The Politics of Childcare Provisioning: A Geographical Perspective  

Introduction
In 1996 Ruth Fincher suggested that “policy and political discussion of governments’ role in childcare has probably never been greater in western democracies, yet geographers have made little contribution to the literature on the issue” (1996,143).  Addressing an identified gap in geographical enquiry, she went on to outline a number of fields of research into which geographers could fruitfully contribute; namely analysis of the ways in which national childcare policies are being linked to other policy priorities, the identification of target populations in such policy and the impacts of different forms of provisioning beyond the public realm for working households. In this brief review, I will discuss what work geographers have done to contribute to understandings of the changing politics of childcare provision since Fincher’s initial challenge, and flag up some pertinent areas where geographers remain well placed to contribute. 
Given the extent of potentially relevant literature, there are necessarily some limitations to the scope of this review. The focus of the work discussed here has tended to be Anglo-centric, notably on liberal welfare states (such as the UK and US), and so the review will speak directly to concerns raised in these contexts. In doing so I will draw on literature which is situated in other cognate disciplines, such as social policy, sociology and childhood studies, which has been influential to the work of geographers during this time and which can offer new trajectories of enquiry. I suggest that the areas of interest identified by Fincher have become all the more prescient as sites of critical engagement for geographers in the last ten years, as childcare has become an increasing site of political intervention into the practices of parenting and the lives of young children across many western societies.
The New Work of Childcare in Policy 
The shift towards a universal worker model in policy, through which all citizens are now being made individually responsible to find employment, precipitated a large scale entrance of mothers into the workforce over the last fifteen years and exacerbated a demand for reproductive labour in western societies (OECD, 2011). In order to offset the pressures on working mothers, childcare policy, in its first instance, has been envisioned as a support service facilitating female labour force participation (Fuller et al 2008; Pfau-Effinger, 2005).  To that extent, in many liberal welfare states (such as the UK and Ireland) childcare policy has been aligned with gender equality measures, as equality is increasingly defined through equal access to the productive labour force (Murphy-Lawless, 2000; Randall, 2002; Smith et al, 2008; Wainwright et al, 2011).
While demand for childcare has increased dramatically in line with the (re)integration of mothers into the labour force, so too has its anticipated role within social and economic policy. Childcare, as a service, is being folded into new social and economic policy formations, in what some have suggested is a shift towards more ‘productivist’ policy agendas (Jenson and Saint-Martin, 2006; Peck and Tickell, 2002). Such a perspective stresses the potential economic benefits which can be garnered from social spending, and in many liberal welfare states this has signalled a reorientation of social spending towards areas which will reap the greatest economic return (for example those which contribute to labour activation and life-long learning) (Jessop, 2000). 
As part of this change, childcare has appeared on the policy landscape as a service with the potential to reap both social and economic benefits for society. However, policy ambitions around childcare have not been applied equally to all households. Over the last ten years childcare policy in liberal welfare states has been increasingly directed at those deemed to be most ‘at risk’ of social and economic disadvantage, in particular lone parents and long term unemployed households (Smith, 2004). The identification of ‘new’ social problems, those which have emerged from the policy discourses around ‘social exclusion’ (see Levitas, 1998 for a discussion of the different discourses of 'social exclusion'), have paved the way for the problematisation of parenting skills themselves. To that extent intergenerational disadvantage is understood to be perpetuated through ‘bad’ parenting practices. Parental non participation in the labour force has been regarded as not only perpetuating the conditions of social and economic disadvantage, but also setting a poor example for young children in later life (See Smith forthcoming for a discussion of this in the current UK context). 
As a means of accessing and reintegrating parents into the labour market, childcare has become a critical service located at the centre of new work incentivisation strategies, as a means of ‘freeing up’ unemployed parent(s) to pursue retraining and to allow them to (re)join the labour market (MacLeavy, 2011; Mahon, 2005; Wainwright, et al., 2011). Many have analysed the proliferation of what have become known as ‘workfare’ programmes, those charged with the reintegration of individuals into the labour market through the creation of welfare programmes which seek to make beneficiaries ‘work ready’, as a key aspect of the impact of neoliberal thinking on social policy formation (MacLeavy, 2011; Peck, 2002). The outcome of this change has been the individualisation of responsibility for the trajectory of one’s own life, whereby the ability to improve the conditions of your life are in your hands. Such a perspective fails to acknowledge the inherent structural impediments which shape how we differentially engage with the workforce. Many workfare programmes (such as the UK New Deal for Lone Parents) have been shown to have distinctly gendered impacts, whereby productive labour is prioritised above reproductive work, and the existing gendered divisions of labour which continue to shape who conducts unpaid domestic work gets overlooked (Smith et al., 2008; Wainwright et al., 2011). In the process childcare is positioned as part of a broader suite of services which allows for a supposed ‘levelling’ of the playing field between women and men, and ultimately justifies the de-prioritisation of the effects of entrenched gender inequalities in society.  
