
 1 

13 July 2020 

 

 

The gendered economic impact of Covid-19 – Submission to Women and Equalities Select 
Committee 

Introduction  

PACEY is the Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years. Our aim is for all children in 
England and Wales to experience high quality childcare and early learning. We support our 25,000 
members to provide through training, resources, advice and peer support and champion the vital 
role they play in helping prepare children for a bright future. The majority of our members are 
childminders, but we also represent other early years practitioners working in, for example, 
nurseries and pre-schools. 
 
We welcome the opportunity to input into your enquiry. For too long the overwhelmingly female 
childcare workforce have been working at less than or close to the minimum wage while struggling 
to balance their work with other family and carer responsibilities. They have been the unsung 
heroines of the Covid-19 pandemic but, on top of many years of neglect, too many have been 
excluded from the financial help packages and too many, with vast reductions in demand, face losing 
their businesses and leaving the sector altogether. 
 
The impact of Covid-19  
 
There are 41000 childminders in England and Wales and the vast majority are female.  
 
Childminders in England are people who look after one or more children they are not related to for 
payment or reward. The care takes place in a home that is not the child’s own. The majority register 
with Ofsted on the Early Years Register (EYR) because they look after children aged 0 to 5, but some 
look after older children and therefore register on the Childcare Register (CR).  
 
Childminding in Wales is childcare provided by one or more people for children from birth up to the 
age of 12 years within a domestic premises that is not the child’s own home for more than two 
hours per day for reward. Childminders in Wales must be registered with the Care Inspectorate 
Wales (CIW). They must meet the requirements of the Regulations and National Minimum 
Standards. 
 
During the Covid-19 crisis we conducted a survey of childminders and almost 5,000 respondedi. The 
results showed that the pandemic is having a devastating impact.  
 
40% of childminders said they were not confident of their business being able to survive. 
 
It is important to add that the Covid-19 crisis has magnified what was already a deeply precarious 
position for childminders.  
 
Our survey shows that just under a quarter only had a total household income of between £10,000 
and £20,000 last year; and just under 10% had an income of less than £10,000. The vast majority 
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(75%) of childminders made under £10,000 profit over the last three years. 21% made under £5,000 
profit.  
 
They are dedicated early years practitioners, many relying on in-work benefits to make ends meet, 
who have utilised their commitment and good will to overcome desperately low incomes and 
scant payment streams. 
 
This cannot continue. Particularly as our survey reveals that far too many childminders will receive 
little or no help from the government’s self-employment income support scheme.  
Here are just some of the examples of the responses we have received. 
 

 The funded hours I receive count for less than a quarter of the setting income. Statutory sick 
pay won't cover even half my rent, although I can't be evicted for 3 months I will never be 
able to pay off the debt. I'm a single mum with nowhere to turn. What am I going to do? 
Someone please help! 

 I'm opening for 2 children now spread over a week, 50hrs of work for less than minimum 
wage, putting my family at risk, and if we get sick we will be on statutory sick pay for 
helping! But we have little other options. I would like to add that we have no funded children.  

 I hope they do more for self-employed child minders working from home. Of my 6 children, 5 
of them have parents that are key workers. Of these 5 one has a parent staying at home so 
not sending to school, 2 their dad worked in a pub and laid off so they’re not sending. Leaves 
me with 2 children a couple of days a week, not enough to make a living. 

 Childminders are self-employed sole traders, there is nothing more for us apart from the 
prospect of building debt and delayed payments with mounting interest...many of us are 
facing a dramatic drop or total loss of income. How will we survive? There is no safety net for 
us! We have no support from the government when we are being asked to be a part of the 
effort to keep this country going.  

 
The childminding sector, already in decline, faces an unsustainable future with those that are new to 
the profession having to leave. We believe that without further strategic intervention, there will be a 
devastating loss of flexible childcare places in across the summer and beyond. This is detrimental to 
children but also to women, because if the childcare sector falters, it is women who will bear the 
brunt. Recent research by the University of Sussex found that 72% of mothers described themselves 
as the default parent for all or most of the time during lockdown. In addition 70% of women 
reported being completely or mostly responsible for home schooling.  
 
The wider sector 
 
The early years sector’s greatest asset is the more than 400,000 people already working in. Again, 
the vast majority of whom are women, earning low incomes and relying on in-work benefits. Recent 
research showed that staff working in childcare were, on current trends, likely to earn less than 
someone working in retail. Poor pay and limited progression means that less and less people are 
choosing to work in childcare making recruitment and retention of staff challenging. 
 
The sector is crying out for a coherent workforce development strategy that supports and 
incentivises practitioners to continuously improve their skills, gain higher qualifications and progress 
their careers. The strategy must recognise the key barriers that prevent many members of the 
workforce from doing this at the moment; as women with many responsibilities there is a lack of 
time, funding and support is required to incentivise continuous professional development (CPD); and 
clear pathways up to Level 3 and beyond are needed as is an end to the persistent low pay given to 
childcare professionals, regardless of qualification level. 
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In her seminal review, Professor Cathy Nutbrown observed that the biggest influence on the quality 
of early education and care is its workforce.ii A more strategic approach to workforce development 
in England and wales will enable the sector to attract talented new entrants, as well as motivate 
existing members of the workforce to remain in the sector and improve their skills.  
 
