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Abstract

In Canada, advocates of universal child care often point to policies implemented in
Quebec as providing a model for early education and care policies in other provinces.
While these policies have proven to be incredibly popular among citizens, initial evalu-
ations of access to these programs indicated they led to a multitude of undesirable child
developmental, health and family outcomes. These research findings ignited substantial
controversy and criticism. In this study, we show the robustness of the initial analyses
to i) concerns over whether negative outcomes would vanish over time as suppliers
gained experience providing child care, ii) concerns regarding multiple testing, and iii)
concerns that the original test measured the causal impact of childcare availability and
not child care attendance. A notable exception is that despite policy effect estimates
indicating declines in motor-social development scores in Quebec relative to the rest
of Canada, our results imply that attending childcare led to a significant increase in
this test score. Our analysis reveals substantial heterogeneity in program impacts and
indicates that some of the negative impacts reported in earlier research are driven by
children from families who only attended childcare in response to the implementation
of the policy.

∗We would like to thank Habiba Djebbari and seminar participants at the University of Toronto, 2010
CEA Annual meetings, John Deutsch Institute’s conference on Economic Relations Between Children and
Parents, 2012 RES annual meetings, and the CEPS/INSTEAD’s conference on the Theory and Practice
of Program Evaluation for helpful comments and suggestions. We would like to thank Kevin Milligan for
generously answering a number of questions regarding earlier analysis of the data used in the study. This
paper is a revised version of a portion of Kottelenberg’s Queen’s University 2009 Master’s research paper.
Lehrer wishes to thank SSHRC for research support. We are responsible for all errors.
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Executive Summary 
 
With the move by women into the workforce over the last four decades, and the 

increasing need to have more than one income to raise a family, parents and employers 
are increasingly calling on governments to support high-quality non-parental care for 
young children. Adding to these calls is the increasing number of scientific articles in 
academic journals that provide new evidence of the importance of healthy child 
development. These articles have garnered substantial attention, due in part, to the 
media reporting of the findings, which tend to suggest that early childhood is a critical 
period in the lifecycle to make educational investments. Last, many social policy 
advocates point to a body of research conducted by Nobel prize-winning economist 
James Heckman to bolster their argument that universal early childhood education and 
care is critical to boosting Canada’s productivity and economic competitiveness in the 
future. 

 
Without a doubt, Quebec is the leader among Canadian provinces in developing 

policies to transform their early childhood education and care system. Specifically, in 
1997, Quebec revised its family policy away from sizeable payments to parents on the 
birth of children, to being multi-pronged, including among other policies, i) a significant 
increase in the number of licensed child care places available to children living in the 
province, and ii) all parents with children aged 0-4 being granted access to child care at 
a rate of $5 per day (increased to $7 per day in 2004).  Surveys of Quebec residents 
continuously demonstrate that these policies are enormously popular. These responses 
have not surprisingly led to universal publically funded child care occupying a growing 
place on political agendas in the rest of Canada. 
 

In an important and influential paper, Baker, Gruber and Milligan (2008) provided 
the first formal analyses of the impacts of the reduced fee child care policies introduced 
in Quebec. Their analyses provided evidence that the introduction of universal child care 
led to statistically significant reductions in a variety of child health, developmental, and 
behavioural measures. In addition, the authors' analyses indicated that parenting 
practices and family functioning were negatively affected in Quebec. Their results ignited 
substantial controversy and were critiqued by advocacy groups such as the United Early 
Childhood Employees and Child Care Advocacy Association of Canada. Many of these 
critiques highlighted the fact that this research involved examination of the impact of 
access to child care, not the impact of the utilization of child care.   
 

This study extends Baker, Gruber, and Milligan (2008) in three ways. First, the 
earlier research evaluated the policies in Quebec at a time when the programs were 
newly implemented and child care centers were attempting to expand their services 
accordingly. Since the implementation of large scale social programs is rarely 
frictionless, new programs may require time for recruitment of high quality employees 
and integration in society. Therefore, early evaluations of child care programs may 
capture short-term changes that differ from results that may be found when child care 
centers are better established. We use additional cycles of National Longitudinal Study 
of Children and Youth data and find that the original results demonstrating that access to 
subsidized child care had negative impacts on individual developmental, behavioural, 
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and health measures are indeed robust to the inclusion of data up to ten years after the 
reform. 
  

Second, we extend past research by using empirical strategies to identify the 
causal impact of attending child care on both child and parent outcomes. By using 
different econometric estimators, it is possible to estimate alternative causal parameters, 
permitting an initial exploration into possible treatment effect heterogeneity. In 
applications of child care at the universal level, as with the Quebec child care policy, 
significant treatment effect heterogeneity is plausible. For example, children who receive 
high quality one-on-one parental care at home may experience negative outcomes when 
they shift to public child care that includes higher adult-child ratios, while other children 
may benefit from the transition to public child care.  Indeed we find that there are large 
differences between the estimates of the average effect of attending child care which 
reports insignificant and positive effects on child development and behavioural 
outcomes to estimates of the local average treatment effects. This latter parameter 
provides an estimate of the average effect only for those children and families who 
chose to attend child care as a result of the introduction of policy. We find that these 
individuals experience substantial declines in a variety of developmental and health 
outcomes, on average. Taken together, these results suggest that some groups may 
derive more benefit from child care than others.   

 
Third, we account for a statistical issue that affects the methods by which 

statistical inference is conducted when researchers examine the effectiveness of a 
single policy on a multitude of child and family outcomes. We adopt multiple testing 
procedures and find that our results and those of earlier work are robust to multiple 
testing corrections.    
 

The authors conclude that further understanding of the sources of treatment 
effect heterogeneity is needed.  They suggest that an improved understanding of the 
array of behavioural responses in the household to the child care policy in Quebec is 
needed. Additionally, the authors postulate that parental inputs at home are important 
for healthy child development and that these child care policies operate at preschools / 
day care centers may only reinforce at home preparation for a small fraction of the 
population. For the remainder, the changes in preschool inputs may be offset, since 
parents substitute their investments into their children towards other activities.   

 
From a policy perspective, the results from this study expand our knowledge 

about the effectiveness of policies that subsidize child care in Canada and do not 
support the proposition that introducing a universal child care program will 
unambiguously lead to negative individual and family outcomes. However, the 
substantial treatment effect heterogeneity from attending child care, suggests that larger 
societal benefits may be possible if policymakers were to target child care to those who 
would benefit most from its provision. At a minimum, the analyses suggests that the 
current early childhood education and care  policy debate should move beyond being 
focused simply upon whether or not a universal program should be provided, but also 
determine if such a program is indeed more efficient than a targeted child care policy. 
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