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ABSTRACT A recent study of grandparents who were caring for their young grandchildren on a 
regular basis has prompted an examination of what appears to be a paradox surrounding the provision 
of childcare services within Australia. The paradox reflects concerns surrounding the balance between 
a commitment to high-quality childcare services for children and families and the means by which this 
may be achieved. The choice that grandparents made to care for their grandchildren in caring and 
loving environments reflects a humanistic perspective. However, some grandparents raised concerns 
about what may be considered to be a property view of the child that places childcare within the 
context of a competitive marketplace. This article explores these issues using terminology drawn from 
the marketplace to traverse what appears to be an abyss between a business orientation and more 
humanistic approaches to early childhood education. Following the introduction of the paradox and an 
examination of market characteristics, the article concludes with questions about who the childcare 
consumer is, a consideration of approaches to consumer protection and reflections on childcare 
provision. 

Introduction 

In Australia, approximately 65% of children aged 0-4 years attend childcare (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics [ABS], 2003). Such care exists in a climate where there is debate about the nature of other-
than-mother care from the perspectives of familial and non-familial carers, those providing 
childcare services and government. In addition, grandparents have raised concerns about young 
parents who they perceive are commodifying children (Goodfellow & Laverty, 2003), and childcare 
services are sensitive to the demands of meeting quality childcare requirements and parent needs. 
Competitive childcare markets exist. Governments appear to be wrestling with policy direction in 
relation to the provision of childcare services. A major challenge for government is to balance the 
tensions between supporting the provision of childcare, the standards required in order to address 
the importance of children’s development during the early years, and valuing women’s 
participation in the workforce. Into this arena comes debate surrounding the privatisation and 
commercialisation of childcare (Kirby, 2003; Tooth, 2004). 

A business orientation reflects what Dahlberg et al (1999) describe as a ‘corporate/industrial 
or factory model’ (p. 62) where efficiency and production of measurable outputs occurs. In relation 
to childcare, there is a concern that where interests lie in the return on investment, little attention 
will be given to the quality of the work undertaken by centre staff, the potential for innovative 
practices and subsequent effects on children during this important time in their lives (Doherty et al, 
2002; McGirr, 2002, p. 6). Such an approach is in stark contrast to humanistic perspectives that 
honour the individual’s personal qualities and needs, and the social fabric of family/community 
relationships. While Rogers (1983) has been a most influential educator in drawing attention to 
learner needs, the psycho-social cultural theories of Vygotsky, Bruner and Bronfenbrenner (cited in 
Raban et al, 2003) and work undertaken through the Reggio schools in Italy has refocused the 
attention of many early childhood educators on the need to recognise the individuality of the child. 
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It is this individuality, found within relationships, which grandparents have raised as a concern in 
relation to caring for very young children. 

Concerns Expressed by Grandparents 

A recent study of grandparents who were caring for their young grandchildren on a regular basis 
found that many grandparents valued highly the closeness of the relationship that they were able to 
establish with their young grandchildren (Goodfellow & Laverty, 2003). Grandparents in the study 
spoke about ‘getting to know this little person as another one of my relations’ (p. 19) and the 
‘unbreakable bond’ (p. 17) they had with their grandchild. Others believed that they offered the 
‘next best thing’ (p. 17) to a mother’s care. However, these grandparents also observed that many 
young parents were regarding their children as ‘accessories’. Nan, one of the grandparents, 
expressed her concern this way: 

[My daughter] ... is a product of her generation ... I worry about young children being treated as 
accessories ... I think that young couples have this picture in their mind of mum and dad with 
‘the stroller’, ‘the this’ and ‘the that’ ... those who do not yet have children think that the baby is 
going to sleep and wee when you want it to ... the baby is not a toy ... Really, it does not happen 
like that. (Unpublished transcript data) 

Nan was concerned that some parents portrayed an image of a family that possesses an obligatory 
child who is then ‘farmed out’ to childcare – a ‘property view’ of the child. While this view may be 
considered harsh, further investigation of issues surrounding this view has the potential to unearth 
a more serious side to such a perspective. 

