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Abstract

In liberal welfare regimes with federal systems of government but without national
childcare policies, sub-national governments play a key role in shaping employer deci-
sions about offering childcare benefits. Unequal provision of these benefits dispropor-
tionately impacts women and reduces overall gender equality. Sub-national variation
allows us to observe the influence of public policy on private sector employers offering
on-site childcare located at the workplace. Using an original panel dataset of high-
revenue Canadian and US companies, I explore how state childcare regulation in the
United States and provincial subsidies in Canada that include employers, especially in
the province of Quebec, effect the supply of on-site childcare. I then deploy a field
experiment to test if increasing this provision would result in greater female demand
for the benefit and, in turn, greater professional advancement. I discuss the political
and policy implications of these findings.

Employment-based benefits with a social support function are part of the welfare state.

Scholars have moved beyond early definitions of government social spending as restricted

to cash transfers (Howard 1997; Mettler 2011; Morgan and Campbell 2011), however, the

role of the state in employer social spending remains understudied. This is problematic in

liberal welfare regimes, which lag in provision of universal, citizenship-based social policies
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and where employers are the main source of private provision. While we have a better under-

standing of how the state impacts employer healthcare benefits (Gruber 2017; Hacker 2002),

the political origins of employer “work-family” benefits, particularly childcare, have received

less scholarly attention. However, childcare benefits offered privately are a substitute for

public policy, especially at the sub-national level in federal systems of government. This is

because childcare is regulated sub-nationally and sub-national governments may incentivize

employers to provide childcare benefits through tax credits and subsidies.

That influence matters because employer childcare benefits serve a gender inequality-

reducing function that other employment “perks” do not. Women remain the primary care-

givers of children regardless of labor force participation or education, and motherhood is still

the single largest factor explaining the gender pay gap (Blau 2012; Blau and Kahn 2017;

Weeden, Cha and Bucca 2016; Javdani and McGee 2015). Yet only about 10% of Cana-

dian (Ferrer and Gagné 2006) and US (US Department of Labor 2019) workers have access

to childcare benefits of any stripe, and the benefits are concentrated by salary, industry,

and geography. However, we know surprisingly little about the political drivers of employer

childcare benefits. This has consequences for women, since “family-friendly” benefits like

childcare are usually targeted at, and taken up by, women (Liu et al. 2019; Vandello et al.

2013) and lead to better advancement outcomes for them (Kalysh, Kulik and Perera 2016).

I examine how the sub-national policy context conditions the supply of and demand for

childcare benefits offered privately by employers. In the two largest liberal welfare regimes

with federal systems, Canada and the United States, childcare policy is primarily dele-

gated to the sub-national level. Both countries generally follow a market-based approach to

non-familial care, which is “commodified” as a good available for purchase, and where the

exigencies of the market, not equality, are the guiding principles. Yet Canada and the United

States vary in important ways sub-nationally regarding the degree of government influence

on employer-providers of childcare: more directly in Canada through government subsidies

for providers that do not exclude employers, especially in the province of Quebec; less di-
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rectly in the United States through childcare regulations that effect all providers, employers

or not.

Because employers making labor market calculations about childcare benefits for em-

ployees are impacted by the policy environment, their decisions are not strictly made at

the firm level. Sub-national governments change those calculations. I argue that relatively

more employers offer on-site childcare benefits, in particular, when they are indifferent be-

tween the costs of offering on-site childcare in order to recruit/retain employees versus the

costs of offering other childcare benefits or salary substitutes. Stronger childcare regulations

help equalize the average quality between on-site childcare and off-site childcare across the

market, which reduces employee “exit” options to cheaper off-site care. This pushes more

employers to offer childcare on-site. By contrast, government subsidies render any such dif-

ferences moot because government absorbs the costs to employers, which also pushes more

employers to offer the benefit.

Using an original, panel dataset of companies in Canada and the United States, I track

provision of on-site childcare over the years 1998-2017 (and 1983-2017 for the United States

only) as a function of childcare regulatory strength at the state/provincial level. I find that

more firms offer on-site childcare when regulations are stronger, an effect that is particu-

larly acute in the United States. By contrast, on-site childcare in Canada is driven by the

province of Quebec, where government subsidization of childcare providers does not exclude

employers.

Sub-national governments impact the supply of on-site childcare and, in turn, condition

the demand for it, which affects the main beneficiaries of on-site childcare, women. The

unequal distribution of employer childcare benefits in the labor market limits women’s abil-

ity to change employers to those who offer them. Information asymmetries favor employers,

who are not statutorily required to report childcare benefit availability. As a result, I argue

that demand for on-site childcare is latent, locked in a low-supply, low-demand equilibrium.

I test this argument by deploying a field experiment in the United States and show that
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increasing the supply of on-site childcare open extended hours positively impacts women’s

pursuit of a management-oriented job. This has implications for female professional advance-

ment, since on-site childcare tends to be open longer hours than average for the childcare

market as a whole (NSECE 2012) and can help women work the longer hours demanded in

management.

I begin with an overview of private social spending in liberal welfare states and how

employer childcare benefits fit into this dynamic. Next, I present a theoretical explanation

and test for the supply of on-site childcare by employers in its sub-national context. I then

present a theoretical explanation for latent demand for on-site childcare among women and

test the effects of increased supply by employers. I conclude with a discussion of the politi-

cal and policy implications for impacting all childcare providers in the market, among them,

employers.

Overview of Private Social Spending and Employer Child-
care Benefits

The OECD distinguishes between private and public social expenditure “on the basis of

whoever controls the relevant financial flows; public institutions or private bodies,” where

“all social benefits not provided by general government are ‘private’ ” (OECD 2019, 12).

Most social expenditure is public, even in liberal welfare states with lower overall investment

than social democracies. Long-standing debates about the relative merit of public versus

private financing and/or delivery of social services hinge on the efficiency of this distribution

(Hacker 2002; Pearson and Martin 2005). However, the reach of private spending determines

whether it is efficient and also reduces inequality. This is the main purpose of any social

welfare system.

Private social spending tends to be higher in liberal welfare states, where technocratic

questions of efficiency map onto ideological motivations for reducing the size of the state and
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promoting for-profit enterprise (Hacker 2002). About 40% of total social spending in the

United States is private, while Australia, the United Kingdom, and Canada in the liberal

welfare state family are all above the OECD average of 13% at 24%, 22%, and 21%, respec-

tively (OECD Stat database). Most of this spending comes in the form of employment-based

benefits.

Government plays a role in shaping how and what employers spend on employee benefits.

This most direct way is statutorily. The OECD distinguishes between mandatory private

spending, which is stipulated by legislation, and voluntary private spending, which is not.

