutional context was identified as an important factor to understand inequalities in child-
care use. For instance, Van Lancker and Ghysels (2016) showed that social inequalities (by household
income or educational level) in childcare use are less important in countries with a high level of publicly
provided or subsidized childcare services and a legal entitlement to a childcare place, while inequalities
are more salient in countries in which long well-paid leaves are available and in which childcare costs are
high. Public childcare policies might affect immigrants more than natives in several ways. Johnson et al.
(2017) list some of these potential mechanisms for the United States: lack of availability; problems of
affordability; the fact that childcare facilities generally prioritize working parents with stable labour con-
tracts and predictable working hours, while immigrant parents, especially mothers, tend to have atypical
working contracts and to be exposed to atypical working hours more often than native ones. Country-case
studies in Europe corroborate the role played by public supply, costs and regulation for understanding
childcare decisions of immigrant households (e.g. Abrassart and Bonoli, 2015 on Switzerland,
Sainsbury, 2019 on Sweden, Arlotti et al., 2015 on Italy).

In this article, we bring together individual, household and contextual explanations in an integrated
model. Table 1 summarizes the sets of mechanisms that we will empirically test: individual and
household-related factors including socio-economic position (social class and level of education),
employment and immigrant-specific factors on the one hand, and contextual variables including the insti-
tutional context and care culture on the other.
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Previous literature and hypotheses

The role of social class, education and employment
It is a robust finding that childcare service use is riddled with inequalities in most OECD and European
Union (EU) countries, with few exceptions (Denmark, Iceland and to a lesser extent Sweden) (Van
Lancker, 2013; Krapf, 2014; Greenberg, 2011; Blossfeld et al., 2017). The use of childcare amongst chil-
dren below three years old is associated with the social position of their parents. In most countries, having
parents with a manual (often unskilled) occupation, a low level of education, or living on low family
incomes are good predictors of lower probabilities to access childcare, compared to those households
where parents have skilled non-manual occupations, university degrees or higher incomes. Immigrants
in European countries, in particular those coming from non-Western ones, are overrepresented in
manual occupations, are more often low-skilled than natives and are more likely to earn low wages
and to be living on low incomes (Kogan, 2006; Bergh, 2017). It is an open question whether educational
level or social class is the most relevant predictor for childcare use. Although most previous studies
adopted a social class perspective, others argue that educational level is more relevant since it is also asso-
ciated with child-rearing practices and parenting styles that go beyond social class (Moll De and Betz,
2014; Brilli et al. 2017). Following the aforementioned literature on the issue, our first hypothesis is
as follows:

H1: Social class and education reduce the immigrant-native gap in childcare use.

There is relatively consistent literature that shows how mothers’ labour market position is a good pre-
dictor of the household decision to use childcare (Uunk et al., 2005). However, in the majority of
European countries, maternal employment rates are consistently lower for immigrant households com-
pared with natives. Moreover, if mothers with an immigration background work, they are more likely
to be engaged in precarious and flexible forms of employment (Prosser, 2016). Since childcare provision
generally prioritizes working parents with stable and predictable working hours, flexible or precarious
employment might be an impediment to childcare use as well. Therefore, our next hypotheses are as
follows:

H2a: Maternal employment reduces the immigrant-native gap in childcare use, net of social class and
education.
H2b: Immigrant households with working mothers are less likely to use childcare compared to native
households with a working mother.

Table 1. Potential determinants of an immigrant-natives gap in formal childcare.

Individual/Household Contextual

Socio-economic position:

• Educational level

• Social class

• Maternal employment

Institutional context:

• Structural problems in childcare supply

Care culture:

• Dominant norms on motherhood in country of residence

• Dominant norms in region of origin

Immigrant-specific:

• Citizenship

• Length of stay

• Region of origin
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Immigrant-specific explanations
Some of the aforementioned earlier studies suggest a significant role for immigrant-specific factors to
explain gaps in childcare use. These factors include citizenship status, duration of stay since immigration
and region of origin effects.

Many studies provide evidence for a so-called citizenship premium for immigrants in European coun-
tries. Immigrants who acquired citizenship tend to engage more in countries of residence and have better
social outcomes in general and better labour market outcomes in particular, compared to those without
citizenship (OECD, 2011; Hainmueller et al., 2015). In some countries, citizenship might even be a
requirement to qualify for public or subsidized childcare services. Given the association between citizen-
ship and maternal employment, we put forward the hypothesis that:

H3: Households with immigrants who acquired citizenship of the country of residence are more likely
to use childcare compared to households with immigrants without citizenship, net of maternal employ-
ment, social class or education.

Since acquiring citizenship depends not only on migrants’ choices and characteristics but also on
migration policies regulating access to citizenship, duration of stay and region of origin are two variables
more strictly related to cultural norms, integration and welfare state attitudes. In this respect, two theor-
etical perspectives might be relevant for understanding differences in childcare use between natives and
immigrants. Theories of sociocultural integration argue that immigrants gradually absorb the values and
norms that predominate in their country of residence (van Tubergen, 2007), including those related to
women’s paid work (Breidahl and Larsen, 2016) and welfare attitudes (Reeskens and van Oorschot,
2015). However, Portes and Zhou (1993) argue that such acculturation seems to occur at varying rates
for different types of socioeconomic groups.