Demands of work and/or pressure of time are said to most often fuel the commodification of 
services as well as the demand for products. Pocock (2003) argues that where factors such as 
increased employment of women, the casualisation of the workforce and increased family mobility 
contribute to a denudation of time families spend together, home and community networks and 
relationships become impoverished. Relationships are an important element in fostering young 
children’s social and emotional development. Having a business orientation may result in greater 
concern for efficiency than for establishing relationships that provide for continuity, consistency 
and stability within caregiving. Parents purchase childcare, and cost (an element of productivity) is 
a significant factor in such purchasing. Many grandparents in the Grandcaring study (Goodfellow & 
Laverty, 2003; Laverty, 2003) valued the intensive, responsive nurturing and the consistency and 
continuity that existed within the relationships they had with their grandchildren. One grandparent 
commented, ‘he is all yours, so loving and trusting’ (p. 17). 

Grandparents’ views reflect the nature of an ethic of care as a moral activity situated within 
relationships (Toronto, 1993; Williams, 2001). Such activity involves attentiveness, responsibility, 
competence and responsiveness as well as an appreciation of the vulnerabilities of both the 
caregiver and the care receiver. Grandparents questioned whether this kind of a caring relationship 
was even possible in childcare services where adults care for many children: 

Childcare is a different kind of care [from grandparent care]. Parents drop the child off there. The 
carer does not know all the things that the grandparent is privy to. (Unpublished transcript data) 

Many families with young children either do not have ready access to relatives who can assist in 
caring for their children or would rather buy services than owe their parents or a friend (Pocock, 
2003). Some parents choose not to ask their own parents to care for their children because they do 
not wish to feel obligated to them; others relish the thought of fostering stronger emotional bonds 
between their children and grandparents (Goodfellow & Laverty, 2003). Some parents have 
childcare choices; others do not have the same options. However, whatever the options available, 
there are still paradoxes within childcare service provision that require attention. 

The Childcare Paradox 

The childcare paradox reflects the dynamics between concerns about addressing the needs of 
families and the commercial/business orientations associated with the provision of childcare 
services within a social responsibility framework. The childcare paradox is represented in Figure 1. 
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This representation highlights the challenges that have emerged in balancing concerns about 
children with the needs of parents to purchase childcare. On the one hand, there is the humanistic 
perspective that is associated with professional knowledge about children’s development and the 
social, moral and ethical views of caring. In this context, care of children is personalised. On the 
other hand, an economic/rationalist view considers parents to be the purchasers who are 
concerned with cost and affordability. Such a view values productivity through workforce 
participation. Sitting within this frame are measures designed to assess quality and those required 
to address the economics and viability of providing childcare services. Outside the frame are issues 
concerning the ways in which society values children. 
 

Figure 1. The child care paradox. 

 

A paradox is also found in the demand for childcare and situations where parents need to create a 
balance between their own needs and their children’s well-being (Goodfellow, 1999; Helburn & 
Bergmann, 2002). Some of the key considerations in relation to parents include opportunities to 
study/work and the availability, cost and convenience of childcare. Parents need to be able to feel 
comfortable in their childcare choice and have a sense of trust in those who provide such care. 
From the child’s perspective, children need to feel honoured and respected as individuals, feel safe 
and protected and be regarded for who they are in their own right. Whether the considerations are 
from the perspective of the child or the parent, families who are seeking childcare most often find 
themselves entering the marketplace. 

Market Childcare 

A common view is that market care is care that is purchased (for example, see Doherty et al, 2002; 
Cleveland & Hyatt, 2003). In Australia, ‘market care’ encompasses those services described by the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) as ‘formal care’ and includes long day care, family day care, 
occasional care, pre-schools and out-of-school-hours care. Some of these services may be 
commercially oriented in that they fall within a ‘for-profit’ category. Others may have a ‘not-for-
profit’ or ‘community-based’ orientation. There are also differences in orientation within market 
care between the for-profit and the not-for-profit sectors. For example, it is claimed that not-for-
profit services return profits to the organisation or service whereas for-profit services return their 
profits to shareholders (Doherty et al, 2002). Therefore, in business terms, market childcare refers 
to the situation where care is bought through the childcare industry (a term most often used in 
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manufacturing) and where competitive forces exist between childcare services. On the other hand, 
relative or informal care, such as care by grandparents, is said to be emotionally rather than profit 
driven and, therefore, more supportive of family functioning (Pocock, 2003). 