As we see in Figure 1, for decades mandatory private spending has constituted a negligi-

ble portion of private spending in the United States, the archetypal liberal welfare regime.

It only increased significantly in the years preceding the so-called “employer mandate” for

health insurance that went into effect in 2015. By contrast, voluntary private spending, as

we see in Figure 2, historically has been highest in the United States, and only decreased

commensurate with the increase in mandatory spending.
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Figure 1: Mandatory Private Spending
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Figure 2: Voluntary Private Spending

Source: OECD Stat
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Voluntary private spending may be tax-advantaged through government credits or subsi-

dized through policies intended to spur greater (voluntary) provision. This is how government

indirectly shapes employer behavior. In theory, these incentives could be generous enough

to make the voluntary spending de facto mandatory, if all or most employers were to offer

the benefits. In the case of employer-provided childcare, however, benefits are voluntary –

and atypical – across most countries (IFC 2019).1 About 10% of US (US Department of

Labor 2019) and Canadian (Ferrer and Gagné 2006) workers have access to childcare bene-

fits, whether on-site childcare located at the workplace or subsidies for off-site care. Among

organizations employing more than 100 people, 14.4% of US employers offer on-site childcare

compared to 23.2% in Italy and 19.7% in France (Cranet Network 2017). The US federal gov-

ernment offers a tax credit for employers providing childcare benefits that has been criticized

as ineffective (National Women’s Law Center 2002, National Women’s Law Center 2017),

while the Canadian federal government ended a similar program in 2017 (Healing 2018). In

these countries, incentivization of private spending has not been a significant motivator.

The net result is that employer childcare benefits in Canada and the United States are

unevenly distributed in the working population. Four main benefit types dominate the la-

bor market: childcare referral programs (a part of “employee assistance plans” or EAPs),

back-up or emergency care, on-site childcare available full-time at the workplace, and, in the

US only, tax-advantaged dependent care flexible spending accounts or DCFSAs.2 Employers

may instead/also pay out a direct cash subsidy or bonus to employees, typically at the birth

or adoption of a child. The relative generosity of these benefits depends upon their specific

design at the organizational level, but generally investments with the greatest fixed costs like

on-site childcare tend to be more expensive for employers; DCFSAs and EAPs less. The US

government separately tracks EAP and DCFSA benefits offered by employers and collapses

1Just 26 countries require any degree of childcare assistance by employers, only one of

which is an advanced economy: the Netherlands (IFC 2019).
2See the Appendix for explanation of these benefit types.
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all other “childcare” benefits into a single category, but as we observe in Figure 3, more em-

ployers offer less generous childcare benefits and fewer employers offer more generous ones.3

Importantly, there are substantial differences by employee type, wage, and location. Fig-

ure 3 shows that state and local government employees are more likely to have access to

family-friendly benefits of any kind. Federal employees are excluded from these figures, but

given the fact that the single largest employer-provided of on-site childcare is the Depart-

ment of Defense – and various federal agencies offer on-site childcare at their headquarters

– including federal employees would only increase this public-private disparity.

Figure 3: Employees with Access to Work-Family Benefits
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Focusing only on childcare benefits, we see in Figure 4 that these are highly contingent

on salary in the private sector, but this distribution is much flatter in the public sector, as we

3Figure 3 includes paid family leave for comparison, a benefit that in the United States

is not provided publicly and is increasingly offered privately by employers.
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see in Figure 5. Nearly 30% of the highest-wage private sector workers have access to child-

care benefits of some kind compared to about 2% of the lowest-wage workers. Differences

in access among state and local government workers are smaller across wage percentiles.

Geographic variation favors larger metropolitan areas, and industries with more educated

workers tend to offer more of these benefits (US Department of Labor 2019).

Figure 4: Private Sector

0

10

20

30

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

Year

P
er

ce
nt

< 10th

<= 25th <50th

<= 50th < 75th

>= 90th

US Private Sector Workers With Access to Childcare, 
by Average Wage Percentile

Figure 5: Public Sector
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The Canadian federal government does not regularly collect and make public data on

employment-based benefits. However, the data that does exist suggest that the US patterns

are broadly similar in Canada. Ferrer and Gagné (2006) find that “family support”, which

they define as pooled childcare and eldercare benefits offered through employers, are avail-

able to about 12% of the working population but with significant heterogeneity: full time

workers in professional occupations at larger employers, particularly men, are more likely

to have family support benefits available. As of 2001, when the last government report on

childcare at the workplace was published in Canada, on-site childcare centers were also more
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common in the public sector (Barbeau 2001).

In sum, private provision of voluntary, employment-based childcare benefits in Canada

and the United States is relatively uncommon and unequal. It also occurs within a political

context that has stymied attempts to create a more equal, universal system (Cohen 2001;

Karch 2013; Morgan 2006; see also Discussion and Conclusion section of this paper). While

the state may attempt to increase voluntary provision via policy directed at employers, it

may also impact this provision via the childcare market in which employer childcare benefits

operate. Therefore, to understand employer responses to public policy, we need an under-

standing of the childcare market in its own policy context.

Childcare Markets in Canada and the United States

Four important features of childcare markets are most salient to this analysis. The first is

that unlike markets for other goods and services, childcare has a social welfare dimension.

It is purchased by a proxy for a vulnerable population. Children require high-quality care to

thrive, but evaluating the quality of care is difficult due to information asymmetries between

childcare providers and parents (Mocan 2007). Hence, government steps in with quality

regulations to correct for this market failure, as in other regulated markets (den Hertog

1999). In the federal systems of Canada and the United States, childcare regulations are

administered at the state or provincial/territorial level.

What exactly is regulated and how stringently varies. Differences reflect sub-national po-

litical debates about the effect of regulations on supply and demand in the childcare market,

but also debates among childcare researchers and activists about which regulated activities

produce the best outcomes for children. While the relationship between stronger regulations

and the cost of childcare is well established, the relationship between regulations and out-

comes for children is less clear cut (Hotz and Xiao 2011; Gorry and Thomas 2017). Both

Canada and the United States are often described as having a weak childcare regulatory
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structure overall, but regulations in Canada tend to be stronger than in the United States

and to vary less over time. (See Appendix for details.)

Besides how childcare is delivered, who delivers childcare may also be regulated. Re-

search suggests that non-profit, rather than for-profit, childcare providers are more likely

to offer higher quality childcare (Cleveland et al. 2008; Cleveland and Krashinsky 2009).

Although liberal welfare states tend to privilege for-profit providers for a range of social ser-

vices, Canadian childcare advocacy groups have pushed provincial/territorial governments

to require providers to hold non-profit status (White and Friendly 2012). As a result, about

70% of Canadian childcare centers are non-profit and 30% for-profit (Friendly et al. 2018),

while the reverse is true in the United States (Lam, Klein and Freisthler 2013).