In contrast, theories of divergence predict that differences between first-generation immigrants and
natives persist into the second generation. Distinctive social values and norms are enduring and
deep-rooted within each nation, shaped by collective histories, common languages and religious tradi-
tions. Therefore, immigrants are unlikely to abandon their cultural roots when they settle in another
country. Migrants who maintain more ties with and identify more with their communities of origin
could also retain the values characteristic of these origins and thus remain the most distinct from the main-
stream (Reeskens and van Oorschot, 2015; Norris and Inglehart, 2012). Seibel and Hedegaard (2017)
showed that country of origin effects partly explain the differences in attitudes towards childcare
between natives and immigrants, despite the fact that there is strong correlation between these attitudes.
It is clear that both processes of integration and divergence might influence immigrants’ preferences to
use childcare (Wimmer and Soehl, 2014). Therefore, we put forward the following two hypotheses:

H4: Immigrants who have been longer in the country of residence are more likely to adopt a similar
childcare use as natives compared to immigrants who arrived more recently, net of maternal employ-
ment, social class or education.
H5: Immigrants born in regions with norms on motherhood closer to norms in the resident country are
more likely to use childcare compared to immigrants born in regions with more distant norms, net of
maternal employment, social class or education.

Structural constraints
In the literature, the last set of explanations at the macro-level is put forward to explain gaps in childcare
use. These are commonly referred to as ‘institutional’ explanations. In short, this strand of the literature
argues that many people want to use childcare but cannot because of constraints such as a lack of avail-
able and affordable places. Recently, for instance, Pavolini and Van Lancker (2018) demonstrated that
differences between social classes in the probability to use childcare in European countries are more
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strongly related to constraints in the provision of care (rationed availability, cost of the fees) than to cul-
tural preferences, expressed in terms of traditional norms on motherhood. Although cultural norms play a
role in shaping the work-care decisions of families, how institutions and policies shape the availability
and affordability of childcare is key to understand the social gap in childcare use (see also Allen,
2003; OECD, 2006). Given the fact that immigrants usually occupy a more vulnerable position in
their country of residence, we put forward our final hypothesis:

H6: Immigrant households are more affected than natives are by structural constraints in the supply of
childcare, net of maternal employment, social class or education.

Data, variables and analytical strategy

Sample
In this study, we draw on the 2010 wave of the European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS). The
EU-LFS is a household sample survey providing quarterly and annual data on people aged 15 and over
living in private households in European countries. The 2010 wave includes an ad hoc module on ‘work
and family reconciliation’ with questions on the use of childcare, leave, and on the barriers respondents
face in attaining paid employment. This dataset has the advantage of sufficiently large sample size with
information on immigration status and childcare use.

The sample is restricted to households with the youngest child below the age of 6. Immigrant house-
holds are defined as families in which at least one of the parents is foreign-born. The 2010 EU-LFS was
fielded in 27 European member states, but we exclude countries in which the immigrant category includes
<30 respondents (see Reeskens and van Oorschot, 2015 for a similar approach). This leaves us with a
total sample size of 47.366 households across 21 countries. Supplemental Table A1 in the online
annex shows the distribution of immigrant households per country. The share of immigrant families
with young children ranges from about 5% in Hungary, Lithuania, Czech Republic and Finland, over
about 25% in the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Belgium, Ireland and Spain, to 71% in
Luxemburg. The sample is complemented with data drawn from the European Values Survey (EVS),
the World Values Survey (WVS) and the International Social Survey Program (ISSP) to compute aggre-
gated variables on dominant norms on motherhood.

Dependent variable
The dependent variable is the use of formal childcare. This includes certified childminders or family
daycare, preschool and childcare centers, apart from compulsory school. The respondents are asked
whether they have used formal childcare services for their youngest child and if so, how many hours
in a usual week. The variable is dummy coded, reflecting whether families have or have not used
formal childcare for their youngest child.

Independent variables
The dataset includes information on the length of stay in the country of residence, whether one has
acquired citizenship, and on the region of origin. We aggregate these variables at the household level.
In the case of a household in which both a native and a foreign-born parent live, the variables are
coded based on the citizenship status of the foreign-born parent. We create a dummy variable citizenship
(1= yes) to reflect whether at least one of the foreign-born parents is a citizen in the country of residence.
For region of origin, the EU-LFS dataset includes a variable on the respondents’ country of birth aggre-
gated into 15 groups. In order to have a sufficient number of observations, we further reduce this to eight
categories: native born (reference) and seven regions of origin. These regions are Western Europe, Central
and Eastern Europe, other developed economies such as Australia, Canada, Korea, the United States,
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Middle East and Northern Africa (MENA), Central and Southern Africa, Latin America, India and East
Asia. Supplemental Table A3 in annex shows the distribution of immigrant households by region of
origin for each country. For length of stay, we include the following categories: being a native (reference),
less than 5 years, 5–9 years, 10–19 years, 20 or more years. In case both parents (if applicable) are foreign-
born, we use the information on the reference person in the household to aggregate at the household level.