Now is the time to map out a more coherent early years career made up of a range of well-defined 
roles linked to qualifications and clear routes to more senior positions, as well as to other related 
sectors such as teaching, social care and social work.  
 
The future  
 
The Covid-19 crisis is going to have a deep and long-lasting impact right across the childcare and 
education sector.  
 
Nurseries, childminders and pre-schools do not expect to see the same demand for childcare places 
as there was before the outbreak. Parents may have lost jobs or have reduced incomes; some may 
be shielding and others worried about the risks of returning. More families, worried about their 
finances, are likely to rely on just the early education funded places that government provides. 
PACEY’s recent survey of 1,000 parents of 1-6 year olds revealed that 48% said they are either not 
planning on sending their child back to a childcare setting or haven’t yet decided.  
 
Alongside reduced attendance and so income, all providers are returning to an operating 
environment that has significantly increased their costs. Everything from ongoing additional hygiene 
controls; greater use of PPE as well as, for some, the cost of structural changes to their setting to 
accommodate new ways of working e.g. additional washing facilities, partitioning of rooms all add to 
their growing costs.  
 
However, we believe that the Covid-19 pandemic presents an opportunity for government action 
that can make transformational changes to early years education and childcare. The hand to mouth 
existence cannot go on when so many children, particularly disadvantaged children, will need 
concerted, fully resourced care and education to restore their development and mitigate the impact 
of their months of isolation. 
 
We believe the following changes are critical: 
 
Entitlement funding  
 
The Department for Education must commit to pay settings early education fees after June 1 to 
those that are unable to open and to those that, because of changed regulations, can no longer care 
for the same children that they previously did.  
 
The funding of early education entitlement from local authorities must reflect previous funding 
levels over the year as a whole (where children retain their registration with that setting, regardless 
of the hours they may in reality attend over the coming months). This would need to incorporate an 
urgent increase to the current level of fee paid so sustained underfunding of the early years sector is 
finally addressed. This is especially important if fewer families are using childcare with an associated 
reduction in private fees, Tax Free Childcare payments and universal credit payments, due to 
unemployment, reduced working hours etc.  
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Beyond the immediate crisis we must re-examine the entitlement funding formula. If we are serious 
about the value of early years education and the outcomes for children, there is a compelling case 
for fully funded universal pre-school learning provision for all children.  
 
Regulatory requirements  
 
Changes to current regulations and requirements may be needed to reduce burden on providers and 
to reflect potential phased returns and/or new operating conditions. Government must develop any 
changes in close consultation with providers and recognise that if settings need to change how they 
provide care and early education in a post- pandemic world, this can only be maintained if providers 
are compensated for reduced attendance levels.  
 
Workforce qualifications and professional development  
 
It is not acceptable that the overwhelmingly female early years workforce continues to be poorly 
paid and poorly qualified. Any review of the early years sector must look at how the career path and 
renumeration can be transformed. 
 
In the meantime, support and CPD will be required to help practitioners to change how they work 
with children and parents and to develop their business resilience, so they are better prepared for 
any future pandemics or other major business interruption.  
 
The need to encourage new childminders into the sector 
 
Childminder offer a specific kind of early years care and education. There is huge potential for that 
model of delivery to bring the benefits of smaller, more concentrated learning and nurturing 
environments to children that have been disadvantaged and/or have special educational needs and 
disabilities. 
 
However, childminding is in decline and much more needs to be done to recruit new practitioners 
into the sector.  
 
We believe that the reinstatement of government start-up grants for newly registered childminders 
would provide the funding incentive that new potential childminders need to set up their business. 
This should be a key part of the new childminder model, encouraging entrepreneurial individuals, 
perhaps those newly unemployed, to offer innovative support and education to children. 
 
Conclusions  
 
The coronavirus outbreak is going to have a deep and long-lasting impact right across the already 
fragile early years sector. There is the danger that this will have a devastating impact on the female 
workforce, but also on those women that rely on childcare for their own working arrangements. 
 
Change is needed across all elements of the sector, however there is no escaping the need for a 
renewed funding formula for the sector. As said above, the sectors greatest strength is its 
overwhelmingly female workforce and going forward they should be valued, rewarded and given 
opportunities to do the work that they love in sustainable way. 
 
Helen Donohoe 
Policy Advisor  
Helen.donohoe@pacey.org.uk  
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i A self-selected online survey of childminders (n= 4755) of which 91% of respondents were from England and 9% from 
Wales. Of those 77% were childminders working on their own and 13% employed assistants, with 96% registered as sole 
traders. 
ii Nutbrown (2012). The Department for Education has similarly said that ‘the main driver of quality in a setting is its 
workforce’. Department for Education (2015), Childcare Bill: Policy Statement (London: Department for Education). 
www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/465446/Childcare_Bill_Policy_statement.pdf  
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