The second feature is that childcare markets are fundamentally local, but supply and

demand are impacted by policy interventions at more aggregated levels. Childcare is local

in that it cannot be supplied remotely and it is logistically impractical if it requires traveling

long distances with young children. As a consequence, price is set as a function of local

supply and demand. However, while cities and towns differ economically and demograph-

ically, providers across municipalities are subject to the same state/provincial regulations

and funding streams.4

The third feature is that on-site childcare at the workplace is an alternative to commer-

cial provision open to the public. This is not the case for employer benefits such as paid

parental leave, which cannot be purchased in the market. As such, while primarily firm-level

explanations about employment-based benefits make sense for benefits without a market

substitute (see e.g., Goldin, Pekkala and Olivetti 2020), on-site childcare needs a market-

level explanation. Since on-site childcare is a part of the regulated childcare market – on-site

childcare centers are subject to the same regulations as off-site centers – this explanation

necessarily involves government.

4Some municipalities may tack on additional health and safety codes and/or provide

local-level subsidies but these are not universal.
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Fourth, while childcare regulations affect all childcare providers in the market equally,

other sub-national government policies target only employers as providers. Like regulations,

these vary sub-nationally in form and scope.

In addition to the federal childcare tax credit for employers in the United States, inter-

ventions at the state level also take the form of tax credits, which may offset the employer’s

state tax liability. The credits usually are capped at a certain percentage of a company’s

childcare expenses. They also differ according to what type of employers can take the credit

and the exact childcare benefits covered. More than half of US states have enacted some

type of employer childcare tax credit at one point since they emerged in the early 1980s,

however, the effectiveness of the credits in spurring greater provision of employer childcare

benefits appears to be limited. This is either because the credits are insufficiently generous

relative to the cost of providing childcare benefits or employers have insufficient tax liability

to make use of them (National Women’s Law Center 2002; National Women’s Law Center

2017).

In Canada, provincial/territorial tax credits for employer childcare do not exist in this

form. On the other hand, “Provincial and municipal subsidies are major sources of start-up

funding for work-related child-care centres. Whether in the form of direct financial assis-

tance, the grant of land or other in-kind contributions, these subsidies generally, although

not always, represent a significant proportion of construction expenses” (Barbeau 2001, 16).

No publicly-available data breaks down all governmental assistance to employers for child-

care purposes by province, however, in expectation these sorts of interventions are greatest

in the province of Quebec.

In 1997, Quebec enacted a sweeping modification of its childcare policy, becoming the

only province (and US state) to implement the functional equivalent of a social-democratic,

universal, subsidized childcare system. All residents needing childcare paid a flat fee of CAN

$5 a day, though later modifications raised fees and introduced income-contingent elements,

but the fees are still capped and the system remains highly subsidized (Friendly et al. 2018).
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Critical to our analysis is the fact that childcare centers part of the provincial network of

non-profit centres de la petite enfance or CPEs and for-profit garderies or daycares developed

under the new policy are 1) subsidized by the provincial government in the case of CPEs,

and sometimes subsidized in the case of garderies, and 2) both CPEs and garderies can be

located on-site at a private workplace, despite being government-subsidized.

Quebec nationalists in the twentieth century favored a more progressive social policy

agenda than the federal government offered as a move towards eventual provincial autonomy

(Béland and Lecours 2005). Today most on-site childcare in Canada is located in Quebec

(Barbeau 2001), only the second-largest province after Ontario with about half the popula-

tion or GDP. However, the trend predates the 1997 childcare reform (Beach, Friendly and

Schmidt 1993). This suggests a stronger historical role in employer-provided childcare by

the Quebec government than is the case in other Canadian provinces or any US states.5

Summing up, sub-national governments play a role in employer provision of on-site child-

care by directly targeting policies at employers as well as by regulating the market in which

employers provide on-site childcare benefits. As such, we need a organizational-level theory

of how employers respond to their sub-national policy environment in deciding whether to

provide on-site childcare benefits. This allows us to understand why some employers provide

on-site childcare while others do not.

5US states or municipal governments may offer ad hoc subsidization to particular employ-

ers for the purpose of on-site childcare, but to the best of my knowledge there is no systematic

public recording of such initiatives. State EPCTCs are statutes and can be publicly reviewed

but they are tax credits, not subsidies.
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Supply of On-Site Childcare: Theory and Testing

Employee benefits, childcare or otherwise, are a form of non-wage compensation. Two promi-

nent economic explanations for the advantage of non-wage benefits are that 1) they may be

taxed at lower rates than wages, and 2) they may be especially attractive for the recruitment

and retention of certain demographic groups, such as women (Liu et al. 2019). Although

“family-friendly” benefits like childcare could be helpful to both women and men, they are

usually targeted at and used by women (Vandello et al. 2013). Evidence broadly suggests

that although women continue to face a number of organizational and societal biases inhibit-

ing their leadership potential (Lyness and Grotto 2018), benefits like childcare lead to better

advancement outcomes for them (Kalysh, Kulik and Perera 2016).

For employers, non-wage compensation is relatively more fixed in terms of costs than

wages (Hart 2010). Fixed costs are consistent over time, but more difficult to reduce or

eliminate than variable costs. They also imply a larger up-front, per employee investment.

This means that the greater a fixed cost a type of non-wage compensation represents, the

greater the possibility that it becomes a sunk cost to employers if it fails in its objective.

Of the kinds of childcare benefits available in the labor market, on-site childcare implies

the greatest fixed cost for employers, followed by back-up or emergency childcare, which

typically involves employers contracting with third-party providers before employee use of

the service. DCFSAs, childcare referral programs, and cash subsidies vary in cost accord-

ing to the number of employees using the program. Those costs are mostly administrative.

In expectation, relatively more employers will offer childcare benefits when they imply the

fewest fixed costs rather than the most, which is what we have observed empirically.

However, the extent to which this employer preference is actionable depends upon two

factors. The first is the employer’s human resources strategy regarding higher value (and

higher wage) management and management-oriented employees, especially women. The sec-
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Figure 6: Employee Utility According to Childcare Benefit, Market, and Employee Type
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ond factor is the average quality, and therefore price, in the local childcare market.6

From the perspective of employees, childcare benefits exist along a continuum of expected

utility in terms of mitigating the cost and reducing the logistical burden of childcare. Figure

6 presents a stylized depiction of this continuum, where employee utility increases moving

to the right as does the the fixed-cost nature of the benefit for employers. Offering one type

of benefit does not preclude offering others, so employee utility increases either by replacing

less generous benefits with more generous benefits further along the continuum, or with a

larger bundle of less generous benefits.