Market Characteristics of Childcare in Australia 

Approximately two-thirds of the 65% of children in care in Australia are in formal or market 
childcare (ABS, 2003). The market may be described as ‘mixed’ as it is represented by a range of 
services under different ownership/management models, including not-for-profit and commercial. 
It is also regulated and competitive. It is diverse yet not often sufficiently flexible to meet changing 
demographics and changing demands for childcare. Such comments may also be made in relation 
to school systems in Australia that encompass both private and public sectors. However, outcomes 
for children in the school system are measured through assessment and examination. Indeed, 
private schools generally do not have shareholders. The outcomes for children in childcare services 
that are oriented towards children’s early development, their well-being and a social/citizenship 
view are much more difficult to ascertain because of their longer-term developmental, social and 
academic outcomes. 

A Mixed Market 

The mix of childcare services in Australia reflects differing service types and differing ownership/ 
management models. In Australia in 2001 there were 4073 licensed long day care services providing 
193,809 childcare places. Approximately one-third (32%) of these services were community 
managed (33.1% of all service management types), with two-thirds (68%) being private for-profit 
services (66.9% of management types) (ABS, 2003; Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
[AIHW], 2003; Productivity Commission, 2003). Community services include not-for-profit 
organisations, local government and stand-alone community-managed services. The private for-
profit sector includes corporations as well as stand-alone centres or small chains. 
 

Figure 2. Children enrolled in private and community-based long day care services as a percentage of all children (n = 

308,132). Source data: DFaCS, 2003. 

 

During the 10-year period prior to September 2004 there has been a fourfold increase in the 
number of private providers and a 55% increase in community-managed centres (AIHW, 2003). 
While most private providers (90%) operate one childcare centre (Anthony, 2003a), there have 
recently been significant changes in the private for-profit scene with the listing of public childcare 
companies on the Australian Stock Exchange. The first company was floated in 2001 and by April 
2003 there were four public companies listed. In September 2004 there was a merger of three 
childcare companies resulting in Australia’s largest childcare provider owning 550 centres and 
managing an additional 228 centres (ABC Learning, 2004). While the percentage of corporate 
ownership varies across states and territories, the 2003 Commonwealth Child Care Census 
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(Department of Family and Community Services [DFaCS], 2003) indicates that the number of 
children enrolled in private long day care services was double the number enrolled in community-
based services. Enrolment of children by age group within both the private and community sectors 
is illustrated in Figure 2. 

These are average figures across all states and territories in Australia. However, the figure 
clearly indicates that enrolments vary with the age of the child. It also shows that, proportionally, 
the private sector is more likely to cater for children who are older than two years. 

A Regulated Market 

A regulated market is one where businesses may be restricted in the number or type of services 
that are required and the extent to which they need to meet externally imposed standards. While 
the management or ownership of long day care services is not regulated, the childcare market in 
Australia is regulated in terms of standards and quality of care. There is a three-tier system of 
government in Australia – Commonwealth, State and local government. Australia is in the unique 
position of having two approaches to monitoring service quality – national accreditation and State 
regulation. The Commonwealth government has established a national accreditation system 
whereby all long day care services are required to undertake processes associated with self-study 
and peer review for the purposes of accreditation (National Childcare Accreditation Council, 2001). 
In June 2003, 87% of all long day care centres were accredited with the remainder undertaking the 
process of accreditation (10.5%) or not accredited (2.5%) (AIHW, 2003). Accreditation is directly 
tied to funding (Press & Hayes, 2000). Further to this, State regulations provide minimum 
standards mainly in relation to the structural/measurable variables associated with quality. 
(Accreditation and regulation are discussed in more detail later.) 

A Competitive Market 

Choice is an essential element of a free market economy. While parents are free to choose the type 
of service they wish to use, their choice is limited by a number of factors including availability and 
affordability. Because there is no overall planning for childcare provision within and across 
geographical areas, it is possible for services to be established in some areas in competition with 
each other. There is currently an overall shortage of day care places (AIHW, 2003) and anecdotal 
evidence suggests that this unmet demand is in relation to children in the birth to three year-old 
age group. The shortage of childcare places in some areas may limit competition. While the 
development of new services is brought to the attention of local government, their role is most 
often one that does not require or even permit them to determine whether an application is 
appropriate in terms of establishing a new business in an area. 

