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Overview 
This briefing paper summarises what we know about the role that ‘informal childcare’ plays for 
different families in the UK. As a secondary aim, it highlights where gaps in the evidence 
hamper our ability to fully assess the impact of informal childcare and makes suggestions for 
how to plug them. These gaps relate to the role of ‘informal childcare’ in facilitating parental 
(particularly mothers’) employment, in improving children’s educational and socio-emotional 
development, and on the lives of those providing the childcare. It draws on work compiled in a 
full research report ‘The role of informal childcare: a synthesis and critical review of the 
evidence’, and is intended as a resource for those interested in or working on the formation of 
policies around childcare, parental paid work and the support of informal carers, particularly 
grandparents. The full report is available to download from  
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/role-informal-childcare. 
 
This summary addresses the following questions –  
 
 How has over a decade of policy intervention in formal childcare altered the number 

and profile of families using informal childcare?  
 Is the demand for informal childcare likely to be sustainable in the future?  
 Is informal childcare something to be encouraged, and is there a government role to 

be played in promoting or discouraging its use?  
 What further research is needed to fully address these questions? 

 
We use evidence from new empirical analysis of the Childcare and Early Years Survey of 
Parents (the ‘Childcare Survey’), the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS), the British Social 
Attitudes Survey and the Labour Force Survey, as well as drawing on the published 
quantitative and qualitative evidence1

full report
. Throughout the summary, we provide references to 

the relevant chapters of the . In Appendix 1, we provide a complete list of the 
published evidence to which we have referred in the full review. 

About the Nuffield Foundation 
The Nuffield Foundation is an endowed charitable trust that aims to improve social well-being 
in the widest sense. It funds research and innovation in education and social policy and also 
works to build capacity in education, science and social science research. The Nuffield 
Foundation has funded this project, but the views expressed are those of the authors and not 
necessarily those of the Foundation.  

                                                           
1 The review has tried to look across the UK, but has an inevitable focus on England, in part due to data 
limitations. We focus mainly on UK evidence but, where appropriate, draw on other literature, largely from the 
US. At the time of our analysis, we were restricted to using the Childcare Survey data up to 2008. Our analysis 
of the LFS mirrors the same timeframe. 

http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/role-informal-childcare�
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
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Introduction 

Defining informal childcare 
We start by defining what we mean by the term ‘informal childcare’ in this review. A precise 
definition is not straightforward, particularly as the term is used to mean different things – and 
sometimes left as a loose definition – in different contexts. It is clear from the evidence that 
the use of this umbrella grouping is of limited value: informal childcare comprises a 
heterogeneous group of providers, fulfilling different roles, attracting different parental 
expectations, and providing varying quality of care. As a result, discussions about the policy 
implications of using different types of informal childcare are often muddied.  
 
In its broadest sense, ‘informal childcare’ is simply the converse of ‘formal childcare’. Formal 
childcare is childcare which is government-regulated (and studies usually include early years 
provision within this umbrella term), and can either be paid for by parents (with or without 
government or employer subsidies) or be provided free at source as part of the entitlement to 
part-time early years provision. If we take ‘informal childcare’ to be simply the converse of 
formal childcare, then it is ‘unregulated childcare’, and some studies do define it this way.  
 
However, treating all unregulated childcare as ‘informal’ care is not always useful. There is a 
big difference between childcare provided by non-parental family and friends (e.g. by 
grandparents or older siblings), and childcare provided by unregistered childminders, 
unregistered nannies or babysitters. The latter groups are not ‘formal childcare’ providers, in 
that they are not regulated, and are ineligible for almost all of the funding streams to offset 
childcare costs. On the other hand, the relationship between provider and parent in some of 
these cases is more similar to formal childcare than is childcare provided by grandparents, for 
example.  
 
For the purposes of our review, we focus on childcare provided by non-parental family and 
friends. Our interest is in the ways in which families choose to use informal childcare alongside 
or instead of formal childcare, and the different effects of using these packages of childcare. 
For these reasons, we do not include childcare provided by non-resident parents (in separated 
families) within our definition, in the same way that we have not included ‘shift-parenting’ 
within two-parent families as a form of childcare.  
 
So wherever the evidence allows, we are specific and explicit about which forms or patterns of 
informal childcare we are discussing. Since, as we show later, grandparents account for such a 
large proportion of all familial ‘informal’ care, we often find that our capacity to report in 
detail on other family carers is limited. Most of the evidence does not allow us to look 
separately at the roles of grandmothers and grandfathers, so we usually talk about 
grandparents as a whole. However, we know from evidence from the British Social Attitudes 
Survey series and others on the relative childcare roles of grandmothers and grandfathers that 
when we report on ‘grandparents’ we are largely referring to the roles played by 
grandmothers.   
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Our review focuses on how informal childcare is used to facilitate parental work or study. For 
this reason, we are particularly alert to how parents use informal care that is used ad hoc as 
well as that which is part of a regular arrangement. 

Why is it important to understand the role of informal childcare? 
In a ‘snapshot’ reference week in 2008, close to three million (2.71m) children, or 30 per cent 
of children under the age of 15, had been looked after by an ‘informal’ childcare provider.  
Nearly two million (1.89m) children had been looked after by their grandparents, around a 
quarter of a million (0.28m) had been cared for by their older siblings, and half a million (0.5m) 
by a friend or neighbour. In total, informal childcare accounted for 42 per cent of all the hours 
children in working families spent in childcare (source: Childcare Survey 2008; see Chapter 3 
and Chapter ).   4 of the full report
 
These figures highlight the importance of informal childcare in many families. So it is perhaps 
surprising how little attention it receives from policy makers or in research. This is partly 
because informal care is often seen purely as a ‘family matter’, and thus not of interest to 
social policy. However, given how many families use it, we argue that a greater appreciation of 
how informal childcare is used is important. Who uses it and why? How does it sit alongside 
the use of formal childcare – to what extent is it used as an alternative to formal care, to what 
extent as a supplement, and to what extent as a transitional arrangement? How does its 
availability affect parents’ working lives? Is it a ‘good thing’ for children? How does it affect the 
lives of providers of informal childcare? This summary highlights some of the key evidence in 
the full review and, as importantly, it highlights what we do not know at this point in time. 

To what extent has over a decade of policy intervention in 
formal childcare altered the number and profile of families 
using informal childcare? 
 
There are several aspects to this question, addressed in the sub-sections below: 
 
 What effect has the National Childcare Strategy had on the number of formal 

childcare places available? 
 What change has there been in the number and profile of families using formal and 

informal childcare? 
 How can we explain the continued high demand for informal childcare? 

 
Further detail on all these points can be found in Chapter .  3 of the full report
 
What effect has the National Childcare Strategy had on the number of formal 
childcare places available?  
 
In 1998, the Labour Government introduced the National Childcare Strategy. Its dual aims 
were: to improve the employment opportunities for parents, particularly mothers, by 
making formal childcare more accessible (through financial subsidies to parents and 
increased provision across the age range); and to improve the life chances of children, both 

http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
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by dint of raising families’ incomes by facilitating parental work, and by providing free 
access to early years education for preschool children. The strategy led to a large increase in 
the supply of formal childcare: between 1997 and 2008, there was a 50 per cent increase in 
the number of registered formal childcare places available in England for children under 
eight (see Table 1). By 2008, there were an estimated 1.5 million places. The increased 
supply came from places in group settings, largely accounted for by the entitlement to part-
time early years provision and the extended services around out of school hours care. Over 
the same period there was a reduction in the number of registered childminders. Parents – 
mainly those on low and middle incomes working 16 hours a week or more – now have 
access to a number of financial subsidies to help towards the cost of registered formal 
childcare. The current Government has recently announced plans to subsidise childcare for 
families working fewer than 16 hours per week when the Universal Credit is introduced in 
2013.  
 