For lower wage, non-management types in lower average quality – and, therefore, less

expensive – childcare markets, the benefits on the left side of the continuum will reduce

a greater share of childcare costs then they would in higher average quality, and therefore

more expensive, childcare markets. While any benefit or benefits to the right of “no childcare

benefits” moving along the continuum will increase employee utility to some value greater

than zero, how much greater depends upon the market.

For higher wage, management and management-oriented types, however, the utility of

6By “childcare market” I refer to the formal, center-based market for purchasing third-

party childcare. I limit the scope of the market here to childcare centers only because

employer-provided on-site childcare is exclusively center-based and center-based regulations

apply.
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the same lower fixed cost childcare benefits will be inferior to the utility of non-management

types. This is because the value of the benefits reduces the same share of employee child-

care costs but the benefits represent a smaller share of these high-value employees’ wages.7

Hence, if the employer is actively seeking to recruit and retain management types, especially

women, via childcare benefits, it will have to move further to the right along the employee

utility continuum.

In higher average quality, and therefore more expensive, childcare markets, the employer

will have to move even further to the right along the continuum if it wants to increase the

utility of its non-management employees and further still to attract management types. The

investment employers have to make bundling lower-fixed-costs childcare benefits will even-

tually approach the cost of on-site childcare. At that point, employers could offer a package

of less costly benefits plus cash that would equal the per-employee investment required for

on-site childcare, such that they would be indifferent between the two. Yet on-site childcare

confers additional advantages to employers compared to the other benefit types. It publicly

signals to the labor market a strong commitment to “work-life balance” and employee depen-

dent care in a way that less generous childcare benefits or cash subsidies cannot, particularly

if the benefits are not available to all employees. Employers can also offer “extended-hours”

on-site childcare rather than the “regular-hours” childcare that dominates the childcare mar-

ket (i.e., provide on-site childcare open 11 + hours a day versus the 9 hours a day, on average,

available off-site (NSECE 2012)). This can help female employees work longer hours in man-

agement positions or to signal their ambition to advance into them. In expectation, then,

relatively more employers will shift their preferences to on-site childcare under these condi-

tions.

The argument outlined so far rests on two assumptions. The first is that employers who

7This assumes higher-wage employees also use the same, lower-quality childcare as lower-

wage employees. Since higher-wage employees could also afford to purchase above average,

higher-quality childcare, the benefits would reduce a smaller share of childcare costs.
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offer on-site childcare will only offer high-quality on-site childcare, never low-quality, regard-

less of the average quality available in the rest of the market. Low-quality childcare does not

augment employer bona fides in the area of work-family balance. It may also open the door

to potential lawsuits, and firms are risk averse.

The second assumption holds that employers prefer both management and non-management

types to use the on-site childcare center, especially if it is open extended hours. When both

groups of employees have fewer “exit” options to cheaper off-site care, this pushes relatively

more employers to offer on-site childcare to everyone. Higher-quality childcare markets re-

duce those exit options.

Sub-national governments can influence these dynamics in two ways. The first is through

childcare regulations, which impact on-site and off-site childcare providers alike. Stronger

childcare regulations aim to increase the average quality of childcare in the market. They

may also have the effect of increasing average price: lower-quality, lower-priced providers

leave the market because complying with regulations is costly (Hotz and Xiao 2011; Hotz

and Wiswall 2019). The most expensive input in childcare is generally labor, so regulations

concerning the number of caretakers on hand or their education and experience impact la-

bor costs the most. Therefore, we should expect to observe more on-site childcare in more

strongly regulated childcare markets, particularly regulations concerning labor.

The second way sub-national governments influence on-site provision is through policy

interventions that target employers only. These include the aforementioned EPCTCs in

the United States and provider subsidies that do not exclude private employers in Canada.

Where employers can expect subsidization, the point of indifference between less expensive

childcare benefits and on-site childcare depends on how much the government reduces the

cost of on-site childcare. Higher subsidization should make employers less beholden to the

quality and price of the local childcare market because it takes away the concern about

employee exit options. Lower subsidization will have less of an impact on the point of indif-

ference between on-site childcare and other childcare benefits.
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In expectation, regulations that impact on-site and off-site childcare providers should

have a greater effect on employers where other sub-national policies targeting employers are

weaker. Therefore, we should observe that stronger childcare regulations have a greater

impact on US employers than Canadian employers, and that Canadian subsidies are more

effective than US EPCTCs. Operationalizing Canadian subsidies as the province with the

greatest degree of direct subsidization for employer childcare, Quebec, this gives rise to the

following testable hypotheses:

• H1: US states and Canadian provinces with stronger childcare regulations should have
more private sector employers offering on-site childcare, but this effect is greater in the
United States.

• H2: In the United States, the effect of stronger regulations is greater than the effect of
EPCTCs.

• H3: In Canada, the effect of subsidies is greater than the effect of stronger regulations.

• H4: Canadian subsidies are more effective than US EPCTCs.

Empirical Strategy

To test these hypotheses, I constrain the universe of employers to high-revenue corporations,

making this a “hard test” of my argument: this is the group of employers we should expect

to be least constrained by the problem of costs in on-site childcare. I focus on the 2018 co-

horts of the US Fortune 500 and the Canadian Financial Post (FP) 500, the highest-revenue

companies in the United States and Canada for that year. I collected childcare benefits

data on all companies in both cohorts using publicly available sources to indicate whether

each firm currently offers on-site childcare, back-up/emergency childcare, EAPs, and, in the
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United States only, DCFSAs.8 Additional data on organizational-level variables was col-

lected through the Orbis corporate database. Each of the four childcare benefits was coded

as 1 if the benefit in question was offered by the company to any number of employees at

any company location. Because of the limitations in publicly-available data, the measure

does not capture the monetary value of the benefit nor how many employees receive it.

I then identified the year each of the companies’ on-site childcare centers in the dataset

first opened, using the same set of publicly-available sources, to create a panel dataset. The

dependent variable center_year is coded 1 for all years from 1998 through 2017 that the

center was open in Canada, or 1983 through 2017 for the United States. The final dataset

contains 19,740 company-year observations for both countries, and 17,465 company-year ob-

servations for the United States.9

Regulatory data comes from multiple sources. In the United States, for the years 1983-

2000, I use the data cited in Hotz and Xiao (2011), which was generously shared with me by

the authors.10 For the years 2001-2014, I use data from a series of childcare licensing stud-

ies released by the US Department of Health and Human Services. For the year 2014 and

through the end of the study period, regulations were manually collected from each of the

childcare regulatory agencies for all 37 US states in which the 2018 Fortune 500 companies

are headquartered. For Canadian provinces, all of the regulatory data was hand-coded from

8Publicly available sources included: companies’ own websites, press releases, and annual

reports; media reporting; “best of” awards for corporate employers; directories in third-party

childcare management companies; and government licensing agencies. Online message boards

such as GlassDoor where individuals can anonymously post unverified reviews of employers

were not consulted.
9For a detailed discussion of all data sources and coding strategies for the main variables

of interest, see Appendix.
10The data were provided by V. Joseph Hotz and M. Rebecca Kilburn and its assembly

was funded, in part, by NICHD Grant R01-HD35382.
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a series of periodic reports issued by the largest childcare research and policy institute in

Canada – and funded by the Canadian federal government – that provided provincial level

regulatory data. (See Appendix for additional details.)