Within this context, formalised childcare services and the work they engage in, are becoming increasingly politicised through which new agendas for parents and parenting are being rolled out (Churchill and Clarke, 2010; Lewis, 2011). In the UK, where childhood disadvantage has been a key policy priority under New Labour, the Sure Start Programme (1998) has had an explicit focus on parenting practices, primarily for households whose children are deemed to be ‘at risk’ (Henricson, 2008). The Sure Start programme was originally intended to place childcare centres for children under 4 and familial support services into disadvantaged communities[endnoteRef:1]. In its initial capacity the programme was envisaged to have the potential to break the cycle of disadvantage, a situation which is understood to perpetuate conditions of economic and social marginalisation for children in later life. What we can see through analyses of the Sure Start programme, is the increasing politicisation of particular forms of childcare as they are embedded within a broader suite of familial supports, such as family counselling or back to work training (Bromer and Henly, 2004). Moreover, in the process it has been suggested that through these services children are potentially being used as a means of accessing problematic parents (Clarke, 2006).  [1:  These services were envisioned to be responsive to local needs and so the programme aims have been articulated differently depending on the demand of the host community. ] 

While the official discourse around Sure Start highlights the effects it is having on parenting practices, geographers have examined just how policy agendas are mobilised in and through the daily work of carers with parents. Eleanor Jupp (forthcoming) has suggested that intended policy objectives are not as clearly enacted as it may seem in such spaces. She suggests we should instead consider the Sure Start centre as a hybrid policy space, where everyday actions and emotions, between carers, parents and children, inevitably exceed policy ambitions (see also Horton and Kraftl, 2009).   
Crucial to the changing policy role of childcare (especially for the under 5s) in liberal welfare states, has been an acknowledgement that childcare services should deliver more than care labour.  Drawing on research from child psychology, neuroscience and childhood studies in particular, policy debate around childcare has shifted from a service primarily charged with caring for children during the working day, to that of Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) (Dahlberg and Moss, 2005). In the process childcare is increasingly being regarded as an educational resource in its own right. Emerging under what some have termed a ‘social investment’ perspective in policy (Jenson and Saint-Martin, 2006; Lister, 2003), spending on childcare as early education is being justified as it speaks to the long term policy aim of combating the effects of childhood educational disadvantage in later life. A number of influential longitudinal studies[endnoteRef:2] have emerged to suggest that, from a policy perspective, investing in early education services has the potential to reduce crime and labour inactivity for the future (Schweinhart, et al., 2005). One of the often quoted measures of this investment has come from the Perry Preschool Project, which states that every 1$ invested by the state into a Highscope Programme[endnoteRef:3], will save society 7$ in terms of a reduction in future welfare spending on that child.  To that extent, investment into ECCE has increasing political support as it is seen to potentially save on welfare spending on the child in later life, when the long term effects of child poverty and marginalisation are potentially more difficult to address (see Clarke, 2006 for a critical review of these outcomes). While such investment has certainly been welcomed, as a form of intervention it arguably does little to remedy the structural impediments to educational success in society and is a reflection of the individualisation of responsibility for our own educational attainment. Indeed as some have argued, such investment reflects a repositioning of children as ‘citizen worker of the future’, to the extent that expenditure is being directed to shape the child in ways which benefits the future labour market (Ailwood, 2004, 2008).  [2:  Notably the Perry Preschool Study conducted by the Highscope Foundation, www.Highscope.org. ]  [3:  High Scope is an early childhood educational programme originally started in the US in the 1960s. The programme has a ‘plan-do-review’ theme as central, which seeks to reinforce processes of planning and evaluation of actions in the child, and has been argued to be particularly effective with ‘at risk’ communities. The Highscope foundation now has branches in many countries.  ] 


The Geographies of Childcare Provisioning  
There has been a raft of differing, and arguably not always consistent, policy agendas emerging over the last ten years which have shaped the terrain in which childcare is provided (Lloyd, 2008). In order to bring some measure of coherency to this policy field, National Childcare Strategies have been introduced amongst many liberal welfare states. Moving beyond the national policy level, this section will consider how services are being provided and to whom. In this regard geographers have been at the forefront of analysis, highlighting often the considerable disjuncture between policy and service implementation (England, 1996a; McDowell, 2004; McDowell et al., 2006; Pinch, 1987; Van Ham and Chel, 2006; Van Ham and Mulder, 2005). As Kim England (1996) illustrated in the edited collection Who will Mind the Baby? Geographies of Childcare and Working Mothers, the divergence from national policy to its implementation at a regional and local level has led to ad hoc provisioning of care. This work has been situated within the broader context of the changing nature of employment in advanced industrial economies, notably within the expansion of service sector work (in both the professional and low wage ends of the employment spectrum). One of the most significant increases has been in the  number of mothers working these sectors, although the majority has been at the lower end of the employment ladder, often in part time work. As Diane Perrons has suggested, in the UK over 50% of women work in just ten occupations with the 5C’s dominating; cashiering, caring, clerical, cleaning and catering work (Perrons, 2009a). The current economic crisis, and related employment reduction, is predicted to have particularly pronounced implications for women’s employment, as it affects both the part time, low wage earners and those who are in traditionally female dominated parts of the public sector (such as education and health) (Perrons, 2009b). This will undoubtedly have ramifications for the existing childcare infrastructure.