In a free market, geographic distribution of services may be unequal. In Australia, shortages 
exist in rural areas (where the population is not large enough to support a centre) and in provision 
for children with additional needs or weekend care. Private provider incentives in the form of 
establishment funding and one-off grants were introduced in July 2001 to encourage the 
development of long day care centres in Australia’s rural and remote areas (DFaCS, 2001). 
However, these are areas where the viability of service provision is in question because of high 
costs and potentially low enrolments. Therefore, it can be argued that childcare ought to be 
managed at a national level by the Commonwealth government in order to directly address these 
service needs (Helburn & Bergmann, 2002). 

A Market Reflecting Social Change 

Childcare exists in a context reflecting societal, community and parent values as well as economic 
and political circumstances. Changes such as increasing participation in the workforce of women 
with young children, maternity leave conditions, changing family composition and increased 
mobility have led to an increase in demand for childcare. Societal changes and an increased focus 
by the Commonwealth government on privatisation have enabled particular sectors within market 
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childcare (i.e. the private sector) to flourish in Australia over the last 10 years. A recent statement in 
the media paints a positive image of the childcare market: 

The child care business is the best business I’ve ever seen in my life. The government pays 
subsidies, the parents pay you two weeks in advance and property prices keep going up. 
(Hayden, cited in Kirby, 2003, p. 33) 

Social, cultural, political and economic values have all influenced the demand for childcare; 
however, different cultural groups and individuals within these groups may weight these values 
differently. For example, some claim that economic values are given greater weight than social 
values in Anglo-Saxon societies (Dore, 1997; Hakim, 2000). In contrast, in countries such as Finland, 
Norway and Sweden, weight is given to a ‘societal’ view where the community supports childcare 
in conjunction with parents. Within this context, community provision and support for the child 
takes precedence over the economic value of services where market forces should prevail 
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2001, p. 64). Here, strong 
consideration is given to enabling the child to ‘live in society and share societies’ fundamental 
values including autonomy and independence’ (OECD, 2001, p. 64). 

A Property View 

The issues raised by grandparents about the commodification of children and the purpose of 
childcare reflect their concern about a property view of the child. Commodification refers to the 
process whereby those things that may occur through family exchange have been supplanted by 
market provision (i.e. are formal and involve payment) (Cost, Quality and Child Outcomes Study 
Team, 1995, p. 81). According to Dore (1997), a property view within the capitalistic approach of 
the Western world holds that business managers are not only responsible for ensuring the 
profitability of their companies or organisations but are also accountable to those who have 
invested in the organisation. Parents may also see the purchase of childcare services as an 
investment in their child and their child’s development. However, there may also be an assumption 
that corporations and privately owned services invest in childcare for entrepreneurial reasons 
whereas not-for-profit services invest in those services for community good. Businesses compete in 
the market to sell their products to consumers – that is, the parents who purchase childcare 
(Dahlberg et al, 1999). 

An emphasis on economic values and the provision of formal childcare services as an industry 
supports a property view of the child. Comments made by grandparents in the Grandcaring study 
(Goodfellow & Laverty, 2003) suggest that this perspective includes views that children may be 
deposited in childcare centres (while parents are in employment) and minded rather than cared for; 
childcare places can be purchased (a competitive factor in centre ownership/management), and 
quality may be measured in terms of specified criteria (that can be quantified or assigned numerical 
value). Therefore, a property view can be framed within business-oriented questions such as: 

• Who owns the property? 
• Who invests in the property? 
• To what extent is property minded and/or cared for? 
• To what extent is quality in service provision driven by the ‘purchaser’? 
• How is the property developed or maintained so that it may increase in value? 

Property, as a concept, has connotations of being impersonal and able to be bought and sold or 
disposed of in other ways. This concept may be applicable to services and parent’s purchasing of 
those services. However, this view focuses attention on children as products that are placed in care 
rather than being cared for. Little consideration is given to children’s experiences within such 
transactions. That is, children become commodified and so there is a shift from a child-oriented 
focus to one of providing places. 