The regulatory data collected focuses on two types of regulations that directly affect labor

costs and are frequently used in the early childhood and economics literatures as indicators

of childcare quality: minimum staff-to-child ratios that must be maintained at all times and

maximum group size limitations regardless of ratios. I then create a regulatory strength in-

dex variable reg_index summing the ratios and groups regulations for each state/province

for each year. (See Appendix for details.)

The variable epctc indicates that a US state offered an EPCTC of any kind, at any level,

for a given year in the dataset. EPCTC data is manually coded from the statutes listed in

National Women’s Law Center (2002) and National Women’s Law Center (2017).

Finally, I create a dummy variable quebec to indicate that a company is headquartered

in Quebec.

The causal relation of interest is whether a company offered on-site childcare in a par-

ticular year in a particular state or province as a consequence of the regulatory stringency

in that state/province and year. Using the full sample of Canadian-US companies over the

1998-2017 period, I test H1 with the baseline regression

Ycenter_year[i,s,t] =β0 + β1 ∗ reg_index[s, t] + δi,s + ηt + ε

where the dependent variable center_year[i, s, t] measures each company i headquartered

in state/province s that offered on-site childcare in year t. The reg_index[s, t] variable

measures regulatory strength in state/province s in year t. I include company fixed effects

in δi,s and year fixed effects in ηt.

I then test this relationship again on a Canada-only subset for the same years, a US-only

subset for the same years, and a second US-only subset for the years 1983-2017. Using these
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same subsets, I compare the effect on employers of regulatory stringency and EPCTCs in

the United States to test H2, and regulatory stringency and Quebec in Canada to test H3 by

including the epctc and quebec variables to the baseline regression. I compare these results

to test H4.

Results

Beginning with some descriptive statistics, 73 US Fortune 500 companies and 23 Canadian

FP 500 companies currently offer on-site childcare. There is a low correlation between a

firm’s 2017 revenue – based on rank in their respective 2018 list – and whether the com-

pany currently offers on-site childcare in either Canada (r = −0.13) or the United States

(r = −0.18).11 Across the two countries, most on-site childcare centers are located in Que-

bec, with 12 companies in the province offering the benefit, while the states of New York

and Illinois tie for second with 9 each.

By contrast, 97 US companies offer back-up childcare, 293 offer EAPs, and 298 offer

DCFSAs, providing additional evidence that more employers offer less generous childcare

benefits. Only 14 Canadian companies offer back-up childcare while 124 offer EAPs, sug-

gesting the pattern is similar. (DCFSAs are not available in Canada.)

Table 1 shows the regression results. We see in specification (1) with the full sample that

the reg_index variable is positive and significant. Stronger regulations lead more firms to

offer on-site childcare. These estimates are robust to company fixed effects and year fixed

effects. The results hold for the subset of US-only companies from 1998-2017, specification

11There is also a low correlation between currently offering on-site childcare and: industrial

sector in either Canada (r = 0.04) or the United States (r = −.008); the total number of FP

500 companies in the province (r = −.04) or Fortune 500 companies in the state (r = .03);

or whether the company is publicly-owned in Canada, either by the province, a municipality,

or as a “crown” corporation under the Canadian Sovereign (r = −0.02).
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(2), and the extended subset 1983-2017, specification (3), however, not for the subset of

Canadian-only companies, specification (4). Thus, we find evidence to support H1.

There are only 8 Canadian provinces in the sample compared to 37 US states, and, over-

Table 1: Regression Results, Dataset 1998-2017

Dependent variable:

center_year
Full Sample US Only US Only Canada Only US Only US Only Canada Only Canada Only
1998-2017 1998-2017 1983-2017 1998-2017 1998-2017 1983-2017 1998-2017 1998-2017

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

reg_index 0.027∗∗∗ 0.034∗∗ 0.029∗∗ 0.005 0.035∗∗ 0.028∗∗ 0.005 0.012
(0.010) (0.016) (0.012) (0.011) (0.016) (0.012) (0.011) (0.029)

epctc −0.001 0.003
(0.005) (0.003)

quebec 0.092∗∗∗

(0.012)

Company FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No
Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Observations 19,709 9,949 17,304 9,760 9,949 17,304 9,760 9,760
R2 0.816 0.789 0.583 0.881 0.789 0.583 0.881 0.033
Adjusted R2 0.806 0.777 0.570 0.875 0.777 0.570 0.875 0.031

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

all, Canadian childcare regulations vary less than US regulations, so the lack of variation in

Canada means the above findings are not entirely surprising. Next, we compare the effect

of regulations in both countries to their principal sub-national policy interventions targeting

employers.

For the United States, we observe that reg_index remains positive and significant while

epctc is not significant at all, whether in the 1998-2017 subset, specification (5), or the ex-

tended subset, specification (6), results that are robust to company fixed effects and year

fixed effects. This evidence strongly supports H2. Robustness checks show no evidence of

time trends, indicating that this relationship is causal (see Appendix for results).

For Canada, adding quebec to the baseline regression adds no additional information when

including both types of fixed effects, specification (7), but quebec is positive and significant

– while reg_index remains insignificant – when we drop company fixed effects, specification

(8). By comparison, epctc does not gain significance in the US subsets dropping company
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fixed effects (results not shown). Taken together, these findings provide suggestive evidence

in support of H3 and H4, but fall short of the causal mark.

Before turning to the political and policy implications of these findings, I first explore the

prior obstacle to increasing on-site childcare provision: whether the demand is there among

the most likely beneficiaries, women.

Demand for On-Site Childcare: A Field Experiment

An oft-repeated claim in the business and economics media is that on-site childcare is rare

because there is insufficient demand for it. This is problematic for women in the private

sector, especially those with management ambitions.

On-site childcare is qualitatively different from the market as a whole because it tends to

be open longer hours (NSECE 2012). This is especially important for women who wish to

pursue management-oriented careers, since having children reduces women’s ability to work

the longer hours demanded by positions of, or leading to, management (Bertrand, Goldin

and Katz 2010; Blau and Kahn 2017; Cha and Weeden 2014).