Our measure of social class is rooted in the status and characteristics of (former) participation in the
labour market as measured by the International Standard Classification of Occupation 1988 (ISCO-88).
Because the dataset includes only 1-digit codes for all respondents, we adopt a simplified version of the
EGP class scheme based on three classes: (1) ‘managers and professionals’, (2) ‘white collar workers’,
and (3) ‘blue collar workers/elementary occupations’. Since our analytical focus is at the household level,
we apply a dominance criterion and assign the highest class level of one of the parents to the household.
In case parents are currently not active in the labour market, information about their previous labour
market experience is used to assign the class. If there is no information on previous occupations or
both parents have been unemployed for more than eight years, the household is assigned to the third cat-
egory. A similar approach is adopted to measure the level of education. We assign the highest level of one
of the parents to the household. Based on the ISCED 97 classification, we distinguish between three
levels: (1) ‘low’ (below upper secondary level), (2) ‘medium’ (upper secondary level), and (3) ‘high’ (ter-
tiary level). To take the role of maternal employment into account, we include a dummy variable meas-
uring whether the mother in the household was in paid employment during the week of the interview.

In order to test the role of structural constraints, we draw on a set of questions included in the EU-LFS
ad hoc module on the reasons why respondents with at least one child below 14 years old with young
children don’t work, or work only part-time. Respondents that were not seeking a job or were only
working part-time were asked to indicate whether this was due to structural reasons (‘suitable care ser-
vices for children are not available or affordable’) or that the availability or affordability of care facilities
did not influence their work arrangement (which suggests a matter of choice). We calculate a country-
level variable ‘structural constraints’measuring the weighted proportion of respondents referring to struc-
tural reasons no to work (more) in the year of the survey.1 Figure 1 presents country means. Values range
from about 3% in Denmark over about 20% in Belgium, Spain, Ireland, Latvia and the United Kingdom,
to about 40% in Germany.

Finally, to measure the role of culture, we create a variable measuring ‘traditional norms on motherhood’
based on the question ‘A pre-school child is likely to suffer if his or her mother works’. The answer categor-
ies ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’ are collapsed, and the variable measures the weighted share of respondents
who disapprove of a mother’s role in the labour market. We draw on the European Values Survey (EVS)
wave 2008 to construct an aggregated measure of dominant norms on motherhood for all countries included
in our sample, based on a subsample of respondents with children below 14 years old.

The advantage of using this question is that it is available for a broad set of countries across the globe.
As such, for operationalizing dominant norms on motherhood in the region of origin, we draw on
the same question and the same subsample based on the World Values Survey (WVS) 1999–2014 and
the International Social Survey Program (ISSP) 2012. We use different data sources and years to be
able to include as many countries as possible that belong to the seven regions of origin we analyze in
this paper. The dominant norms in the region of origin are calculated as the unweighted aggregates of
weighted country-means. Figure 2 shows country and region values. Values for the countries of residence
range from 6% in Denmark over 50% in Germany, Hungary and Luxemburg, to 70% in Italy and Greece.
For the regions of origin, values range from 36% in other developed economies and Central and Southern
Africa, over 50% in India and East Asia, to 75% in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA).
Supplemental Table A4 in annex presents details of the selection of countries.

All models are controlled for the following variables: household structure (age of the youngest child,
number of children in the household), age of the reference person (measured in 5-year bands) and family
type (1= single parent household), and whether the family has used paid parental leave for the youngest
child. Supplemental Table A2 in annex summarizes descriptive statistics of all variables.
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Figure 1. Share of respondents indicating structural constraints in the supply of formal childcare

services in 21 European countries. Source:Own calculations on the basis of EU-LFS 2010, ad hoc module

variable IMPFACIL (‘Impact of availability and affordability of care facilities on not working or working

part-time’). Weighted share of respondents indicating responses 1–3.

Figure 2. Share of respondents agreeing with traditional norms on motherhood in 21 European

countries and in seven regions of origin. Source:Own calculations based on EVS, WVS and ISSP. The dark

shaded bars refer to the regions of origin of immigrant families in the sample, the lighter shaded bars

refer to the 21 European countries of residence. See Supplemental Table A2 in annex for more details.
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Analytical strategy
Given the hierarchical nature of the data, with households clustered in countries, we run linear multilevel
models to estimate the probability to use childcare for immigrant and native households with young chil-
dren. A multilevel design takes the hierarchical structure of the data into account and yields less biased
standard errors compared to a regression model with country dummies (e.g. Hox, 2010). Although our
dependent variable is a binary variable, we follow recent guidelines to estimate linear probability
models instead of logistic regression models, which in particular facilitates interpretation of the coeffi-
cients across different models (Breen et al., 2018). Sensitivity analyses using logistic regression
models and country fixed-effects approaches were conducted and the interpretation of the results did
not change. These analyses are included in the replication package. We focus on the relationship
between immigrant households and childcare use, and we expand the models in a stepwise fashion to
test our hypotheses. The intraclass correlation (ICC) of an empty model showed that 14% of the variance
in childcare use is due to the country context.

For testing hypotheses 5 and 6, we ideally would like to estimate random slope models with cross-
level interactions. Bryan and Jenkins (2016), amongst many others, warn against estimating cross-level
interactions with a low number of level-2 observations. In doing so, we run the risk of committing type-1
errors in interpreting the contextual effects. For that reason, we avoid estimating cross-level interactions
but rather estimate random intercept models with a limited number of country-level variables for native
and immigrant households separately. To avoid bias in the standard errors and improve inferential accur-
acy, all models are estimated using the restricted maximum likelihood (REML) estimator. P values are
computed from the t-distribution with approximately correct degrees of freedom using the Satterthwaite
approximation (Elff et al., 2020). The models displayed only show the relevant coefficients.
Supplemental Tables A5–A7 in annex report full models.