For the majority of households in liberal welfare states, childcare is a costly service purchased in a private care market (Pratt, 2003; Viitanen, 2005). The lack of universally provided and accessible childcare has meant that the majority of working households have to source care provision from across the ‘diverse economies of care’ (Gibson-Graham 2006). These diverse economies are made up of both formal and informal provision and often involve a patchwork of care solutions in order to meet the care needs over the working day. The growth of private sector, for profit childcare has been characteristic of liberal welfare states, as it is seen to offer greater parental choice and the best means of catering to all care requirements.  In the process, parents are envisaged as increasingly informed consumers of care, whose purchasing can serve to regulate both cost and quality within the competitive care market (Ball and Vincent, 2005).  However, as many have shown, reliance on market mechanisms to fuel and regulate a childcare sector has served to produce patchy and limited provision with soaring care costs for parents (England, 1996b; Viitanen, 2005) and poor wages for workers (Moss, 2006). For those who cannot afford to purchase private sector care, a range of informal solutions are being sought out. Increasingly this involves the work of grandparent(s) in caring for children, highlighting the intergenerational care work which remains crucial for many households to meet their childcare needs (Gray, 2005; Wheelock and Jones 2002). Arguably this form of care provision may become more prevalent in light of the current economic crisis, as household income is reduced through employment change.  
Geographers have long been interested in the impacts of childcare provision for parent(s) as service users. Stemming from a spatial justice perspective, much of this work has considered the impacts of uneven provisioning for working households and their differential access to employment as a result (Dyck, 1990; England, 1996a; McDowell et al, 2005; Van Ham and Mulder, 2005). Foremost in this work has been a desire to make visible the spatial restraints on working mothers, in managing both reproductive responsibilities alongside participation in productive labour. For example Van Ham and Mulder (2006) have argued that limited access to childcare in itself is one of the most important factors reducing women’s access to the labour market, as women moderate the distance within which they can travel to work in order to manage child drop-off and pick-up times. In the process the cost, location and availability of childcare services have come to the fore as significant aspects in the maintenance of a work-life balance (Jarvis, 2005; Viitanen, 2005). Although much of this research has been conducted in urban contexts, physical barriers to accessing childcare are potentially more pronounced in rural communities where there is both a lack of public transport and limited employment opportunities (Halliday and Little, 2001). 
While childcare policy has a significant impact on shaping the institutional framework through which services are delivered, it has been argued that policy cannot singularly shape what happens on the ground (see Mahon, 2006 for a discussion of scale with regard to childcare provisioning). Childcare is inherently negotiated between parents and providers at the local level. Research has highlighted the localised and place-based articulation of ‘good’ care within particular parenting cultures (Holloway, 1998; Vincent et al, 2004; Vincent et al, 2008). Through the dissemination of knowledge between parenting communities, specific values of ‘good’ care are reproduced (Duncan et al, 2004). For example Vincent et al (2004) have illustrated how the perpetuation of ideas about care serve to inform the choices being made by households in care provisioning, which is in turn fundamental to the work of reproducing class based differences (see also McDowell et al 2006). This work emphasises the ideological nature of childcare provisioning. Nor is parental decision making around care and employment is not solely financial, but is underpinned by a set of gendered moral rationalities (Duncan, et al., 2004; McDowell et al, 2005).  Gregson and Lowe (1995) demonstrated through an analysis of middle class parenting cultures, despite alternatives being available, there was an ongoing desire amongst middle class parents to have paid care provided in the home through the use of nannies or childminders. To that end, they argued that childcare has a social and spatial organisation. Indeed geographers are well placed to consider the changing spatialisation of childcare provision in light of growing political interest in this area.  Since the work of Gregson and Lowe, there has arguably been a move away from home based provision towards childcare centres in many contexts, fuelled to a large extent by policy changes in the field (see Penn and Randall, 2005 for a discussion of the demise of childminding in the UK context). 