Female leadership in both Canada and the United States within the private sector lags

the public sector, while the relative importance of the private sector in political and economic

life is substantial. Although Canada tops the G20 in gender diversity in civil service lead-

ership – 48.1% of senior positions are held by women compared to only 34% in the United

States (Global Government Forum 2019) – both countries face male-domination of private

sector leadership. The United States slightly edges out Canada with 21% of “C-suite” roles

held by women compared to only 10% in Canada, and with 34% of senior managers women

compared to 31.5% in Canada (Catalyst 2019). However, given the intimate link between

business and politics (Hacker and Pierson 2010), the lack of women at the top of corporate

hierarchies is an indicator of low democratic inclusiveness in the Lijphart (2012) tradition.

Those with greater economic resources are disproportionately influential in politics (Page,
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Seawright and Lacombe 2018), so women’s political power is closely related to their position

in the business world.

On-site childcare’s relative scarcity makes it difficult for women to signal their demand

for the benefit. Female (and male) employees are constrained in their ability to “vote with

their feet” and shift their labor to an employer who offers on-site childcare. For an employee

at an organization that does not provide on-site childcare to act on her demand for this ben-

efit by switching employers would require not only changing jobs but potentially industries

and even relocating. By contrast, employees can more easily shift their labor to employers

who offer healthcare benefits because these are more common. Furthermore, changing jobs

is stressful, and may be costly if it involves lost wages in between periods of employment. If

employees even slightly prefer not changing jobs to changing jobs in exchange for childcare

benefits, they will more likely stay put.

Compounding the problem, those especially motivated to pursue jobs with childcare ben-

efits may still be thwarted by information asymmetries in favor of employers. Employers are

not required to publicly disclose employee childcare benefits and organizations may gate

benefits information from public view. About one-fifth of US firms and almost one-half of

Canadian firms in my high-revenue dataset provide little or no employee benefits information

on their websites at all, and whether they offer on-site childcare must be triangulated from

other sources. Many families accommodate the childcare market model that predominates

because that is what is available (Meyers and Jordan 2006), and the costs of agitating for

employer-provided options may be high.

As a result, employers are less likely to to pick up accurate labor market signals or observe

manifestations of demand for on-site childcare. Thus, we cannot measure current demand

by observing current supply.

I argue that demand for on-site childcare is primarily latent. Under conditions of latent

demand, a low-supply / low-demand equilibrium dominates. This demand becomes effective

with a prior increase in supply, which, as we saw in the previous section, is influenced by
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sub-national government policy.

We can observe latent demand when supply is changed to see how women’s professional

behavior responds. Because working longer hours is critical for management jobs (Bertrand,

Goldin and Katz 2010; Blau and Kahn 2017; Cha and Weeden 2014), we should expect

on-site childcare, which tends to be open extended hours compared to the market average

(NSECE 2012), to be especially helpful for women interested in leadership positions.12 On-

site childcare open regular hours similar to the market average should not be expected to

produce the same effect. Based on this logic, I hypothesize that women of child-bearing age

are more likely to pursue a long-hours, management-oriented job when on-site, “extended-

hours” childcare is available versus on-site, “regular-hours” childcare or none (H1).

Given the unique non-monetary advantages that may be intrinsic to on-site childcare –

it’s convenience as well as the fact that employers can tailor their center operating hours

to their expectations about employee work hours – a preference for on-site childcare may

be stronger than a preference for a salary substitute. Therefore, I also hypothesize that the

effect of on-site, “extended-hours” childcare availability is independent of salary (H2).

Field Experiment

To test these hypotheses, I employ a field experiment in which I randomly offer different

childcare and salary benefits to real-world job applicants for a position listed on a popular

on-line employment platform.13 The platform is not identified here for confidentiality rea-

sons.

The ad was placed on the employment platform in each of the top ten metropolitan areas

12For an extended discussion of the relationship between childcare, work hours, and

women’s professional advancement, see Appendix.
13The full experimental protocol and details on variable coding is provided in the Ap-

pendix. The protocol was pre-registered but for anonymity purposes not disclosed here.
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of the United States by population. Live users of the employment platform could see and

apply for the job posted, but no one was interviewed or hired for the position.14 The ad-

vertisement was brief and stated the following: “We are seeking a marketing manager at our

dynamic corporate headquarters in [metropolitan area]. To view the full job description and

to submit your resume online, please click ‘Apply’ to be routed to our website.” Interested

applicants who clicked on “Apply” were then sent to the Qualtrics website where the full job

description was posted.

The full job description presented subjects with one of three randomly-varied childcare

benefit conditions (extended-hours childcare, regular-hours childcare, or no childcare) as well

as a randomly varied salary at one of three possible levels. In this way, the experiment fol-

lowed a 3 x 3 factorial design with nine possible childcare / salary treatment dyads, where

the actual dollar amount varied locally.

The job is described as a “mid-level position with opportunities to advance into se-

nior management” and requiring “occasional overtime.” Thus, although the exact hours

are not specified, applicants were told that the job requires longer than average hours. In

the extended-hours treatment, “On-site childcare open during normal business hours with

extended-hours care available before and after normal business hours (unsubsidized)” was

offered. In the regular-hours treatment “On-site childcare open during normal business hours

(unsubsidized)” was offered. In the no-childcare control, childcare benefits are not mentioned.

However, for all potential applicants the hiring company is described as “family friendly” so

that subjects begin with a relatively similar set of assumptions about the company’s work-

family priorities.

14The IRB that approved this study determined that the consent process could be waived.

The study posed no more than minimal risk to subjects and subject knowledge of the study

beforehand would have decreased the scientific validity of the results. Subjects were not

debriefed at the conclusion of the study because it was deemed more potentially harmful to

be informed of the deception than not. See Page 1 in the Appendix for additional information.
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Subjects self-select into the sample by submitting their name, contact information, and

CV. This means that unlike a traditional experimental design, there is no researcher-defined

subject pool. We cannot compare subjects who were treated and applied to subjects who

were treated but did not apply because the latter individuals remain unobserved. Therefore,

I conceive of the experiment as an intention-to-treat (ITT) analysis where the “intended”

subject pool is comprised of all potential applicants of any age, gender, or treatment as-

signment that could theoretically have seen the ad in each of the ten markets in the study.

Since realistically not all members of the adult population could have seen the ad – some

genders in some age groups may not have been looking for this particular kind of job in their

particular area – the dependent variable is a conservative estimate of the effect of on-site

childcare benefits.

I then create a composite variable applicant_type where applicants can be sorted into

types based on four factors: age (estimated from CV), gender (male-female binary pre-

dicted from first name using Gender-API.com), experimental dyad (recorded by Qualtrics),

and metropolitan area (also recorded by Qualtrics). I then count the number of subjects

from each applicant type who actually did apply, which results in the dependent variable

no_per_type. In this way, the dependent variable tells us the number of individuals, if

any, in each type who are represented in the sample compared to the theoretical number of

individuals across all types in the population who could have been represented.