Empirical results

Descriptive results
Figure 3 shows that in the majority of countries, immigrant families with young children are less likely to
use childcare compared to native families. The difference exceeds 10 percentage points (p.p.) in countries
such as Greece (18 p.p. difference), Belgium (18 p.p.), Latvia (17 p.p.), Denmark (15 p.p.) and France (13
p.p.). In contrast, immigrant households are more likely to use childcare in Estonia (−12 p.p.), Lithuania
(−7 p.p.), Portugal (−6 p.p.), Cyprus (−5 p.p.) and Slovenia (−3 p.p.). There is no correlation between the
share of immigrant households in the country and the absolute (r= 0.4) or relative gap (r= 0.00) in child-
care use between immigrant and native households. At the same time, the correlation between immigrant
and native use of childcare is strong (r= 0.88), indicating that immigrant households adhere to the general
pattern of access to childcare in the country of residence.

Multivariate results
Tables 2 and 3 report the estimates of interest derived from the multilevel linear models. The first model
tests whether immigrant households are less likely to use childcare compared with natives, controlled for
household structure (single parent, number of children, age of the youngest child, age of the reference
person), highest educational level in the household and whether the household used paid parental
leave for the youngest child. The subsequent models 2 and 3 add education and social class, while
Model 4 adds both variables. Models 5 and 6 test the role of maternal employment in relation to the immi-
grant dummy, while Model 7 adds the immigrant dummy as a random slope. Model 8, then, tests the role
of acquired citizenship.
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The multivariate results confirm the descriptive results that immigrant households are less likely to use
childcare than native ones. Across European countries, the probability to use childcare for immigrants is
6 p.p. lower than for natives. Controlling for education in Model 2, the difference drops to 5.6 p.p. The
level of education explains 13% of the gap between immigrant and native households in childcare use
((6.4–5.6)/6.4). High skilled households are 17 p.p. more likely to have enrolled their youngest child
in childcare compared to a low-skilled household. Controlling for social class in Model 3, without
adding education, the difference drops to 4.5 p.p. Social class explains 30% of the gap between immigrant
and native households in childcare use ((6.4–4.5)/6.4). The social class variable shows that lower class
levels are negatively associated with childcare use. A household with a blue collar/elementary occupa-
tions class position is 16 p.p. less likely to use childcare compared to a household from the managerial
class. Model 4 adds both social class and education level as variables of stratification. The results show
that both exert independent influence on the probability to use childcare: adjusted for education, a blue
collar/elementary class position is 10 p.p. less likely to use childcare compared to a managerial class
household. In turn, high-skilled households are 12 p.p. more likely to use childcare compared to a low-
skilled household. The model however does not further reduce the immigrant-native gap in childcare use.
In analyses not shown (but part of the replication package), we modelled interaction effects between the
social class and education variables and immigrant households to test whether the immigrant-natives gap
in childcare use is moderated by social class or education. The interaction effects were not significant.
Therefore, the immigrant-native gap in formal childcare use is independent of the well-known social
class and education gap in formal childcare use (confirming H1), suggesting that education, class and
ethnicity are stratification categories in European societies, also when it comes to childcare use.

Model 5 adds maternal employment to the model. A working mother in the household strongly
increases the probability to use childcare by 20 p.p. Adjusting for maternal employment further

Figure 3. Formal childcare use amongst native and immigrant households. Source: Own calculations on

EU-LFS 2010.

10 Acta Sociologica 0(0)



T
ab

le
2.

M
u
lt
ile
ve
l
lin
e
ar

m
o
d
e
ls
e
st
im
at
in
g
th
e
lik
e
lih
o
o
d
to

u
se

fo
rm

al
ch
ild
ca
re
.

M
1

M
2

M
3

M
4

M
5

M
6

M
7

M
8

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Im
m
ig
ra
nt
s
on
ly

Im
m
ig
ra
n
t
h
o
u
se
h
o
ld

(r
e
f

=
n
at
iv
e
)

−
0
.0
6
4
**
*

(−
1
2
.1
0
)

−
0
.0
5
6
**
*

(−
1
0
.5
0
)

−
0
.0
4
5
**
*

(−
8
.4
0
)

−
0
.0
4
6
**
*

(−
8
.5
6
)

−
0
.0
3
1
**
*

(−
5
.9
9
)

−
0
.0
4
5
**
*

(−
6
.2
4
)

−
0
.0
2
3

(−
1
.7
9
)

E
d
u
ca
ti
o
n
le
ve
l
(r
e
f.
=
lo
w
)

M
e
d
iu
m

0
.0
7
1
**
*

(1
1
.3
7
)

0
.0
5
4
**
*

(8
.3
5
)

0
.0
3
2
**
*

(5
.1
0
)

0
.0
3
2
**
*

(5
.0
7
)

0
.0
3
1
**
*

(4
.9
1
)

0
.0
1
8
(1
.4
6
)