A business approach that is situated within a market economy operates within a competitive 
environment where services or ‘goods’ are purchased for a fee. In childcare, discontinuities and 
commodification occur where there is a lack of clarity concerning the purposes of market childcare 
provision. It is exemplified where there is limited interaction and sharing of information between 
parents and carers, where carers are unable to provide continuity of care and where sensitive 
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engagement between children and staff is limited. A property view exists where program planning 
remains in the boxes with little attention given to individual child interests and activities or where 
routines of the day take over from ongoing interpersonal relationships (Goodfellow, 2003). The 
humanistic qualities become lost. 

The construction of childcare service provision as an industry where products are made, and 
industry ventures or businesses are purchased, is alien to a humanistic appreciation of the child. 
This raises the issue of who is the client in the provision of childcare. Kirby (2003) quotes from the 
magazine Ethical Investor which sums up the issue: 

A moral argument lies at the heart of the child-care debate. Who is the client and what is the 
service provided to them? For the non-profit centres, the client is the child. For other types of 
child-care, the client is the parent or the employer. The ramifications of this shift are enormous. 
(Cited by Kirby, 2003, p. 37) 

The suggestion here is that when placed in the context of childcare, services within private and 
corporate childcare centres are more likely to view shareholders and/or parents as their clients 
than they are the children. 

The question is whether formal childcare is chosen because it is a service that meets the 
primary function of enabling parents to work or because of the benefits that will accrue to children. 
There are complex social, cultural and political contexts that impact on service provision. 
Therefore, the preferred option may be to develop a context within which there is a balance 
between both areas of choice. However, in a market economy, choice must take into account the 
interests and needs of the consumer. 

Issue of Who is the Consumer 

Gelles (2002) suggests that where market forces are able to be played out then a balance between 
supply, demand and quality of service provision will prevail. However, integral to this ‘free market’ 
theory are assumptions that: 

• consumers will have access to information; 
• they have the ability to process the information; and 
• they will have acceptable options if they wish to exit because they are dissatisfied (Gelles, 2002, 

p. 3). 

Parents as Childcare Consumers 

Reasons for choice of childcare influence the type of care chosen. In this sense it is the parent who 
is perceived as the consumer or user of the service as well as the purchaser. While guidelines may 
be provided, the assessment of care is complex and it is often very difficult for parents, as 
purchasers of care, to assess the quality of care both at the time of searching for a childcare place 
and during the time when their child is in care. Some of the factors that contribute to this difficulty 
are: 

• having imperfect information about what they are purchasing; 
• not having time to accurately assess the quality of care; 
• staff may change their behaviour in the presence of parents; 
• parents may not have a centre of high quality for comparison; 
• parents overestimate the quality of care their child receives; and/or 
• parents simply may not be able to admit that they have chosen an inappropriate placement for 

their child (Cost Quality and Child Outcomes Study Team, 1995; Cryer & Burchinal, 1997; 
Dahlberg et al, 1999). 

Parents are generally not in attendance at the childcare centre for extended periods of time on a 
regular basis. Therefore, they may not be sufficiently well informed about the implications of 
childcare practices. Indeed, they may be subject to what Gelles (2002) describes as ‘asymmetric 
information advantage/abuse’ (p. 5). That is, ‘what we see and hear is not necessarily what we get’ 
(p. 14). Intangibles, such as staff commitment to quality, special traits of staff and complexity of 
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interactions promote high-quality services but are difficult for parents to assess when they are not 
in the centre for long periods of time (Cost Quality and Child Outcomes Study Team, 1995). 

The accuracy with which parents as consumers or purchasers can ascertain relevant 
information about a service not only influences their capacity to judge quality but influences 
expectations within the childcare market (Weisbrod, 1988, cited in Cryer & Buchinal, 1997). 
Furthermore, where purchasers have difficulty in assessing quality characteristics of a service then 
the service is in a stronger position to engage in ‘hidden action’ (Morris & Helburn, 2000, p. 379). 
For example, a reduced number of children at the beginning/end of the day may allow for staff to 
‘clock off’ early. This may result in increased instability in the child’s daily environment, and 
decreased employee satisfaction due to unpredictable dynamics in the grouping of children, hours 
of employment and earnings. 