To test my hypotheses, I specify the equation

log(Yno_per_type) =β0 + β1 ∗ female+ β2 ∗ agegroup+ β3 ∗ regular+
β4 ∗ extended+ β5 ∗ female ∗ agegroup+ β6 ∗ female ∗ regular+
β7 ∗ female ∗ extended+ β8 ∗ female ∗ agegroup ∗ regular+
β9 ∗ female ∗ agegroup ∗ extended+ δfas + ηfam + ε

(1)

where log(Yno_per_type) is the log of the number of applicants per applicant type. The variable

female indicates a female applicant type and agegroup indicates the age group of interest;

the exact age groups vary by model (see Table 2). The variables regular and extended
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indicate assignment to the regular-hours and extended-hours childcare treatment conditions,

respectively. The variable of main theoretical interest is the interaction term female ∗

agegroup ∗ extended, whose coefficient β9 we expect to be positive, significant, and greater

than the coefficient β8 on the interaction term female ∗ agegroup ∗ regular for women in

child-bearing age groups. I control for female-age-salary fixed effects with δfas and female-

age-metropolitan area fixed effects with ηfam.

Experimental Results

In total, 147 subjects applied to the posted job: 86 women and 61 men. The mean age

for female applicants was 37.5 and 41.9 for males. Figure 7 shows the age distribution of

subjects by gender and experimental condition. We see in the left-hand graph that there is

a sharp rise in the number of applicants from women in their early thirties in the extended-

hours childcare condition. By contrast, in the right-hand graph we see a much flatter age

distribution by experimental condition for men, suggesting that childcare benefits were not

especially motivating for male applicants.

Figure 7: Age Distribution of Applicants in Sample

24 28 32 36 40 44 48 52 56 60

Female Applicants, 
by Experimental Condition

Age

F
re

qu
en

cy

0
2

4
6

8
10

12

Extended−Hours Childcare
Regular−Hours Childcare
No Childcare

24 28 32 36 40 44 48 52 56 60 64

Male Applicants, 
by Experimental Condition

Age

F
re

qu
en

cy

0
2

4
6

8
10

12

Extended−Hours Childcare
Regular−Hours Childcare
No Childcare

27



Table 2 presents the results of five versions of the regression estimation differing by age

groups. In specification (1), we see that for women ages 30 to 34, compared to all other

age groups, the extended-hours treatment is positive and significant, while the regular-hours

and no-childcare treatments are not significant. Substantively, this corresponds to an 18.4%

increase in the number of women at peak age of first births who apply to a long-hours,

management-oriented job when extended-hours childcare is offered.15 Therefore, we find

evidence to support H1, that women of child-bearing age are more likely to pursue a long-

hours, management-oriented job when on-site, extended-hours childcare is available versus

on-site, regular-hours childcare or none. These results are independent of the fixed effects

controls, and so we also find evidence to support H2, that the effect in H1 is independent of

salary. Considering subjects were informed that the on-site childcare was unsubsidized, this

provides confirmation that women value on-site childcare for reasons not strictly related to

cost.

In columns (2) through (5), I compare the 30-34 age group to others. Only age group

30 to 34 is positive and significant – at less than p = .05 in column (1), and at less than

p = .10 in columns (2) and (3) – suggesting that the main driver of the observed results

is women in their early thirties. According to the US Centers for Disease Prevention and

Control, the 2017 birth rate for women aged 30 to 34 is now the highest in the country, above

the previously highest-rate age group for women, 25 to 29. Therefore, the causal evidence

provided by the experiment supports the contention that demand for on-site childcare –

particularly the extended-hours care most often provided by employers that would benefit

women pursuing leadership positions in the private sector – is latent, and that increased

supply foments increased demand.

15Nationally-representative survey data indicates that about 26% of American women ages

25 to 29 have an under-school-age child compared to 44% of women ages 30 to 34, 39% of

women ages 35 to 39, and 19% of women ages 40 to 44 (SIPP 2014).
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Table 2: Experimental Results

Dependent variable:

log(1 + no_per_type)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

female*age_25_29*regular 0.008 0.011
(0.088) (0.091)

female*age_25_29*extended −0.058 −0.054
(0.088) (0.091)

female*age_30_34*regular 0.045 0.053 0.054 0.054 0.057
(0.086) (0.086) (0.088) (0.088) (0.091)

female*age_30_34*extended 0.169∗∗ 0.152∗ 0.158∗ 0.141 0.144
(0.086) (0.086) (0.088) (0.088) (0.091)

female*age_35_39*regular 0.049 0.050 0.050 0.053
(0.086) (0.088) (0.088) (0.091)

female*age_35_39*extended −0.100 −0.094 −0.112 −0.108
(0.086) (0.088) (0.088) (0.091)

female*age_40_44*regular 0.008 0.011
(0.088) (0.091)

female*age_40_44*extended 0.029 0.015
(0.088) (0.091)

Female*Age*Salary Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Female*Age*Metro. Area Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Observations 720 720 720 720 720
R2 0.163 0.234 0.272 0.264 0.302

Note: Lower order terms included but not displayed. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Discussion and Conclusion

This paper demonstrates that sub-national governments play an influential role in employer

provision of on-site childcare. This is especially true for policies that effect all providers in

the market, whether on-site or off-site. In the United States, this primarily takes the form

of childcare regulations, while in Canada provincial subsidies that do not exclude employers,

particularly in Quebec, appear to be more effective. In turn, the supply of on-site childcare

conditions demand for it among the most likely beneficiaries, women. Because these private

benefits have public origins, gender diversity in private sector management is also influenced

by the state.

Childcare advocacy groups in both Canada and the United States have pointed out that

employer-provided childcare benefits are rare and therefore not a substitute for public policy.

While this is true in a narrow sense, the reality is that provider diversity is the hallmark

of any public childcare system, including those we typically think of as “universal.” On-site

childcare can be an integral part of any national strategy focused on increasing supply.

Most childcare systems are a mix of three broad types of provider auspice: publicly-

operated publicly-funded; privately-operated publicly-funded; and privately-operated privately-

funded. The main source of variation is the degree of public funding. But even with strong

political support for government investment in childcare, demographic and labor market

changes – to say nothing of evolving best practices for early childhood – create new child-

care needs that can quickly outpace the supply and staffing capacity of the current system.