More recently geographers have changed their focus of attention away from parents to children as users of care services (Gallacher, 2005; Horton and Kraftl, 2011). In Horton and Kraftl’s (2011) analysis of a Sure Start centre in the UK, they have argued that refusal to use the service is in some cases based on the child’s negative perception and dislike for the service itself. Their work offers important insights into both the physical and emotional work of care providers and the experiences of preschool children, ‘emphasising the importance of the everyday, bodily, multisensuous and affective registers in understanding the success or otherwise of institutional spaces and policy contexts’ (p236). Such perspectives have to date been occluded by a more prevalent consideration of parental attitudes towards childcare provision. As Smith (2004) has also argued, such findings have implications for policy as they speak to the (in)effectiveness of programmes, like Sure Start, in reaching their intended audience. If indeed such programmes are designed around achieving educational and social inclusion outcomes for young children, geographers are well placed to consider what the implications of these intended outcomes may be for young children’s lives.

Childcare as ‘women’s work’? 
As care labour is increasingly outsourced and commodified, caring relationships have become more complex, stretching far outside traditional familial ties (Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2003; Folbre, 2001; Tuominen, 2003).  Despite a growing political ethos, in many liberal welfare states, which prioritises individualism and independence, feminist geographers have been at the forefront of research which has highlighted the interconnectedness between households as a result of the outsourcing of care labour. As Linda McDowell  (2004, p. 143) explained, the assumption that individuals will prosper in an unregulated labour market, where they can extend their powers as a rational economic agent, totally undermines the interdependence and reciprocity which is fundamental to the provision of care work. Working from an ethic of care perspective, many argue that childcare has to be understood through the broader lens of the relationship between productive and reproductive labour. The activities of production and reproduction are fundamentally connected, such that a change in work conditions has wide ramifications for family life and vice versa (McDowell, 2004). 
Feminist geographers have argued that the outsourcing of care labour has produced new gender inequalities in society, as the expanding childcare workforce is being made up of the lowest paid women in society[endnoteRef:4] (see McDowell, 2001; Pratt, 2003). The structure of this highly feminised labour force reflects a growing gap in employment and pay opportunities between women, more than between men and women (Bruegel and Perrons, 1998; McDowell, 2001; Smith, et al., 2008). Indeed as Geraldine Pratt has shown (1999, 2003, 2009), childcare labour is not only defined by class differences, but in many societies it is also racialised in its provision. The opening up of new global labour markets, coupled with mass migration in search of work from ‘developing’ to ‘developed’ contexts, has in many countries fuelled a sub-sector of migrant women to provide childcare work. These women are doubly disadvantaged by being amongst the working poor, but also migrant workers with potentially precarious employment status.  In many situations the provision of paid childcare is crucial for the survival of two or more households; that of the care provider who may repatriate their earnings and the household who employ the services of the carer (Parennas, 2005).  Indeed highlighting the interconnectedness of multiple households across different contexts has been important aspect in the work of feminist geographers (Dyck, 2005). Moreover it has considerable value in countering the prevalence of a discourse of individuality and individual responsibility, which has come to shape how households are anticipated to manage their work/life balance.  [4:  The UK Daycare Trust estimated the childcare workforce to be at 98% in 2009. See http://www.daycaretrust.org.uk/pages/-daycare-trust-respond-to-cwdc-survey-on-men-in-childcare-.html] 

The opening up of new training routes into childcare labour has led geographers to examine the ways in which the childcare workforce, and the class relations which are increasingly visible in the provision of care labour, is being reproduced through governmental programmes. As Smith et al (2008) have warned, strategies like the UK ‘New Deal for Lone Parents’ are channelling single mothers (who such programmes are addressing) into forms of low paid employment, like that of childcare. The UK Department for Education and Skills, which has conducted research into the childcare recruitment crisis, advises that a potential pool of childcare workers could be found in single mothers (see Osgood, 2006 for a discussion of class-based recruitment strategies for the Sure Start Unit, UK). Women are being retrained for employment in childcare as it offers a relatively quick entry point into the workforce and signals a reduction in welfare ‘dependency’. However as has been suggested, such employment opportunities does little to actually serves to reinforce the growing inequalities between households in the UK and instead is reinforcing a ‘new class dualism’ (McDowell, et al., 2005) 