Table 1: Number of registered childcare places in England, 1997-20082

 
 

 1997  2004 2008 
Day nurseries  193,800 507,700 635,600 
Sessional providers  383,700 256,300 206,300 
Out of school clubs 78,700 341,500 371,500 
Childminders  365,200 318,100 295,300 
All3 n/a  1,466,300 1,555,800 
Source: Ofsted 
 
What change has there been in the number and profile of families using formal 
and informal childcare? 
 
There has also been an increase in the potential demand for childcare to facilitate paid 
work. Our analysis of the Childcare Survey showed that between 1999 and 2008, there was 
an increase of 11 percentage points in the proportion of lone parents in paid work (from 41 
per cent to 52 per cent) – largely accounted for by a rise in part-time work. There was an 
increase of six percentage points (from 58 per cent to 64 per cent) in the proportion of two-
parent families where both parents were working (Table 2). These increases applied to all 
socio-economic groups. In many of these families, extra hours of working would not be 
possible without childcare outside the home. 
  

                                                           
2 Figures cover all registered places for 0-7 year olds.  Places for children 8+ do not need to be registered and 
so are not counted. A lack of data on the number of places available for children over eight makes it is difficult 
to assess, from a supply side, the extent to which childcare use has been affected by the extended services 
policy. 
3 “All” includes the provider types listed plus crèches – facilities that provide occasional care for children and 
are provided on particular premises. Some providers offer more than one type of care and are included 
separately under each of the relevant provider types.  
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Source: Childcare Survey 
 
By 2008 there were 5 million children in households where all resident parents were in work 
– up from 4.7 million in 1999 (source: Childcare Survey figures grossed up using ONS mid-
year population estimates). And there was a fall in the number of children whose parents 
worked fewer than 16 hours each week (in line with eligibility for Working Tax Credits), and 
a rise in those with parents working both full-time and longer part-time working hours. 
Looking at the ages of the children concerned – preschool, primary and secondary - the rise 
in the proportion of working lone parents was very similar across all three age groups. 
However, among couple families, the increase happened for families with preschool and 
primary school aged children rather than secondary school aged children, where the 
proportion of dual earner households was already and is still higher. Overall, the demand for 
childcare for children of all ages has increased4

 
.  

With the introduction of a range of government financial support towards the cost of formal 
childcare and early years provision, coupled with a ‘promotion’ of the benefits for children 
of formal centre-based provision, we might have expected to see a fall in the demand for 
informal childcare providers. However, this has not been the case. Figures from the 
Childcare Survey highlight the central role that informal childcare providers continue to 
play. The number of children in working families in formal childcare almost doubled from 

                                                           
4 Although a proportion of secondary school children will look after themselves after school. 

Table 2: Family work status, 1999-2008 
 
Base: All families  
 1999 2004 2008 

 
% of all lone parent 
households 

% of all lone parent 
households 

% of all lone parent 
households 

Lone parent – working  41 49 52 
Lone parent – Full time 20 22 23 
Lone parent – 16-29 hrs 17 23 24 
Lone parent - <16 hrs  4 4 5 
Lone parent – not working  59 51 48 
Weighted base n/a 2080 1959 
Unweighted base 1202 1893 1798 
    

 
% of all couple 
households 

% of all couple 
households 

% of all couple households 

Couple – both parents 
working   58 62 64 
Couple – both full time 21 23 25 
Couple – 1 FT, 1 PT (16-29 
hrs) 25 27 28 
Couple – 1 FT, 1 PT (<16 
hrs) 11 10 10 
Couple – one parent 
working  35 32 29 
Couple – neither parent 
working  7 6 6 
Weighted base n/a 5722 5118 
Unweighted base 3661 5909 5278 
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1.14m to 2.15m between 1999 and 2008, but the numbers in informal childcare also 
increased by 22 per cent (from 1.56m to 1.91m children: see Table 3). Amongst all children 
in working families, the percentage in formal childcare rose from 24 per cent in 1999 to 42 
per cent in 2008, and the percentage in informal childcare rose from 33 per cent to 37 per 
cent over the same period (although the percentage using informal childcare peaked earlier 
in the decade). The rise in the numbers using informal childcare is largely accounted for by 
more children being looked after by their grandparents.  
 
 Table 3 Use of childcare providers in last week among working families, 1999-2008 

 

 

Number of children (millions)5 

1999 2004 2008 
Any childcare  2.50 3.07 3.29 
Formal childcare  1.14 1.68 2.15 
Early Years Provider 0.54 0.85 0.97 

Out of school club  0.20 0.57 0.94 
Childminder 0.34 0.27 0.32 
Informal childcare  1.56 2.07 1.91 
Grandparent 1.11 1.43 1.37 
Older sibling 0.15 0.22 0.21 
Another relative 0.20 0.27 0.24 
Friend or neighbour 0.27 0.48 0.35 
Source: Childcare Survey; figures grossed according to ONS mid-year population estimates 
 
Over this period, informal childcare has remained at least as important as previously for 
children of all ages, and there has been little substantial change in its use among families 
with different working hours if we look at the numbers of families using it. We have, 
however, seen a reduction in the relative amount of time that children in childcare spend 
with informal childcare providers. Taking account of all hours that children in working 
families spend in childcare, our analysis found that 42 per cent of the time was spent in 
informal care in 2008, down from 53 per cent in 2004 (Table 4). So as many parents are 
using some informal childcare, mainly from grandparents, but on average they use them for 
a smaller proportion of their total childcare ‘package’.  
  

                                                           
5 Grossed up estimates are based on the number of children 0-14 in England according to ONS mid-year 
population estimates. 
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Table 4 Proportion of time in childcare spent with particular providers in last week among working families, 
2004-2008 

Base: All children in childcare in working families 
% of time spent with each provider 

 
  
2004 2008 

Formal childcare  42 51 
Early Years Provider 21 23 
Out of school club  11 18 
Childminder 6 7 
Informal childcare  53 42 
Grandparent 34 28 
Older sibling 5 4 
Another relative 5 4 
Friend or neighbour 9 6 
Weighted base 2627 2580 
Unweighted base 2806 2670 
Source: Childcare Survey 

 
How can we explain the continued high demand for informal childcare? 
 
So, why is it that, despite huge government investment in the formal childcare market, 
nearly two million children with working parents still spend time with informal childcare 
providers, most often their grandparents? There are very many potential reasons for this, 
but the most important are probably: 
 
 Parental choice. 
 Potential shortcomings of formal childcare available to parents: including cost and 

affordability; availability; opening hours; and catering for special needs. 
 The part-time nature of free early years provision. 

 
The available evidence is not sufficient to quantify or draw firm conclusions about the 
relative importance of each of these issues. However, each of them plays a part in parents’ 
decisions, and given what we do know, it is likely that demand for informal childcare will 
remain high for the foreseeable future.  
 
Profile of families using formal and informal childcare 
 
Many different kinds of families use informal childcare, and here we draw on findings from 
Chapter . The use of grandparent childcare or other informal care is not 
the domain of lower income families who cannot ‘afford’ to pay for formal childcare. Nor is 
it simply childcare chosen for children potentially less well catered for by the formal 
childcare market (e.g. very young children, older children, children with particular needs, 
children needing holiday care). Use of informal childcare is common among families across 
all socio-demographic groups. So while our analysis of the Childcare Survey found that there 
is an income gradient, and that working lone parents – particularly those with school-age 
children – rely more on informal childcare than working couple parents, the differences are 
not as stark as one might expect, and it is possible that working lone parents are relying on 

 4 of the full report

http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
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informal childcare in periods where couple parents are looking after children between them 
(something which the review does not consider to be informal childcare) (Table 5).  
 