Markets actors step in, sometimes with consequences unanticipated by, or unplanned for,

the state. We need look no further than Quebec as an example. Multiple studies have

found positive effects on women’s labor force participation after the universal system was

in place, yet it remains burdened by excess demand for higher-quality, center-based care
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than supply allows, which has been met with lower quality care (Fortin 2017).16 A similar

problem has dogged the US Department of Defense childcare system, the closest thing to a

“universal” benefit (for miliary personnel) available in the United States (Floyd and Phillips

2013). Maintaining the right balance of high-quality childcare for an entire population is

no small logistical feat. At the national level, more on-site childcare can help in this goal,

since few private sector employers would be expected to offer low-quality childcare.17 It also

decreases the aforementioned inequality associated with on-site childcare’s limited supply.

Furthermore, it is not clear how government should make fundamental distinctions be-

tween on-site and off-site childcare centers in regards to eligibility for subsidization or tax

benefits. All childcare providers in the market, whether for-profit or non-profit, are essen-

tially providing a club good. Care is excludable – only customers and/or employees can use

it – and it’s non-rivalrous – one family’s use of childcare doesn’t preclude another family’s

use, up to the limit of capacity. In principle, the “club” at an off-site childcare center is open

to anyone, but in practice only people in the immediate geographic area who can pay for

it will be part of the customer base. For on-site centers, the customer base is more exclu-

sive, being limited to employees – although some centers are also open to the public – but

club goods always exhibit this fundamental tension between excludability and equity, even

if they are organized as non-profits. From the perspective of the state, this means there’s

less daylight between on-site and off-site provision. That helps explain why Quebec does not

exclude on-site employer-providers from subsidization.

The political prospects for changes to the existing sub-national policy architecture in

either Canada or the United States are likely to complicate efforts towards additional state

interventions to promote employer-provided childcare for the foreseeable future. In addition

16According to the author, this also explains studies that have found negative outcomes

for some children, such as Baker, Gruber and Milligan (2008).
17About half of the on-site centers in my US subset are currently accredited, which means

they voluntarily commit to meeting even higher standards than regulated by the state.
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to the long history of social opposition to (white) women working outside the home when

they have young children, which continues to this day (Fleche, Lepinteur and Powdthavee

2018), two principal ideological tensions constrain childcare politics. This is particularly true

in the United States, where classic liberalism holds greater sway than in Canada (Lipset 1990;

Orloff, O’Connor and Shaver 1999). These debates are about 1) the merits of supply-side vs

demand-side interventions – that is, subsidizing childcare providers or childcare consumers;

and 2) regulation of childcare in the interest of child and societal outcomes vs promotion of

enterprise and employment in the childcare sector.

Social and fiscal conservatives have generally landed in favor of demand-side interventions,

typically the largest childcare expense in all liberal welfare regimes (Penn 2012). These poli-

cies are consistent with political arguments to promote consumer “choice” among providers

and to prevent “big government” from interfering in the market. By contrast, universal sys-

tems in the model of European social democracies are characterized primarily by supply-side

supports. Additional data is needed for us to better understand how existing provincial

subsidies to Canadian employers may help or hinder on-site childcare expansion, but the

suggestive evidence presented here points to the important role in Quebec for supply-side

policies that do not discriminate against employers.

Longstanding calls to extend the Quebec childcare model to the rest of Canada have in-

creased in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic with unclear prospects for employers. In his

September 2020 throne speech before parliament, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau announced

plans for his Liberal government to “create a Canada-wide early learning and childcare sys-

tem” (Trudeau 2020), however, how this will be accomplished remains to be seen. It’s worth

noting that the largest source of federal spending on children is the Canada Child Benefit, a

tax-free but means-tested cash payment to families for any child-related expenses – in other

words, a demand-side subsidy. Federal transfers to provinces/territories that could be dis-

tributed to childcare providers are a comparatively small part of the federal budget (OECD

Stat), so this distribution would have to be fundamentally altered.
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In the United States, supply-side policies face considerable political challenge. The

EPCTCs explored in this paper could be loosely considered a non-subsidy form of supply-

side intervention, but their dismal performance suggests that these are unlikely to be a game

changer. The main pillar of the childcare plan for democratic President Joseph Biden’s ad-

ministration is to increase a demand-side tax credit. The most serious proposal for universal

childcare in recent memory came from the failed presidential primary campaign of Senator

Elizabeth Warren, who called for supply-side subsidies to providers to be funded by a wealth

tax. It is unclear who else might take up this mantle in the current politico-economic envi-

ronment.

For its part, the push and pull of childcare as child/social welfare vs childcare as a busi-

ness has meant that the politics of childcare regulation face obstacles along similar lines.

The sheer number of interested parties – pediatric groups, child welfare agencies, women’s

organizations, anti-poverty networks, small-business associations, and legislators – all have

competing preferences over what is regulated and how stringently. Conservatives tend to fa-

vor weaker childcare regulations in support of increasing family choice – or oppose regulation

in principle as stifling free enterprise (Cohen 2001). The difficulties in enforcing regulations

because of insufficient government staff – itself a consequence of conservative opposition to

public sector employment – complicates matters (Gormley 1999). Furthermore, states reg-

ulate quality inputs, rather than quality itself, so the mapping between the stringency of

regulations and actual childcare quality is indirect. Since stronger regulations price lower-

quality providers out of the market (Hotz and Xiao 2011), average quality in the childcare

market may go up as intended, but without additional supports for lower-income families,

they are unable to afford this higher-quality care. Hence, stronger regulations may solve one

problem but create others without additional government intervention, which already lacks

unified political support.

The main implication for employers is that the sub-national policies most likely to in-

crease on-site childcare are those that effect all providers, however, the political prospects for
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large-scale policy changes in Canada or the United States are unknown. Yet other potential

policy avenues may also impact employer childcare benefits.

In this paper, I have argued that an increase in the supply of on-site childcare is necessary

to break the low-supply, low-demand equilibrium. However, it may also be the case that an

increase in information about supply is at least somewhat effective in this regard. States can

play a role here as well.

Scholars and activists in the salary transparency movement have noted that lack of in-

formation about employee compensation contributes to the gender and racial wage gaps.

Requiring private sector employers to disclose this information may help shrink it, as has

been observed for the gender pay gap among public sector employees in Canada (Baker et al.

2019). Job candidates are at an information disadvantage if prospective employers chose not

to publicly disclose childcare and other family benefits – and many do not, presumably

because not all their employees have access to them. Government reporting requirements

imposed in this area could help level this information asymmetry.

Public opinion may also move the legislative needle. In the wake of the COVID-19 global

pandemic, inequities in work-family balance policies have been laid bare in even starker re-

lief than before. We have observed vast decreases in the work hours of women with children

compared to men (Collins et al. 2020), a trend that may be difficult to reverse the longer

it continues. One silver lining of the pandemic could be that social pressures force a closer

look at the nexus between employers and childcare, finally placing it in the political horizon.
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