H
ig
h

0
.1
7
2
**
*

(2
6
.8
9
)

0
.1
2
0
**
*

(1
6
.6
3
)

0
.0
8
4
**
*

(1
1
.7
5
)

0
.0
8
4
**
*

(1
1
.7
6
)

0
.0
8
3
**
*

(1
1
.6
2
)

0
.0
5
2
**
*

(3
.6
0
)

So
ci
al
cl
as
s
(r
e
f=

m
an
ag
e
rs

an
d
p
ro
fe
ss
io
n
al
s)

W
h
it
e
-c
o
lla
r

−
0
.0
8
6
**
*

(−
1
8
.1
9
)

−
0
.0
5
3
**
*

(−
1
0
.1
5
)

−
0
.0
4
7
**
*

(−
9
.0
9
)

−
0
.0
4
7
**
*

(−
9
.0
9
)

−
0
.0
4
6
**
*

(−
9
.0
4
)

−
0
.0
6
6
**
*

( −
5
.5
8
)

B
lu
e
co
lla
r
/
e
le
m
e
n
ta
ry

o
cc
u
p
at
io
n
s

−
0
.1
6
4
**
*

(−
2
8
.1
5
)

−
0
.1
0
3
**
*

(−
1
5
.2
6
)

−
0
.0
4
6
**
*

(−
6
.7
4
)

−
0
.0
4
5
**
*

(−
6
.6
8
)

−
0
.0
4
5
**
*

(−
6
.6
3
)

−
0
.0
7
5
**
*

(−
5
.3
5
)

M
at
e
rn
al
e
m
p
lo
ym

e
n
t
(r
e
f

=
n
o
)

0
.2
0
1
**
*

(4
4
.7
5
)

0
.1
9
5
**
*

(3
9
.7
9
)

0
.2
0
1
**
*

(4
4
.7
7
)

0
.2
1
1
**
*
(2
1
.7
5
)

Im
m
ig
ra
n
t
h
o
u
se
h
o
ld

*

so
ci
al
cl
as
s

W
h
it
e
-c
o
lla
r

B
lu
e
co
lla
r
/
e
le
m
e
n
ta
ry

o
cc
u
p
at
io
n
s

Im
m
ig
ra
n
t
h
o
u
se
h
o
ld

*

m
at
e
rn
al
e
m
p
lo
ym

e
n
t

0
.0
2
8
**

(2
.7
8
)

C
it
iz
e
n
sh
ip

(r
e
f=

n
o

ci
ti
ze
n
)

0
.0
2
8
**

(2
.8
3
)

H
o
u
se
h
o
ld

co
n
tr
o
ls

Y
e
s

Y
e
s

Y
e
s

Y
e
s

Y
e
s

Y
e
s

Y
e
s

Y
e
s

co
n
st
an
t

0
.3
4
2
**
*

(9
.0
5
)

0
.2
4
0
**
*

(6
.3
7
)

0
.4
2
1
**
*

(1
1
.2
6
)

0
.3
1
7
**
*

(8
.3
8
)

0
.2
0
2
**
*

(5
.2
9
)

0
.2
0
5
**
*

(5
.3
8
)

0
.1
9
9
**
*

(5
.2
0
)

0
.2
2
1
**
*
(4
.9
8
)

R
A
N
D
O
M

PA
R
T

C
o
u
n
tr
y
va
ri
an
ce

0
.0
2
8
**
*

(−
1
1
.2
9
)

0
.0
2
7
**
*

(−
1
1
.3
7
)

0
.0
2
7
**
*

(−
1
1
.3
9
)

0
.0
2
7
**
*

(−
1
1
.4
0
)

0
.0
2
7
**
*

(−
1
1
.3
5
)

0
.0
2
7
**
*

(−
1
1
.3
6
)

0
.0
0
2
**
*

(−
1
2
.4
9
)

0
.0
2
4
**
*

(−
1
1
.2
9
)

(c
on
tin
ue
d)

11



T
ab

le
2.

(c
o
n
ti
n
u
e
d
)

M
1

M
2

M
3

M
4

M
5

M
6

M
7

M
8

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Fu
ll
sa
m
pl
e

Im
m
ig
ra
nt
s
on
ly

Im
m
ig
ra
n
t
h
o
u
se
h
o
ld

va
ri
an
ce

0
.0
2
7
*

(−
1
1
.3
2
)