Table 5 Childcare packages used, by household work status, 2008 

Base: Children using childcare for work related reasons    

Childcare package  

Couples Lone parents 
Both FT I FT, 1PT 

(16-
29hrs) 

1FT, 1PT 
(<16hrs) 

All FT PT 
(16-
29hrs) 

PT 
(<16hrs) 

All 

% % % % % % % % 
Informal only  36 42 56 41 34 49 66 43 
Grandparent only  21 29 39 26 20 28 45 25 
Formal + Informal  20 18 `13 17 23 14 0 18 
Centre based + Grandparents 6 9 7 7 4 6  0 4 
Individual + Grandparents  2 2 2 2 2 2  0 2 
Out of school + Grandparents  7 3 1 4 7 1  0 7 
Formal only  43 39 31 40 38 35 31 37 
Centre based only  12 17 16 16 8 13 10 11 
Individual only  12 9 7 10 11 9 6 10 
Out of school only  13 11 5 11 16 10 15 13 
Weighted base 1192 1230 348 2997 368 378 36 790 
Unweighted base 1176 1347 399 3162 366 404 35 813 
Source: Childcare Survey 2008 (key categories shown here: for full table see Table 4.18 of main report) 
 
Our analysis of the Childcare Survey (corroborated by others’ analyses) did find associations 
between using informal childcare and mothers being poorer, younger, less qualified, from 
lower socio-economic groups, and living in urban areas outside of London - although 
substantial proportions of families who fall outside of these groups also use informal 
childcare. Within all informal care options, less-educated mothers rely on a wider set of 
informal providers than more-educated mothers, and that may be a more important 
difference: for better off households grandparental care is almost the only form of ‘informal 
care’ that is used, whereas for poorer households, friends and neighbours are used more 
often, though still relatively rarely. 
 
Informal childcare is important across all stages of childhood (Table 6). Although the 
proportion of children in any form of childcare falls as children get older, where childcare is 
used for older children the proportion using informal childcare rises. Fifty one per cent of 
pre-school children who are in any childcare while parents work spend some time with 
informal childcare providers; for many (23 per cent) this is part of a package of informal and 
formal childcare. The proportion using informal care rises to 60 per cent for primary school 
children, and 82 per cent for secondary school children. However, as children get older, they 
are less and less likely to be with both formal and informal providers: only 15 per cent of 
primary school children and five per cent of secondary school children who are in childcare 
while parents work have some kind of package which includes both informal and formal 
childcare. It simply gets harder to subcontract childcare to formal providers for older 
children, and so increasingly grandparent care (often for short time-periods or before a 
parent gets home) increases.  
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We cannot emphasise enough that the vast majority of informal childcare is done by 
grandparents rather than by other relatives, friends or neighbours. Among working parents, 
similar proportions use formal childcare as use informal childcare, but grandparents are 
used more than twice as often as any other single formal or informal childcare provider.  
 

Source: Childcare Survey 2008 (key categories shown here: for full table see Table 4.6 of main report) 
 
Parental choice 
 
One likely reason for the continued high demand for informal childcare is that – whatever 
the financial incentives and government promotion of formal childcare – a substantial 
number of parents will always choose to ask grandparents and other relatives or friends to 
look after their children rather than use formal childcare. This is something we discuss in 
detail in Chapter . Perhaps more precisely, parents choose to organise 
their working lives by using informal childcare in combination with some formal childcare or 
early years provision. Unfortunately, this is an issue which is not well explored in the current 
literature: we rely largely on parents’ retrospective analysis of why they ‘decided’ on 
different childcare arrangements and the extent to which their choice was constrained by 
their circumstances (financial, geographic, cultural, etc). Such an approach is particularly 
problematic when the societal pressure on parents to be seen to be ‘doing the best’ by their 
children may lead to a degree of post hoc rationalisation about their decisions.  

 6 of the full report

 
Surveys like the Childcare Survey suggest that it is very common when deciding on formal or 
informal childcare, for parents to take into account both the benefits of the care that can be 
provided, given the available alternatives, and other practical considerations. It is less clear 
what the key underlying drivers behind their decisions are, and the extent to which they had 
realistic choices to make between providers. With the available data, we are far from being 

Table 6  Use of childcare providers for work related reasons in past week, by child’s age, 2008 

Base: All children 0-14 using childcare for work related reasons  

Provider  

0-2 3-4 
All pre 
school 

All primary 
school 

All 
secondary 
school 

All children 

% using 
provider 
for work 
related 
reasons 

% using 
provider 
for work 
related 
reasons 

% using 
provider 
for work 
related 
reasons 

% using 
provider 
for work 
related 
reasons 

% using 
provider 
for work 
related 
reasons 

% using 
provider 
for work 
related 
reasons 

Informal childcare 54 48 51 60 82 59 
Grandparent 47 39 43 43 49 44 
Formal childcare 67 78 72 54 22 57 
Day nursery  44 26 35 * 0 14 
Nursery class/school 6 26 16 * 0 6 
Playgroup  3 12 17 * 0 3 
Childminder  13 12 13 14 2 12 
Out of school club  * 7 4 35 17 21 
Weighted base 741 719 1460 1891 436 3787 
Unweighted base 826 928 1754 1820 401 3975 

http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
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able to quantify this. Our own analysis of the Childcare Survey suggests that the majority of 
parents said that they positively chose their childcare on the basis of the environment that it 
can offer (with informal providers chosen for offering ‘a caring environment’). However, a 
majority6

 

 also talked about taking account of practical issues such as convenience and cost. 
There is evidence from the Childcare Survey to suggest that many parents choose informal 
childcare without taking into consideration the option of using formal childcare. When 
asked about the affordability, availability and quality of formal childcare locally, around a 
quarter of parents using only informal childcare answered ‘don’t know’ to these questions.  

Findings from qualitative studies7

 

 add to the survey data by providing more detail on 
parents’ thinking. Many parents stress the potential for informal childcare arrangements to 
have positive effects on the well-being of parents and grandparents and on the closeness of 
family relations. However, they also highlight the potentially negative consequences that 
some parents take into consideration, with lone parents voicing concerns over family and 
friends feeling obliged to help, and of grandparents interfering with their own childrearing 
practices.  

Potential shortcomings of formal childcare available to parents 
 
In this section, we focus on what the evidence can tell us about the extent to which parents’ 
use of informal childcare is connected with failures in the formal childcare market. Again, 
the evidence is rather patchy. We start with the issue of cost and affordability of childcare 
and then turn to other practical issues such as availability; opening hours; catering for 
special needs; and suitability for older children.  
 
Although the evidence indicates that cost is far from being the only driver of the use of 
informal childcare, it is clearly at least a contributing factor for a proportion of families. 
Working families with lower incomes are more likely than those with higher incomes to use 
informal childcare (see Chapter ). Cost was a contributing factor for just under half of 
children whose main childcare provider was informal, although nine out of ten also took 
account of the providers’ caring role (

 4

see Chapter ). The Childcare Survey provides some 
further evidence that cost is a key factor in the use of informal childcare. Around six in ten 
parents who use only informal childcare cited the fact that their childcare was free or cheap 
when asked what is was about their childcare that enabled them to work. Despite 
substantial government intervention in the formal childcare market, only a minority of 
parents think that the local childcare available to them is affordable, and there has been 
little change in that view in the period between 2004 and 2008 (Table 7).   