Child as Consumer 

There is now an accumulation of research literature to support the positive outcomes for children 
of early intervention services and the provision of high-quality services. Dimensions of quality have 
been identified, as have measures for assessing quality. What seems to be paramount is evidence 
that it is not the type of care in terms of who provides it, but the quality of the childcare 
environment that is critical to any consideration of benefits to the child (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). 
It is also possible that a business approach to childcare management and the provision of services is 
more likely within particular cultures such as an Anglo/Saxon socio-cultural context where 
economic values are paramount. However, this view is too simplistic. 

Just as different cultural groups bring with them different values, they also bring different 
social constructions and representations of childhood, images of the child and assumptions about 
early education (OECD, 2001). In counteracting some of the earlier literature on ‘quality’, Essa & 
Burnham (2001) take a more ecological view of quality care in their Child Care Quality Model. 
They place outcomes for the child as the centrepiece in their model and then include family, 
community and society characteristics that effectively influence the determination of quality 
indicators. Children in childcare are seen to be ‘protected’ from adverse outcomes through 
regulation and quality assurance measures. 

Consumer Protection through Quality Assurance 

Dahlberg et al (1999), in an extensive examination of issues surrounding quality, argue that the 
occupation of early childhood professionals and services with quality reflects an economic 
rationalist approach. This approach identifies objective standards in the form of criteria that are 
then generalised across services. The standards are purported to be indicators of the process and 
structural dimensions of quality (Helburn & Howes, 1996; Dahlberg et al, 1999; Mitchell, 2002; 
National Institute of Child Health and Development [NICHD], 2002). These standards can readily 
be used as quality benchmarks; however, this approach relies heavily on the identification of 
appropriate determiners of quality. In addition to the process and structural dimensions, staffing 
variables also influence quality. These include staff working conditions, salary benefits, degree of 
professional autonomy, staff turnover and time to reflect on and implement quality practices. 

In Australia, process and structural variables are addressed through regulations and 
accreditation. The national accreditation system focuses largely on process variables. Process 
variables are those elements of quality that are found within the nature of relationships. They 
include the responsiveness of staff, the nature of the curriculum and organisation of the day. 
Conversely, structural variables are those elements of quality that can be measured objectively and 
provide support for the process variables. Each state in Australia has its own childcare regulations 
and they address structural variables such as group size, staff/child ratio and staff qualifications. A 
large study undertaken within the USA with respect to differences in quality provision along these 
variables found that it is more likely that there are within-sector differences rather than difference 
being indicative of a particular type of provider (Cost, Quality and Child Outcomes Study Team, 
1995). 
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Two other variables that require consideration in the determination of quality are outcomes 
from the perspective of the service (the supplier) and of the parents who purchase the service. The 
service perspective may include progress in the child’s development, parents’ increased knowledge 
of early development, and increased parenting skills. From the parents’ perspective, quality 
indicators may include the happiness of their child, the safe/caring nature of the environment, and 
its compatibility with parent values as well as opportunities for their child to bond with the carer 
(Helburn & Howes, 1996; Dahlberg et al, 1999; Love et al, 2002; Mitchell, 2002; NICHD, 2002). In 
Australia, there has not yet been a substantive debate about the perspective that government and 
indeed society holds in relation to what the nation values for its children. 

Childcare as a ‘Merit Good’ 

Merit goods are those that the community sees as important and, in relation to quality childcare, 
have considerable long-term community/social and economic benefits in the promotion of social 
capital and in alleviating the effects of disadvantage. As a ‘merit good’, childcare has external 
benefits for society as a whole (Helburn & Bergmann, 2002, p. 167). This is particularly evident in 
cost–benefit studies that show the saving to society of early intervention (see, for example, Cost, 
Quality and Child Outcomes Study Team, 1995). 

Australia currently has quality assurance and regulation for childcare and a range of views 
with respect to the provision of childcare. The government’s position reflects a mix between a 
disposition to support quality care, provision for privatisation and overarching statements in the 
National Agenda for Early Childhood, which has the ‘physical, emotional, intellectual and creative 
potential’ of children as its focus (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003, p. 4). There also appears to be 
a realisation within government that parents require information on childcare in order to make an 
informed choice: 

The Government’s job is to make sure that parents can find out what they need to know, can get 
the information and resources they need, so they can give their children the best start in life. 
(Anthony, 2003b) 

Recognition of the need to enable parents to have informed choice should be placed within a social 
context of equal opportunity for all children as well as parents. 