A
IC

5
7
3
6
0
.6
7

5
6
5
0
2
.6
6

5
6
5
7
2
.3
9

5
6
2
8
9
.1
5

5
4
2
2
8
.7

5
4
2
2
3
.0

5
4
3
1
5
.1
7

1
0
1
2
8
.1

B
IC

5
7
4
3
9
.5
6

5
6
5
9
9
.0
8

5
6
6
6
8
.8
2

5
6
4
0
3
.1

5
4
3
5
1
.4

5
4
3
5
4
.5

5
4
4
4
6
.6
6

1
0
2
2
8
.0

L
o
g
lik
e
lih
o
o
d

−
2
8
6
7
1
.3
4

−
2
8
2
4
0
.3
3

−
2
8
2
7
5
.2

−
2
8
1
3
1
.5
7

−
2
7
1
0
0
.3

−
2
7
0
9
6
.5

−
2
7
1
4
2
.5
9

−
5
0
5
0
.0

N
ho
us
eh
ol
ds

47
36

6
47

36
6

47
36

6
47

36
6

47
36

6
47

36
6

47
36

6
9
28

8
N
co
un
tr
ie
s

21
21

21
21

21
21

21
21

N
ot
e:
t-
st
at
is
ti
cs

in
p
ar
e
n
th
e
se
s.
Si
gn
ifi
ca
n
ce

le
ve
ls
:^

p
<
0
.1
;*

p
<
0
.0
5
;*
*
p
<
0
.0
1
;*
**

p
<
0
.0
0
1
.H

o
u
se
h
o
ld
co
n
tr
o
ls
in
cl
u
d
e
p
ar
e
n
ta
ll
e
av
e
u
se
,
si
n
gl
e
p
ar
e
n
t
h
o
u
se
h
o
ld
,n
u
m
b
e
r
o
f
ch
ild
re
n
,

ag
e
o
f
th
e
yo
u
n
ge
st

ch
ild

an
d
ag
e
o
f
th
e
re
fe
re
n
ce

p
e
rs
o
n
.

12



Table 3. Multilevel linear models estimating the likelihood to use formal childcare.

M9 M10 M11

Full sample Full sample Full sample

Length of stay (ref.= native)

<5 years −0.079***
(−5.77)

5–9 years −0.048***
(−5.13)

10–20 years −0.024**
(−2.99)

20+ years −0.008
(−0.96)

Region of origin (ref.= native)

Western-Europe 0.003

(0.34)

Central and Eastern Europe −0.051***
(−5.97)

Other developed −0.026
(−1.26)

MENA −0.053***
(−3.84)

Central and South Africa 0.008

(0.54)

Latin America 0.001

(0.05)

India and East Asia −0.102***
(−6.75)

Region of origin * Length of stay (ref.= natives)

Western Europe

<10 years 0.002

(0.09)

10+ years 0.003

(0.27)

Central and Eastern Europe

<10 years −0.088***
(−7.16)

10+ years −0.021
(−1.86)

Other developed economies

<10 years −0.050
(−1.42)

10+ years −0.015
(−0.58)

MENA

<10 years −0.077**
(−2.90)

+ 10 years −0.044**
(−2.78)

Central and Southern Africa

<10 years −0.026

(continued)



reduces the coefficient of the immigrant dummy to 3 p.p., but does not close the gap, confirming H2a.
Yet, this means that education, social class and maternal employment explain half of the immigrant-
native gap in childcare use. To test H2b, we add an interaction effect in Model 6. The significant inter-
action shows that even amongst families with a working mother, the probability for immigrant household
to use childcare is still 2 p.p. lower than for natives, confirming H2b. This suggests that improving child-
care use amongst immigrant households will also require to take into account the nature and type of
employment of jobs available for immigrants in Europe’s labour markets and/or how formal childcare
services are adapted to this reality.

In Model 7, we add the immigrant dummy as a random slope allowing the effect of an immigrant
household on childcare use to vary across countries. In other words, it tests whether the association
between the use of childcare and being an immigrant household plays out differently in different coun-
tries adjusted for social class, education and maternal employment. The fixed effect coefficient of immi-
grant households loses significance while the random slope coefficient shows that the effect of immigrant
households on childcare use varies significantly across countries. In short, this suggests that the immigra-
tion penalty does not hold for all countries equally. To gain more insight into this matter, in Figure 4, we
plot the country variation in the coefficients obtained from Model 7.

While the gap in childcare use between immigrant and native households amounts to 9 p.p. in Belgium
and France, 7 p.p. in Denmark, Greece and Latvia and 6 p.p. in the United Kingdom and Ireland, there is

Table 3. (continued)

M9 M10 M11

Full sample Full sample Full sample

(−1.12)
+ 10 years 0.026

(1.47)

Latin America

<10 years 0.021

(0.94)

+ 10 years −0.014
(−0.72)

India and East Asia

<10 years −0.145***
(−6.20)

+ 10 years −0.074***
(−3.83)

Constant 0.207*** 0.204*** 0.208***

(5.42) (5.39) (5.47)

RANDOM PART

Country variance 0.027*** 0.027*** 0.027***

(−11.35) (−11.39) (−11.40)
AIC 54342.06 54334.24 54356.59

BIC 54491.08 54509.55 54593.26

Log likelihood −27154.03 −27147.12 −27151.3
N households 47 366 47 366 47 366
N countries 21 21 21

Note: t-statistics in parentheses. Significance levels: * p< 0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. All models are controlled for the same

covariates as in Model 7.
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no discernable gap in countries such as Germany, Finland, Estonia, Austria and Lithuania. In Slovenia (2
p.p.), Portugal (4 p.p.) and Cyprus (6 p.p.) immigrant households are more likely to use childcare than
native households. This generally corroborates the descriptive findings in Figure 3 but also indicates
that the immigrant-native gap in childcare use is not a universal phenomenon. In the next section, we
discuss how these country differences can be understood in the future.

Finally, Model 8 adds a dummy depicting whether one of the foreign-born adults in the household has
acquired citizenship. This model is limited to immigrant households only. The results confirm H3 that
there is a citizenship premium in terms of childcare use. Acquiring citizenship in the country of residence
is associated with a 3 p.p. higher probability to use childcare compared with immigrant families without
citizenship. Given a native-immigrant gap of 6 p.p. across 21 European countries, that is a sizeable effect.