 6

  

                                                           
6 In the Childcare Survey, parents were able to give more than one reason for choosing their provider. 
7 eg Wheelock and Jones (2002); Bell et al (2005); Skinner and Finch (2006). 

http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
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 Table 7 Perceptions of the affordability of childcare provision 2004-2008, by age of child  

Base: All families using childcare in past year  
 Pre-school Primary school Secondary school  All 
  2004 2008  2004 2008  2004 2008  2004 2008 
  % %  % %  % %  % % 
Very good  8 7  7 5  4 3  7 6 
Fairly good  34 33  28 30  22 20  30 30 
Fairly poor  27 24  24 21  22 18  25 22 
Very poor  13 16  12 15  9 15  12 15 
Not sure   19 20  29 28  43 43  26 27 
Weighted base  3077 3010  2788 2888  839 1178  6704 7075 
Unweighted base   3859 3784  2521 2627  523 663  6903 7074 
Source: Childcare Survey 
 
Overall, the use of informal childcare does not appear to be related to parents’ perceptions 
about the availability of formal childcare places in their local area. Indeed, our analysis of 
the Childcare Survey found parents using informal childcare are less likely to report that 
there are too few places (e.g. 35 per cent of those using only informal childcare compared 
to 45 per cent of those using only formal childcare), though this may reflect more the unmet 
demand felt by parents who are using formal care. The fact that a substantial minority of 
parents who only use informal care do not know about the availability of formal childcare 
suggests that for them formal provision is not always relevant. (See Chapter  of the full 
report for further discussion of this). However, there is evidence of shortfalls in the 
particular situations where parents often turn to informal childcare.   

 6

 
 Parents working or studying outside of the standard working week rely heavily on 

informal childcare – particularly on grandparents. Mothers who worked and used 
childcare during non-standard hours found childcare a problem, particularly in the early 
mornings and evenings (32 per cent of mothers working these times reported problems 
with finding childcare). But those using informal childcare were far less likely to have 
these problems (e.g. they were half as likely as those using formal providers to have 
problems with evening provision). Childcare for parents working in non-standard hours 
is discussed further in Chapter  of the full report.  5
 

 Likewise, reliance on informal childcare increases during school holidays. Table 8 shows 
the proportion of school-age children, split into three age groups, in different childcare 
arrangements during school holidays. Among each age group, the proportions in 
informal childcare alone (usually involving grandparents) are about ten percentage 
points higher in the holidays than in term time. We do not have the data to know 
whether parents would choose different arrangements were formal childcare more 
available or affordable during school holidays. But we do know that around a third of 
parents find affordable and flexible holiday childcare a problem. Those who end up with 
a mix of formal and informal childcare experience most difficulties, suggesting that they 
had to choose a combination ‘to make things work’. Further discussion of holiday 
provision can be found in Chapter .   4 of the full report

 

http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/The_role_of_informal_childcare_FULL_REPORT.pdf�
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Table 8  Childcare packages used in school holidays, by age of children in household  

Base: all families with school-age children and using childcare 
for work related reasons in holidays  

Childcare package  
5 to 7 8 to 11 12 to 14  
% % % 

Informal only  41 55 68 
Grandparent only  24 32 32 
Grandparent + other informal  10 11 18 
Formal + Informal  24 19 13 
Centre based + Grandparents 5 1 1 
Individual + Grandparents  6 4 2 
Out of school club + grandparents 7 9 7 
Formal only  32 23 16 
Centre based only  7 2 2 
Individual only  9 7 6 
Out of school only  11 12 8 
Weighted base 736 927 584 
Unweighted base 859 947 567 
Source: Childcare Survey 2008 (key categories shown here: for full table see Table 4.24 of main report) 
 
 Although the Childcare Survey data do not show disproportionate use of informal care 

among parents with children with special educational needs or disabilities (SEND), 
several studies report on the shortcomings of formal childcare for these families (e.g. 
Kagan et al, 1999, Contact a Family, 2002, Smith et al, 2010). In recent years, 
Government has made attempts to improve the availability of suitable childcare to these 
families, but the impact of some of these initiatives is not yet known. Meanwhile, there 
is limited evidence to suggest that while some families with disabled children do rely 
heavily on informal childcare, others, especially those with ‘high demand’ children find it 
is not possible or appropriate to do so (e.g. Daycare Trust, 2007). See Chapter

 for more details. 
 5 of the 

full report
 
 There are differences in the use of informal (and formal) childcare between white 

families and particular minority ethnic groups, which could reflect differences in cultural 
attitudes to the role of mothers and the appropriateness of familial care, differences in 
the propensity to be a lone parent or couple family, geographical differences, or 
differences in the availability of informal childcarers. All of these factors contribute to 
the differential use of different providers, but there is insufficient survey evidence (with 
relatively small sample sizes in the Childcare Survey; see Kazimirski et al, 2006) to 
quantify the relative influence of each. Among children who are in childcare while their 
parents to work, Asian children are more likely to be cared for solely by informal carers 
(including a range of relatives or friend), but white children are more likely than others 
to be looked after solely by their grandparent (28 per cent). Six in ten black children rely 
solely on formal care. Childcare for families from minority ethnic backgrounds is further 
discussed in Chapter .   5 of the full report
 

 Student parents can have particular need to call on informal childcare providers. With 
fewer childcare subsidies available to them than working parents (and the fact that by 
dint of studying they are not in paid work, or at most working part-time), the need for 
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low or no cost childcare is an issue. Likewise, the nature of some students’ study 
requires out-of-hours, flexible childcare of a nature most often provided by informal 
rather than formal providers. See Chapter .   5 of the full report

 
The part-time nature of free early years provision 
 
The introduction of free early years provision for three and four year olds has been a major 
reason for the steep rise in the number of formal childcare places for preschool children. This 
early years ‘guarantee’ currently provides 15 hours per week of free early years education. The 
primary motive for funding early years education is to improve children’s outcomes through 
better education. But even with recently increased flexibility in how the hours are used, 
working parents wanting to take up the early years provision may well have to arrange 
childcare for their other working hours. If this is not at the same venue as the early years 
provision, they often need to rely on individual formal or informal providers to take, collect, 
and look after their child. So even the guaranteed early years provision may bring 
complications to parents’ childcare arrangements, and that may help explain the continued 
high demand for informal childcare.  
 
Table 9 highlights the role that informal childcare plays alongside formal centre-based 
childcare (see Chapter ). Childcare Survey data shows that 25 per cent of 
three and four year olds who are in childcare while their parents work attend both informal 
and formal care. Nearly two thirds of these (16% in total) spend time both in centre-based 
care and with their grandparents. Qualitative studies further highlight the role of informal 
childcare in helping parents co-ordinate early years education, childcare and paid work 
(Skinner, 2003; Bell et al, 2005). 

 4 of the full report

 
Table 9 Childcare packages used by three and four year olds, 2008  

Base: three and four year olds receiving childcare for work related reasons  

Childcare package  
 
% 

Informal only  22 
Grandparent only  17 
Formal + Informal  25 
Centre based + Grandparents 16 
Formal only  52 
Centre based only  37 
Individual only  5 
Out of school only  2 
Centre based + Individual  5 
Weighted base 719 
Unweighted base 928 
Source: Childcare Survey 2008 (key categories shown here: for full table see Table 4.8 of main report) 
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Is the demand for informal childcare likely to be sustainable 
in the future?  
 