In terms of funding, the question of whether childcare is considered a private commodity or a 
public good/public service is critical (Friendly, 1997). Public funding can enable parents to purchase 
childcare but concern for the country’s well-being of its children and the development of its future 
citizens requires an all-of-government approach that addresses issues of quality. For example, in 
New Zealand the government has developed an integrated approach to the provision of children’s 
services and developed a 10-year strategic plan that incorporates understandings about children’s 
development, parent support in accessing services and a curriculum that recognises the importance 
of early learning. Culture and diversity are recognised within this approach and government has 
shown a commitment to realising the benefits of effective early education (New Zealand Ministry 
of Education, 2002). 

Conclusion 

There exists a tension, or paradox, between humanistic perspectives on childcare and business-
oriented approaches to service provision. Humanistic perspectives are underpinned by a child and 
family focused orientation that draws heavily on developmental and socio-constructivist theories in 
relation to child outcomes and the caregiver’s role in facilitating those outcomes. The focus here is 
largely on the child. However, a business-oriented view to childcare provision focuses on the 
parent as consumer; a concern for cost; and a return on investment. While parents’ needs may 
include a concern for child’s health and well-being, such an approach has as its prime function the 
provision of a sufficient number of childcare places to meet the demand. These tensions are 
situated within a social context of changing demographics and values within society. 

While a paradox can be found within the provision of childcare services and the childcare 
sector, it is also evident within government directions that support such provision. At present, little 
attention appears to have been given to the development of a cohesive approach to addressing 
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recent understandings about the importance of the early years for subsequent human 
development. There has been government recognition of ‘spillovers to society’ (Preston, 1993, 
p. 175) of quality care in the form of social benefits and regulation and accreditation. However, 
even these measures may not be able to control for other essential elements of high-quality care 
relating to staffing such as continuity and consistency that comes with staff turnover and the 
personal/professional qualities of staff. 

Substantive links have been established between early development and some essential 
elements of quality childcare such as those found with respectful, responsive and reciprocal 
adult/child relationships and outcomes for children (Bromer & Henly, 2004). If parents have 
difficulty in identifying the characteristics of quality childcare provision then their options may 
need to be made more explicit and/or be protected. Regulation and quality assurance are forms of 
protection but the level of that protection is only as good as the reliability of the indicators upon 
which quality is judged. 

Care is personal. However, the dynamics of care ought to permeate both public policy and 
political activity. Indeed, as Williams (2001) suggests, care is (ought to be) a part of citizenship. If 
one of the roles of childcare is to support the development of citizens of the future, then it is 
important to ensure that the dimensions of care are fully accounted for within provisions made by 
government and not left to the prevailing wind of market forces. 

Human services have been dominated increasingly by a business culture (Dahlberg et al, 
1999). Apple (2001) observes that where services are guided by market forces then inevitably this 
seems to bring reduced power and status. He argues that the introduction of market forces and 
uniform standards approaches to quality will not necessarily lead to improvement in quality. Apple 
explains that market-based reforms and an emphasis on the technical and managerial approaches 
may not provide solutions to moral and political problems. Further to this, market forces may not 
necessarily lead to improvements in pedagogy or curricula, or to positive outcomes for teachers 
and children as the very children and schools that these policies and practices are supposed to help 
are actually hurt in the process. 

A new government ‘policy mix’ (Hancock, 2002, p. 135) may be warranted in order that there 
is a greater balance between the ethic of care, a concern for what society values in it citizens and 
the means through which this can be achieved. Such a mix would require that attention is given to 
accessible, high-quality, public funded childcare; support for the creation of family-friendly work 
environments through parental and family leave; and flexible working conditions that account for 
the diversity within communities. In addition, attention would be given to ongoing strategies 
designed to strengthen vulnerable or ‘at risk’ families and support the development of skills that 
enhance opportunities to participate in the workforce. The insertion of more descriptive data 
within the childcare paradox model may be a good beginning. It is then that we may be able to gain 
a better perspective of the issues surrounding childcare provision and a more holistic frame within 
which to work for the benefit of children, families and society as a whole. 
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