Let us now turn to theories of integration and divergence that may help explain the immigrant-native
gap in childcare use. Table 3 reports random intercept models in which variables depicting the length of
stay in the country of residence and the region of origin are tested, adjusted for maternal employment,
social class, education and all household controls.

Model 9 shows that the length of stay is significantly related to childcare. The gap in childcare use by
immigrant and native households disappears the longer immigrants have been living in the country of
residence. The gap amounts to 8 p.p. for households in which the foreign-born reference person is
living less than five years in the country, reduces to 5 p.p. for those who arrived between five and ten
years ago, and further attenuates to 2 p.p. for those living between 10 and 20 years in the country of resi-
dence, and disappears entirely for those residing in the country longer. This is in line with theories of
sociocultural integration and confirms H4. Model 10 shows differences in the probability to use childcare

Figure 4. The effect of immigrant households on formal childcare use by country. Note: Empirical

Bayes estimates derived from Model 7, Table 3. The coefficients shown are the total effect (fixed+
random part) for each country of the immigrant household dummy on the probability to use formal

childcare services.
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by region of origin. Immigrant households with an origin from Central and Eastern Europe (−5 p.p.),
Middle East and Northern Africa (MENA) (−5 p.p.) and India and East Asia (−10 p.p.) are significantly
less likely to use childcare for their youngest child compared to natives. Meanwhile, there is no discern-
able difference in childcare use for immigrants from Western European and OECD countries, as well as
from Latin America and Central and South Africa compared to natives.

Finally, to assess whether sociocultural integration occurs at varying rates for immigrant households
with different regions of origin, in Model 10, we add a variable combining the length of stay and the
region of origin to the model. For each region of origin, we make a distinction between immigrant house-
holds being less than ten years and those being more than ten years in the country of residence. We do this
to preserve a sufficient number of observations in each category.

The results show that the differences in the probability to use childcare are most marked for MENA,
and India and East Asia. For these regions, the probability to use childcare remains subpar even if immi-
grants have been living in the country for more than ten years, controlled for relevant covariates such as
maternal employment, education and social class. After ten years, the gap still amounts to 4 p.p. for
MENA countries and 7 p.p. for India and East Asia. For the other immigrant groups, there is no discern-
able difference in the probability to use childcare compared to natives.

The question now remains whether these differences by region of origin can be explained by trad-
itional norms in the region of origin, whether they reflect structural barriers in the countries in which
immigrant households from these regions mainly live or both. For instance, the highest shares of immi-
grant households coming from MENA countries are found in Belgium, France and Denmark, while the
highest share of immigrant households from India and East Asia is found in the United Kingdom and
Denmark (see Supplemental Table A3 in annex), countries reporting high immigrant-native gaps in child-
care use. These are all countries with progressive dominant norms on motherhood (cf. Figure 2) but with
varying scores of structural problems in childcare supply (cf. Figure 1).

To shed empirical light on this issue, Table 4 shows separate random intercept models for native
(Model 12) and immigrant (Model 13) households in which we include country-level variables measuring
structural constraints and norms on motherhood. The results show that structural constraints in childcare
affect native as well as immigrant households to the same extent. For each additional percentage point
increase in the share of respondents indicating structural constraints in securing a place childcare, the
probability to use childcare decreases correspondingly with about 1 percentage point. Structural problems
in the availability or affordability of childcare hurt all families irrespective of ethnic background; we
cannot confirm H6 that immigrant households are affectedmore than native households by structural con-
straints. The results also suggest that traditional norms in their country of residence do not affect childcare
use amongst both native and immigrant households.

Finally, in Model 14, we add a variable measuring the share of respondents adhering to traditional
norms in the region of origin of immigrant households. The association is negative and significant,
which suggests that norms in the region of origin do play a role in explaining childcare use in the
country of residence. Although the effect is small (for each additional p.p. increase in the share of respon-
dents in the region of origin adhering to traditional norms, the use of childcare decreases with 0.1 p.p.)
this suggest that immigrant households born in regions with more traditional norms on motherhood are
indeed less likely to use childcare (confirming H5). In sum, the deviation of the care culture in the region
of origin from the care culture in the country of residence might be a relevant factor in understanding the
immigrant-native gap in childcare use as well.

Discussion and limitations
In this article, we focused on the mechanisms that are related to an immigrant-native gap in formal child-
care use. Although our data and empirical approach did allow for a glance into substantial cross-country
differences, it was not possible to tease out the exact role of childcare and other policies. This was related
to the nature of our data (with too few country observations to properly model cross-level interactions)
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but also to the lack of proper policy indicators measuring relevant aspects of childcare policies such as the
way governments subsidize formal childcare services, government intervention in the availability of
childcare facilities in poor neighbourhoods, quality standards, the distinction between publicly and pri-
vately provided services, fee structures as well as regional and local differences (see Sirén et al. 2020, for
a discussion on measuring childcare policies). More in-depth country studies will be needed for teasing
out the exact role of policy provision. But explanations will need to extend beyond childcare policies to
labour market and integration policies. Figure 5 shows the relationship between the immigrant-native
employment gap to the total predicted gap in childcare use between immigrant and native households
(empirical Bayes estimates derived from Model 7). The relationship is negative and of medium strength
(r=−0.42), indicating that predicted immigrant-native gaps in childcare use are larger in countries with
larger immigrant-native employment gaps. This is particularly salient in countries such as the United
Kingdom, Belgium, France and Denmark, countries with progressive norms but also with a substantial
share of foreigners from regions with more traditional norms (cf. Supplemental Table A3). Not only
childcare policies but also care culture and labour market opportunities are probably relevant factors
to understand the immigrant-native gap in childcare use. This we leave for future work, since our
dataset does not include individual measures of attitudes towards motherhood or childcare. Such mea-
sures would help test sociocultural integration or divergence theories in a more precise manner.