We have established that the use of informal childcare has grown despite government 
encouragement of the formal childcare market. But will sufficient numbers of grandparents 
and other informal childcare providers continue to be available and willing to look after 
children while parents work? Or will changing employment patterns among grandparents 
(with increasing numbers of older women remaining in paid work for longer) and increased 
caring responsibilities for older generations, as well as greater geographic mobility, reduce 
the number of potential informal childcare providers? In looking at this issue, we focus on 
grandparents, as they account for two thirds of the hours that children spend in informal 
care, and are the group most affected by demographic change. This section summarises 
data presented in Chapter 3 and Chapter .  7 of the full report
 
We start by acknowledging that we cannot provide hard and fast answers. We do know 
that, as mothers’ employment rates were rising during the past decade, so the proportion of 
women aged 50 to 59 in paid work increased by eight percentage points over the same 
period, and that this is largely accounted for by a greater proportion of women doing full-
time work in the decade before they turn 60 (Table 10). This suggests that, while demand 
for childcare has been rising, the potential supply of (particularly younger) grandparental 
care may have fallen.  
 
Table 10  Employment trends of women aged 50-59 
 
 % of women in 

Not in work Part-time work Full-time work 
1998 41.1 27.9 31.0 
2000 39.6 27.5 32.8 
2004 36.4 27.1 36.5 
2008 33.0 26.9 40.0 
Source: Labour Force Survey 
 
While the rise of older women working full time may suggest fewer grandmothers will be 
able to provide informal care for their grandchildren, in fact most 50 to 59 year old women 
are not in full-time work, and many older grandparents are much less likely to be in paid 
work. Moreover, our analysis of the British Social Attitudes data suggests that being in work 
does not stop a large number of grandmothers looking after their grandchildren. This may 
explain why we have not seen a drop in the number and proportion of families using 
grandparental care. Indeed, others such as Pahl (cited in Gray, 2005) point to a potential 
increase in the supply of grandparental care, with increasing life expectancy and good 
health meaning that more grandparents are around for longer to look after grandchildren. 
Indeed, Gray combined data on the changing demography of families and older women’s 
employment rates to suggest that there are now slightly more grandmothers available to 
help with childcare than in the early 1980s. Finally, it is also important to bear in mind that 
grandparents who help with childcare tend to do so on a part-time basis, and many for only 
a very few hours a week (as our analysis in Table 11 shows). Thus, the potential exists for 
grandparents to combine grandparental childcare and other responsibilities such as paid 
work or elder care. 
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Table 11 Average number of hours per week that grandparents look after grandchildren 

Base: All grandparents who ever look after grandchildren    

  Grandfathers Grandmothers Grandparents 
Fewer than 5 hours  49 34 41 
5 to 9 hours  15 18 17 
Varies but usually less than 10 
hours each week  12 14 13 

10 to 34 hours  15 21 18 
35 hours a week or more  4 4 4 
Varies but usually more than 10 
hours each week  3 4 4 

Lives with grandchild  2 3 3 
Don’t know  0 1 1 
Weighted base  226 286 509 
Unweighted base  227 330 557 
Source: British Social Attitudes 2009 
 
A number of studies8

 

 discuss the fact that, while most grandparents say they enjoy looking 
after their grandchildren and helping their own children, some grandparents feel it is more 
of a sacrifice of their own social life or employment, and express tensions about how their 
expectations differed from their children’s. Although there is little expectation of pay there 
is evidence that grandparental care brings expectations of reciprocity in other ways, though 
these are often implicit rather than explicit. 

Is informal childcare something to be encouraged, and is 
there a government role to be played in promoting or 
discouraging its use?  
 
This section covers two questions: 
 
 What can the research evidence tell us about the educational and socio-emotional 

development of children looked after by informal providers versus those in formal 
childcare? 

 Are there reasons that the state should be involved in the support of informal childcare 
users and providers? 

 
What can the research evidence tell us about the educational and socio-
emotional development of children looked after by informal providers versus 
those in formal childcare? 
 
Underpinning the previous government’s strategy to develop access to formal, largely 
group-based, childcare and early years provision was the belief that this will improve the life 
chances of young children. It draws on much-cited evidence (notably the body of work 

                                                           
8 eg Wheelock and Jones, 2002, Mooney and Statham, 2002; Arthur et al, 2003 
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based on the UK Effective Provision of Preschool Education Study, such as Sylva et al 2004) 
on the effects of good quality, early years provision on children’s educational development. 
EPPE has shown that time spent in high quality, formal, group early years settings can 
enhance children’s development, particularly for children from more disadvantaged 
backgrounds. There is now some UK evidence from EPPE of the longevity of impact 
(Sammons et al, 2007). In line with the EPPE findings, Smith et al’s (2009b) evaluation for 
DfE of the Early Education Pilot for Two Year Old Children found positive benefits of good 
quality, part-time provision for two year olds from disadvantaged backgrounds9

 
.  

However, since large numbers of families will continue to use grandparents and other forms 
of informal childcare, either in conjunction with or instead of formal provision, there are 
questions about how exposure to different forms of informal childcare are associated with 
children’s educational and socio-emotional development.  If families choose – or, indeed, 
have no choice but to – use informal childcare, what effect might this have on their children, 
compared to using formal provision? And does this vary by family background, the hours 
spent in different forms of childcare and, indeed, by the quality of the informal childcare 
provided? 
 
We recognise that, at least for children aged three and over, questions about the potential 
benefits, or drawbacks, of informal provision are arguably different from those we might ask 
about formal provision. The vast majority of three and four year olds spend a substantial 
number of hours in early years provision, and older children are in school for the bulk of the 
term-time day. Thus, for these children, time spent with informal providers is usually in 
addition to educational provision and socialising with children of the same age. What these 
children need, and what their parents want, from informal provision may not be the same 
as we expect from early years providers and schools – or from a childcare environment 
which is not experienced alongside hours of education.  
 
For this reason we, and most other researchers, have focused on the associations between 
childcare in the early years of a child’s life and their development. We have drawn on the 
evidence from the UK and, where appropriate, the US, to explore the associations between 
exposure to different forms of childcare and children’s educational and socio-emotional 
development. UK evidence comes largely from four studies: the Millennium Cohort Study, 
the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC), the Family, Children and 
Child Care Project, and Growing Up in Scotland (GUS). Much of the US evidence draws on 
the NICHD Study of Early Childcare and Youth Development. In this summary, we focus most 
heavily on the work of Hansen and Hawkes (2009) and our own analysis, both using the 
Millennium Cohort Study (MCS). Despite some differences in the detailed results, the broad 
messages are replicated in other UK work (e.g. CMPO, 2006, using ALSPAC data) and in the 
US (e.g. NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2004). Most of the available evidence is 
based on non-experimental, longitudinal cohort studies. This means that we can report on 
associations between informal childcare and children’s outcomes, but cannot provide hard 

                                                           
9 Note, they found no statistically significant differences comparing all children taking up the provision with a 
comparison group of children outside of the pilot areas, but found a positive impact on vocabulary 
development in children in pilot areas in higher quality settings. 
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evidence about causation: we cannot attribute with certainty particular outcomes as being a 
direct result of the childcare provision10

 
.  

The UK evidence around the link between informal childcare and developmental outcomes 
is not clear cut. The picture is muddied by the fact that different longitudinal studies use 
different educational outcome measures, and vary in the extent to which they take account 
of the amount of time that children spend in different forms of care, their socio-
demographics and so forth. However, from the overall pattern of results, it seems clear that 
– if there are associations between using informal childcare and children’s development – 
they are not very large. Chapter  provides further detail on the 
associations between the use of different forms of childcare and children’s development, 
including a discussion of the quality of care. And, for ease of reference, in Appendix 2, we 
provide some of the more detailed findings from our own analysis. 