While the importance of feminist geographers work in this area is unquestionable, there have been other changes to childcare workforce in the last ten years which warrant further consideration and may pose new questions for geographers. Extended political interest into childcare services is resulting in the constitution of new subjectivities of care, which do not map easily onto the subject positions and experiences of childcare workers found in the geographical literature to date. Within liberal welfare states, the majority of growth in policy–led childcare provision over the last ten years has been in centre based care. The increase in centre based services (for example the UK government sought to create 3500 centres by 2010 under the Sure Start programme (Smith 2004) has proliferated new formalised spaces for care provisioning. Hand in hand with the emergence of centre based care has been the regulation of the care practices and the expectation of a minimum skills and training level for the childcare workforce, particularly as these services are repositioned within the education sector (Cameron, et al, 2002). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]There is scope here for a greater consideration of how the emergent childcare sector is being shaped in line with new policy interests, as well as a consideration of the gendered work identities emerging through provision of care across different sectors and spaces. Childcare services are central to the re-integration trajectory of many women into employment, who both rely on such services to be able to access employment and who may also ultimately find employment in this sector.  Indeed at the same time as there is an expansion of poorly paid women in childcare, the growth of a formalised for-profit childcare sector has also encouraged women to find new business opportunities in care provision.  As Gallagher (2010) has illustrated in the Irish context, the constitution of new entrepreneurial subjectivities of care through policy, has been a significant aspect in the creation of a ‘sustainable’ childcare sector since 2000, and speaks to the broader political economic changes which have shaped how services themselves are understood to be ‘effectively’ managed. Encouraging women to view childcare as a viable business venture, through instilling new managerialist practices, have been crucial to the creation of this infrastructure (see Osgood, 2005 for a discussion of managerialist entrepreneurialism in the UK childcare context). Thus a closer consideration of the form and location of provision (both the sector and the physical location) is significant in understanding the spaces of engagement being made available to women (and potentially men) in care and is an aspect of the changing landscape of childcare which geographers are well placed to analyse.
Conclusions
This paper began by restating some pertinent observations made by Ruth Fincher in 1996 about how geographers could engage with the changing nature of policy and politics around childcare. Over the last fifteen years, much research has been conducted in geography which addresses the gaps identified in that review. However, not all of the potential agendas outlined by Fincher have been taken up equally by geographers. While there has been some work on the realignment of childcare policy within new political agendas, the recent shift towards policy climate concerned with labour activation offers a more complex terrain in which to consider childcare provisioning.  As Fincher argued, it remains a pertinent question for geographers to consider who the new target populations of childcare programmes and facilities are and why. Geographers engaged in critiques of workfare programmes and the impacts on mothers, are well placed to shed light on the trajectories of particular women into childcare employment and the role of the state in reproducing the existing disparities in care labour.  
Parents, as service users, have featured heavily in the geographical research to date. Prioritising the parent in this work has given crucial insights into how services are being used and their resourcefulness in meeting daily care needs. However, the shift towards childcare as ECCE has placed a renewed emphasis on the child in service provisioning and in the process opened up new potential areas of interest for geographers. Part of this work would also have to question how the ‘child’ is conceptualised in recent policy changes. As Ruth Lister (2006) has suggested, it is not necessarily the ‘universal child’ that is being imagined, but rather the ‘at risk’ child.  Indeed giving children a voice in research on childcare provisioning has been advocated as offering important insights into how policy changes, which claim to improve the lives of particular households (primarily those of lone parents), are actually shaping and affecting many children’s lives (Smith, 2004).
There are also important questions to be asked of the ‘naturalness’ of the change in forms of care, which in the UK and Ireland has represented a large scale shift from childminding to centre based care, rather than assume that they are the logical outcome of a growth in demand for care. As MacLeavy (2011) argues, the privileging of nursery care in policy, over other forms of care, detracts from the material and cultural preferences of mothers. It also signals the emergence of the care centre as a locus of engagement between the state, children and parents in ways which may allow for a greater governmental intervention into parenting practices themselves.  In the process, the role childcare services are understood to play is becoming increasingly politicised, as examinations of Sure Start services have illustrated in the UK context. To that extent, the childcare centre itself offers a complex site of analysis, representing the convergence and expression of new policy agendas for both children and parents. 
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