We note two other limitations of our study. First, our data do not include questions on the use of infor-
mal care. It is a different matter entirely whether parents rely on informal care channels to meet their care
demands, or they provide home care themselves. Since we control for maternal employment, it might be
the case that immigrant families with a working mother rely on informal care channels such as care by
grandparents or relatives. At first sight, such alternative care strategy would mean that an immigrant gap
in formal childcare use is less problematic. However, there is some evidence for European countries that
first-generation immigrants suffer from the absence of close kin and informal networks for balancing
work and care (Wall and José 2004). Moreover, informal care by grandparents is less reliable in terms
of sustaining formal ties with the labour market, and the quality of the care provided can be variable
(Blossfeld et al. 2017). Second, we cannot include second-generation immigrant families since the
data do not include information on parental ancestry. It might be the case that, also in terms of childcare

Table 4. Multilevel linear models estimating the likelihood to use formal childcare.

M12 M13 M14

Natives only Immigrants only Immigrants only

Traditional norms on motherhood in country of

residence

−0.003 (−1.70) −0.001 (−0.95) −0.002 (−0.96)

Structural constraints in country of residence −0.008*
(−2.25)

−0.010**
(−3.10)

−0.010**
(−3.10)

Traditional norms on motherhood in the region of origin −0.001**
(−3.13)

Constant 0.426*** (4.78) 0.436*** (5.11) 0.509*** (5.76)

RANDOM PART

Country variance 0.020*** 0.016*** 0.016***

(−11.69) (−11.80) (−11.80)
AIC 44204.37 10234.72 10240.49

BIC 44332.58 10341.77 10354.68

Log likelihood −22087.18 −5102.36 −5104.246
N households 38 078 9 288 9 288
N countries 21 21 21

Note: t-statistics in parentheses. Significance levels: * p< 0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. All models are controlled for the same

covariates as in Model 7.
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use, second generation immigrants tend to pull away from the norms in their country of origin (Melzer et
al. 2018).

Conclusion
In this article, we assume that access to childcare for immigrant children should be considered as the
initial step to foster better social and economic integration throughout the educational system and in
the labour market. A precondition for these expectations to be fulfilled is that immigrant households actu-
ally make use of childcare. We empirically examine this issue across 21 European countries. Although
our data refer to the end of the 2000s, we focus on highlighting mechanisms at the individual, household
and contextual levels that further our understanding of an immigrant-native gap in formal childcare use.

First, we find evidence of an immigrant-native gap. Beyond social class position and educational level,
immigrant households are less likely to use childcare for their youngest children compared to native
households. This gap cannot be explained in full by maternal employment either, although the
natives-immigrants gap in childcare is halved once maternal employment, education and social class
are accounted for. We also find that becoming a citizen in one’s country of residence is associated
with a higher probability to use childcare compared to non-citizens.

Second, there are important cross-country differences in the immigrant gap in formal childcare use,
with Denmark, Belgium, France, Greece, Latvia and the United Kingdom reporting large gaps.

Third, we find no evidence for the hypothesis that structural constraints in the childcare supply affect
immigrant households more than native ones. However, we do find an important relationship between
structural constraints and childcare use in general. Removing barriers to childcare use in terms of avail-
ability and affordability benefits everyone.

Figure 5. Predicted immigrant-native childcare gaps and the employment gap between foreigners and

natives (women, 20–49, in pp). Source: Vertical axis: Eurostat. Employment rates by sex, age and country

of birth (%) [lfsa_ergacob]. Horizontal axis: Empirical Bayes estimates derived from Model 7, Table 3.
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Fourth, we provide evidence that both processes of sociocultural integration and divergence influence
childcare use. Staying longer in the country of residence is associated with closing of the childcare gap,
except for immigrant households coming from Middle Eastern and Northern African countries, India and
East Asia. At the same time, we also find a small but significant effect of traditional norms in the region of
origin.

This study furthers understanding of the immigrant-native gap in childcare use and suggests several
fruitful routes for further investigation, in particular with respect to childcare and labour market policies
and their effects on closing the gap, and on teasing out more precisely how integration, attitudes and pol-
icies interact. These are important avenues for future research, since the immigrant-native gap in the use
of childcare creates a social and ethnic divide from the cradle. Such situation risks setting in motion a
cycle of disadvantage over the life course of immigrant children.
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Note

1. For this indicator, it is assumed that people working fulltime are not experiencing any structural constraints. This
is of course a strong assumption, and the indicator should be regarded a lower bound estimate of structural
constraints.
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