 8 of the main report

 
Educational outcomes 
 
We, and Hansen and Hawkes, used two measures to look at the associations between the 
use of different forms of childcare and children’s educational outcomes: vocabulary 
development, using the British Ability Scales (BAS) naming vocabulary sub-scale; and school 
readiness, using six subtests of the Revised Bracken Concept Scale. Hansen and Hawkes 
(2009) measured associations between childcare used at nine months and children’s 
development at age three. Our own analysis takes account of childcare used between the 
ages of one and three, and measures children’s development at ages three and five. So, in 
combination, these two analyses allow us to report on whether childcare used before the 
age at which children are eligible for free part-time early years education appears to be 
associated with differential rates of development. While Hansen and Hawkes look at the 
child’s ‘main’ source of childcare, we took account of packages of childcare and, in doing so, 
were able to look at the effect of combining different types. The MCS data do not provide 
enough information on childcare hours to examine the association between outcomes and 
the intensity of childcare usage. However, we are able to observe whether mothers worked 
full or part-time, and this latter group might be expected to use childcare for fewer hours, 
on average. Both we and Hansen and Hawkes focused on children with working mothers. 
 
One important point to note is that, in our analyses, we cannot take account of the quality 
of the childcare that the children were receiving, whether formal or informal. Given 
evidence from previous studies (e.g. Sylva et al, 2004; Smith et al, 2009b) that higher quality 
formal provision is associated with the greatest positive impacts on children’s outcomes, 
our inability to take account of quality is something to bear in mind in the interpretation of 
our findings. 
 
Overall, analysis of the MCS suggests that children living in more advantaged households11

                                                           
10 There are no experimental studies in the UK, such as the US Perry Preschool randomised control trial of 
early years’ provision, which measure the impact. The evaluation of the Early Education Pilot for Two Year Old 
Children used a quasi-experimental design to measure medium-term outcomes at a single point in time, but 
focused on a particular age group and did not look in any detail at informal childcare.  

 
who are looked after by their grandparents rather than in formal centre-based care 
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develop slightly better in terms of vocabulary. By the age of three, they were significantly 
further ahead than children in centre-based care, both if we look at care at nine months, or 
over the period up to the age they were three. For children in less advantaged families, 
there is no evidence to suggest that being in grandparental care disadvantages children in 
comparison to children in centre-based care but unlike more advantaged families, it did not 
put them further ahead. Although Hansen and Hawkes found that children looked after by 
other informal carers, or by their fathers or mothers’ partners, at the age of nine months 
were doing less well in terms of vocabulary development, this was not replicated in our 
analyses of childcare used between the ages of one and three, suggesting that any effect 
may have been short-lived. We found no significant association between grandparental 
care and vocabulary scores for children whose mother works part-time, who may be using 
informal childcare at lower levels of intensity. (See Appendix 2, Table 1.)  
 
Hansen and Hawkes found that children looked after by their grandparents were less ready 
for school than those in formal centre-based care (but as ready as children in other forms of 
care). However, in our analysis we found no statistically significant differences in the levels 
of school readiness of children in different childcare arrangements between the ages of 
one and three.  
 
In addition, our results show little significant association between using different forms of 
informal childcare between the ages of one and three, and age five vocabulary or school 
readiness scores. In other words, if there was an earlier effect, then it disappears after two 
years of early years provision. (See Appendix 2, Table 2 and Chapter

) 
 8 of main report for 

more details.
 
Socio-emotional outcomes 
 
Using Goodman’s Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, Hansen and Hawkes found a 
small association between children having more negative peer relationships and being 
looked after by grandparents, especially among boys, and especially among families from 
more disadvantaged backgrounds. This finding has been backed up by work done using 
ALSPAC by Fergusson, Maughan and Golding. Looking at childcare used between the ages of 
one and three, we found a similar pattern to that identified by Hansen and Hawkes for 
children from less educated backgrounds, but found a positive association between socio-
emotional development and being looked after by grandparents among more educated 
families.  This was still apparent when the children reached age five, whereas the negative 
association among children in less educated families had disappeared once they had spent 
time as three and four year olds in early years provision (see Appendix 2, Tables 3 and 4 and 
Chapter  for more details).   8 of main report
 
Therefore, it would appear that there are some advantages, and certainly few disadvantages 
to children being looked after by grandparents, or other informal childcare providers, in the 
first three years of life – either solely or in combination with formal childcare. By the time 
children have spent time in early years provision, any associations between their 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
11 In Hansen and Hawkes, according to their mothers’ education, benefit receipt or single versus couple 
households according to their mothers’ education, benefit receipt or single versus couple households; in our 
own analysis according to only mothers’ education. 
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outcomes and childcare they experienced earlier disappear. We have some very limited 
evidence (looking at part-time versus all working mothers) that the intensity of the provision 
might influence the size of this association. So we would not expect the use of informal 
childcare in combination with early years provision or later, school, to significantly affect 
children’s development. Since many parents will continue to choose, or need to use, 
informal childcare in order to facilitate parents’ work, these findings are important. In 
particular, there is no strong evidence to suggest that, by doing so, they are putting their 
children at a disadvantage in relation to children in formal childcare.  
 
Childcare quality 
 
A better understanding of informal care environments would be useful. There is a strong 
body of evidence about the different effects of having good quality and less good quality 
formal childcare in the early years (e.g. Sylva et al 2004; Smith et al 2009b). However, the 
same body of evidence is not available about the quality of different forms of informal care. 
Few studies in the UK have sought to measure the quality of care provided by informal 
childcare providers, and, all too often, informal carers (or particular carers such as 
grandparents) are treated as if they are a homogenous group in term of the quality of care 
they provide. In the UK to date, studies usually rely on proxy indicators of the quality of 
informal care, such as the education of the mother, because of the correlation between that 
and the education level of grandparents, the key provider of informal childcare.  Ideally, we 
would have better evidence to disentangle the role that quality of informal care plays.  
 
More efforts have been made to examine this in the US. However, our reading of this work 
is that it has proved very difficult to measure the quality of different forms of informal care, 
especially if we want to compare quality in informal care with quality in a formal care 
setting. Even where a measure is suitable for both environments, it does not necessarily 
work in the same way in informal and formal providers. And, indeed, it is arguable whether 
the same factors would be appropriate to look at ‘quality care’ in formal and informal 
settings.  
 
With these caveats in mind, we might tentatively suggest from the US literature that 
informal carers tend to provide a less rich learning environment than formal providers, and 
that their disciplining is more variable, but that they score better in terms of sensitivity and 
responsiveness. These findings are in line with evidence that children who spend much time 
with grandparents have better vocabulary than children in formal childcare (linked to 
responsiveness) but are potentially less school ready (linked to the learning environment).  
 
Are there arguments for the state to get more involved in the support of 
informal childcare users and providers? 
 
We considered whether there are convincing economic arguments that would justify 
government intervention to encourage or support the use of informal childcare. We then 
examined the practicality of specific proposals to support informal childcare, bearing in 
mind that it is not generally traded in a market as an economist would recognise it. We 
discuss these issues further in Chapter .  9 of the full report
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Arguments which could, in principle, favour policy intervention to encourage or support 
informal childcarers (much as government policy currently supports formal childcare) could 
take one of three forms. First, the government could argue that parents place too little 
value on the benefits to their children experiencing informal childcare. Second, it could 
argue that financial constraints prevent families from affording informal childcare. Third, it 
could argue that parents place too little value on the benefits of their being in work, and 
that subsidising informal childcare would lead more parents to work. We found very little 
hard evidence to support or refute these potential arguments. In particular, we simply do 
not know whether more informal childcare arrangements might exist were potential 
informal childcarers to be remunerated. Although we suspect that as the vast majority of 
informal childcare is not paid for directly, any scheme that subsidised it would merely act as 
an income transfer to those families currently using it. 
 
Overall, we view the case for government intervention to support informal childcare is, at 
best, not proven. 
 
A practical reason not to introduce a direct subsidy of informal childcare is that there is no 
easily-verifiable record of which families use informal care, for how long and at what 
financial cost; this is because informal childcare is provided by people with whom the parent 
has a relationship as a friend or relative. Without the ability to verify transactions, any 
subsidy scheme would be open to abuse, which would increase the cost to government, 
lead to inequities, and perhaps weaken public acceptance. However, we note the 
government allows grandparents to claim Carer’s Credit by having a health-care professional 
verifying the details of the claim. The only policy proposed to support informal care that is 
not subject to this criticism is one that supports informal childcare indirectly, for example by 
increasing (possibly income-related) support for families where all adults work (if support is 
intended only for work-related childcare) or for all parents (if support is given regardless of 
a parent’s work status), perhaps limited to children of a certain age. 

Recommendations for future research 
We found gaps in the research evidence available and recommend additional research in 
areas where further evidence may be most likely to have direct influence on government 
policies related to parental work and to childcare, be it formal or informal. Our suggestions 
are listed in a rough order of priority.  

Further understanding children’s outcomes related to informal childcare 
Given many families continue to use informal childcare, we should seek to understand better 
the effect of different childcare situations on different types of children. Such evidence could 
direct policy makers, providers and parents about what might work best and for whom. It 
would also open up a discussion about what could be done to maximise the quality of informal 
childcare. The key missing information is a proper profile of the amount of time that children 
spend with different providers.  
 
A further important question is whether childcare arrangements affect all children in the same 
way. All the studies we looked at take account of some of the more concrete and measurable 
differences between children receiving different forms of care. To a certain extent, they take 
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account of family characteristics in order to see whether the picture varies from children of 
different backgrounds. In the US Pluess and Belsky (2009) found that children with high levels 
of negative emotionality appear to be particularly susceptible to the quality of their childcare 
setting. Examining this issue within a UK context would be of huge benefit. Given 
complementary evidence about the interaction between negative emotionality and parenting 
(cited in paper, Belsky 2005), we might hypothesise a similar relationship with informal 
childcare.  

 
Thirdly, more needs to be done to measure the quality of the care provided by 
grandparents. Several studies show that, in the case of formal childcare, there is a clear 
relationship between the quality of care and better cognitive outcomes for children, 
although the evidence regarding socio-emotional outcomes is more mixed. But we do not 
know enough about the quality of informal childcare provision to know if there is a similar, 
or similar sized, effect for informal care. In addition to examining the work done in the US 
on this issue, it would also be useful to consider whether measures such as those used for 
the Home Learning Environment, which measure interactions between parents and their 
children (e.g. as used in Speight et al, 2010) could be adapted to measure what 
grandparents (or other informal providers) do with children. Folbre et al (2005) advocate 
the role of a child-centred Time Use Survey which takes account of the activities and time 
that children spend with grandparents as well as parents, one which uses more nuanced 
measures (than other time use surveys) of what adults do with children. This would help us 
to understand the information on outcomes and provide some data to measure the quality 
of interactions between grandparents and their grandchildren.  
 
In the US, in recognition that so many families rely on informal care, a number of initiatives 
have been developed in different US States to train informal carers in how to engage the 
children in their care and develop them educationally and socio-emotionally. For instance, the 
Child Care Development Fund, the federal child care program, requires states to incorporate 
training for ‘kith and kin’ caregivers in their professional development plans. Within the UK, 
organisations such as Grandparents Plus have called for more support for grandparent carers 
(Grandparents Plus 2009).  
 

A robust examination of the choices that parents make in terms of the types 
and combinations of childcare 
There is clearly a role for collecting additional evidence on parents’ choices about childcare, 
including choices that might be less about trade-offs and more a positive preference for a 
mixed portfolio of care. Without this, it is hard to understand parents’ decision-making 
processes and the extent to which policies around, say, the affordability or quality of 
childcare provision will affect parental choice. However, collecting robust evidence on these 
choices is not straightforward. We do not know what options individual parents have open 
to them. Moreover, we do not know much about the attributes of those options which are 
in parents' choices sets. For formal childcare, we can measure the price and Ofsted rating, 
but not other attributes which parents clearly care about, such as location and opening 
hours. And we can measure very little about informal childcare. This means that traditional 
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economic analysis of choices is limited in its usefulness12

Collecting robust survey data on the prevalence and profile of grandparents 
who provide childcare while parents work  

. One option would be to capture 
parents’ views before, or at least during, the decision-making process. We might draw on a 
study by Pungello and Kurtz-Costes (2000) in the US which involved interviewing employed 
women before and after the birth of their first child, in an attempt to avoid the 
methodological difficulties of asking mothers to provide retrospective information on their 
decisions about childcare. Another potential approach is the one taken in a recent study 
looking at how to quantitatively collect data on lone parents’ decision-making regarding 
barriers to paid work in a way that reflected the complexities of decision-making involved 
(De Souza et al, 2008).  

An important but simple addition to the evidence base would be to add questions to some 
of the large surveys to enable researchers to identify people who have grandchildren. 
Ideally, this would include data on children’s ages, distance away and whether the 
grandchildren are related to the grandparents through the children’s mother or father. The 
English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), which already asks whether older people have 
grandchildren or great-grandchildren, is a key candidate for this.  
 
A study which involved all generations would be of great benefit to the evidence base. This 
could build on the design of the 1998 British Social Attitudes module, but interviewing a 
number of generations from one family, regardless of the household they lived in. One way 
of doing this might be to seek consent to interview relatives of sample members of 
Understanding Society. 
 
There is also scope for research that would provide a greater understanding of the decisions 
that grandparents make. In the US, Baydar and Brooks-Gunn (1998) came up with a 
typology of grandmothers using cluster analysis, which would be interesting to replicate if 
there were the available UK data. Taking account of socio-demographics, well-being, 
employment status and levels of social participation, they categorised grandmothers into 
‘homemakers’ (the most likely group to regularly look after their grandchildren), ‘young and 
connected’ (likely to be working and look after grandchildren), ‘remote’ and ‘frail’ (with 
these latter groups unlikely to be looking after grandchildren.  

Understanding how and why informal childcare plugs gaps in formal childcare 
provision  
Although the number of formal childcare places has increased since the start of the National 
Childcare Strategy, and the number of children with informal providers has also risen, the 
research evidence suggests that there are shortfalls in provision for particular groups of 
children. Here, we are thinking particularly about childcare during non-standard working 
hours and school holidays; and childcare for disabled children or children with SEN. For 
instance, it is quite possible that further research into the childcare needs of parents 
working at the weekends and in the evenings might conclude that informal childcare 

                                                           
12 These are the same underlying reasons why it is so hard to learn about the link between the price of formal 
childcare and its use, and maternal employment. 
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providers are best placed to do this. If they are fulfilling a role that formal childcare 
does/cannot, should this affect discussions about whether such care should be eligible for 
childcare subsidies?   
 
Further analysis would also be possible using the 2009 Childcare Survey and data from the 
Disabled Children’s Access to Childcare (DCATCH) evaluation. There is also the potential to 
combine data from a number of waves of the Childcare Survey in order to increase the 
sample sizes of some smaller sub-groups. This exercise would give more precise figures on 
prevalence than are available from only a single wave. Adding modules of questions to 
surveys such as the Childcare Survey or surveys of families in these particular groups might 
also be useful, though at a cost and with potential complications in sampling strategies. 
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Appendix 2: Tables on child outcomes 

Table 1 Cognitive Outcomes and Non-Parental Childcare (BAS percentile, age 3) 
 Mother’s Education 
Difference in score (out of 100) on the BAS 
vocabulary sub-scale between category and 
centre-based childcare 
 
 

All 
Working 
Mothers 

Part-time 
Working  
Mothers 

Low High 

 3 3 3 3 
Childcare Use by Age 3 (MCS 2)     
Centre-Based Childcare (only) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
(omitted category)     
Grandparents (only) 2.713* 1.736 0.259 4.498** 
 [1.146] [1.427] [1.803] [1.599] 
Other Informal Care (only) 1.179 1.165 1.664 0.111 
 [1.863] [2.301] [3.019] [2.553] 
Childminder 2.813 1.757 -6.587 6.914* 
 [2.603] [3.433] [3.829] [3.124] 
Grand-Parents and Centre-Based Childcare 1.196 0.761 -1.623 3.039 
 [1.234] [1.378] [1.893] [1.641] 
Other Informal and Centre-Based Childcare -1.158 -2.942 2.153 -3.661 
 [2.222] [2.677] [3.465] [2.737] 
Childminder and Centre-Based Childcare 3.732 3.316 6.361 3.91 
 [2.741] [3.106] [6.634] [3.089] 
Other Combination 2.038 1.717 -0.0225 3.518 
 [2.104] [2.446] [3.028] [2.679] 
Low/No Childcare 0.0012 0.101 0.000 2.331 
 [1.121] [1.392] [1.719] [1.452] 
Observations 5,536 3,818 2,143 3,393 
R-squared 0.131 0.145 0.147 0.102 
Other Controls included: socio-economic position, parental education, child age, 
male/female, child ethnicity, work status of father, mother’s age (sq), lone parent status, 
marital status, number of siblings 
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Table 2 Cognitive Outcomes and Non-Parental Childcare (BAS percentile, age 5) 
  Mother’s Education 
Difference in score (out of 100) on the BAS 
vocabulary sub-scale between category and 
centre-based childcare 
 
 

All 
Working 
Mothers 

Part-time 
Working  
Mothers 

Low High 

Childcare Use by Age 3 (MCS 2)     
Centre-Based Childcare (only) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
(omitted category) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Grandparents (only) 0.615 -0.0824 0.167 1.673 
 [1.327] [1.548] [1.996] [1.696] 
Other Informal Care (only) 2.598 3.225 6.823* -1.377 
 [2.505] [3.289] [3.073] [3.787] 
Childminder 6.911* 6.944 5.639 6.975* 
 [2.992] [4.029] [5.826] [3.422] 
Grand-Parents and Centre-Based Childcare -0.206 -0.776 0.282 -0.353 
 [1.131] [1.368] [1.950] [1.320] 
Other Informal and Centre-Based Childcare -2.796 -1.188 1.116 -5.636 
 [2.292] [2.633] [3.435] [3.171] 
Childminder and Centre-Based Childcare 2.771 3.833 15.76* 0.498 
 [2.912] [3.358] [7.127] [3.283] 
Other Combination 5.382* 5.538* 3.9 6.793* 
 [2.092] [2.778] [3.642] [2.669] 
Low/No Childcare 0.592 0.734 0.105 1.119 
 [1.127] [1.272] [1.868] [1.324] 
Childcare Use Age 3-5 (MCS2-MCS3)     
Centre Based Childcare (Part-Time) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
(omitted category) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Centre-Based Childcare (Full-Time) 0.229 -0.0626 -1.586 1.184 
 [1.081] [1.477] [1.853] [1.306] 
Observations 5,065 3,542 1,957 3,108 
R-squared 0.119 0.126 0.113 0.108 
Other Controls included: socio-economic position, parental education, child age, male/female, 
child ethnicity, work status of father, mother’s age (sq), lone parent status, marital status, number 
of siblings 
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Table 3 Socio-emotional development and non-parental childcare (SDQ, age 3) 
  Mother’s Education 

 

All 
Working 
Mothers 

Part-time 
Working  
Mothers 

Low High 

Childcare Use by Age 3 (MCS 2)     
Centre-Based Childcare (only) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
(omitted category) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Grandparents (only) 0.115 1.203 -4.059* 3.283* 
 [1.146] [1.375] [1.770] [1.520] 
Other Informal Care (only) -1.407 0.369 -2.61 -0.322 
 [2.077] [2.447] [3.358] [3.160] 
Childminder -1.089 0.0844 -9.065 1.987 
 [3.051] [3.917] [5.516] [3.390] 
Grand-Parents and Centre-Based Childcare -3.431** -0.246 -5.389* -2.373 
 [1.154] [1.396] [2.134] [1.541] 
Other Informal and Centre-Based Childcare -2.104 -1.161 -7.900* 1.339 
 [2.372] [2.978] [3.954] [3.109] 
Childminder and Centre-Based Childcare -3.386 -2.011 1.505 -3.489 
 [2.846] [3.401] [5.703] [3.230] 
Other Combination -3.02 -1.71 -4.875 -1.881 
 [2.064] [2.219] [3.233] [2.788] 
Low/No Childcare 0.186 0.673 -1.227 0.8 
 [1.196] [1.489] [1.851] [1.483] 
Observations 5,536 3,818 2,143 3,393 
R-squared 0.089 0.097 0.085 0.067 
Other Controls included: socio-economic position, parental education, child age, male/female, 
child ethnicity, work status of father, mother’s age (sq), lone parent status, marital status, number 
of siblings 
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Table 4 Socio-emotional development and non-parental childcare (SDQ, age 5) 
  Mother’s Education 

 

All 
Working 
Mothers 

Part-time 
Working  
Mothers 

Low High 

Childcare Use by Age 3 (MCS 2)     
Centre-Based Childcare (only) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
(omitted category) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Grandparents (only) 2.524* 3.600* 0.576 4.103* 
 [1.284] [1.636] [2.145] [1.700] 
Other Informal Care (only) 2.553 1.999 4.781 2.443 
 [2.386] [2.849] [3.044] [3.407] 
Childminder 0.465 1.21 2.289 1.073 
 [2.945] [3.649] [6.948] [3.192] 
Grand-Parents and Centre-Based Childcare -1.488 0.872 -3.985* 0.285 
 [1.244] [1.463] [1.799] [1.713] 
Other Informal and Centre-Based Childcare 3.659 5.816* 1.177 4.982 
 [2.177] [2.656] [3.419] [2.918] 
Childminder and Centre-Based Childcare -5.819 -5.309 5.6 -7.444* 
 [3.383] [3.897] [8.046] [3.638] 
Other Combination 0.3 2.804 -0.17 0.363 
 [2.042] [2.423] [3.207] [2.690] 
Low/No Childcare 1.595 1.207 0.00505 2.689 
 [1.149] [1.454] [2.014] [1.569] 
Childcare Use Age 3-5 (MCS2-MCS3)     
Centre Based Childcare (Part-Time) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
(omitted category) n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Centre-Based Childcare (Full-Time) -2.697* -2.346 -5.046** -1.392 
 [1.079] [1.441] [1.647] [1.366] 
Observations 5,065 3,542 1,957 3,108 
R-squared 0.096 0.1 0.102 0.086 
Other Controls included: socio-economic position, parental education, child age, male/female, 
child ethnicity, work status of father, mother’s age (sq), lone parent status, marital status, number 
of siblings 
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